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The Fundamental Principles 
of the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement

humanity The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, born of a desire to bring 
assistance without discrimination to the wounded on the battlefield, endeavours, in its 
international and national capacity, 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, friendship, co-operation and lasting 
peace amongst all peoples.

impartiality It makes no discrimination as to nationality, race, religious beliefs, class or political 
opinions. It endeavours to relieve the suffering of individuals, being guided solely by 
their needs, and to give priority to the most urgent cases of distress.

neutrality In order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all, the Movement may not take sides 
in hostilities or engage at any time in controversies of a political, racial, religious or 
ideological nature

independence The Movement is independent. The National Societies, while auxiliaries in the humani
tarian services of their governments and subject to the laws of their respective countries, 
must always maintain their autonomy so that they may be able at all times to act in 
accordance with the principles of the Movement.

voluntary service It is a voluntary relief movement not prompted in any manner by desire for gain.

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

universality The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, in which all Societies have 
equal status and share equal responsibilities and duties in helping each other, is world
wide

The Fundamental Principles were proclaimed by the XXth International Conference of the Red Cross, 
Vienna, 1965. This is the revised text contained in the Statutes of the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement, adopted by the XXVth International Conference of the Red Cross, Geneva, 1986.
League of Red Crow and Red Crescent Societies.



I THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES: THEIR ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT

1. The Principles and the Movement’s history: from 1863 
to 1952
From the very first, the founder-member of the 
Movement realized that it was necessary to formulate 
a number of essential principles to guide the 
Movement and safeguard its specific character and 
efficiency. The work of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent is based on the fundamental ideas of 
impartial assistance to anyone who is suffering, 
whether friend or foe.
This idea, which was conceived on a battlefield, was 
expressed in the resolutions and declarations of the 
first Conference, held in October 1863, and in 
Article 6 of the Geneva Convention of 22 August 1864, 
which contained the provision: "wounded or sick 
combatants, to whatever nation they may belong, shall 
be collected and cared for". To make this injunction 
feasible and effective, the 1864 Convention gave 
ambulances and medical personnel a new status, 
thereafter termed neutrality.
It was not long members of the Movement were speaking 
of Principles, or Fundamental Principles. As early as 
1869, at the Berlin Conference, the ICRC was assigned 
the task of safeguarding and spreading knowledge of 
those Principles.
In the early years, unity which the Movement was 
ensured by the concordance of the individuals 
involved and, less directly, by their common cultural 
background.
Although there was no written agreement on the 
subject, certain notions soon became recognized as 
essential to the Red Cross idea. As Gustave Moynier, 
one of the Movement’s founders, said: "The Societies, 
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the principle of centralization means that there 
can be only one Red Cross Society per country 
(centralized control), and that its activities 
must embrace the whole country;
the principle of foresight requires the Societies 
to be ready at all times, and to make preparations 
in peacetime for humanitarian activities in time 
of war;
the principle of mutuality means willingness to 
assist all wounded and sick people, regardless of 
their nationality;
the principle of solidarity requires the Societies 
to help each other.

Moynier said that the ICRC should act as "the 
voluntary guardian of these Principles so crucial to 
our work" and called on it to use "its influence, if 
need be, to ensure that they are adhered to". Thus it 
would have to see that the new Societies respected 
the above general principles.
When the ICRC drew up its first Statutes in 1915, it 
set itself the task of "safeguarding the fundamental 
and universal Principles on which the Institution is 
based" (Article 3), without being more specific. It 
was only when those Statutes were revised in 1921 
that the ICRC set forth a summary of what it regarded 
as Fundamental Principles, namely "impartiality, 
action independent of any political, religious or 
economic consideration, the universality of the Red 
Cross and the equality of its constituent members".

The Xth International Conference of the Red Cross, 
held in Geneva in April 1921, adopted a resolution 
reading: "The Conference approves the activity of the 
International Committee in peacetime. It recognizes 
the Committee as the guardian and propagator of the 
institution’s fundamental moral and legal Principles 
and assigns it the responsability of ensuring that 
those Principles are respected and that knowledge of 
them is spread throughout the world".

Following the Second World War, the XIXth session 
(Oxford 1946) of the League Board of Governors (now 
General Assembly) accepted the proposal of a 
Commission of National Society representatives and 
issued a long declaration on the Principles which was 
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later included in the International Red Cross 
Handbook (12th edition, 1983, pp. 549-551). These 
"new" Principles, which were explicitly added to the 
four Principles set forth by the ICRC, are thirteen 
in number; there are also six rules for their 
application. Apart from a brief recapitulation, in 
the introduction, of the four Principles laid down by 
the ICRC, this declaration consists almost entirely 
of a statement of organic principles and matters of 
policy. The principle of neutrality is not mentioned, 
becoming merged with that of impartiality, but an 
important addition is that National Societies must be 
representative.
The XVIII1h International Conference of the Red Cross 
(Toronto, 1952) reaffirmed the Oxford Principles, in 
order "to maintain the tenets of impartiality, 
political, racial, religious and economic indepen
dence, universality of the Red Cross, and equal 
rights of National Societies, which are the corner 
stones of the Red Cross Movement" (Resolution 10).
There is thus a certain ambiguity as to which 
Principles, the "Fundamental Principles" (of the 
Oxford Declaration) or those constituting the "corner 
stones”, are to be considred as paramount, as truly 
fundamental. Some doctrinal clarification seems to be 
necessary.

2. Elaboration of the Principles
We have seen that Gustave Moynier formulated the 
first Principles (centralization, foresight, 
mutuality and solidarity) very early and that these 
were essentially practical (or organic) in nature.
Later, in 1920, Edmond Boissier, a member of the 
ICRC, wrote about Red Cross ideals as follows: "The 
Principle which has always been recognized and 
proclaimed by all the Societies united under its 
banner is that of universal charity in the service of 
suffering humanity, without regard to religion, race 
or nationality. Charity and universality, along with 
independence and impartiality, are the essential and 
distinctive characteristics of the Red Cross" [Revue 
internationale de la Croix-Rouge, N’ 20, August 1920, 
p. 883]. This statement of the Principles was not, 
however, accompanied by a commentary.
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It was Max Huber who revived doctrinal discussion 
within the Red Cross, especially the ICRC. Although 
he did not write a detailed treatise on the subject, 
Huber nevertheless made a thorough study of the 
Principles, especially in the following texts 
contained in the volume entitled The Red Cross 
Principles and problems (ICRC, Geneva, 1954>:

The Red Cross today (1934);
The Red Cross and international law (1944);
The Red Cross idea (1953).

Huber’s work was concerned mainly with the Principles 
of humanity and neutrality, which had not yet been 
exactly defined. He remarks that the Principle of 
humanity rests on a feeling of compassion and 
sensitivity towards the suffering of others and is 
close to the teaching of many religious and social 
philosophies which made him aware of the importance 
of philosophical, religious and, of course, policital 
neutrality.
In his writings on neutrality, Huber discusses the 
primary purpose of the Red Cross, which is reflected 
in the Principles: to bring relief without 
discrimination to victims of armed conflict and 
natural disasters. A natural consequence of this 
position is the refusal to become involved in 
political and ideological disputes which, sooner or 
later, would divert the Red Cross from its essential 
task. Politicization has always been the prime enemy 
of the Movement, which defends itself by recalling 
the essence of the Principles, namely, impartial 
assistance to suffering peoples.
It is to Jean Pictet that we owe the first, and so 
far the only, complete exploration of the Principles. 
In his Red Cross Principles (1956), he makes a 
detailed analysis of the basic reasons that motivate 
the work of the Red Cross and Red Crescent. This 
valuable book is well known and it is not necessary 
here to give a detailed account of it. It ends by 
listing, as a summary, 17 Principles which are 
divided into two categories:

Fundamental Principles: Humanity, Equality, Due Pro
portion, Impartiality, Neu
trality, Independence, and 
Universality.
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Organic Principles : Selflessness, Free Service, 
Voluntary Service, Auxiliari- 
ty, Autonomy, Multitudinism, 
Equality of the National 
Societies, Unity, Solidarity, 
and Foresight.

3. The adoption of the Fundamental Principles
Pictet’s book on the Fundamental Principles, begun on 
his own initiative, eventually brought about a 
revision of the Fundamental Principles as set out in 
the 1946 Oxford Declaration. However, the move to 
revise the Principles came not from the ICRC, where 
Pictet was Director of General Affairs, but from the 
Japanese Red Cross, whose Director of Foreign 
Affairs, Masutaro Inoue, had translated Pictet’s book 
into Japanese. In 1958 the Japanese Red Cross 
formally requested that the Oxford Declaration be 
replaced by the summary appearing at the end of 
Pictet’s book.
The League agreed to this and proposed that a joint 
ICRC - League commission be formed to study the 
question. The ICRC appointed a small delegation which 
had eight meetings with League representatives. This 
working group drew up a text which, after 
consultation with the Standing Commission and the 
Presidents of the ICRC and the League, was sent to 
the Central Committees of the National Societies for 
their views (circular of 24 June 1959).
Twenty-six Societies replied. Of these, 14 simply 
approved the proposed text while 11 others made 
comments, some in considerable detail. The Standing 
Commission then instructed the study group to draw up 
a second draft of the Principles, incorporating such 
of the National Societies’ proposals as the group 
might deem to be justified. The group submitted this 
second draft to the Standing Commission, which 
adopted it on 6 October 1960 with few alterations.
At its October 1960 meeting, however, the Standing 
Commission made the following addition, concerning 
peace, to the last sentence of the Principle of 
humanity, at the request of the Chairman of the 
Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of 
the USSR: "It promotes mutual understanding and 
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friendship amonst all peoples, thus developing the 
spirit of peace, and contributing to the elimination 
of war”. This addition was considered by many 
delegates to be out of place in such a declaration; 
they felt it was a matter of policy and that in the 
long run it could lead to the Red Cross being drawn 
into political controversy. The President of the 
Soviet Alliance raised the subject again when the 
Standing Commission met on 24 March 1961. He proposed 
adding a new Fundamental Principle stating the 
"peaceloving" character of the Red Cross. This was 
rejected.
The draft text adopted by the Standing Commission was 
submitted to the XXVI1h meeting of the Council of 
Delegates, held in Prague in October 1961 and 
attended by 58 out of the 82 recognized National 
Societies and by the League and the ICRC. The Soviet 
Alliance again proposed the inclusion in the 
Fundamental Principles of a peace principle, in fact 
the one already rejected by the Standing Commission. 
Several National delegations objected. In the end, a 
compromise was reached with the following text: "The 
Red Cross promotes mutual understanding, friendship, 
co-operation and lasting peace amongst all peoples".

The Japanese delegation had provided a great deal of 
preparatory documentation. At the Council meeting it 
suggested using the Pictet text, which it described 
as the only one to formulate actual Principles; in 
its opinion the Standing Commission’s draft had mixed 
Principles with items of policy. The Japanese 
proposals were rejected.
The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross were 
finally adopted at the XXth International Conference 
of the Red Cross, held in Vienna in 1965. The Prague 
draft was adopted unanimously and without discussion. 
It was also decided that the Principles would be read 
aloud at the opening of each International Conference 
of the Red Cross.
In 1979, the Henry Dunant Institute published a 
Commentary by Jean Pictet on the Fundamental 
Principles.
At the XXV1h International Conference in Geneva in 
October 1986, the importance of the Principles was 
once again demonstrated by their incorporation in the 
text of the revised Statutes of the Movement, which 
were unanimously adopted at that Conference. 
Furthermore, new provisions in those Statutes 
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(Articles 2.4, 3.1 and 4.10) declare that it is the 
responsability of the States and National Societies 
to respect and disseminate the Fundamental 
Principles. Lastly, the name of the Fundamental 
Principles was altered to correspond to that of the 
Movement, becoming the Fundamental Principles of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent.

II THE ICRC STUDY: SUMMARY OF THE WORK ALREADY ACCOMPLISHED

1. The starting point
At the Council of Delegates preceding the 
XXV1h International Conference of the Red Cross in 
Geneva in October 1986 Dr. Janos Hantos, Chairman of 
the Executive Committee of the Hungarian Red Cross 
and member of the Standing Commission, said:

"The ICRC's Report regularly covers dissemination and 
respect for the ideals and Fundamental Principles of 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent. I believe that 
concerning the future of our Movement this is a 
question of great importance. In the development of 
our 123 years' old Movement the primary task, to 
assist victims without any kind of discrimination, 
has been substantiated under specific Red Cross 
philosophy and has evolved.

universality 
Principles 
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seven Fundamental Principles are read out at 
International Conferences, with due solemnity. There 
are several declarations about respect for the 
Fundamental Principles; I nevertheless do not think 
that due attention is paid to the examination of 
their practical application.

Why do I make mention of this question? Because I 
regard the Fundamental Principles as the most 
important cementing force which may guarantee the 
unity of our continuously-growing Movement. Perhaps 
it has never happened in the history of mankind that 
an initiative based on human generosity has found 
response in practically all countries of the world 
and has not lost its appeal, even after 120 years. On 
the contrary, it is still increasing.The maintenance 
of its appeal, its image in the world and its more 
effective activity depend on us. They depend on 
whether we apply the Fundamental Principles in unity.

Is it reasonable to raise this issue? My experience 
tells me to say yes. I start from the fact that the 
culture, way of life and living conditions of people 
in the world differ so much that comparison of 
certain social conditions is next to impossible.

Consequently, some people may assume that, in our 
successfully-spreading Movement, bringing together 
already 144 National Societies, problems may arise 
concerning the understanding and application of the 
Fundamental Principles. This is a fact, but I 
consider it as a natural symptom of our development.

Do we really know these problems? Do we examine the 
reasons and motives for the diversity existing in the 
understanding and the application of the Fundamental 
Principles? The question may arise whether, 21 years 
after the formulation of the Fundamental Principles, 
we should study their practical application at all. I 
think so, especially as the well-known examination of 
the Principle of Voluntary Service, the decision 
accepted by the Twenty-fourth Conference in this 
respect and the studies written on this subject have 
all contributed to its better understanding and 
application.

Some of us may be worried that for example Indepen
dence and Impartiality or Neutrality are more 
complicated than the Principle of Voluntary Service. 
An elaborate study may perhaps reveal that there are 
major differences in the understanding and implemen
tation of these Principles within the Movement 
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itself. But, if there are such differences, we should 
not pretend they do not exist. It is my firm belief 
that we serve the unity and efficiency of our 
Movement if we try to find time to examine, in an 
adequate schedule, the application of each 
Fundamental Principle. This calls first of all for 
the active leading role of the International 
Committee. I do not propose any general debate on the 
Fundamental Principles but I feel it necessary to 
carefully monitor their effective implementation.

Our purpose is to preserve and to develop the 
attraction of our Movement. If we wish to attract 
more people, especially young people, to support our 
Movement, then we have to demonstrate first that our 
Fundamental Principles really represent the guiding 
principles of our everyday work and that we are able 
to establish real unity and successful co-operation, 
in our world full of tensions, for the welfare of our 
fellowmen in need.

Therefore, I request the International Committee to 
explore the possible methods of examining the 
application of each Fundamental Principles, by 
setting up a study group I1* .

Mr. Alexandre Hay, speaking as President of the ICRC, 
accepted Dr. Hantos’ suggestion that the ICRC should 
form such a study group. Shortly afterwards the ICRC 
formed an internal Working Group on Respect for and 
Dissemination of the Fundamental Principles, chaired 
by Mr. Pierre Keller, a member of the Executive Board 
of the ICRC, to prepare the information necessary for 
informal consultation on the exact significance of 
the Fundamental Principles, in order to disseminate 
them more widely.
For this consultation the ICRC invited in a personal 
capacity the following prominent personalities in the 
Movement, who had two meetings (in Budapest on 13-14 
October 1987 and in Geneva on 14-15 October 1988) 
with the ICRC representatives directing the study:

I1) Twenty-fifth International Conference of the Red Cross, 
Geneva, 1986, Report, pp. 67-68.
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- Dr. Ahmed Abdallah El Shérif: Libyan Red Crescent
- Dr. Janos Hantos : Hungarian Red Cross
- Dr. Byron Hove : Zimbabwe

Society
Red Cross

- Judge Darrell D. Jones : Canadian
Society

Red Cross

- Datin Paduka Ruby Lee : Malaysian Red Cres-
cent Society

the USSR.

- Lady Limerick : British 1
Society

■led Cross

- Major Ali Hassan Quoreshi : Bangladesh Red 
cent Society

Cres-

- Dr. Guillermo Rueda Montana : Colombian 
Society

Red Cross

-Dr. D. Venedictov : Alliance of Red
Cross and Red Cres-
cent Societiesi of

Dr. B. Hove was unable to take part in the first 
consultation, and Dr. D. Venedictov could not take 
part in the second one. Dr. K. Kennel, Vice-President 
of the League and President of the Swiss Red Cross, 
represented the President of the League at the Geneva 
consultation.
The International Committee was represented at both 
meetings by:

- Mr. Pierre Keller

- Professor Hans Haug
former President of the 
Swiss Red Cross

member of the ICRC and
Chairman of the ICRC
working Group
member of the ICRC and

- Mr. Yves Sandoz : Director, Principles, Law 
and Relations with the 
Movement
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Mr. Michel Martin : Head, Division for Princi
ples and Relations with 
the Movement

Mr. Jean-Luc Blondel : Deputy Head, Division for 
Principles and Relations 
with the Movement.

a working paper for the firstThe ICRC had prepared 
meeting, at which the group reached consensus on some 
points and left others pending. Both the ICRC and the 
experts invited then prepared the following documents 
(also listed in an appendix to this report) in 
preparation for the second

to this 
consultation :

ICRC:
The specific nature of 
activities .

Red Cross and Red Crescent

The International Red 
Movement and nuclear weapons.

Cross and Red Crescent

Some questions often asked concerning the 
ciple of neutrality.

Princi-

Use 
National

of the Red Cross or Red Crescent emblem by 
Societies: special cases
of 
of

Presence 
rences 
impairment 
independence ?

the States at the International Confe- 
the Red Cross and

of the Movement’s
Red Crescent : 
Principle of

Janos Hantos:
- Reflections on the Fundamental Principles of the 

Red Cross and Red Crescent.

Lady Limerick:
Discussion paper for the consultative meeting in 
Geneva in October 1988.

The Canadian Red Cross :
The specific nature of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
work.
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Dr. D.D. Venedictov:
Fundamental Principles of Red Cross, prevention of 
war and nuclear weapons.

Patin Paduka Ruby Lee:
Presence of States Parties to the Geneva Conven
tions at the International Conferences.

Discussion of these documents, and speeches by 
participants, showed several points of agreement and 
indicated questions calling for further study.

2. Points of agreement and questions pending

2.1 The importance and interdependence of the Fundamental 
Principles
From the very start all the experts present showed 
that they were determined not to question the present 
wording of the Principles, that is, the wording 
appearing in the Statutes of the Movement. They were 
similary unanimous in regarding the Principles as a 
set of interrelated Principles, each one of which has 
to be interpreted in the light of the others, as a 
whole that had to be better understood, disseminated 
and respected as such.
All the participants accordingly agreed that the 
Fundamental Principles are the "corner-stone" of the 
doctrine of the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement, and are binding on all its 
components in all circumstances. The wording of the 
Principles which now appears in the Statutes of the 
Movement does not call for amendment at the present 
time, but it is important to make the Principles 
better understood and to adapt methods of 
disseminating them to conditions in individual 
countries.
Despite the recommendations of the Tansley Report and 
other authorities, knowledge and understanding of 
the Principles within the Movement are still not 
sufficiently widespread. The Movement’s difficulties 
are largely due to lack of familiarity with the 
Fundamental Principles on the part of:
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States, vis-à-vis their own National Societies or 
the Movement’s international operations (see in 
this connection article 2.4 of the Statutes of the 
Movement, which stipulates that "the States shall 
at all time respect the adherence by all the 
components of the Movement to the Fundamental 
Principles ") ;

various political entities 
movements) with which the 
Crescent are in contact;
certain National Societies 
staf f.

(such as opposition 
Red Cross and Red

and even some senior

It was considered necessary, therefore, to step up 
dissemination and to improve the materials used for 
this purpose. This conclusion is in harmony with the 
main objective of the present study.

2.2 Scope of Red Cross and Red Crescent activities
To a large extent the Fundamental Principles and 
especially the Principle of humanity determine the 
mission and area of action of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent.
There has always been discussion as to the limits of 
the Movement’s area of activity. The Tansley Report’s 
proposal on this subject was only partially accepted 
by the Twenty-third International Conference of the 
Red Cross (Bucharest, 1977), whose Resolution I 
reaffirmed the multifarious nature of the Movement’s 
tasks. This Resolution was entitled "Mission of the 
Red Cross" and reads as follows:

"The XXIIIrd International Conference of the Red 
Cross,

recognizing the great significance for the Red Cross 
of the Geneva Conventions of 1949 and the Protocols 
additional to these Conventions,

stressing the attachment of the Red Cross to the 
Fundamental Principles adopted by the XXth Interna
tional Conference of the Red Cross (Vienna 1965),
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1 confirms the dedication of the Red Cross Move
ment to its Fundamental mission of preventing and 

it may be 
ensuring

alleviating human suffering wherever 
found; protecting life and health and 
respect for the human being; 
impartially, without discrimination 
nationality, religious beliefs 
opinions, protection and assistance 
need it, in the event of armed 
other disasters,

conflicts and

and affording
as to race,
or political
to those who

2. emphasizes the extreme importance of the work 
carried out by National Societies within their 
medico-social programmes for the prevention of 
disease and the promotion of health, and in the 
encouragement of social responsibility and 
voluntary service among their members,

3. considers that the Red Cross, in respecting its 
principles and in developing its manifold 
activities, should play an essential part in 
disseminating to the population, and especially 
to youth, the spirit of mutual understanding and 
friendship among all peoples, and thus promoting 
lasting peace.”

In accordance with the Principle of humanity, the 
National Societies must be aware of the ever-changing 
needs, in humanitarian terms, within their national 
communities, without however neglecting their 
specific role as auxiliaries to the public 
authorities in providing victims of armed conflicts 
with protection and assistance. It is also important 
that they should not dissipate their efforts by 
undertaking too many tasks in which they would lose 
their efficacy.
At the national level, the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
will prove their efficiency and credibility in their 
acknowledged traditional fields (health, social 
welfare and emergency activities). The Movement must 
show imagination and a pioneering spirit to adapt to 
a constantly changing world.
In its international operations it is important that 
the Movement should maintain the specific character 
of its competence for relief operations in the event 
of armed conflict or other disasters, in which its 
efficacy is known and recognized.
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The Movement’s role in preventive work remains to be 
examined. As regards health and social welfare, Red 
Cross and Red Crescent work has long been partly 
oriented in that direction. Could the Movement carry 
out preventive work in other fields whilst retaining 
its specifically humanitarian character? How is the 
relation established between alleviating and 
preventing suffering (to cite the working of the 
Principle of humanity)? How should the Movement fix 
its priorities in that connection? These questions 
deserve exploration.

2.3 The prevention of war and disarmament
The Principle of humanity includes the idea of 
prevention and mentions peace as ultimate purpose Red 
Cross and Red Crescent. The Movement has held two 
Conferences (at Belgrade in 1975 and at Aaland and 
Stockholm in 1984) on peace, and since then the 
Commission on the Red Cross, the Red Crescent and 
Peace has been working hard on this question. The 
Statutes of the Movement declare in their Preambule 
that "by its humanitarian work and the dissemination 
of its ideals, the Movement promotes a lasting peace, 
which is not simply the absence of war, but is a 
dynamic process of co-operation among all States and 
peoples, co-operation founded on respect for freedom, 
independence, national sovereignty, equality, human 
rights, as well on a fair and equitable distribution 
of resources to meet the needs of peoples".

The day-to-day work of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent, done in conformity with the Movement’s 
Principles, is in itself a contribution to peace. The 
Movement has always been interested in preventing 
war; the whole of international humanitarian law is 
based on the distinction between combatants and 
non-combatants, and this is in itself a limitation of 
war. The Movement has also on several occasions made 
declarations on disarmament in which it calls upon 
governments to take adequate measures for 
disarmament, affecting inter alia weapons of mass 
destruction.
The question of nuclear weapons raises another 
problems, that of deterrence. Some governments or 
observers of international politics are of the 
opinion that nuclear weapons have helped to prevent 
war. The Movement expresses no opinion on this 
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subject, but points out that the definition of peace 
it has adopted goes far beyond maintaining what has 
been called "the balance of terror"; the Movement 
seeks to give practical aid to victims of armed 
conflicts and so contribute to an ideal of peace 
based on international understanding and solidarity.
The personalities consulted by the ICRC agree with 
the ICRC that the study on the Fundamental Principles 
should not go further into this subject, as it is 
dealt with very fully by the Commission on the Red 
Cross, the Red Crescent and Peace.

2.4 Understanding the Principle of neutrality
There is a strong interconnection between the 
Principle of independence, the Principle of 
neutrality and the unity of the Movement. Respect for 
the Principle of neutrality requires independence on 
the part of the body applying that principle; at the 
same time such respect ensures the Movement’s 
cohesion. Partisan attitudes endanger the unity of 
the Movement and undermine that mutual trust which is 
vital for effective humanitarian action.
The Principle of neutrality is not itself questioned. 
The problem lies in the ability of the components of 
the Movement, each according to its degree of 
independence, to comply effectively with the 
requirements of this principle. The National 
Societies are all auxiliaries to their government and 
depend on public opinion in their country; this 
sometimes places them in difficult positions. The 
following still outstanding points have been raised:

are these issues on which a National Society can 
and should make its humanitarian position clear, 
even when the question is a controversial one in 
its country? If so, how?
is there a humanitarian way of dealing with poli
tical questions? How can the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent succeed in introducing a humanitarian 
dimension into the very centre of political 
issues?
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2.5 Use of the emblem for activities conforming to the 
Principles
Article 44 of the First Geneva Convention stipulates 
that the National Societies may, even in time of 
peace, make use of the name and emblem of the Red 
Cross or Red Crescent "for their other activities 
which are in conformity with the Principles laid down 
by the International Red Cross Conferences".

Thus the emblem indicates to the public the 
humanitarian character of the National Society. That 
Society is guided by the Principles. At the same 
time the emblem calls for protection of the persons 
and property used to accomplish that mission.
In time of conflict or disturbances the primary 
purpose of the emblem is to ensure the protection of 
victims and of those who are helping them. In the 
performance of their health and medical activities 
National Societies may, with government consent, use 
the emblem as a protective device; this holds true 

duties as auxiliaries to the 
medical services. When a 

governmental
autonomous decisions 
use the emblem as a

above
and
is
has ceased to

National Society
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civilian 
totally

over and 
military 
country 
authority 
by the 1 
protective device would appear to be legitimate.

disrupted and 
exist, 

to

In the event of internal disturbances, the National 
Society may, without contravening the Geneva 
Conventions, use a very large emblem for 
identification of its activities. Although no 
provision was originally made to this effect, it may 
then in certain circumstances serve as a protective 
device. Whenever National Societies display the red 
cross or red crescent emblem they must scrupulously 
respect the Fundamental Principles and defend them 
against any pressure exerted by any authority.

2.6 The Principle of independence and relations with the 
States
At the consultations in Budapest and Geneva a special 
aspect - and only that aspect - of the Principle of 
independence was discussed, namely, respect of that 
principle by the components of the Movement at its 
international Conferences.
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This opportunity for mutual consultation with the 
States is a useful one, given that the National 
Societies are auxiliaries of their government and 
that it is the ICRC’s responsibility to ensure that 
international humanitarian law is applied. But the 
name "International Conference of the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent" may give rise to misinterpretation, for 
it does not indicate that States to take part in the 
Conferences and are empowered to vote at them.
It must therefore be made clear to the public what 
the international Conferences really are. Their 
agenda must include items involving the States. 
Matters of interest only to the components of the 
Movement should be dealt with by the Council of 
Delegates.
The Movement’s Statutes (especially articles 2.4, 8, 
9.3 and 11.4) contain provisions whose purpose is to 
enable a Conference to take place in complete 
conformity with the Principles.
The question of the international Conference is 
however only one aspect, a specific and limited one, 
of the application of the Principle of independence. 
Other more frequent questions arise concerning the 
Principle, to which further consideration will have 
to be given in the follow-up to the study.

2.7 Implementation of the Fundamental Principles by the 
components of the Movement
Whilst all the components of the Movement are under 
the obligation to respecting the Principles, not all 
of them equally able to discharge that obligation. 
National Societies in difficulty have to be helped by 
giving them the means of acting in conformity with 
the Principles. Sanctions against a National Society 
cannot be entirely ruled out if, to a serious extent 
and for a long time, it contests or refuses to apply 
any of the Principles. When National Societies are 
prevented from respecting the Principles through lack 
of resources, personnel or equipment, development aid 
may strengthen their independence and their ability 
to do so. In any event it is preferable to settle the 
difficulties, including those arising from failure to 
respect the Principles, by dialogue and mutual 
consultation than by legal or disciplinary measures.
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Lastly, and generally speaking, the experts consulted 
noted that the responsibility or each components of 
the Movement to maintain its unity is not given 
sufficient prominence in the wording of the 
Principles. Co-operation and solidarity in the 
Movement must be intensified so as to give effective 
support to the weakest National Societies. The study 
on respect for and dissemination of the Fundamental 
Principles must therefore also examine the practical 
difficulties met with by National Societies in 
carrying out their mission.

III PROPOSALS FOR FOLLOW-UP TO THE STUDY
The experts consulted found that, whilst the 
interpretation of some of the Principles should be 
clarified, most of the difficulties lie in their 
application. The National Societies especially often feel 
powerless to deal with situations in which respect for 
the Principles is threatened or made difficult by outside 
pressure or misapprehension of the Principles. The ICRC 
and League should give more help to National Societies in 
this connection. Some Societies have themselves explored 
this question. What is needed more than theoretical 
explanation is a collection of actual cases in which 
members of the Red Cross and Red Crescent have had 
difficulty in applying the Principles.
The ICRC proposes to adopt the following procedure for 
the continuation of the study on respect for and 
application of the Fundamental Principles:

1. A reference document will be drawn up which will 
state a number of practical questions concerning the 
application of each Principle.

2. This document will be sent to all National Societies 
and to the League and the Henry Dunant Institute, 
with a letter asking them to think over the questions 
raised and to send the ICRC whatever information they 
have on the subject, especially suggestions on how to 
apply the Principles or practical instances of 
problems encountered in doing so.
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3. The ICRC will assemble all the replies received in a 
folder and send it to all the components of the 
Movement and to the Henry Dunant Institute. The 
folder would be regularly up-dated by adding new 
documents .

4. Round Table meetings, for example regional ones, will 
be held at which actual examples of application of 
the Principles would be examined. The conclusions 
reached at these meetings would be sent to all 
National Societies, the League and the Henry Dunant 
Institute.

5. The ICRC will ask the League and the Henry Dunant 
Institute to co-operate in the study on the 
Fundamental Principles.

6. The ICRC will prepare a report and submit it to the 
next Council of Delegates.
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REFLECTIONS ON THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES
OF THE RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT

Dr. Janos Hantos

Hungarian Red Cross

It is impossible to analyze each
separately 
them all. 
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would like

without first examining the 
For this reason, instead 
of my thoughts on each 
to highlight the need

experience by raising some general problems.

Fundamental Principle 
major aspects concerning 
of giving a detailed 

Fundamental Principle, I 
for analysis based on

1• THE FUNCTION OF THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES
As I stressed at the 1986 Council of Delegates, we in the 
Movement’s leading bodies do not pay enough attention to the 
practical application of the Fundamental Principles. We do 
not analyze with due seriousness and responsibility the
changing trends in the Movement, its real role in this
changing world.
In 1972, the ICRC and the League, in close co-operation with
the National Societies, decided "to take a hard look at the 
future in the form of a comprehensive examination of the 
role of the Red Cross" . I heartily welcomed this 
decision. Mr. Tansley, supported by an international 
working group, prepared a Report on the Reappraisal of the 
Role of the Red Cross. The undeniable merit of this Report 
is that it has inspired an overall discussion about the 
basic issues facing the Red Cross Movement.
The starting point of the Report is correct: "Red Cross had 
always been faced with the need to adapt to changing 
conditions" <2> . It was therefore highly topical to analyze: 
"has it really a mission in the world of today? What is that 
mission? How can Red Cross prepare for it?" l3) .
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I remind you that the Tansley report mentions "lack of 
cohesion” as one of the Movement’s weaknesses. It declares 
that "the Red Cross Movement today suffers from a lack of 
cohesion. It particularly lacks a sense of common purpose, a 
basic role which all of its organs share” <4) . "The present 
lack of common purpose within the Movement ... poses a major 
threat to Red Cross" <5> . These are weighty thoughts. But 
are they really to the point?
The National Board of the Hungarian Red Cross has questioned 
them. In our opinion, the Movement does have a cohesive 
force and a common purpose, but perhaps they have not yet 
come into full effect. Today, ten years after the debate on 
the Tansley Report, I believe more than ever that the 
Fundamental Principles should be regarded as the greatest
cohesive force of our Movement. 
Fundamental Principles drawn up and 
respected and applied the unity

I believe that if 
accepted in 1965 
and efficiency of

International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement can

the 
are 
the 
be

saf eguarded.
I very much appreciated that the Report on the Reappraisal 
of the Role of the Red Cross led Professor Jean Pictet 
whom we all hold in high esteem - to prepare comments on the 
Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross, to publish them in 
the International Review and to issue them as an independent 
paper. Allow me to quote some ideas from this study: "The
work of the Red Cross is born of a high ideal, from which it 
continually draws fresh life, but as it primarily consists 
of practical actions, frequently improvised, there is a 
serious risk that in the haste of charitable action and in 
spite of the purity of one’s intention, one may deviate from 
the guiding principles, and unity of thought may be lacking 
... It is this doctrine which creates the unity and the 
universality of the structure, which, indeed, makes the Red 
Cross a reality. Without principles, the Red Cross would 
simply not exist" <•> . At the same time Mr. Pictet points 
out that: "To achieve their purpose, these principles must
be presented clearly, so that they are understood by 
everyone" < 7 > .

idea and 
determined

the 
by 
how

The continuity and dissemination of an 
practical action it results in are generally 
how well it expresses actual human or social needs and 
well it contributes to meeting the continuous or occasional 
requirements of individuals and society.
The vitality and the necessary presence of the Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement are justified by the fact that 125 
years after its foundation it is still gaining momentum. 
Never before in the history of mankind has an organization 
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based on the devoted and voluntary activity of individuals 
met with such enthusiastic response in practically all 
countries of the world and maintained its appeal even after 
125 years, extending its influence from year to year and 
attracting growing numbers of supporters.
I feel sure that the attraction of this humanitarian 
movement and the efficiency of its work depend first and 
foremost on whether we are able to act together and to carry 
out concerted actions in the interest of a common goal, i.e. 
whether we are unified in the interpretation and application 
of the Fundamental Principles.

2. UNDERSTANDING AND INTERPRETING THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES
We can safely say that the founding of the Red Cross is one 
case where action came before words. There is no doubt that 
Red Cross action from the very beginning has been motivated 
by humanitarian ideas.
Nevertheless, 58 years went by before the Movement’s 
fundamental principles were formulated for the first time. 
The four Fundamental Principles formulated in 1921 were 
modified and supplemented as the Movement developed.
The wording of the Fundamental Principles accepted at the 
Twentieth International Conference of the Red Cross in 1965 
is the beneficial result of the development of Red Cross 
ideas and a concise expression of the Movement’s philosophy. 
As a theoretical summary it cannot be regarded as definite 
and ultimate, perhaps not even as perfect. Let me again 
quote Mr. Pictet, who wrote in his study: "the text suffers 
from some defects and omissions which will become apparent 
in the light of the critical examination to which we shall 
subject it in this study. This should help us sketch the 
outlines of a future revision when the time comes, for 
nothing in this world is unchangeable" .

However, the greatest problems in our Movement today are not 
those related to the shortcomings of the text of the 
Principles, therefore I do not intend to deal with them 
primarily. In my opinion, we must analyze how the 
Fundamental Principles are to be respected in practical 
terms by the Movement’s different components. To start with, 
public opinion judges the Movement not by how well it 
respects the Fundamental Principles but by its action.
Respect for the Fundamental Principles can be handicapped 
by, for example, lack of understanding, incorrect 
interpretation, occasionally misinterpretation. "We have to 
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recognize, at least, that a substantial number of Societies 
fall far short of complying with all the fundamental 
principles of the Red Cross, either in letter or in 
spirit" <’> . But how well aware are we of the real 
situation? Do we know the problems and differences which can 
be detected in the understanding and interpretation of the 
Fundamental Principles? The diversity of interpretations 
itself can impede unified application. I therefore think 
that this problem must be assessed on an experimental basis, 
the motives and causes of the differences sought.
An important condition for understanding and for unified 
interpretation is that everyone should publish the official 
text of the Fundamental Principles or an exact translation 
thereof. Any difference in the published texts may lead to 
their being misinterpreted. From this point of view, it 
would be worthwhile to study all published texts and help 
the National Societies disseminate the official text of the 
Fundamental Principles.

3. THE MOVEMENT’S OBJECTIVE
The Fundamental Principle of humanity declares that the 
Movement "endeavours -in its international and national 
capacity - to prevent and alleviate human suffering. Its 
purpose is to protect life and health and to ensure respect 
for the human being". We can state with good reason that the 
Fundamental Principle of humanity expresses most perfectly 
the essence of the Movement and inspires it to take definite 
action.
Two problems may arise, however, in connection with its 
interpretation and application:

a) There can be no doubt that the Movement has a 
significant role in alleviating human suffering. Its 
concrete programmes and operations to alleviate the 
suffering of victims of conflicts and natural disasters 
can be assessed and would undoubtedly increase its 
positive impact. But we do not have a well thought out 
and approved strategy for the prevention of suffering, 
meaning that the Movement’s activities in this respect 
are ineffective. For me, application of and respect for 
the Fundamental Principle of humanity means that we have 
to think about and clearly state what "prevention of 
suffering" should mean to the Movement.



29

b) During the discussion of the Tansley report, the goal 
and even more the basic role of the Red Cross were 
questioned. I am not saying that this discussion was 
fruitless or unsuccessful. But it is worth mentioning 
the strange fact that the report itself did not take any 
inspiration from the most fundamental Principle and did 
not quote its purpose - although as a result of the 
debate a resolution was adopted about the mission of the 
Red Cross which contained the notion laid down in the 
Fundamental Principle of humanity.

But is it sufficient to lay down the Movement's purpose in 
the Fundamental Principle of humanity? Is it just 
coincidence that the Movement’s Statutes contain no articles 
on its purpose, or is the omission deliberate? This question 
is all the more justified since the League Statutes do 
contain an article specifying its general purpose.
If a future session of the Council of Delegates deals with 
the definition of the Movement’s purpose as an independent 
issue, it might ask whether the objective formulated in the 
Fundamental Principle of humanity is accepted by everyone. 
If so, we should scrutinize to what extent the Movement as a 
whole works to serve this purpose. Do we interpret the 
Movement’s objective in such a way that all our practical 
activities must be aimed at meeting it? Have we made clear 
what "protection of life and health", "ensuring respect for 
the human being", mean to the Movement?
Only after having resolutely analyzed and answered all these 
questions can we hope to draw up a programme acceptable to 
all which could promote a unified interpretation of the 
Movement’s purpose and how to serve it.

4, HUMANITY AND POLITICS
The Introductory Guide prepared for the Budapest meeting 
declares that the Red Cross "believes in the convergence of 
the interests of humanity and politics" .

I am confident that the efficient application of the Red 
Cross ideals and Fundamental Principles can favourably 
influence this convergence, at the same time making it 
possible for the Movement to serve its purpose more 
efficiently than before.
A significant question may simultaneously arise: what is the 
attitude of the Movement towards political questions? Can it 
exert an influence on the course of political events across
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the globe? Can it respect the Fundamental Principle of 
impartiality and at the same time undertake to influence 
political trends? These questions may even be connected with 
the very problem of what the Movement can or should do to 
protect its own Fundamental Principles. The Red Cross is 
credible only insofar as it acts resolutely for the 
application of its own principles. There is a danger that it 
may lose its prestige if world/public opinion sees it as 
respecting its own principles indifferently. In that case 
the Red Cross will not earn the confidence of all, it will 
engender a confidence crisis.
To answer these questions we have to define politics. But 
not even political scientists have agreed on how to define 
politics .
Our Movement is community-oriented; maybe that is why we say 
that the Red Cross acts not in a "vacuum”, but always in a 
given political setting. Even if we had no trouble in 
defining the concept of politics, we would find it difficult 
to decide which debates should be qualified as being of a 
political nature.
The debate at the Twenty-fifth International Conference 
about the participation of the South African government 
delegation served to warn us that we do not have a well 
thought out and accepted standpoint on how to qualify 
debates. Those in favour of the resolution adopted generally 
had humanitarian, or moral arguments, or they motivated 
their standpoint by invoking the Fundamental Principles. The 
majority of the opponents qualified the proposal as being of 
a political nature.
We are all familiar with the Conference’s decision, which 
expressed that the Movement was divided on this question. 
Was this a disaster, or the natural confrontation of 
different opinions arising from reality? It is impossible to 
change the decision but it is possible to draw conclusions.
The relationship of the Movement to political trends has to 
be defined and the questions and discussions to be 
considered as political in nature specified.

5. REALISM OF THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES
Experience proves that the principles guiding different 
world movements are subject to the proof of practice. 
Principles without practical verification do not amount to 
much. An idea, however alluring it is, will lose its value 
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if it cannot be implemented. That is why I fully agree with 
the statement that "the morality of the Red Cross is 
therefore valid to the extent that it expresses itself in 
concrete realities" <10>.

I wish to stress this since I know of no International 
Conference where there have not been debates of a political 
nature. The Movement’s new Statutes qualify the States party 
to the Geneva Conventions as full members of this supreme 
deliberative body. Yet the States are basically political 
entities, and that is why I am not confident that debates of 
a political nature can be avoided at future International 
Conferences .
How should we define this situation and what conclusions 
should we draw? Can we really expect the governments 
participating in the Conferences to respect our desire to 
avoid debates of a political nature? I am well aware of the 
debates on the Fundamental Principle of neutrality held in 
different circles. There is not doubt that, especially 
during hostilities, neutrality is the key to our Movement’s 
effectiveness. I do not believe that its observance could be 
questioned for the ICRC, the League and for the National 
Societies not affected by conflicts. But at the same time, 
can we really expect the leaders and members of the National 
Society of a country afflicted by aggression to be neutral 
and not to identify with their own nation?
We have to take into consideration that National Societies 
are organizations of sensitive and thinking people. And 
there are - or can be - situations in which these sensitive 
and thinking people cannot avoid taking a stand. They may 
lose a father, a brother or sister, a friend, etc. I wish to 
add that as auxiliaries to the government these Societies 
may even perform missions in armed conflicts.
Should we make no difference, in keeping with the 
Fundamental Principle of humanity, between the sadistic 
war criminals and their victims when we protect life? Should 
we insist on respect for their human personality, even 
though until now we did make a distinction between the 
adherents (executors) and the opponents (victims of racial 
discrimination)? All this, of course, should not shed any 
doubt on the Red Cross’s obligation to render indiscriminate 
humanitarian assistance to all individuals hors de combat, 
even if they served in the enemy army. We should also ask 
whether it is realistic or necessary to call for everybody’s 
conf idence.
I do not question the fact that the Movement’s Fundamental 
Principles call for an attitude and a perception which 
require self-discipline, even self-restraint from both the 
individual and the institution. I agree with the concept 
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that he who does not attempt the impossible will never 
attain the possible. Nevertheless, I am sure that 
unrealistic tasks do not mobilize, on the contrary, they 
demobilize. That is why I feel it is important to analyze 
whether the consequent application of the Fundamental 
Principles is not restricted by some unrealistic elements in 
their wording.

6. IS THE MOVEMENT INDEPENDENT?
This question comes up not because of the current situation, 
but because of the contradictions contained in the text of 
the Fundamental Principle of independence. That is to say 
that if the National Societies are auxiliaries to the 
government and are subject to legislation in their country, 
if their very existence depends on government recognition, 
then the declaration of their independence does not seem 
convincing. We go from lack of conviction to actual doubt 
when we consider that the leaders of some National Societies 
are not elected or appointed by their own leading bodies but 
commissioned or designated by the head of State, or that the 
government is officially represented in leading bodies of 
the National Society, perhaps even by several members.
I think that instead of independence we should speak of 
autonomy, as the word actually appears in the official text 
of the Principle of independence. If we accept that the 
Movement and its components have their own Statutes and that 
the National Societies are the voluntary organizations of 
their own country, then the real and correct fundamental 
principle should be that the Movement is autonomous.
During the preparatory work on the Movement’s new Statutes, 
I drew the attention of those competent in the matter to the 
contradiction between the Fundamental Principle of 
independence and the character and composition of the 
International Conference of the Red Cross. To protect the 
Fundamental Principle of "independence" I suggested that the 
International Conference should not be considered as the 
Movement’s supreme deliberative body of the Movement - this 
could in my opinion be the Council of Delegates - but, 
recognizing the necessity of co-operation with the 
governments, as the "Conference of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement and the Governments", and should be 
defined as such in the Statutes.
Since my suggestion was not accepted and the new Statutes 
undertake to live with this contradiction, this Fundamental 
Principle may be changed from independence to autonomy. No 
doubt the present situation could be the source of further 
undesirable conflicts and may discredit the seriousness of 
the Fundamental Principles and infavourably influence the 
Movement’s future.
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DISCUSSION PAPER FOR THE CONSULTATIVE MEETING IN GENEVA 
IN OCTOBER 1988

Lady S. Limerick

British Red Cross Society

I GENERAL COMMENTS

1. Perspectives
Essential as the Principles are to the Movement, in that 
they summarize the Red Cross "ethos" and constitute its 
unique "hallmark", they remain only guidelines, albeit 
vital guidelines, to the components of the Movement when 
pursuing their respective objectives.
This raises two general points:
a) the Principles are not objectives in themselves.
b) the words "respective objectives" require emphasis.
All the components have separate objectives, even if 
these overlap. Each of the components therefore has a 
different set of priorities, which in turn means that 
they tend to give different weightings to different 
Principles by the nature of their respective functions, 
although all are bound by the Principles as a whole.
For example, the ICRC is in a position to give more 
positive and wholehearted support to the Principles of 
impartiality, neutrality and independence than are many 
National Societies. On the other hand, Societies may give 
more emphasis to the Principle of voluntary service.
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2. Objectives
The objectives of the 
conveniently stated 
follows :

Movement and of its components are 
in the Statutes of the Movement as

a) Objectives of the Movement : summarized in the
first paragraph of the Préambule to the Statutes 
described as the Mission of the Movement.

b) Objectives of the ICRC : set out in Article
5.2. It is interesting to note that what are usually 
assumed to be the primary objectives of the ICRC i.e. 
those described in Articles 5.2 c) and 5.2 d), do not 
come first on the list of functions, which gives 
prime place to maintenance and dissemination of the 
Principles .

c) Ojectives of the League : are defined in
Articles 6.3 (general objective) and 6.4 (functions). 
Several of the latter overlap with the functions of 
the ICRC and interlock especially Articles 4 h), i) 
and j).

d) Objectives of National Societies : a general descrip
tion of National Societies, their functions and 
activities are given for the first time in the 
Statutes (1986), in Article 3. Not all National 
Societies meet these criteria and each is governed by 
its own constitution and national legislation. 
However the expanded constitutional recognition of 
National Societies as part of the Movement in the new 
Statutes in significant.
As an example of the objectives of National 
Societies, the objectives of the British Red Cross 
are contained in its constitutional instruments (i.e. 
statutes). These objectives are:
a) to furnish aid to the sick and wounded in time of 

war (Royal Charter of Incorporation 1908); and
b) the improvement of health, the prevention of 

disease and the mitigation of suffering 
throughout the world (Supplemental Charter 1919).

It is in the pursuit of these varying objectives that 
the various individual components of the Movement 
must strive to apply the Principles. It is therefore 
inevitable there will always be differences in their 
interpretation and their degree of application.
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3. A realistic approach
It is all too easy, when discussing the Principles in 
vacuo, for lawyers and academics to become slightly 
divorced from reality. However, this is not to underrate 
the importance of the Principles. The Red Cross and Red 
Crescent world has become so complex that the Principles 
are more valuable than ever, providing a simple guiding 
light to which we have constantly to return. Yet each 
must be considered against the background of reality and 
it must also be recognised that however the Principles 
are worded, it is the spirit rather than the letter which 
counts .
All the components have a responsability, usually set 
out in their statutes, to disseminate the Principles. 
However there may be little value in doing so in any 
country unless there is already a high level of Red Cross 
or Red Crescent activity. To be credible, the Principles 
have to be associated with and illustrated by local 
examples. In other words, a National Society must first 
exist and be seen to be active before the Principles can 
be more widely disseminated to other than selected 
working members. Too often the Movement has relied on 
words rather than deeds. It must constantly show concrete 
examples of the Principles in action - and action as 
close to home as possible.

II SPECIFIC COMMENTS

1. Prevention and alleviation of suffering
The prevention and alleviation of suffering is a 
recurring phrase in the Red Cross/Red Crescent 
vocabulary. It appears in the Principle of humanity, in 
the Statutes of the Movement, in the League’s 
Constitution (but not in that of the ICRC) and in the 
Constitutions of most National Societies. It may be 
logical to place prevention before allevation but this 
order of the words can also lead to difficulty.
In the first place the Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement 
which originated and still exists primarily for 
emergencies should properly place priority on 
"alleviation" of suffering wherever it is encountered. To 
act first to alleviate and to seek preventative measures 
in the longer term must be the correct priority.
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Secondly, the words "prevention of suffering" unless 
qualified by the words "endeavours" - as in the first 
Principle - are pretentious and have implications far 
beyond the capability of any voluntary organization 
however prestigious. The Movement can and must assuredly 
work to this end, but its true capacity to "prevent" will 
always be limited in reality.
This is not, of course, to say that effective predisaster 
planning should not be pursued vigorously (such as the 
construction of flood shelters in Bangladesh and 
contingency stock-piling for famines), or that the ICRC 
should refrain from its attempts to defuse a potentially 
dangerous situation, but any idea that the Movement can 
do more than assist in averting the human suffering 
caused by man’s actions or by natural causes borders on 
self-deception.
Here again, reality must be recognised.
Based on the above comments, it seems that "prevention" 
(as qualified) should certainly be complementary to 
"alleviation", but that the latter should always come 
first.
Further, within the preceding parameters, and within the 
constraints imposed by limited resources, the Movement 
may step up its efforts in the area of prevention, 
particularly with respect to the forestalling of natural 
disasters and the prevention of disease. Similarly, 
within the same limitations, the Movement could, in 
theory, carry out preventive work in fields other than 
health while maintaining its specific role and without 
dissipating its efforts. In practice, however, it seems 
unlikely that the Movement will be able to maintain its 
specific role and at the same time, carry out preventive 
work in many fields other than health; but health should 
be interpereted broadly to include psychological and 
physical health, nutrition, water, sanitation and social 
welfare.
The remarks regarding the specific nature of Red Cross 
and Red Crescent work under paragraph N* 4 below will 
also be relevant to this last question.
Illustrations

a) Examples of preventive measures by National Societies 
are:

disaster preparedness plans; 
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development activities which strengthen National 
Societies;
training in first aid, nursing and other disci
plines to Red Cross and Red Crescent members and 
to members of the public;
health education e.g. regarding AIDS.

b) Examples of measures by National Societies to alle
viate suffering are:

emergency relief action at home and overseas;
first aid nursing and welfare service to injured, 
sick, frail elderly or needy people;
cosmetic camouflage to people with disfigurement.

2. Neutrality and Politics
The Principle of neutrality simply means one does not 
take sides. It does not mean that any component of the 
Movement stands aloof and does nothing in a situation 
where innocent lives are at risk for whatever reason and 
people are in need of help.
This Principle, applied to a National Society, need not 
inhibit it in its efforts to give assistance where it is 
needed within its own country (and indeed elsewhere), but 
clearly in such circumstances the Society must retain the 
confidence of its own government, especially when the 
suffering it seeks to alleviate is the result of 
political, racial or ideological disagreements.
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other components of the Movement, working in harmony to 
exercise this Principle on a wider scale. In this wider 
field co-operation, understanding and mutual support 
between the other components regarding the effective 
interpretation of neutrality must always override purely 
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individual viewpoints, in particular as between the two 
Geneva institutions.
There are issues on which a National Society should make 
its position clear, even when the question is 
controversial. These include grave breaches of the Geneva 
Conventions 1949 (especially by a Society’s own 
government), adherence to the 1977 Protocols, torture and 
perhaps a few other vital humanitarian concerns, such as 
potential genocide, famine and serious misuse of the 
emblems, which affect the mission or historic role of the 
Movement. Normally, however, a National Society would 
make any representations to the governement discreetly 
and confidentially. A National Society should only make 
public its views if it is felt that this would help to 
remedy the situation and in particular, assist the 
victims or the work of other components of the Movement.
Political question may be dealt with in a humanitarian 
way by, if possible, focussing on the plight of the 
victims of a particular situation, rather than on any 
other issues or circumstances. The Red Cross and Red 
Crescent will only succeed in introducing a humanitarian 
dimension into the very centre of political issues if it 
has a strong reputation as a neutral and impartial 
humanitarian movement.
For a National Society, however, difficulties can arise 
when the plight of victims results from its government’s 
policy. The maintenance of a stance of political 
neutrality maybe incompatible with the promotion of 
humanitarian standards.
The Movement will only be able to convince critical 
people or groups of the merit of its humanitarian work by 
its own example, in particular by strict adherence to the 
Principles in all its activities.
It will also help to have an efficient information 
(public relations) section which is able to explain the 
merit of the Movement’s humanitarian work to all 
different kinds of people or groups, in terms 
understandable by them. The Movement may need to face the 
reality that it will not be able to convince everyone of 
the merit of its work, but this should not stop the 
Movement from trying to do so, in as open and as 
sympathetic a way as possible.
Illustrations

The British Red Cross has considered the Principle of 
neutrality in determining its correct course of action in 
the following situations:
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a) When other National Societies called upon the British 
Red Cross to publicly condemn Israeli practises in 
the occupied territories, the British Society did not 
do so, leaving the ICRC to carry out its responsabi- 
lities under the Geneva Conventions. The British Red 
Cross government on this issue because the government 
had already issued a public comment on the subject.

b) The Chairman of the Council of the British Red Cross 
was asked to join with other prominent individuals in 
signing a Charter for Refugees, which asked the 
government to observe its international obligations 
towards refugees and to change its increasingly 
restrictive policy on persons seeking asylum within 
the United Kingdom. At the time this was a party 
political issue. After consultation within the 
Society, it was agreed that it would be difficult for 
people not to associate the Chaiman’s name with the 
British Red Cross and that her signature could be 
interpreted as representing the views of the Society. 
Consequently, to be safe in signing the Charter, it 
was felt that the Chaiman required the approval of 
the Society’s governing body, the Council. This body 
did not meet again for some weeks and in the 
circumstances, it was decided that the Chairman 
should not allow her name to be added to the document 
at that time.

c) Some years ago the miners trade union took industrial 
action in a major political confrontation with the 
government. The British Red Cross was asked by a few 
of the local authorities in the county areas where 
miners resided to supply, using public funds, the 
basic necessities of life to the families of miners. 
The British Society was concerned that it might be 
manipulated into providing assistance that was not 
objectively required, and thereby become engaged in 
the controversy surrounding the dispute.
In the circumstances the Society agreed to provide 
food and other essential assistance only on condition 
that it would be free to offer such aid to any person 
in need who applied for it, in accordance with the 
Principle of impartiality. However the local 
authorities concerned wished to limit such assistance 
to the families of miners and therefore the Society 
could not agree to undertake this task.
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d) One of the opposition political parties in the United 
Kingdom used a symbol resembling the red cross emblem 
in publicity materials supporting one of their 
campaigns against the government’s health policy.
The British Red Cross, which has a special responsi
bility to monitor use of the emblem within the United 
Kingdom, had to make representations to the political 
party concerned, whilst at the same time, seek the 
involvement of the government Departements concerned. 
The British Society had to keep its activity 
carefully circumscribed so as not to appear to engage 
in a political controversy.

e) The Principle of neutrality and politics may have 
been at issue for the ICRC and the League in the 
recent dilemma regarding the delivery of relief in 
Ethiopia.

f) More generally, all components of the Movement may 
confront the difficulty of adherence to the Principle 
of neutrality when wishing to provide humanitarian 
assistance in the face of official opposition to such 
intervention.

3. Prevention of war and nuclear weapons
The remarks regarding the limitations on Red Cross and 
Red Crescent preventive measures under paragraph N' 1 
above apply to any realistic assessment of the Movement’s 
ability to prevent war and nuclear weapons. That is, the 
Movement’s capacity to act to prevent war and nuclear 
weapons is restricted.
Care must always be taken not to prejudice the whole 
credibility of the Movement as being independent, 
impartial and neutral.
The remarks regarding neutrality and politics under 
paragraph N‘ 2 above will also be relevant.
The Principles can help to guide the Movement in its 
efforts to prevent war by setting generally accepted 
parameters on appropriate action by all the components of 
the Movement. These parameters serve, at the same time, 
to set limits and to create unique opportunities for 
humanitarian action.
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The Principles can only help, if at all, to persuade 
governments to give up weapons of mass destruction, 
particularly nuclear weapons, if the Movement is seen to 
adhere, and does adhere, strictly to them.
Illustrations

a) One way for National Societies to try to prevent war 
and the acquisition, stock-piling or use of nuclear 
weapons is to maintain regular, amicable relations 
with other National Societies from every part of the 
world, perhaps especially when their respective 
governments are not on friendly terms. Such relations 
should continue even if an armed conflict breaks out 
between countries.

b) National Societies can also try to prevent war and 
the use of nuclear weapons through dissemination 
activities, which may help to foster a spirit of 
peace and to ensure respect for all human beings.

c) National Societies sometimes need to explain to their 
own members and to members of the public that 
participation in civil defence does not signify tacit 
support for nuclear weapons or acceptance of the 
inevitability of war.

d) There might be a situation where a discreet approach 
from a National Society to the government of its 
country, pointing out the humanitarian dimension to a 
dispute, might help to prevent war.

4. Specific nature of Red Cross and Red Crescent work
Certainly ’’the true image" of the Movement depends on 
respect for all the Principles, but the first four are by 
definition the key motivating Principles. The last three 
are really corollaries to ensure the Movement works as a 
viable entity.
The specific nature of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
activity may be said to be humanitarian, neutral, 
impartial and within recognised limits, independent.
If there is such a thing as a typical image conveyed to 
the public, it probably is:
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a) that of an emergency organization responding to 
disasters of all lands, and

b) in its ongoing (as opposed to sporadic emergency) 
activities, it is Health/Social Welfare orientated.

In short, at least in the United Kingdom, and also 
apparently in other countries, the traditional image 
still seems to be prevalent, in spite of the attempts by 
the Scandinavian National Societies to diversify and the 
attempts of many others to use the Movement as a base for 
primary political arguments.
If "health and welfare" is taken in its widest sense, for 
example, as reflected in the subjects covered by the 
British governments Departments dealing with health and 
personal social services, there is virtually unlimited 
scope for a working image within these parameters without 
venturing into fields such as agriculture, housing or any 
other specially in the name of development. Such 
activities can only, in the long run, blur and confuse 
the image and dissipate the driving force of the 
Movement.
Illustrations

Although most National Societies may have common objects 
in their constitutions, the priorities of each Society 
may differ, depending upon the needs in their country and 
the Society’s own resources. As an illustration, the 
priorities of the British Red Cross have changed over the 
years to meet current social and other requirements. The 
British Society’s present general priorities are, in a 
sense, reflected in its five designated Programmes, 
namely, Emergency, Community, Education and Training, 
Youth and International. Each programme is equally 
important but depending upon the needs existing at a 
particular time, one may be given special emphasis. 
Regardless of the work or priority, however, the British 
Red Cross is required by its constitution to act at all 
times in accordance with the Fundamental Principles of 
the Movement.

5. Use of the protective emblem by National Societies
The ICRC should remain a virtual monopoly on the 
protective use of the emblem. This is because the ICRC 
should normally have sole responsibility for "protection" 
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in the strict legal sense deriving from the Geneva 
Conventions. It should do so as by definition the ICRC is 
the only truly impartial neutral and independent 
institution within the Movement. Dealings with prisoners 
of war, central tracing agency, and above all direct 
access on a diplomatic level to governments are the 
ICRC’s business. If the Movement is to be a practical 
reality, all the other components must give their full 
support at all times to the ICRC in these endeavours, 
including diplomatic influence as well as in Red Cross 
activities .
Certainly the situation should never arise whereby • the 
League or a National Society wavers in giving such 
support on the grounds that it may result in a decrease 
in that Society’s (or the League’s) own involvement in 
that situation. There will always be scope for all 
components to participate to some extent.
That said, in today’s world 
non-international armed conflicts 
Geneva Conventions are becoming 
"internal disturbances and tensions" 
all these situations there is a 
temporary role for National Societies 
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The ICRC and National Societies can promote respect for 
the emblem when National Societies undertake their own 
activities in periods of international and 
non-international armed conflicts (within the meaning of 
the Geneva Conventions) through co-operation and 
adherence to the Fundamental Principles. The reputation 
and efficiency of each can assist the other. This applies 
both to National Society activities when their personnel 
are entitled to use the protective emblem, as under 
Article 26 of the First Geneva Convention 1949, and when 
the National Society is not so entitled.
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Similarly, the ICRC and National Societies can promote 
respect for the emblem when National Societies undertake 
their own activities in the event of internal 
disturbances (outside the framework of the Geneva 
Conventions) through co-operation and adherence to the 
Principles. Again, the reputation and efficiency of each 
can affect the standing and work of the other.
In all cases, the reputation of the National Society is 
likely to be very important. Normally a National 
Society’s reputation will only be a positive factor, 
enhancing respect for the emblem in conflict situations, 
if in peacetime the National Society is already seen to 
act in accordance with the Fundamental Principles of the 
Movement.
A National Society, to promote respect for the emblem, 
must also, at all times, adhere strictly to the spirit 
and to the letter of the Geneva Convention articles and 
the Regulations governing use of the emblem and fulfil 
any monitoring duties it might have to ensure proper use 
of the emblem within its country. The Regulations 
governing use of the emblem are not always entirely clear 
and the ICRC can help to ensure proper and uniform usage 
by giving guidance on such matters.
Illustrations

a) The indicatory sign used by National Societies can 
assume protective significance. This has occurred in 
riot situations in mainland United Kingdom and during 
disturbances in Northern Ireland. In such instances, 
the reputation of the British Red Cross, and the 
reputation of the Movement internationally, have 
helped to ensure greater practical respect for the 
emblem than strictly required under the law.

b) National Societies sometimes need to use the protec
tive emblem in situations not specifically covered by 
existing rules. For example, the British government 
authorised the British Red Cross, under strict 
conditions, to use the protective emblem on a vessel 
it had chartered to carry relief supplies, in the 
event that the vessel was fired upon in the 
territorial waters of a country involved in an armed 
conflict. It transpired that there was no need for 
the vessel to use the protective emblem.
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The government justified its authorization on an 
expansive interpretation of Article 44, paragraph 3, 
of the First Geneva Convention 1949. Such an 
interpretation highlights the fact than National 
Societies are components of the International Red 
Cross, or as it is sometimes said, they are or 
represent the International Red Cross in their 
respective countries.

6. Participation of States at International Conferences of 
the Movement
The participation of States in International Conferences 
of the Movement has, on several occasions in the past, 
jeopardised the Principles of impartiality, independence 
and neutrality. The suspension of the South African 
government delegation from the International Conference 
in 1986 was simply the most recent incident of this 
nature. Judging from previous experiences, the Movement 
has managed, despite such difficulties, to survive with 
its Principles and reputation intact. Whether this record 
of surmounting such obstacles continues in future remains 
to be seen. However, since the number and nature of the 
States participating at International Conferences of the 
Movement has changed significantly in recent years, the 
Movement’s Principles cannot be put in jeopardy too often 
without some lasting harm being done to the Movement.
The States members of the International Conference are 
not themselves bound by the Fundamental Principles. 
However, these States are bound at all times to respect 
"the adherence by all the components of the Movement to 
the Fundamental Principles" (Statutes of the Movement, 
Article 2.4). It could also be argued that these same 
States are obliged to respect the Fundamental Principles 
at International Conferences of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent to the extent that under the Statutes of the 
Movement, one of the functions of the International 
Conference is to contribute "to the unity of the 
Movement and to the achievement of its mission in full 
respect of the Fundamental Principles" (Article 10).
The States members of the International Conference, being 
by definition States Parties to the Geneva Conventions 
(Statutes, Article 9.1), are also bound to respect the 
adherence by components of the Movement to the 
Fundamental Principles in relation to Article 44 of the 
First Geneva Convention and Article 63 of the Fourth 
Geneva Convention, and as appropriate, to Article 81 of 
Additional Protocol I.
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Illustrations

a) There are plenty of illustrations of the fact that 
participation of States in International Conferences 
of the Movement can jeoparkize the Principles of 
impartiality, independence and neutrality, for 
example, the New Delhi Conference in 1957 and the 
Geneva Conference in 1986.

b) It is of equal importance to illustrate the conse
quences of such participation for the Movement. As 
an example, the suspension of the South African 
government delegation at the 1986 International
Conference threatened continued support for the 
British Red Cross, among its membership and members 
of the public. It also threatened to disrupt ICRC 
activities in South Africa. On the other hand, it may 
have enhanced the reputation of the Movement in 
certain Third World countries. The long-term 
consequences throughout the world remain to be seen.

Ill THE PRINCIPLES OF UNITY AND UNIVERSALITY

In conclusion, the following observations and suggestions 
are offered on the Principles of unity and universality.
The descriptions of these two Principles, unlike the 
preceding Principles, may have become slightly out of date 
since the adoption of the new Statutes of the Movement. The 
Statutes define the role of the Movement and emphasize its 
composition of various components. The idea of individual 
and equal components of the Movement is a significant step 
forward created by the new Statutes. However the two 
Principles of unity and universality mention only Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies.

Uni ty

While the three concepts of unity in the definition are 
unexceptional, this Principles explicitly fails to convey 
what most people would expect to see as an essential need -
i.e.  the need for unity in the Movement as a whole.
The dictionary defines unity a "oneness"; "a single whole" 
and "the arrangement of all parts to one purpose or effect".
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The present description of unity refers solely to National 
Societies which form only some of the components of the 
Movement, and says nothing about the need for overall unity. 
The nearest to that is, obviously, contained in the last six 
words of the next Principle - universality, but again, only 
for National Societies.

Uni ver sal i ty

Here again something is missing in the definition. The 
Principle refers only to National Societies. There is no 
reference to the Movement as a whole.

Possible solutions
It is agreed that the Study Group should not attempt to 
change the Principles. However it could draw attention to "a 
recommended interpretation" and as regards these two 
Principles, these interpretations could be as follows:

1. Unity

A phrase could be devised as an additional definition, 
such as: "In the interests of humanity, all components of 
the Movement communicate and work together".

2. Universality

In the existing description, a full stop could be put 
after "responsabilities". The last six words could be 
replaced with a new sentences such as "They are with the 
other components equal duties in helping each other".
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THE INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT AS 
UNIVERSAL HUMANITARIANISM

The Canadian Red Cross Society

MANDATE

Since the original Geneva Convention of 1864, the Red Cross has 
been internationally recognized by law as having a unique 
responsability for neutrally and impartially relieving the 
suffering of war victims through voluntary humanitarian 
assistance. In the event of armed conflict today, humanitarian 
tasks for the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 
usually in consultation and cooperation with the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), are provided by the 4 Geneva 
Conventions of 1949 and their 2 Additional Protocols of 1977. 
Often those tasks are supplemented by others found in agreements 
consistent with these 6 instruments of International 
Humanitarian Law (IHL) which individual National Societies have 
concluded with their respective gouvernments. In times of peace 
too, especially in the aftermath of natural and accidental 
disaster, National Societies, acting, as always, as auxiliaries 
to the public authorities, have been charged to prevent and 
alleviate human suffering, their international coordination 
being supplied by the League of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies (the League). The International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement is thus now mandated to provide protection and 
assistance to victims of armed conflicts, disasters, and other 
suffering, in time of conflict as well as in time of peace; 
furthermore, with 148 recognized National Societies and 165 
State signatories to the Geneva Conventions on an Earth 
comprising 171 countries, this mandate is applicable virtually 
everywhere in the world.
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Conceived on the battlefield of Solferino in 1859, our Movement 
alone now operates in conflict zones under the guidance and 
authority provided by International Humanitarian Law, which 
places restrictions upon the means by which nations may wage 
armed conflict, as State signatories choose to subject 
themselves, their armed forces and citizens to its provisions.

THE RED CROSS NAME, EMBLEM AND SPIRIT

Each National Red Cross and Crescent Society now enjoys within 
its territory the exclusive legal right to use of the "Red 
Cross" or "Red Crescent" name, and its use of the emblem is 
shared only with the medical services of its State’s armed 
forces. This most internationally respected and recognized of 
all emblems of immediate humanitarian assistance and goodwill is 
in each State cultivated and protected against abuse by the 
recognized National Society. As a first source of aid in urgent 
situations of need of every kind, the Red Cross/Red Crescent has 
gained a world-wide reputation for highly effective rapid 
response with trained personnel under difficult conditions. 
Whether with a stretcher-bearer or a family correspondence 
clerk, feeding personnel or a nurse, a shelter administrator or 
a radio operator, our Movement and its selfless volunteers have 
continued to exemplify the best spirit of man’s determination to 
impartially and immediately care for his suffering fellow man.

AN INTERNATIONAL NETWORK

Like all humanitarian organizations, the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent concentrates its efforts on behalf of persons in need, 
operating on the belief that it is our duty to protect and asist 
victims whom we have the mandate and power to help. But, as a 
world-wide Movement, we have the unusual ability to transfer 
resources and know-how amongst ourselves, from member to member. 
Whether as relief or development, these transfers give the 
Movement a remarkable organic strength to remain simultaneously 
true to its principles and effective in its program delivery. 
This strength is also promoted by the variety of equally 
world-wide deliberative and decision-making fora characterizing 
our Movement. The Red Cross and Red Crescent highlights the 
unique possibilities of a neutral, principled, and fully 
integrated international network exercising an essential 
humanitarian mandate. These include the capacity to transfer 



53

disaster alerts and information the world over through effective 
communications technology, and the especially close and fruitful 
relationships which can be developed between National Societies 
sharing common languages or similar cultural backgrounds. We 
have the advantage of flexibility to multilaterally or 
bilaterally support cooperation between National Societies 
through a commonality of mission implying constant availability 
of adaptable technical expertise, financial and material 
assistance. The promotion of mutual interests and common 
approaches to global problems thus tend to result as a 
consequence of the very structure and vision underlying our 
institution.
For these potentials to be thoroughly realized, however, all 
components of the Movement must work and coordinate ourselves 
within the integrity of our principles. If this is done at the 
National Society level, programmes will install authentic 
leadership qualities, encourage the volunteer spirit of active 
supporting care, teach the locally operative menaing of the 
fundamental principles, and spread the awareness and advocacy of 
International Humanitarian Law. Internationally, all components 
of the Movement must devote ourselves to our tasks as one 
organization with a single mission and vision - the prevention 
and relief of suffering. This implies the subordination of our 
individual, nationalist and other partisan sentiments to our 
common mission as world humanitarians.
In the context of international relief and development 
operations, the flexibility afforded us by the heart which is 
our universal vision and world-wide system must be protected 
aginst impairment by unprofessional favoritism with regards to 
the placement of field personnel, goods and equipment. We have 
the vision and structures to enable us to prevent national 
identities from eroding the genuine multilateral cooperation 
which alone places our Movement at the pinnacle of power to 
address the full range of humanitarian need. The effective 
central authorities necessary for gathering world-wide resources 
and implementing cost-effective operations can be sustained only 
to the extent that National Societies, and even staff and 
volunteers within each of them, keep Red Cross/Red Crescent 
ideals as the highest priority in their daily work and 
decision-making. Provided that components and individual staff 
and volunteers within our Movement allow ourselves to be so led 
and governed, we may hope to maintain, in the eyes of the world, 
the universal moral force which was recognized three years after 
the close of World War II at the XVII1h International Red Cross 
Conference. With the horrors of that war fresh in mind, 
Resolution 27 stated that cooperation even between National 
Societies of enemy States must be developed as thoroughly as 
possible as a contribution to peace and the protection of 
countless individual human lives, such as had suffered by the 
millions, and received Red Cross assistance, in that war.
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CONSTRUCTIVE INTERNATIONALISM: IN THE BENEFICIARIES * EYES
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THE HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION OF STATES

Mr. Alexandre Hay, while he was President of the ICRC, spoke at 
the XXV* h International Conference of the Red Cross of "the 
superme importance for the states party to the Geneva 
Conventions to respect and ensure respect for International 
Humanitarian Law". Indeed, this is incumbent upon all such 
states by virtue of Article 1 common to the four Conventions. 
Acting through their diplomatic missions abroad, and within a 
host of policital settings, States have many opportunities to 
make their concerns in favor of the actual and potential victims 
of disaster effectively felt. For the humanitarian work of the 
ICRC to be of maximum effectiveness in delicate conflict 
situations, the active diplomatic and political support of 
States - and not only those directly involved - is needed. The 
Red Cross and Red Crescent may stand alone amongst humanitarian 
institutions privileged by law to expect the active intervention 
of States as an aid to the achievement of its tasks and on 
behalf of the victims it seeks to assist.
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A UNIVERSAL MANDATE

Having begun its work caring for wounded soldiers on the 
battlefield, and progressing to the relief of all kinds of 
suffering in times of peace as in times of conflicts, the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent has become universal in its humanitarian 
mandate as well as in its presence throughout the world. Apart 
from circumstances of resistance on clear (if not avowed) 
ideological, racial, religious or political grounds, our 
Movement now has the confidence of virtually all in impartially 
delivering our needed humanitarian care as a neutral 
intermediary between illness and health, disaster and recovery, 
confinement and freedom, and parties to conflict.
Requiring an organizational foundation rooted in international 
law, to permit our effective regular intervention in the 
diversity of armed conflicts, our Movement has always recognized 
the need for convening international conferences to consider 
recent developments in the nature of armed conflict and make 
appropriate revisions in the law which governs them and in 
related Red Cross policies. Akin to diplomatic conferences, 
except that agenda items are strictly limited to matters of 
direct humanitarian and Red Cross/Red Crescent concern, 
International Conferences of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
accept States’ participation, on a fully equal footing with that 
of Red Cross/Red Crescent organizations, in shaping the 
fundamental directions, laws and policies of our Movement. The 
regular feedback this affords us into States’ attitudes towards 
humanitarian issues must also be seen as a unique advantage our 
Movement enjoys as a humanitarian organization, and it is our 
duty to make optimal use of this for influencing States’ 
policies and activities in favor of the actual and potential 
victims our Movement is called upon to assist. It is, after all, 
our most basic contention that humanitarianism ought to be a 
universal interest and engagement of mankind as a whole.

THE CENTRALITY OF DISASTER RELIEF IN THE UNIVERSALITY OF OUR 
HUMANITARIANISM

Disasters, the relief of which our Movement specializes at - be 
they occasioned by conflict, natural occurrence, or accident 
strike all those in their path while allowing no one, regardless 
of his personal convictions or judgements, to escape. No amount 
of integrity the victim may possess as an individual can be 
considered sufficient such that it may be claimed, even by his 
worst enemies or harshest of judges, that he might have somehow 
or other avoided his actual plight. It is on this ground that 
our Movement can stand up to anyone speaking against immediate
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neutral and impartial humanitarian assistance should be 
wherever disaster combines with a national or local inability to 
humanely relieve it. Universal trust in Red Cross/Red Crescent 
action will be encouraged whenever we concentrate, in this 
principles fashion, on disaster relief as our core mandate.

ICRC OPERATIONS: COMPREHENSIVE VERIFICATION AND IMPLEMENTATION

Time and time again the ICRC alone, of all the international 
relief agencies, is able to carry out effective humanitarian 
operations in a given country or region, to the extent that 
there is no doubt it is the world’s paramount institution 
engaged in neutral relief and protection in the midst of armed 
conflict and internal unrest. These achievements largely result 
from the ICRC’s policy, supported by provisions in International 
Humanitarian Law, to itself be the on-the-spot executor of both 
its relief and protection activities. The ICRC undertakes relief 
and medical aid programmes only providing it can carry out 
on-the-spot assessments of the numbers and categories of victims 
and their needs, and itself organize and supervise the 
distributions. And of course its protection visits are conducted 
only on the basis of similar strict criteria ensuring the ICRC 
delegate’s first-hand witness of conditions, authorship of 
official reports on them (sent to the highest authorities), and 
follow-up as required. These operating methods assure both our 
Movement as a whole, and the broader international community, 
that Red Cross/Red Crescent conflict-related activities will be 
performed with the professionalism and integrity of principle 
which the ICRC has gained for its reputation, over the years, as 
an independant humanitarian institution entrusted as guardian of 
International Humanitarian Law. ICRC refusal to delegate its 
essential organizational and supervisory responsabilities also 
ensures its abilities to effectively disseminate IHL at the most 
meaningful grass roots levels and consider desirable 
developments within this law.
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IHL, THE HONOUR OF OUR HUMANITY, AND THE ROLE OF OUR MOVEMENT

Contrasted to national and international human rights charters 
and covenants, IHL is specifically formulated for effectively 
ensuring the protection, safety and fundamental rights of 
non-combatant and "hors de combat" individuals in times of 
conflict. Seeking to prevent and alleviate excessive and 
unnecessary suffering, IHL ensures certain rights of various 
categories of protected persons, places limitations on the 
conduct of hostilities, regulates relations between belligerent 
and neutral States, and provides roles for our Movement, 
including the ICRC and National Societies, to play as a neutral 
humanitarian intermediary. Thus, even during the worst stages of 
mankind’s development, that is, in times of armed conflict, our 
Movement, serving as an instrument of International Humanitarian 
Law, is called to insist upon the honor of our humanity, provide 
care for actually or potentially suffering individual victims, 
and strive to create the basic atmosphere and conditions for a 
restoration of peace.
Even in time of conflict: mastery over senseless violence must 
be maintained; peoples’ rights and obligations consistent with 
their States’ contracted partnerships to IHL must be demanded 
and applied; the supreme value of the human being - his 
integrity as an individual - must be respected; and, finally, 
the unique roles of the Red Cross/Red Crescent in implementing 
these honour due our common humanity, on behalf of both victor 
and vanquished, must be committedly undertaken by all components 
of our Movement and facilitated by States and the public 
conscience.
An understanding of emergency responsabilities and humanitarian 
values is needed by the public at large for it to have a 
realistic perspective on its capability to assist the victims of 
natural and accidental disasters and conflicts. Too often, in 
such situations, National Societies have been pressed to accept 
goods which can be of no practical value; typical examples have 
included "good clean Canadian water" for Mexico City, wooden 
coffins for Ethiopia, and tonnes of tinned food items. A clear 
knowledge of humanitarian law’s demand for distinctions between 
combatants and non-combatants is essential for guaranteeing our 
public’s compassionate regard toward all conflicts and for, in 
all situations, sustaining its humanitarian generosity. 
Dissemination of IHL and the effective teaching of development 
issues and the ideals of our Movement should be taken as 
important matters for ensuring a linkage in the public’s mind 
between emergency needs and the unique capability of our 
international network to respond to these through the exercice 
of a humanitarian mandate, inspired by a respect for human 
personality an dignity, which establishes the ideal of 
disinterested aid to all victims of disaster, at any place, in 
time of conflict or peace, without discrimination.
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THE RED CROSS/RED CRESCENT AS A FACTOR FOR PEACE

The confidence our Movement now enjoys, in impartially 
delivering our needed humanitarian care as a neutral 
institution, bestows upon us a moral force. This derives from 
victims and adversaries witnessing in our activities a 
disinterested but good-willed benefactor, a body not "one of 
their own" but helpful all the same. This recognition instills 
in the victim or belligerent a hopefulness which promotes his 
consideration of healthy, secure, and peaceful alternatives to 
his actual condition, and means of achieving them. These 
considerations, shared with Red Cross/Red Crescent volunteers 
and staff in a trusting dialogue, may, in situations of conflict 
or tension, oftentimes be fruitfully communicated to the 
opposing Power, and here the mediating role of the Red Cross/Red 
Crescent as a factor for peace stands out most prominently. In 
conflict zones the moral force of our Movement gained by our 
humanitarian activity is strengthened by the injunctions, rights 
and obligations found in the Geneva Conventions and their 
Additional Protocols. In addition to supervising and 
implementing the on-site application of IHL, our Movement 
further applies its first-hand neutral experience of conflicts 
and other disasters to reshape and develop IHL itself and 
specific Red Cross/Red Crescent policies. In their turn, these 
changes impact on our activities to keep the latter of maximum 
humanitarian value or effectiveness, preserving our moral force.

THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES AS PROTECTION FOR OUR UNIVERSAL 
MANDATE

As much as National Societies’ strict application of the 
fundamental principles throughout their organizational 
structures is a necessity for ensuring the unique organic 
strength, vitality and distinctiveness of our international 
network, it must be recognized that in times of international or 
domestic tension or conflict there is invariably a threat to our 
integrity of principle, both from within and without, which must 
be resisted. At such times, government establishments, by 
definition of their roles as States’ executive mechanisms, 
exhibit just the opposite of neutrality, and, as much as they 
are constituted by representative leaders of their people, tend 
to pull their citizens’ sentiments along with them. Amongst 
these citizens are those working as staff and volunteers for the 
National Society. In these situations, continuing international 
support for the National Society from within our Movement itself 
demands that the National Society in question clearly recognize
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that its status as an auxiliary to the public authorities is 
defined singularly and exclusively as an auxiliary in 
humanitarian concerns. Any proposed change in National Society 
structure, resources or personnel, made, again, from either 
within or without, must be rigorously examined to ensure that it 
is in no sense a cover for one way or another involving the 
National Society within governmental or public anxieties or 
issues which betray the principles constituing the heart of our 
universal humanitarian mandate. The work of National Societies 
must in all situations continue to be guided in all its aspects 
by the seven universal and fundamental principles which, in 
tension-filled places, provided they are courageously defended, 
importantly promote the humanitarian spirit of the "troisième 
combattant" not only throughout the whole National Society, but 
also throughout government and military structures and the 
public at large. This amounts to assistance for States’ 
performance of their obligations as parties to International 
Humanitarian Law, and is something it is our duty to provide.
In time of 
government 
organizations can be extended, 
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Discussions which a National Society may enter into with its 
governement in peacetime, in order to update and extend 
agreements determining the particular humanitarian contributions 
which can be entrusted to the Society, and which it can accept, 
with regard to times of peace or conflict, respectively, should 
aim to: reinforce the Society’s independence, broaden and deepen 
recognition of and respect for our international network’s 
organic solidarity, and communicate our Movement’s strongest 
aspiration to provide mankind with a constantly developing, 
peace-promoting, and truly universal humanitarian service.





61

FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES OF RED CROSS
PREVENTION OF WAR AND NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Dr. D.D. Venedictov

Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the URSS

INTRODUCTION
The first of Fundamental Principles of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent humanity reads: "The International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement, born of a desire to bring assistance without 
discrimination to the wounded on the battlefield, endeavours, in 
its international and national capacity, to prevent and 
alleviate human suffering wherever it may be found While 
examining prevention of war and elimination of nuclear weapons 
in connection with the Fundamental Principles of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent, I would like to touch upon only one aspect of the 
issue, but the one of dramatic importance for correct specifying 
the role and future of Red Cross - that is correlation between 
"preventing” and "alleviating" human suffering mentioned in 
this principle.

VITAL NECESSITY TO PREVENT NUCLEAR WAR
Wars and armed conflicts existed along all human history. 
Development of productive forces lead to further development of 
the means of warfare. Scientific and technological revolution 
opened new perspectives for the mankind and at the same time 
gave birth to new desastrous weapons of mass destruction.
If until now states and governments practically did not face the 
task of preventing the war (they could only deal with possible 
postponement of its beginning trying to better prepare or to 
choose better political moment), now for the first time in the 
human history mankind really is threatened with total 
annihilation of itself. "It is obvious that no health service in 
any area of the world would be capable of dealing adequately
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with the hundreds of thousands of people seriously injured by 
blast, heat or radiation from even a single 1-megaton bomb. Even 
the death and disability that could result from an accidental 
explosion of one bomb from among the enormous stockpiles of 
weapons could overwhelm national medical resources" - reads the 
Report of the International Committee of Experts in Medical 
Science and Public Health, Effects of Nuclear War on Health and 
Health Services (WHO, Geneva, 1984). "Nuclear war would destroy 
civilization and might extinguish human life" - concluded 
members of the International Physicians for the Prevention of 
Nuclear War at their VII Congress held in Moscow in 1987. It all 
vividly demonstrates that international community finally 
started to realize this threat. For the first time in human 
history prevention of war became an acute and indispensable 
necessity.
New international situation demanded a new approach to 
developping relations between nations and peoples. It manifested 
itself in a concept of a new political thinking, based on 
recognition of inter-dependence, unity and indevisibility of 
the contemporate world. It is just this unity that does not 
permit any of the parties to the conflict to win nuclear war. It 
is just inter-dependence that would necessarily result in the 
total annihilation of mankind in case of a nuclear armed 
conflict.
There can be different views on the role of nuclear weapons in 
preventing nuclear war. Political and strategic concepts are 
the business of military and politicians. But for us only one 
thing is important - in the contemporary world nuclear weapons 
threaten mankind with the overall self-destruction. Therefore, 
its elimination is the first pre-condition of prevention of 
nuclear war and preserving human life on earth.

OTHER GLOBAL PROBLEMS OF THE PRESENT-DAY WORLD
Nuclear war is not the only threat to the very existance of 
mankind. Pollution of the environment, mass famine in 
developping countries, demographic problem, energy crisis and 
several other issues could, subject to certain conditions, 
become real threats to life on earth. But only nuclear war 
among all of them can develop suddenly, within minutes and 
hours, and only due to human bad will or mistake or 
incompetence. Therefore prevention of nuclear war is also quite 
within human power and responsability.
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THE ROLE OF RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT
What is the role of Red Cross and Red Crescent in prevention of 
nuclear war then ? It is quite natural that this humanitarian 
institution from the very beginning dealing with the desastrous 
consequences of wars and armed conflict was also concerned by 
the possibilities to prevent them. Gustave Moynier, one of the 
founders of the ICRC stated, on the subject of the 1864 Geneva 
Convention: "To tread this path [i.e. : the law of war] is to 
take a decisive step" [G. Moynier, Etude sur la Convention de 
Genève, 1870, page 23] which must result in the absolute 
condemnation of war. Future generations will see warfare 
gradually disappear. This is dictated by an infallible logic: 
But for a long time eliminating the war was practically 
impossible.
Only after the World War II such possibilities became a reality. 
But only in 1965 the Fundamental Principle of humanity in its 
present wording was formulated: it specifies the principal task 
of the Red Cross as "prevention and alleviation of human 
suffering wherever it may be found". In 1975 the Movement 
proclaimed that "the Red Cross does not view peace simply as the 
absence of war but rather as a dynamic process of cooperation 
among all states and peoples ; cooperation founded on freedom, 
independence, national sovereignty, equality, respect of human 
rights, as well as a fair and equitable distribution of 
resources to meet the needs of peoples". This definition 
actually names the main conditions for prevention of armed 
conflicts in today’s world and specifies the role of Red Cross 
in this process. Historical logic of development of the Movement 
in a concise form is expressed in its evolution from the slogan 
"Inter Arma Caritas" to the slogan "Per Humanitatem ad Pacem". 
Thus it shows the reaction of the Movement to the new public 
needs.

PREVENTION AND ALLEVIATION OF HUMAN SUFFERING
Today we can say that until now the Movement was quite 
successful in alleviating human suffering both in armed 
conflicts and in peace time mostly through assisting victims of 
natural and man-made disasters. In preventing human suffering 
its achievements are much smaller. Why does it happen? What is 
objectives here and what is due to human attitudes and wishes? 
Only answering these questions could we be realistic in 
assessing the future role of Red Cross in the contemporary 
world.
It is much easier to prevent illness than to cure it later on. 
This simple rule is well known to any physician. Such an 
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approach nowadays is widely disseminated within Red Cross too 
though up to now - only referring to one issue - advance of 
deserts and subsequent famine. Sometimes the question is being 
asked: is this a Red Cross business? does Red Cross has enough 
resources, staff, volunteers to cope with prevention? One can 
also say that it also means certain changes in traditional role 
of Red Cross.
To a certain extent the last question could be answered: yes, it 
means changing traditional role of Red Cross as it was 
understood 125 years ago. But if such changes are in response to 
acute social needs, if Red Cross assumes few functions subject 
to its traditional functions being fulfilled either by itself or 
by any other public or governmental institution, if the goal of 
"preventing and alleviating human suffering" is finally achieved 
- than such changes are quite lawful.
Therefore we may conclude that the Movement has a considerable 
experience in preventing consequences of emergencies and natural 
and man-made disasters. But it is not possible to speak about 
any kind of "preparedness" in case of nuclear war. There can be 
no cure, no remedy, no survival. Such war can only be totally 
prevented.

NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND POLITICS
If we look at the problem globally than we would see that there 
are two main ways to prevent nuclear war - the political one, 
primarily in creating the overall system of international 
security, and military one, that is disarmament and 
elimination of nuclear weapons. What is the role of Red Cross in 
this process then? It is a non-political institution which 
according to its Fundamental Principles "may not .. . engage at 
any time in controvercies of a political, racial, religious or 
ideological nature".

The Movement already many times expressed itself on this issue. 
Weapons of mass destruction including nuclear armaments were 
continiously condemned by the Movement. International Red Cross 
was among the first to condemn nuclear weapons: in 1948 in 
Resolution XXIV "Non-directed weapons" the XVII International 
Red Cross Conference "noting that the use of non-directed 
weapons which cannot be aimed with precision or which devastate 
large areas indiscriminately, would involve destruction of 
persons and the annihilation of the human values which it is in 
the mission of Red Cross to defend, and that use of these 
methods would imperil the very future of civilization, earnestly 
requested the Powers solemnly to undertake to prohibit 
absolutely all resourse to such weapons and to the use of atomic 
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energy or any similar force for purpose of warfare". In 1954 the 
XXIII session of the Board of governors of the League of Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Societies pleaded all Powers of the 
world "to agree to prohibit absolutely and effectively the use 
of all nuclear weapons of war The use of such weapons also 
contradicts the Hague Convention of 1907, which puts limits to 
the belligerents in choosing methods and means of warfare. Later 
it was confirmed by the Additional Protocol I stating in Article 
35 that "in any armed conflict the right of the Parties to the 
conflict to choose methods or means of warfare is not unlimited.

It is prohibited to employ weapons, projectiles, and material 
and methods of warfare of a nature to cause superfluous injury 
or unnesessary suffering". Additional Protocol I also prohibits 
"to employ methods and means of warfare which are intended or 
may be expected to cause widespread, long-term and severe damage 
to the natural environment".

Red Cross is a humanitarian organization. But humanitarian 
aspects play a very important role in the security of states. 
Lately they started attributing more importance to this issue. 
To humanize international relations there have to be appropriate 
actions in humanitarian field. And it is the Red Cross who 
should be among the leaders in this sphere. The first steps are 
already made. Now it’s time to start practical work to put into 
life the idea the "humanitarian mobilization". It is the more 
important as that in this humanitarian sphere Red Cross has a 
long-established traditions and prestige and is respected by 
governments and international governmental and non-governmental 
agencies. I believe that at present its large humanitarian 
potencial is to be utilized much more efficiently.

RED CROSS ROLE IN INTERNATIONAL LAW-MAKING
In this connection Red Cross in international law-making plays a 
special role. Naturally alleviating human suffering of the 
victims of natural disasters and armed conflicts Red Cross does 
not eliminate disasters and conflicts themselves. It can hardly 
create social and economic conditions for this too. It is mostly 
the business of governments. But Red Cross is quite capable, 
without interfering into political aspects of the issue, to 
influence those capable to create such conditions, to undertake 
international obligations in this regard; to provide a system of 
"control and on-site inspections" if we may use the language of 
the military.
One may argue that Red Cross already initiated the Geneva 
Conventions and Additional Protocols and that the main task now 
is to ratify them as soon as possible and provide for their
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CONCLUSIONS
In the present historical conditions when mankind for the first 
time in its history is confronted with a real possibility of 
total nuclear self-destruction, the issue of eliminating nuclear 
threat becomes universally important. International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement repeatedly confirmed that nuclear war, 
employment of nuclear weapons contradict Fundamental Principles 
of the Movement and the norms of international humanitarian law.
Along its 125-year history the Movement achieved considerable 
results in alleviating human suffering. But until now it payed 
much less attention to prevention; traditionally it often 
limited itself simply by stating that traditional Red Cross work 
is its contribution to peace.
In this connection I believe that if the Movement is to preserve 
its role in the present-day world and could fulfill its 
humanitarian functions successfully in accordance with its 
Fundamental Principles, it has to pay much more attention to 
preventing human suffering. Concrete forms, ways and means of 
such work could be a subject for further discussions among the 
experts from the National Societies, the League and ICRC. They 
could for instance discuss possibilities of new international 
legal initiatives of the Red Cross in humanitarian sphere. 
Nowadays it’s time to start implementing widely declared 
principles in practice. Specially if we recognize that 
prevention of war is the most acute international issue now.
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PRESENCE OF STATES PARTIES TO THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS
AT THE INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

Datin Paduka Ruby Lee

Malaysian Red Crescent Society

"But why have I told of these scenes of pain and distress, and 
perhaps aroused painful emotions in my readers? Why have I 
lingered with seeming complacency over lamentable pictures, 
tracing their details with what may appear desperate fidelity?

It is a natural question. Perhaps I might answer it by another: 
Would it not be possible, in time of peace and quiet, to form 
relief societies for the purpose of having care given to the 
wounded in wartime by zealous, devoted and thoroughly qualified 
volunteers?" <x>.

Henry Dunant

What began in 1863 as a plan to set up relief societies which 
would assist the army medical services in time of war has 
evolved and developed over the years into a world-wide 
humanitarian Movement.
The principle of neutrality, which Henry-Dunant hoped would 
become an "international principle sanctioned by a Convention 
inviolate in character" i2> , was duly recognized by the Geneva 
Convention of 22 August 1864 in the context of armed conflict. 
Today, with the expanding activities of the Movement, it has 
become a fundamental principle to be observed at all times. The 
principle of neutrality proclaims that in order to continue to 
enjoy the confidence of all, the Movement may not take sides in 
hostilities or engage at any time in controversies of a 
political, racial, religious or ideological nature.

I1) A Memory of Solferino, ICRC ed., Geneva 1986, page 115.
(2> Ibid, page 126.
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Yet the very qualities that give the Movement its strength, that 
is, the diversity of our membership, the range of our 
humanitarian activities in response to the needs of our 
respective communities and our commitment to our cause, tend to 
inspire intense emotions that lead us to question the apparent 
failure of governments to satisfy an even more basic need of 
man: the need to be respected as an individual. Questions of 
this nature must obviously be addressed if we are to remain 
relevant and true to our principle of humanity. We must 
obviously have fora to provide the opportunity for debate, but 
such debate must remain within the confines of our mandate. For 
there are equally obvious risks involved.
National Societies are merely auxiliaries to their governments 
in the provision of humanitarian services. They exist by virtue 
of national legislation. Often National Societies depend on 
their governments for the financial and material support 
essential for the effective discharge of their duties. Yet 
National Societies are required to remain independent of their 
governments. While subject to the laws of their respective 
countries, they must always maintain their autonomy so that they 
may be able at all times to act in accordance with the 
principles of the Movement.
Events at the last International Conference (Geneva, 1986) 
exemplified the dilemma of several National Societies: whether 
or not to support their respective governments in the vote to 
suspend the delegations of South Africa from the Conference.
We can perhaps take comfort in the fact that it was a government 
delegation that initiated the motion calling for the suspension. 
We may even rejoice in the knowledge that the Movement itself 
closed ranks, and more than once, to stand by the National 
Society of South Africa, ample testimony of our respect for the 
Fundamental Principles.
In this context, one alternative may be considered of immediate 
relevance:

FIRST:
Should the International Conference continue to be the supreme 
deliberative body for the Movement?
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At the International Conference, representatives 
components of the Movement meet with representatives 
States Parties to the Geneva Conventions. Together they 
and decide upon humanitarian matters of common interest 
other related matter (Article 8 of the Statutes
Movement).
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Perhaps an in-depth examination may now be called for, in the 
light of the experience gained. Should not the Council of 
Delegates be designated the supreme deliberative body of the 
Movement?
It is superfluous to emphasize the value and importance of the 
International Conference. It could continue to examine and 
decide upon humanitarian matters of common concern. But as it 
would cease to be the highest deliberative body of the Movement, 
the risk of the Movement being embarrased by political decisions 
could be avoided. In this respect, it should be observed in 
passing that theoretically the components of the Movement can be 
in the minority at these Conferences.

SECOND:
The new Statutes of the Movements adopted at the Twenty-fifth 
International Conference (Geneva, 1986) provide that: "the 
States shall at all times respect the adherence by all the 
components of the Movement to the Fundamental Principles" 
(Article 2.4).
It would appear that the States themselves are not bound by the 
Fundamental Principles. Article 11.4, however, enjoins "all 
participants" in the International Conference to respect the 
Fundamental Principles and introduces the concept of neutrality 
by setting limits on the subjects of debate at the Conference.
Perhaps the time is now ripe to embark on a programme of 
dissemination of these Principles, not only among the National 
Societies but also, more important, among the governments, and 
on a review of the role of the International Conference as 
envisaged by the new Statutes.
In addition, the Standing Commission could be asked to issue, 
together with the invitation to attend any future International 
Conferences, a document prepared by the ICRC or the Standing 
Commission itself on the objects and role of the International 
Conference and on its limitations. The advantages of abiding by 
the Fundamental Principles of the Movement during the 
proceedings of the Conference could be emphasized.
Under the new Statutes, the same delegate cannot represent both 
the National Society and the government. This is a useful 
innovation which serves to strengthen the independence of the 
National Societies.
These are just some random thoughts on a difficult subject. They 
seek merely to highlight the need for a thorough study in order 
to avoid a repetition of the prolonged and divisive debate that 
took up so much valuable time at the Twenty-fifth International 
Conference.
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THE SPECIFIC NATURE OF RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT ACTIVITIES 

Jean-Luc Blondel

International Committee of the Red Cross

As part of our study on ways to make known and ensure respect 
for the Fundamental Principles of the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement, we will examine the Movement’s 
nature, that is, we will ask how those Principles dictate or 
give direction to the work of the Red Cross.
The Principles enable the Movement to define its specific nature 
in two respects :

in the choice of its activities (as we will see below when 
we deal with prevention); and
in the manner of performing them.

Let us first consider the concept of "specific nature". The 
dictionnary defines "specific" as possessing, concerned with, 
the properties that characterize a species, and therefore 
common to all representatives of the species.
To speak of the specific nature of the Red Cross is to refer to 
common activities, on a national or international scale, by 
which members are able to identify themselves and each other 
and to be identified by those outside the Movement. Such 
activities should therefore display a degree of originality as 
compared with those of other organizations and should be 
conducted independently by the Movement’s components.

1. THE DIVERSITY OF HUMANITARIAN WORK
The principle of humanity certainly provides the Red Cross 
with general guidance as to its basic mission. But by itself 
it does not indicate precisely enough how to alleviate or 
prevent suffering nor how to protect human life, health 
and dignity. What the principle does say it that nothing 
that can be done to relieve human suffering should be ruled 
out.
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The Red Cross was created out of a definite and limited 
concern to bring impartial relief to wounded soldiers on the 
battlefield. To this end, national relief societies were set 
up and an international movement was born. These National 
Societies very quickly extended their activities beyond 
preparing to give humanitarian aid in time war. The 
Movement’s present Statutes (particularly the Preambule and 
Article 3) confirm the legitimacy of National Societies. 
The ICRC, whose work is above all related to armed conflict 
and other disturbances, has also experienced a steady 
expansion in the scope and variety of its activities.
The National Societies were originally created to act as 
auxiliaries to the medical services of the armed forces in 
time war, but do so nowadays only to a limited extent, 
chiefly because the armed forces medical services in many 
countries have improved. Moreover, the National Societies 
have taken on a range of useful peacetime activities to 
assist people in need. But this progression, laudable as it 
is, should not obscure the original purpose of the Movement, 
which remains emergency assistance in the event of armed 
conflic or natural disaster.
So the investigation into the Movement’s specific nature, 
and consequently its identify, arises, not because its 
original purpose has been abandoned, but primarily because 
the scope of National Societies activities has been widened. 
It asks how the Red Cross can retain its own identify while 
carrying on medical, social and economic activities to help 
society as a whole, without abandoning its original duties: 
and it tries to discover other activities that take account 
of the original purpose of the Red Cross.
There are two levels at which the Red Cross is active:

at national level, the National Societies must extend 
their humanitarian activities as widely as possible, in 
conformity with the Fundamental Principles. To do this, 
they must constantly bear in mind the specific nature of 
the Movement, which is the subject of this document;

- at international level, it would be undesirable to cease 
giving priority to emergency assistance during armed 
conflict and natural disasters, the area of activity in 
which the Movement has made its reputation and proved its 
worth in performing essential humanitarian work.

Obviously, the Red Cross cannot do everything, nor should it 
wish to do so. There is too great a risk of dissipating its 
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efforts and, in the process, losing its identify ("The Red 
Cross, well, it’s ...") and its credibitily. Trying to 
compete with other organizations, especially those which are 
better equiped, can only weaken the Red Cross, not only in 
terms of its image but also, very soon, afterwards, in terms 
of financial support.
The Movement’s strength is certainly in its diversity■ It is 
therefore desirable for each National Society in its own 
country to carry out activities which best meet the most 
urgent needs of the inhabitants. There are no fixed rules 
for doing this and each Society must set its own priorities.
The development issue - development of the National 
Societies and the contribution to their countries’ 
development by the National Societies is of extreme 
importance in this context. The "International Review of 
the Red Cross" (N* 264, May-June 1988) devotes a great 
amount of space to this subject and we refer the reader to 
it.
Finally, a major characteristic of 
refusal to pass moral judgement 
assists. It does not identify with 

it sees each person solely as a 
In a way, we could able say, 
universality of this kind which 
nature of the Red Cross.

the Red Cross is its 
on the people whom it 

any particular victims 
humain being in distress, 
therefore, that it is 
exemplifies the specific

2. INDEPENDENCE AND UNITY
The specific nature and role of the Red Cross cannot be 
dissociated from maintenance of its independence. 
Independence is not always easy for some National Societies, 
and all componants of the Movement must, at some time or 
other, fight to preserve its independence, without which it 
would lose its identify. No National Societies may have a 
dependent relationship with a centre of political or 
economic power which would result in the National Societies 
having imposed on it activities contrary to the Fundamental 
Principles. Maintaining independence exacts its price from 
the National Societies, the League and the ICRC, which risk 
losing favour with a particular government or social group. 
But the loss of independence would exact an even higher 
price.
The National Societies are, of course, auxiliaries to their 
governments but, as the principle clearly states, in their 
humanitarian services. It is their indentify which is at 
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stake. Obviously, many National Societies could obtain more 
funds if they were willing to act along lines laid down by 
their government (in pursuit of its objectives). Likewise, 
from time to time, in international operations, the ICRC and 
the League accept - even seek - co-operation or at least 
co-ordination with other bodies, governmental and otherwise. 
But such co-operation must never put a representative of the 
Movement into a position where he is not longer able to 
guarantee that his work obeys the Principles of humanity, 
impartiality and neutrality.
Co-operation between government services and the National 
Societies should not be viewed, as it is by some, as purely 
negative. There exists a useful tension between a National 
Society’s role as auxiliary to the public authorities and 
its essential autonomy. That is another aspect of the 
specific nature of the Red Cross - it takes action on its 
own initiative but can also spur the government into action. 
It is an advantage for a National Society to be close to its 
government, because it can obtain support, suggest measures 
or encourage a particular decision where others would not 
succeed. Likewise, the ICRC values its close contact with 
governments and appreciates the efforts made by the National 
Societies to encourage their governments to support its 
work.
A National Society’s membership of the Movement is also a 
source of strength, preventing the isolation which it might 
otherwise experience and which would possibly weaken it in 
its relationship with the government. The Movement’s 
universality thus serves to ensure the particular character 
of its components.
As we have seen, the specific nature of the Movement means a 
unity, a common identity among all its components. The Red 
Cross and Red Crescent must present a single image. At the 
same time, however, each National Society must preserve a 
certain freedom of choice enabling it to take adequate 
action to meet the individual needs of its country or its 
region. There again diversity is beneficial and it is 
impossible to draw up an exhaustive list of the services 
provided by a National Society in any of the various regions 
of the world. It is not so much the type of activities which 
gives the Movement its universal identity as the selfsame 
way in which those activities are carried out. The specific 
nature of the Red Cross and Red Crescent work is thus linked 
to the way in which the work is done - it endeavours to 
respect all the principles together. But, as we have seen, 
the Movement’s specific nature is also to be found in its 
choice of activities, which is what we will now consider.
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3. SOCIAL SECURITY
In most countries, the State is expected to provide 
increasing social security for disadvantaged groups and 
people of the fringes if society (the disabled, the old, the 
unemployed, ect.l. However, the scope is extremely wide and 
the needs immense. The Red Cross and Red Crescent may 
initiate or develop its activities in these areas, for the 
following reasons at least:

as an auxiliary to government services, it can play the 
role of pionneer. By relieving forgotten or neglected 
forms of distress, it can set an example and, once other 
governmental or non-governmental bodies have become 
interested, hand, over to them;
the Red Cross and its volunteers can help to add human 
warmth to the official assistance provided for the most 
vulnerable members of society.

In many developing countries, social security is in its 
infancy, assisting only a relatively small number of people 
in a limited way. The movement of large numbers of people 
from the countryside to the cities and greater mobility also 
have direct effects on the composition, structure and social 
role of the family.
In many urban areas in particular, orphans, adolescents, 
single, widowed or abandoned women, old and disabled people 
and others cannot count on the degree of support they would 
have received in the past from family and a tightly knit 
community. The slowdown in economic growth has caused, among 
other things, increased unemployment and underemployment, 
and has had immediate effects on living conditions and on 
the social safety-net, especially for the poorest members of 
society.
It is also necessary to adopt a long term view of 
environmental issues (protecting water resources, combating 
air pollution, disposing of waste, etc.). Unfortunately, the 
application of existing standards and the enactment of new 
laws is hampered by the worsening economic and financial 
situation, especially in the developing countries.
Many of the above activities lend themselves particularly 
well to inter-regional co-operation, within which the Red 
Cross can perform valuable services. The following 
activities, for example, are already carried out by some 
National Societies:



7 6

a) assistance for old people;
b) helping the disabled to remain active, physical re-edu

cation and encouraging a change of attitudes towards 
disabled people;

c) help for the victims of natural disasters, armed 
conflict and epidemics; support and protection for those 
seeking asylum, refugees and displaced persons;

d) international co-operation in support of national pro
grammes to fight major epidemics such as AIDS and to 
deal with their consequences in society;

e) campaigning against alcoholism, drug addiction and 
smoking: disséminâtiong information on the effects of 
alcohol abuse, drugs and tobacco and on methods of 
prevention, treatment and rehabilitation.

In all of the above-mentioned areas, the Red Cross and the 
Red Crescent can co-operate with other organizations and, 
let us hope, will also embark on original and effective 
programmes .

4. TO PREVENT OR TO ALLEVIATE SUFFERING ?
The above remarks about social security apply equally well 
to the issue of prevention. There is no contradiction 
between the expressions "to prevent" and "to alleviate human 
suffering" used in the Principle of humanity. It is 
certainly better to prevent than to cure but for the Red 
Cross, prevention must not take precedence over its 
immediate duty to combat existing ills. By the same token, 
however, providing care and emergency aid must not prevent 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent from inquiring into the 
causes of suffering, of certain types of suffering at least, 
and seeing whether it can have a beneficial effect on the 
underlying factors. In the areas of health and social 
welfare, the Red Cross quite naturally brings together these 
two concerns. The mere fact that a programme is preventive 
(i.e., that it emphasises prevention) does not necessarily 
make it a legitimate of effective Red Cross and Red Crescent 
activity.
It is with this in mind that we must consider the question 
of the Red Cross and Red Crescent contribution to the 
prevention of the terrible suffering which results from war. 
Once a conflict breaks out, it is often too late to take any 
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effective action to ensure that people understand the 
Movement’s principles and ideals. To be successful, this 
dissemination work, though it must be continued, or even 
begun, during a conflic, should be carried out mainly before 
any hostilities. This can be done as follows:

by members getting to know each other: spreading the 
ideal of Red Cross solidarity among young people, 
organizing exchanges, travel, camps, pooling information, 
etc. Being together and maintaining this unity in spite 
of changing circumstances is being the Red Cross;

- by proving to the public and to governments that the work 
of the Red Cross (Red Crescent) itself constitutes a 
constant striving for peace. In many cases, the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent make the most effective contribution, 
through their praiseworthy and uncreasing work, to soothe 
the ill-feeling which can lead to future conflict or, in 
the event of war, to re-establish dialogue between the 
belligerents .
Here again, nothing can be ruled out straight away as a 
possible Rod Cross activity. But before committing itself 
to new activities aimed at preventing armed conflict, it 
must consider certain questions, for example:

would such activities strengthen the Movement’s unity 
and credibility and, as a result, its effectiveness in 
humanitarian endeavour ?
would the Red Cross (Red Crescent) be able to avoid 
being dragged into the conflict while trying to 
improve the chances of dialogue between the opposing 
camps ?

In questions of war and peace, the Red Cross cannot take the 
place of military or political authorities. There too, its 
role is that of an auxiliary. It must be hoped at least that 
an atmosphere conducive to dialogue and trust exists already 
within each National Society and within the Movement. Any 
resolutions adopted by the Movement on the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent contribution to peace would thus have far more 
effect.
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5. PROTECTING THE ENVIRONMENT
The Red Cross is increasingly concerned about protecting the 
environment (water, air, natural resources) and has 
launched, among other things, reafforestation programmes in 
the Sahel region, Nepal and elsewhere.
There is no need to spell out the importance of this issue, 
merely to recall the harm caused to human beings by the 
destruction of the environment:

imbalance in the climate, in food supplies and in energy;
social upheaval, population displacement, mass movement 
from rural areas into cities, and internal conflicts 
which can spill over into international tension;
internal and international disputes over the sharing of 
water and other natural resources, responsability for 
pollution, etc.

All of these problems bring with them a threat to physical 
and mental wellbeing, social cohesion and so on. Moreover, 
as we know, armed conflict - whatever the arms used - also 
has harmful effects on the environment.
The struggle to protect the environment is a field in which 
the National Societies and the League should quite properly 
be active. The Red Cross can do pioneering work in areas 
where other organizations, whether State-run or private, are 
inadequate. To do this, it must be well equipped, competent 
and efficient. It should not insist on becoming involved in 
areas where others are already at work with greater 
resources at their disposal. It is above all important to 
remain clear-sighted and modest. The struggle to preserve 
the natural environment is legitimate and necessary and 
should be accompanied by a mobilization of humanitarian 
resources against the damage inflicted by human beings on 
others whether peoples or individuals, and on their 
environment. Red Cross and Red Crescent activities must 
bestepped up above all in the field of education, especially 
among young people. By taking practical action (planting 
trees for example) young people will be made aware of 
national and planetary responsability for protecting the 
environment.
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6. CRITERIA FOR THE MOVEMENT’S SPECIFIC NATURE
Not all the Movement’s activities are, as such specific to 
the Movement. The Red Cross must, of course, be ready for 
relief work in the event of armed conflict or natural 
disasters. It can, and does, carry out activities to improve 
the community’s health. But in most cases it is not the work 
itself which distinguishes the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
from other bodies. That distinction results from the 
observations of the Fundamental Principles by all its 
members throughout all its activities. The principles 
provide the following general points which, it should not be 
forgotten, must be considered together:

the Principle of humanity means that no instance of human 
suffering can leave the Red Cross and the Red Crescent 
indifferent. It also emphasizes respect for life and 
dignity and for the right to live in dignity;
help must be given impartially. The criteria of propor
tionality also means that priority must be given to 
helping those in the most acute distress;
the Red Cross offers its services to all and draws its 
membership from all levels of society. It must endeavour 
through its activities and policies to acquire and retain 
the trust of all, in order, especially to be able to 
extend its activities throughout the national territory;
as an organization officially recognized by the public 
authorities, the Red Cross and Red Crescent can play a 
useful role as those authorities’ auxiliary and also as 
an innovator by acting and persuading others to act to 
alleviate and prevent suffering. It seeks neither to 
compete with nor to replace other aid organizations: what 
matters is for the suffering to be heeded and helped;

- the Red Cross depends largely on the voluntary commitment 
of its members to carry out its activities. Their 
selfless service, solidarity and devotion constitute one 
aspect of the specific nature of the Movement in action;
the Red Cross and the Red Crescent are naturally willing 
to co-operate and co-ordinate its work with other bodies, 
for example government services, but it will always 
maintain its independence, that is, the ability to 
organize and supervise its work to ensure that is remains 
in accordance with the Fundamental Principles, especially 
those of humanity, impartiality and neutrality;

- solidarity between the ,members of the same world-wide 
movement is another important characteristic.
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Within the Movement, the National Societies must preserve a 
high degree of autonomy. This enables them to initiate 
humanitarian action and serves as an incentive to adapt 
their services to the specific needs of the local populace.
On the international level, however, it is important for the 
National Societies to give priority to the Movement’s 
original mission, a task which has won them the recognition 
of governments and public opinion: protection and assistance 
to the victims of conflict and natural disasters. The 
Movement is organized in such a way that its international 
work in those areas is co-ordinated by the League and the 
ICRC.
It is also important that programmes of co-operation between 
National Societies, whether administered by the League or 
bilaterally, take into account the following questions:

are other organizations working in this area ? If so, 
does the Red Cross have a special contribution to make ? 
What degree of co-ordination is necessary ?
will the activities undertaken or planned strengthen the 
Movement’s unity and consistency ?

Rather than list the specific activities of the Red Cross, 
it is better to consider the general conditions necessary 
for its activities to be carried out. In his resport 
entitled National Red Cross Societies and Health and Welfare 
(Joint Committee for the Re-appraisal of the Role of the Red 
Cross, Background Paper N* 4, Geneva 1975), Dr. Pierre 
Dorolles selected a number of criteria, some of which are 
set out below:

a) Usefulness of programmes planned by the Red Cross
Will they meet the country’s needs ? Will they meet 
the country’s most pressing needs ?
Is the programme to be co-ordinated with government 
services ?
Will the Red Cross activities make a significant 
contribution ?
Will the programme be incidentally useful to the Red 
Cross (as preparation for another activity, improve
ment of the National Society’s image, motivation for 
volunteers) ?
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b) Effectiveness of the programmes
Do they promote human contact ?
Do they enable the public to identify the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent and thus relate personally to its 
work ?
Do they encourage the National Societies and its 
members to have a spirit of initiative (innovating 
spirit) ?

Affirmative replies to these questions should encourage the 
Red Cross to take action in the areas concerned, because it 
would prove useful and more effective than similar action 
undertaken by others.

7. UNIVERSALITY
When the Red Cross and Red Crescent look for specific 
activities, it is, as we have seen, mostly a question of 
setting priorities on a national scale. The Movement’s 
international work is already clearly defined, with regard 
to priorities at least. A final remark should be made about 
universality: the National Societies’s duty to show 
solidarity stimulates them to pay particular attention to 
other members of the "family".
This is especially true of the "developed" Societies: before 
undertaking new activities, they would be well advised to 
discover what they could do to help the weaker Societies to 
develop to the point at least where they can provide the 
humanitarian services which one normally expects from the 
Red Cross. The study of the specific nature of the Red Cross 
and the Red Crescent thus leads to this final observation 
which is of fundamental importance for the Movement: in 
addition to their primary tasks in their own countries, the 
National Societies by contributing to their development and 
thus enabling the Movement to be united in the effectiveness 
of its humanitarian work and thus preserve its independence 
and its universality.
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THE INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT 
AND NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Yves Sandoz

International Committee of the Red Cross

1. GENERAL ATTITUDE TOWARDS WEAPONS OF MASS DESTRUCTION

1.1 FIRST WORLD WAR
Since weapons of mass destruction first appeared on 
battlefields, the Movement has strongly condemned them. 
Even before the end of the First World War the ICRC on 
6 February 1918 launched an appeal to belligerents against 
"the use of poisonous gases". The following passage neatly 
expresses the sentiment:
"...we are shown missiles loaded with these poisonous 
gases sowing death, hideous death, not only amongst the 
combatants, but in the rearground, in the midst of a 
harmless population, in a wide area where destruction would 
fall on every living being. We protest with all the forces 
at our disposal against this way of waging war, a way which 
we cannot describe as anything other than criminal" .

1.2 SECOND WORLD WAR
As is known, nuclear weapons, together with chemical and 
biological weapons, come under the third main category of 
weapons of mass destruction. Evidently the Movement has not 
modified its attitude since these weapons appeared; indeed 
it immediately manifested its very grave concern at this 
new and terrible technology which, for the first time, 
jeopardized the very survival of humanity.
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Approximately one month after the atom bombs were dropped 
on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, on 5 September 1945 the ICRC 
sent a circular to the Central Committees of the National 
Societies. Some extracts from this read as follows:
"... Above all, one sees that, because of advances in 
aviation and increased bombing effects, distinctions to 
date as regard the categories of people who should be 
afforded special protection - in particular the civilian 
population as compared with the armed forces - become 
practically inapplicable. The leathal development of the 
means of combat and, thereby, of war itself is still 
further accentuated by the use of discoveries in atomic 
physics, an unprecedentedly effective weapon of war... All 
out warfare has given rise to new techniques. Consequently, 
must it be admitted that the individual will cease to be 
legally protected and will be considered as only a single 
element in all the collective factors inherent in fighting? 
That would mean the collapse of the principles underlying 
international law which aims to protect the person 
physically and spiritually" <3> .

1.3 FROM 1945 TO THE PRESENT DAY
Even if it could have been expressed less indirectly, this 
disapproving attitude vis-à-vis nuclear weapons and other 
weapons of mass destruction has remained constant up to the 
present day as can be seen from the following texts:

The XVIII1 *> International Red Cross Conference . . . "urges 
Governments to agree, within the framework of general 
disarmament, to a plan for the international control of 
atomic energy which would ensure the prohibition of atomic 
weapons and the use of atomic energy solely for peaceful 
purpose" < 3 > .

The XXth International Conference of the Red Cross ... 
"solemnly declares that all Governments and other 
authorities responsible for action in armed conflicts 
should conform at least to the following principles: ... 
the general principles of the law of war apply to nuclear 
and similar weapons" <♦> .

The XXIII1h International Conference of the Red Cross . . . 
"expressing its deep concern about the dangers threatening 
universal peace and security, the life and health of man as 
a result of the existence and the development of weapons of 
mass destruction ... invites all governments to take urgent 
measures to reach agreement on the prohibition of weapons 
of mass destruction" I5> .
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The XIV1h International Conference of the Red Cross ... 
"drawing attention to the fact that the Red Cross has 
constantly shown particular concern about the use and the 
existence of weapons of mass destruction, which cause 
damage without discrimination, ... urges Parties to armed 
conflicts not to use methods and means of warfare that 
cannot be directed againt specific military targets and
whose effects cannot be limited” < 6 > .

The 1983 Council of Delegates defines its positions as
follows :

"General attitude

The Red Cross is deeply concerned by the arms race and
especially with the existence of weapons of mass
destruction. It ardently desires disarmament and feels 
duty-bound to urge governments to take all possible action 
to achieve it” < 7 > .

The second World Red Cross and Red Crescent Conference on 
Peace adopted the following directive:

"Easing the tensions that cause the arms race

Trust leads to disarmament and disarmament to peace. Our 
Movement supports the final goal of complete disarmament, 
with the necessary means of control. It can help to create 
the climate of confidence indispensable to attaining this 
goal, especially by contributing to reducing, in its 
specific field of action, the causes of tension. It appeals 
to governments to spare no effort for progress towards 
complete disarmament in conventional weapons and weapons of 
mass destruction, including nuclear arms" {8) .

In most of its interventions, the Movement exhorted States 
to find ways of sheltering humanity from the dangers of 
nuclear weapons. While stressing the unacceptable nature of 
this threat it also recognized that disarmament is a 
complex process which must take into account State security 
and that "some means of achieving disarmament are subject 
to political controversies, taking part in which is 
prohibited by its principle of neutrality" <®>.

Even though it establishes the goal which it thinks 
desirable, it admits that it cannot define the proper 
stages and proper procedures to attain it.
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2. CONCRETE PROPOSAL: THE 1956 DRAFT RULES
Once, however, the ICRC tried to put forward a concrete 
proposal. Confronted with the finding that "indiscriminate 
bombing seems to have led to its becoming, as it were, an 
accepted practice" i10) , the ICRC, backed up by a unanimous 
resolution at the XXIII1h session of the Board of Gover
nors (ID drew up Draft Rules for the Limitation of the 
Dangers Incurred by the Civilian Population in Time of War, 
in close co-operation with experts delegated from National 
Societies .
These Draft Rules contained an article directly referring 
to nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction 
worded as follows:

"Without prejudice to the present or future prohibition of 
certain specific weapons, the use is prohibited of weapons 
whose harmful effects - resulting in particular from the 
dissemination of incendiary, chemical, bacteriological, 
radioactive or other agents - could spread to an unforeseen 
degree or escape, either in space or in time, from the 
control of those who employ them, thus endangering the 
civilian population.

This prohibition also applies to delayed-action weapons, 
the dangerous effects of which are liable to be felt by the 
civilian population” <12).

Submitted to the International Conference of the Red Cross 
in New Delhi in 1957, these Draft Rules were however given 
a cool reception by governments. From the discussions it 
clearly emerged that specifically mentioning nuclear 
weapons was one of the main reasons for this set-back; in 
all likelihood it contributed to slowing down the process 
of drafting the Additional Protocols which were finally 
adopted twenty years later in 1977.

3, THE DIPLOMATIC CONFERENCE ON THE REAFFIRMATION AND 
DEVELOPMENT OF INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW APPLICABLE 
IN ARMED CONFLICTS (1974 - 1977)
Drawing a lesson from this set-back and finding that in 
"view of the development of air warfare and the increasing 
resort to bombardment, the situation of the population 
remained a cause for concern, apart from the problem of 
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nuclear weapons" (13). the ICRC decided not to tackle 
specifically the issue of nuclear weapons in drafting the 
Additional Protocols . It explained its reasoning as 
f ollows :

"Problems relating to atomic, bacteriological and chemical 
warfare are subjects of international agreements or 
negotiations by governments, and in submitting these draft 
Additional Protocols the ICRC does not intend to broach 
those problems. It should be borne in mind that the Red 
Cross as a whole, at several International Red Cross 
Conferences, has clearly made known its condemnation of 
weapons of mass destruction and has urged governments to 
reach agreements for the banning of their use" <15> .

It did however specify that, although regulations on 
atomic, bacteriological and chemical weapons had not been 
included in these drafts, this was because, "apart from 
some provisions of general nature" <16> and bearing in mind 
the reaffirmation made at the 1965 International Conference 
of the Red Cross, "the general principles of the law of war 
apply to nuclear and similar weapons" .

The Diplomatic Conference’s desire not to specifically 
tackle issues connected to the employment of weapons of 
mass destruction manifested itself when the terms of 
reference were being established for the Ad Hoc Committee 
to study "conventional" weapons. Despite the request to 
delete this word, the Conference approved these terms of 
reference by retaining the word with 68 for, none against 
and 10 abstentions <18> .
The explanation given in the report by the Ad Hoc Committee 
on this subject clearly shows the attitude of States:

"Nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction 
were, of course, the most destructive. In that connexion, 
some delegations rejected the view that the debate on those 
weapons and their possible prohibition should be left to 
the disarmament discussions and they urged that the 
Conference include them in its programme of work. Another 
delegation expressed its regret at the decision not to 
consider these weapons. Many other delegations, however, 
accepted the limitation of the work of this Conference to 
conventional weapons. As it was pointed out by some, 
nuclear weapons in particular had a special function in 
that they act as deterrents preventing the outbreak of a 
major armed conflict between certain nuclear powers" .
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SOME QUESTIONS
OFTEN ASKED CONCERNING

THE PRINCIPLE OF NEUTRALITY

Marion Harroff-Tavel

International Committee of the Red Cross

"In order to continue 
Movement may not take 
in controversies of 
ideological nature".

to enjoy the confidence of all, the
sides in hostilities or engage at any time 

a political, racial, religious or

Statutes of the International 
Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement. Excerpt from the 
Preamble .

As custodian of a share of the heavy task of relieving human 
suffering, the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement, if it is to be fully effective, must display the 
neutrality essential to the conduct of its activities, in an 
international community divided by different or opposed values, 
cultures and political regimes. The principle of neutrality, so 
vital to the accomplishment of the humanitarian tasks of the 
International Red Cross, is nevertheless sometimes seen as an 
attitude of passivity, indifference or convenience in the face 
of systematic or massive violations of human rights or of 
international humanitarian law. How can the Movement refrain 
from condemning the behaviour of States that flout the 
fundamental rights of the individual or pose a threat to other 
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States by their military potential? Is it conceivable that a 
National Society, the auxiliary of the armed forces’ medical 
services, is able to remain neutral in the event of a war 
affecting its country? Should neutrality, which is one of the 
essential bases of the ICRC’s work in conflicts and 
disturbances, be observed with the same strictness in time of 
peace by the League and the National Societies? These and other 
questions arise in many minds and deserve to be answered.
This document does not claim to cover all the thinking on 
neutrality, as set forth in masterly fashion by some of the 
outstanding minds of the International Red Cross, in particular 
Jean Pictet <1) . Its aim is to present the. viewpoint of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross on a number of aspects 
of the principle of neutrality, a general standard of behaviour 
whose practical implications are subject to controversy. This 
explains the presentation, in the form of questions followed by 
suggested replies, in the hope that this document may prove 
useful to those who have the difficult task of disseminating 
knowledge of the Movement’s fundamental principles.

I WHAT IS THE ORIGIN OF THE PRINCIPLE OF NEUTRALITY?

1. The neutrality of wounded combatants and the persons 
tending them

The neutrality of the International Red Cross has its 
origin in international humanitarian law. By sponsoring, in 
1863, the creation of the first Red Cross Societies <2> 
and, in 1864, the signature of the first Geneva Conven
tion <3>, the small Geneva committee which was to take the 
title International Committee of the Red Cross helped to 
fix within international humanitarian law the neutrality of 
the wounded and of those who tended them. Thus, Article 1 
of the 1864 Convention stipulates:

"Ambulances and military hospitals shall be recognized as 
neutral and, as such, protected and respected by the 
belligerents as long as they accommodate wounded and sick".

The personnel assigned to the facilities mentioned above 
had the benefit of the same neutrality (Article 2). The 
respect due to medical facilities and personnel should 
enable wounded or sick combatants to be collected and cared 
for, regardless of the nation to which they belonged 
(Article 6).
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In other words, the first Geneva Convention affirmed, on 
the one hand, that the soldier who became hors de combat, 
whether friend or enemy, was a human being whose suffering 
must be alleviated; and, on the other hand, that medical 
personnel were placed outside the struggle when engaged in 
professional duties and were likewise inviolable <*> .
The armies whose wounded combatants in enemy hands were 
cared for by the medical services of the opposing armies 
had every interest in ensuring that medical personnel were 
respected. Thus each party had something to gain from the 
inviolability of the medical services <5> .
In point of fact, the term "neutrality" used in 1864 to 
qualify, in a treaty, the protection of the wounded without 
distinction of nationality and the respect for those caring 
for them was contested at a later date; in 1956, Jean 
Pictet wrote:

"The use of the term neutrality clearly indicated that the 
wounded were no longer enemies and that those who cared for 
them were placed outside the struggle. But as the word 
"neutrality" has a more limited sense in legal parlance, it 
was not a suitable one to use in a treaty. For in 
international law neutrality denotes, above all, the 
position of a State which does not take part in a war. 
Furthermore, its use introduced an element of ambiguity: it 
might have been thought that medical units were 
denationalized, which is not the case. The term was 
therefore abandoned, reference being only made thereafter 
to "respect and protection without distinction of 
nationality” .

Nevertheless, the expression "neutralization of medical 
property and personnel" is still used in current parlance.

2. Neutrality of the National Society as an auxiliary of the 
armed forces medical services

The Geneva Convention of 1864 made no mention of the aid 
societies. According to Gustave Moynier,
"these only began to appear on the horizon when the 
Convention was concluded, and they were intentionally 
passed over in silence. (...) For the present, therefore, 
the members of the Red Cross Societies gain nothing from 
the Convention unless one of the belligerents chooses to 
give them officially-stamped armlets" <7> .
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The link between the Convention and. the aid societies was 
formalized by the Geneva Convention of 1906 for the 
amelioration of the condition of wounded and sick in armies

assimilatedin the field, which 
voluntary aid societies to the 
armed forces duly recognized 
governments and employed in 
establishments (Article 10). 
Red Cross and Red Crescent 
military operations, 
auxiliaries

in view
to the armed forces medica

the personnel of the 
medical personnel of the 
and authorized by their own 
army medical units and 
The immunity granted to the 
Societies in relation to 

of their character as 
1 services, therefore

had its corollary, apart from non-discrimination in tending 
the wounded, in the duty to abstain from all active 
participation in hostilities.
Finally, Article 26 of the First Geneva Convention of 1949 
explicitly placed the personnel of the National Red Cross 
Societies working at the same tasks on the same footing as 
the medical personnel of the armed forces with regard to 
protection under the Convention.

3. Neutrality, a fundamental principle of the Movement

The neutrality of the Movement, born on the battlefield, 
gradually became a general principle for all its 
activities, equally applicable in time of peace.
In 1921, 
statement 
impartiality, 
independence, 
equality of 
formulated as 
concept of 
neutrality, 
religious or economic group. And 
maintain this independence so jealously unless to 
to carry on activities that are completely 
partisan considerations - and, consequently, in 
with the principle of neutrality.

the 
of

into its 
principles, 

and 
Cross

introduced
fundamental 

religious
Red

theStatutes
namely, 
economic 
and the

Neutrality was not at that stage 
the 
for 

political,
there is no reason to 

be able 
devoid of 

conformity

ICRC 
four 
political, 

the universality of the 
its members
such, but appears already implicit in 
independence: the first condition

surely, is not to be subject to any 
or economic group.

This situation lasted for over forty years. The principles 
adopted in Oxford in 1946 by the Board of Governors of the 
League also made no mention of neutrality. They included 
"the political, religious and economic independence" of the 
Red Cross, an expression retained in slightly different 
form by the Eighteenth International Conference of the Red 
Cross in Toronto in 1952; the principles quoted as being 
the cornerstone of the Red Cross including "political, 
racial, religious and economic independence" <•>.
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Aware of the fact that to speak of independence is to 
exclude any intrusion of political power into the Red Cross 
but does not explicitly stigmatize the Red Cross entering 
politics, Jean Pictet dealt with the principle of 
neutrality in his book Red Cross Principles, published in 
Geneva in 1956 <9> .
A small study group set up by the Presidents of the ICRC 
and the League settled to the task of drafting the 
fundamental principles of the Red Cross, on the basis of 
Pictet’s book. After consulting the National Societies, the 
Standing Commission decided on the following wording for 
the principle of neutrality:

"In order to continue to enjoy the confidence of all, the 
Red Cross may not take sides in hostilities or engage at 
any time in controversies of a political, religious or 
ideological nature" <10> . At the meeting of the Council of 
Delegates in Prague in 1961, at the request of the 
President of the Red Crescent of the United Arab Republic, 
the adjective "racial” was incorporated into the wording of 
the principle of neutrality.

The Twentieth International Conference of the Red Cross in 
Vienna in 1965 adopted the fundamental principles of the 
Red Cross unanimously. It did not amend the wording of the 
principle of neutrality as approved by the Council of 
Delegates in Prague in 1961.
Finally, in Geneva in 1986, the Twenty-fifth International 
Conference of the Red Cross adopted the new Statutes of the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, the 
Preamble of which quotes the fundamental principles in 
their entirety.

II WHAT DOES THE PRINCIPLE OF NEUTRALITY MEAN TO THE MOVEMENT? 

1• Neutrality, a derived principle

Neutrality is not an end in itself, it is a means to an 
end. Like independence, it is a derived principle the 
respect of which is essential to implementation of the 
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substantive principles, which belong to the domain of ends, 
i.e. humanity and impartiality in humanitarian action.

2. The reason for the existence of the principle of neutrality

The reason for the existence of neutrality is threefold:

to prevent any partisan spirit that might lead to 
discrimination, when for the Movement all human beings 
are equal;
to enjoy the confidence of all, so as to have access to 
all persons in distress, whatever their allegiance; and
to maintain the unity of the Movement.

The wording of the principle cites only the second reason: 
"to enjoy the confidence of all", a reason equally 
applicable to the principles of impartiality and 
independence I11) . A National Society must maintain its 
image as an exclusively humanitarian, independent and 
neutral organization in order to maintain its credibility 
among the various parties involved if a conflict breaks 
out. This is especially true in the event of a non
international conflict, internal disturbances or internal 
tensions. In such situations, if the National Society is 
considered as an instrument of the ruling power or, on the 
other hand, a tool of the opposition, it will be unable to 
perform the duties devolving upon it.

3• The two principal meanings of neutrality: military
neutrality and ideological neutrality

Neutrality imposes a double obligation to abstain:

To abstain from taking part in hostilities means to 
abstain from any interference in the conflict, by 
refraining from any act that might harm or benefit one 
of the parties, not only on the battlefield but in all 
Red Cross and Red Crescent activities associated with 
the war. This is military neutrality.
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Examples:

■ To abstain from facilitating acts of espionage or 
sabotage

■ In bringing food aid to a refugee camp, to make sure 
that the food goes to civilians and not to combatants 
who will return to the fighting.

The observation of this rule is not always easy: it 
might be said that raising troops’ morale by organizing 
entertainments, or vaccinating soldiers against diseases 
they may face, impairs the principle of neutrality. May 
there not be a conflict between the principle of 
humanity and that of neutrality? It is possible; hence 
the need for constant vigilance in the application of 
the principles.

— Always to maintain total reserve regarding controversies 
unconnected with the Movement’s mission. It is this 
second meaning of the term neutrality that is least 
understood. It implies that the Movement does not enter 
the political arena, that it observes strict religious 
neutrality and that it refrains from taking any position 
on controversial matters, whether ideological, ethical, 
religious or otherwise.

Ill HOW DOES THE PRINCIPLE OF NEUTRALITY DIFFER FROM THE 
PRINCIPLE OF IMPARTIALITY?

These two principles, closely linked, are often confused. 
Yet they embody very different notions:

impartiality is an attitude that the Movement must 
display towards individuals whom it assists. It must not 
divide up mathematically the relief that it distributes, 
but must endeavour first of all to relieve, without 
discrimination, the most urgent distress;
neutrality is an attitude that the Movement must display 
regarding belligerents or ideologies that oppose each 
other. It is never neutral regarding suffering people 
who, in conflicts of any kind, are hors de combat.

_ i
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As Jean Pictet so well summarized it, " (...) the neutral 
man refuses to make a judgement whereas the one who is 
impartial judges a situation in accordance with pre- 
established rules" <iï).

IV IS THE PRINCIPLE OF NEUTRALITY INCUMBENT IN THE IDENTICAL 
WAY ON ALL COMPONENTS AND BODIES OF THE MOVEMENT?

1. The neutrality of the components of the Movement

a) The ICRC
The Statutes of the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement, adopted in 1986, reaffirm and refer 
to the fundamental principles several times. The 
neutrality of the ICRC is specifically stated in 
Article 5, which in particular describes its role:

"To endeavour at all times - as a neutral institution 
whose humanitarian work is carried out particularly in 
time of international and other armed conflicts or 
internal strife - to ensure the protection of and 
assistance to military and civilian victims of such 
events and of their direct results"
(Article 5, para. 2 d);
and confers on it the right to
"take any humanitarian initiative which comes within 
its role as a specifically neutral and independent 
institution and intermediary"
(Article 5, para. 3).

The adjectives "neutral and independent" qualify the 
institution and the intermediary, that is, a body for 
which neutrality is a functional requirement. It is 
indispensable for the conduct of the ICRC’s activities.
The neutrality of the ICRC takes on a special character 
from the fact that its members are co-opted - allowing 
the institution to maintain its independence - and that 
they are all nationals of a single country whose 
perpetual neutrality has been recognized internatio
nally. The members of the Committee, all of whom 
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possess experience of international relations, are 
obliged to divest themselves of all national concerns 
in taking decisions I13> .
Its specific neutrality is the reason why the ICRC is 
frequently called upon to act as an intermediary in 
order to settle humanitarian problems.
So a distinction must be made between:

the neutral and independent institution that the 
ICRC is at all times; and
the neutral and independent intermediary that the 
ICRC may be in armed conflicts (international or 
otherwise) and in any situation in which, implicitly 
or explicitly, the parties accept it as such, i.e., 
acknowledge that there is another party (as, for 
example, when hostages are taken in connection with 
internal disturbances or troubles; the ICRC, with 
the agreement of all the parties, may under certain 
conditions act as intermediary between the 
authorities and those holding the hostages, without 
entering into negotiations in the proper sense of 
the term).

In short, the ICRC is recognized in the Movement’s 
Statutes as possessing the specific neutrality 
necessary for its particular duties in conflicts, and a 
role as intermediary for the settlement of humanitarian 
problems, that its independence enables it to 
undertake. If it were not neutral, the ICRC would be 
unable to act. For this reason, its neutrality has 
often been described as "active neutrality".

b) The National Societies
It may be asked whether neutrality is necessary in all 
circumstances for the activities of the National Societies.
It is certainly an operational necessity during any kind of 
conflict or troubles. It would, in fact, be impossible to 
carry out impartial humanitarian duties and ensure respect 
for the red cross and red crescent emblems without 
observing the strictest neutrality concerning military 
operations and political attitudes. But it may be that the 
neutrality of the National Societies in peacetime derives 
more from a general conception of their role and of the 
image they must present than from a "duty" to be neutral, 
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in exchange for which they would expect certain rights 
essential to performing their work. The practice of 
humanitarian activities such as blood transfusion services, 
visits to the elderly or aid to drug addicts does not 
demand the observation of strict political, religious or 
ideological neutrality. Other bodies, strongly motivated by 
political or religious commitment, are equally capable of 
doing such work. However, what distinguishes the National 
Red Cross or Red Crescent Society from other committed 
charitable organizations is:

first, its membership of a universal organization which, 
in order to maintain consistency of thought and action, 
has had to endow itself with fundamental principles that 
are applicable at all times,
next, its vocation of acting as auxiliary to the armed 
forces medical services in the event of armed conflict, 
and of carrying out humanitarian missions in other 
countries, to give aid to the medical services of a 
belligerent or to an ICRC operation,
finally, its duty to prepare in time of peace for the 
duties that it must assume in time of war , such 
preparation to apply not only to material matters but 
also to mental attitudes.

It is the international character of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement that obliges the National Societies to 
subject themselves to a general rule of neutrality, even 
when, in time of peace, it is not an indispensable 
condition for the effectiveness of their own humanitarian 
activities, so that in time of war their credibility 
remains intact and so that the operations of other 
components of the Movement are not hampered by any position 
they may take.

c) The League of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
The League of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies is 
described in Article 6, para.2, of the Statutes of the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement as "an 
independent humanitarian organization which is not 
governmental, political, racial or sectarian in character". 
Even though neutrality is not a specific attribute of the 
League, it must exercise its functions within the framework 
of the fundamental principles and take part in spreading 
knowledge of them (is) .
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Although bound in the same way by the Movement’s principle 
of neutrality, the League is not a specifically neutral 
intermediary, by reason of its federative and multinational 
structure.

2. Neutrality of the Movement’s statutory bodies

Respect of the principle of neutrality is likewise 
incumbent on the statutory bodies of the Movement, which 
are:

the International Conference of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent
the Council of Delegates, and
the Standing Commission.

The Movement’s Statutes leave no doubt on the subject. In 
fact, in conformity with Article 11.4, referring to the 
International Conference, and Article 15.3, referring to 
the Council of Delegates, all those taking part in these 
meetings are bound to respect the fundamental principles, 
and all documents presented to the two bodies must conform 
with those principles. Quoting the actual wording of the 
principle of neutrality, each of the said articles adds 
that, in order that the debates of the Conference, or the 
Council, "command the confidence of all", the chairman and 
any elected officer responsible for the conduct of 
business "shall ensure that none of the speakers at any 
time engages in controversies of a political, racial, 
religious or ideological nature".

Within the Movement, the necessity of maintaining unity 
appears to have been particularly well understood. For 
example, it was possible for the Council of Delegates to 
adopt a position by consensus in an area as controversial 
as disarmament (Resolution 1, October 1983). Likewise, the 
rules of procedure for the Second World Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Conference on Peace, held at Aaland in 1984, 
stipulated consensus for the adoption of reports, decisions 
and recommendations and of any message to be published by 
the Conference. Overall, in areas that are inevitably 
controversial, the Movement has demonstrated its desire to 
maintain solidarity by not imposing its views on a 
minority. The recourse to consensus, defined in Article 19, 
para. 1 of the Movement’s rules of procedure, is the proof 
of this desire.
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3. Conclusions

In view of the preceding arguments, it appears that 
neutrality is an attitude to be observed by all the 
statutory bodies and all the components of the Movement at 
all times I 16 > .
The neutrality of the ICRC, guaranteed by its structure, is 
specific in that it determines its activities in conflicts 
and troubles, in particular when it acts as an intermediary 
between the parties for the settlement of humanitarian 
problems. Moreover, a number of provisions of international 
humanitarian law testify to the recognition by the States 
of the special neutrality of the ICRC (17) .
It should not however be deduced from the preceding that 
the duty of neutrality is only relatively binding for the 
other components of the Movement. The States are entitled 
to expect the National Societies to observe these 
principles strictly. In fact, the Movement’s fundamental 
principles are confirmed by Article 44 of the First and 
Article 63 of the Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949 and by 
Article 81 of Protocol I, which make reference to them. The 
Conventions make the respect of the principles the 
condition of certain privileges granted to the National 
Societies. Likewise, as previously mentioned, the National 
Societies’ conformity with the principles formulated by the 
International Red Cross Conferences - including the 
principle of neutrality - is a condition for the protection 
conferred on the National Societies by the use of the 
emblem (Article 44 of the First Convention).
The States party to the Geneva Conventions are, under the 
Movement’s new Statutes, bound by the principles during the 
Conference and with regard to its procedure. Moreover, in 
supporting the adoption of the said new Statutes, they 
bound themselves "to respect at all times the adherence of 
all components of the Movement to the fundamental 
principles" <18>.

V HOW CAN A NATIONAL SOCIETY BE NEUTRAL IF IT IS THE 
AUXILIARY OF THE ARMED FORCES MEDICAL SERVICES IN THE EVENT 
OF WAR?

It has sometimes been said that it is difficult to require 
members of a National Society involved in a conflict not to
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have patriotic feelings or even hostile reactions towards 
an adverse party that may be responsible for the deaths of 
their relatives. In fact, because of its role as auxiliary 
to the government medical services, the National Society is 
all too often regarded by some as synonymous with the 
latter.
When questions like these are asked, it is best to reply as 
follows:

The Society is not and should not be a State body. It is 
a private legal entity which consequently enjoys certain 
privileges <19> and which is expected, when the need 
arises, to take action that a State body would not be 
able to undertake <10 > .
The notion of its auxiliary role is described in the 
Movement’s Statutes, Article 4, para. 3. The National 
Society must be "duly recognized by the legal government 
of its country (...) as a voluntary aid society, 
auxiliary to the public authorities in the humanitarian 
field". It is only in this very specific field that the 
National Society is the auxiliary of the public 
authorities, and it is not obliged to carry out 
directives received from them in other fields.
To impugn the neutrality of the National Society 
because it is the auxiliary of the armed forces medical 
services is to forget that these services must 
themselves remain neutral and abstain from taking part 
in hostilities. It is only on this condition that they 
are granted the protection of the emblems described in 
the Convention. Article 21 of the First Geneva 
Convention of 1949 is clear on that point:

"The protection to which fixed establishments and mobile 
medical units of the Medical Service are entitled shall 
not cease unless they are used to commit, outside their 
humanitarian duties, acts harmful to the enemy."

The duty of neutrality in a situation of conflict 
consists principally in abstaining from taking part in 
hostile actions and from committing any acts that would 
favour or harm either of the belligerents.

The National Society of a belligerent country, as an 
institution, must abstain from passing judgement on the
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conflict in progress, in order to maintain its credibility 
and its freedom of action, in particular its opportunities 
for dialogue with the National Societies of the other 
countries involved in the conflict, in the spirit of 
Resolution 21 of the Twenty-first International Red Cross 
Conference at Istanbul in 1969.
The fact that, as individuals, the members of a National 
Society have patriotic feelings and give emotional support 
to one of the belligerents is quite understandable, indeed 
logical, and has no consequences provided that, in 
performing the duties assigned to them by the Society, they 
leave aside all political sympathies or antipathies in 
order to preverve the neutrality of their functions as 
first-aid workers. Moreover, if the National Society, as an 
institution, is to inspire confidence in all the parties, 
the first-aid worker must inspire confidence in all the 
victims of the conflict. Nothing in the Red Cross worker’s 
attitude must impair the quality of the human relationship.
In actual circumstances, it must be admitted that once a 
conflict breaks out the National Society always finds it 
difficult to remain an island of neutrality amid the 
turmoil. Nevertheless, it is vital for it to refrain 
completely from participating in military operations and 
from interfering in the hostilities. Although everyone 
generally knows where their sympathies lie, National 
Society members must be made aware that sonorous statements 
may lead to loss of life, since belief in neutrality is 
built up only slowly, but can be broken down in a single 
day.

VI IS IT APPROPRIATE TO DEFINE "CONTROVERSIES OF A POLITICAL, 
RACIAL, RELIGIOUS OR IDEOLOGICAL NATURE"?

Should the Movement, as has been suggested, define the word 
"political", in order to define the controversies that it 
considers to be of a political nature and in which it must 
refrain from taking part ?
It is true that to make such a definition would have the 
merit of indicating more specifically the implications of 
the principle of neutrality. However, to ask the Movement 
to define what is or is not a political or racial or 
religious or ideological phenomenon would be to plunge it 
into a debate, itself of a political nature, that would be 
never-ending and would threaten to split the Movement 
asunder.
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Although political in the narrow sense covers everything 
related to the city state (polis), to public affairs, in 
other words, to the organization, conquest and exercise of 
power in the state or in any other organized community, in 
the broad sense politics is not any particular sector of 
human relations: it tinges every aspect of the life of a 
community -the shape of a table used in negotiations can 
be a political matter!
There should be no attempt to define the adjectives 
describing the controversies in which the Movement must not 
become involved, partly because of the numerous meanings of 
the words "political” and "ideological”, and partly because 
of the difficulty there might be in distinguishing each 
type of controversy. Discussion on racial segregation or 
the role of the clergy in running the country is 
fundamentally political, even though it is also a 
controversy of a racial or religious nature.
What matters is that the Movement should not enter into 
controversies that are outside its mandate. Does this mean 
that the word "humanitarian" should be defined, so as to 
avoid any controversy that does not fit within this 
definition? But where does the humanitarian concept begin 
or end? Is a controversy on a country’s laws relating to 
the right of asylum political or humanitarian? What is to 
be said about a campaign for the abolition of the death 
penalty or for ratification of the Additional Protocols? 
While there are matters that are obviously humanitarian 

such as aid to elderly or isolated people - there are 
likewise grey areas. Moreover, any humanitarian issue 

even aid to the elderly! - may become a subject of 
political debate.
The distinction sometimes made between help given by the 
Movement to individuals in distress and efforts made by the 
State for the welfare of the whole community is not 
completely satisfactory either. The Red Cross, of course, 
believes in the dignity of the individual, but it is not 
immune from the arguments opposing general and individual 
interests:

On the one hand, it does not attempt to further 
individual interests against the requirements of the 
general welfare. Even within the Movement, choices in an 
emergency sometimes have to take account of the general 
welfare to the detriment of some individuals.
On the other hand, the Red Cross makes sure that the 
State, in seeking the general welfare, does not use 
methods that contradict its avowed aims. The Red Cross 
accepts "reasons of state" as long as they do not 
violate the fundamental rights of the individual.
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The criterion of individual interests (the aim of the Red 
Cross, and achieved through charitable work) as opposed to 
that of the collective interest (aim of the State and 
achieved through justice) is therefore too narrow to 
distinguish political from humanitarian activities.
If there is to be no definition of "political" or 
"humanitarian", must it be concluded that in the grey areas 
the criterion for choosing is whether or not the subject or 
field of action is controversial? This would be the easy 
way out, but also a dangerous one, for two reasons:

The Movement is not able to run away from every 
controversy. Its traditional humanitarian work and its 
attitudes can give rise to polemic even when the subject 
is entirely humanitarian.
Sensitivity varies from one country to another, and 
something that divides opinion in one country will have 
no such effect in another (for example, the abolition of 
corporal punishment as a legal penalty).

If it is not possible to define "political" or 
"humanitarian", or to recommend the Movement to abstain 
from taking part in any controversy whatever, then all that 
remains is to put forward a few criteria for taking 
decisions, and to consider that the principle of neutrality 
is a standard of a general character, the practical 
application of which is left to the good sense of the 
Movement’s components.

1. It is desirable to take a stand only in areas acknowledged 
to be within the Movement’s competence. As a rule, public 
opinion will heed the statements of an institution that is 
acknowledged to have special experience in the area in 
question. It may not approve the content, but accepts that 
they are legitimate views.
Examples :

■ If a National Society aids needy refugees or organizes a 
service for asylum seekers who have been refused, to help 
them move to another country, the great majority of the 
population tolerates such action, or even supports it. If 
the Society should call in question generally the 
legislation on asylum, as adopted by the people, it would 
be severely criticized in some countries, since the 
details of such legislation exceed the scope of the
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National Society’s activities. However, this does not 
prevent the Society from taking action for instance, in 
specific cases when the legislation is applied too 
harshly, or in order to draw attention to the human 
consequences of some of the law’s provisions.

■ A National Society, in addition, should be able to plead 
in favour of the widest possible application of the 
Protocols additional to the Geneva Conventions, even if 
the authorities have decided not to ratify these 
instruments; but any attempt to call the government’s 
foreign policy in question by this means would run 
counter to the principle of neutrality.

■ In many countries, an expression of opinion by the 
National Society on the subject of abortion or even birth 
control would not be appreciated, whereas if it came from 
a church body, a group for the protection of women’s 
rights or a medical association, it would be regarded as 
legitimate. What is accepted from a pressure group is 
often not accepted if done by a National Society.

2. In areas where the expression of views by a component of 
the Movement does not lead to controversy, what should be 
borne in mind are

the interests of the persons who are to be helped.

Example:

■ A National Society may launch a campaign against reli
gious discrimination. However, if it should appear 
that by doing so it would no longer be able to help 
the members of an oppressed religious minority, 
because it would lose the support of the authorities 
or of part of the public, it should refrain from doing 
so. In such a case, the interests of the persons being 
persecuted would require the National Society to show 
the greatest reserve.

- the Movement’s obligation to retain the confidence of 
all, as an essential condition for effective 
humanitarian work.
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Examples :

■ The Movement may call on the great powers to agree on 
disarmament. On the other hand, it may not make 
statements concerning the methods to be used for 
achieving disarmament, since this would inevitably mean 
taking sides with one or other of the great powers.

■ Aggression, racial discrimination, apartheid and poli
tical detention must be understood in a general sense, 
without reference to a particular situation c»i),

3. Any expression of views which would, in the long or the 
short term, harm the activities of another component of the 
Movement should be avoided, one reason being that the 
public does not, in general, make any distinction between 
the ICRC, the League and the National Societies.

VII HOW IS IT POSSIBLE TO SUPPORT THE PRINCIPLE OF HUMANITY AND 
TO OBSERVE THAT OF NEUTRALITY IN THE FACE OF GRAVE 
VIOLATIONS OF HUMANITARIAN LAW AND OF HUMAN RIGHTS?

Neutrality is the means for retaining the confidence of all 
and thus being able to take impartial action. Yet some 
people argue that neutrality, on the contrary, causes some 
sections of the population to lose confidence in the 
Movement, since they consider that too cautious an attitude 
towards ideologies, laws or policies based on hate and 
violence violates the principle of humanity: how can anyone 
subscribe to this supreme principle and stay silent? To 
answer this question, a distinction must be made between 
the attitude of the ICRC and that of the National Societies 
on the matter.

1. The ICRC

The ICRC has a mandate to work for the application and 
development of international humanitarian law <«»); as such 
it is entitled to make public any violation of this law. In 
doing so, it does not violate the principle of neutrality. 
Its position on the subject has been publi-shed .
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On the other hand, in internal disturbances and tensions, 
in which it takes action on a statutory basis, the ICRC 
does not consider itself authorized to comment publicly on 
what it sees, in order to retain the confidence of the 
local authorities and to avoid being deprived of the 
facilities it has been granted.
When the ICRC, in the context of an armed conflict, 
publicizes breaches of international humanitarian law 
committed by one of the parties - the other party not 
having breached this law - the ICRC is not in contravention 
of the principle of neutrality. Only if, in identical 
circumstances, it always publicized the breaches committed 
by one of the parties while ignoring those committed by the 
other, thus favouring the latter, would it be in violation 
of the principle of neutrality.

2 . The National Societies

The National Societies work jointly with their governments 
to foster respect for international humanitarian law within 
their own countries and help to spread the knowledge of 
this law.
The National Society of a country affected by an armed 
conflict should do its best to obtain its government’s 
agreement to apply international humanitarian law in its 
entirety and to allow the ICRC to carry out its mandate. It 
is usually by personal discussion and discreet methods that 
these aims can be achieved. The National Society of a 
country not involved in the conflict is at times tempted, 
often under pressure from the country’s authorities, to 
condemn those responsible for the breaches of international 
humanitarian law committed by one of the belligerents.
The Society should always bear in mind the following 
points:

the purpose of an appeal is to put an end to the 
violation or to prevent its repetition; it should 
therefore be in the interests of the victims of the 
violation;
in general, it is not the business of the components of 
the Movement to judge the behaviour of political 
entities or to voice condemnation, but to bring help to 
those who are suffering and, while observing the 
fundamental principles, to prevent these sufferings if 
possible;
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the ICRC has been given the mandate of ensuring the 
respect of international humanitarian law; no action 
taken by a National Society should impair the exercise 
of this mandate;
an appeal may lead to another, hence the danger of 
entering the vicious circle of mutual condemnation.

Is it permissible for National Societies to go outside this 
context and condemn, in a country other than their own, 
violations of the elementary principles of humanity outside 
the scope of international humanitarian law (for example, 
the taking of hostages during internal disturbances or 
tensions, or attacks on embassies)? Can they criticize 
publicly the racist speeches of a candidate in elections?
Obviously, the ICRC, the League and the National Societies 
must not set themselves up as judges on everything. So in 
principle the reply is negative, unless the acts denounced 
by the National Societies are breaches of the human rights 
that may not be waived in any circumstances, rights, to 
which the Movement adheres in principle <’*> . It is then 
desirable to make a distinction between a stand on 
principle and an attitude towards a particular event. Thus, 
a National Society may not condemn the racist speeches made 
by a politician during an election campaign, but it can 
condemn racism.

3. The Movement’s statutory bodies

As mentioned earlier, respect for the rule of consensus is 
essential for taking any position in controversial matters 
and, while evils such as aggression may be deplored, there 
should be no reference to any specific situation, so that 
the Movement can retain access to all the victims.

VIII CAN AND SHOULD THE MOVEMENT EXERT AN INFLUENCE ON THE 
COURSE OF POLITICAL EVENTS IN THE WORLD?

This question raises a problem already discussed: what is 
"political"?
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If the wide sense of the term "political" is accepted, then 
the Movement does in fact exert an influence on the course 
of political events. It does so directly by attempting to 
win acceptance for the vital need to respect the human 
person, (an aim often in contradiction with the means used 
by those in power to attain their political objectives) or 
by trying to contribute to a reduction in tension. It also 
does so indirectly: for instance, the truce negotiated by 
the ICRC delegate in San Domingo in 1965 for the purpose of 
collecting the wounded and removing the dead made possible 
the resumption of talks between the two sides and led to 
the end of hostilities, although that was not the primary 
aim of the ICRC.
In addition, the Movement influences the values that will 
mould political ideas and conduct, by spreading knowledge 
of the fundamental principles and by training young people 
in the Red Cross and Red Crescent youth sections.
On the other hand, if political events are those relating 
to the conquest of power, whether at national level or in 
international relations, it is clear that the Movement must 
not be implicated. A National Society cannot support a 
political party or programme or a candidate for political 
office, nor act as a channel of publicity for the 
authorities, without violating the principle of neutrality.
When all is said and done, the question is not so much 
whether the Movement may exert an influence on the course 
of political events in the world as what means it should 
employ, while respecting the fundamental principles, to 
bring about the aims that it has set for itself by 
consensus.

IX HAS THE MOVEMENT’S NEUTRALITY ANY CONNECTION WITH THE 
NEUTRALITY OF STATES?

The following lines are intended to demonstrate that the 
neutrality of the Movement is different from that of the 
States < * 5 > .

1. The neutrality of States

a) Bases and content
Neutrality is first and foremost a legal notion. In



112

international law, it describes the attitude of a State 
that stands aside from a war affecting two or more 
other States, or from an internal conflict .
The rules applicable to the case were set down in the 
Declaration of Paris in 1856 and in the Fifth and 
Thirteenth Conventions drawn up by the Second Interna
tional Peace Conference in The Hague in 1907 . They 
were supplemented by some of the provisions of the 
Geneva Conventions of 1949 and the Additional Protocol 
of 1977 relating to the protection of victims of 
international armed conflicts (Protocol I), and by 
customary law in certain areas.
In law, neutrality is a legal regime that entails a 
number of rights and duties.
The neutral State has four duties:

a duty to abstain from any participation in hostili
ties ;
an obligation of impartiality, which consists in 
treating all the belligerents equally, in order not 
to compromise the interests at issue in the 
conflict ;
the obligation to prevent the use of neutral terri
tory by a belligerent;
the duty to tolerate certain acts by the bellige
rents, especially in connection with the war at sea.

The counterpart of the four obligations is the right of 
the neutral State to the inviolability of its territory 
and the freedom of its relations with all other States, 
whether neutral or belligerent.

b) Neutrality in international humanitarian law
In addition to the rules of The Hague mentioned above, the 
1949 Geneva Conventions and Additional Protocol I contain a 
number of articles referring to neutral States. These 
provisions concern, in particular, protected persons placed 
under the authority of neutral States, humanitarian 
assistance by neutral countries, and the abuse of neutral 
States’ emblems .
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However, while the Geneva Conventions refer to a neutral 
State by the habitual designation "neutral Power" or 
"neutral country", Protocol I uses the expression "neutral 
or other State not a party to the conflict".

This change in wording constitutes a compromise. For, on 
the one hand, forms of non-participation in a conflict that 
differ from neutrality in the traditional sense of the law 
of The Hague, have developed in the course of the 
20th century; on the other hand, some States did not wish 
the notion of a neutral State to disappear from the 
Protocol ( 2 8 ) .
According to the Commentary on Article 2, paragraph c, of 
Protocol I,
"The fact that the Protocol thus gave a restrictive meaning 
to the term "neutral" by using this new wording, does not 
affect the meaning of the term in the Conventions, where it 
should be interpreted as covering non-participation in 
conflicts en general, as well as neutrality in the proper 
sense of the word <29> .

In other words, in international humanitarian law, 
neutrality is an attitude of abstention, an absence of 
engagement in a given conflict, and may be that of a 
perpetually neutral State or of any other State.

c) Permanent neutrality
Permanent neutrality is the neutrality of States which 
commit themselves to taking no part in any war whatever 
unless they are the victims of aggression. Some legal 
experts argue that permanent neutrality implies, in time of 
peace, a policy of neutrality in order to qualify for the 
status of neutrality that the State wishes to be granted in 
more troubled times. The State that is permanently neutral 
must attempt to adopt an attitude that does not increase 
the risks of aggression towards it in time of conflict, by 
abstaining, especially, from undertaking international 
commitments incompatible with the duties stemming from the 
law of neutrality that are incumbent on it during a 
conflict.

2. The neutrality of the Movement as compared with the 
neutrality of States

The neutrality of the Movement is unique in character even 
though a parallel can be traced with the neutrality of
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States. It cannot be compared with the neutrality of States 
in the context of international humanitarian law; the 
States’ neutrality in this context is limited to a given 
armed conflict, while the Movement’s neutrality is 
permanent and must also be shown in peacetime with regard 
to controversies unconnected with its mission. The 
Movement’s neutrality, though is nearer in character to the 
permanent neutrality of States, is, again, not identical 
with it. It is evident that a State, even if it is 
permanently neutral and decides to adopt a peacetime policy 
of neutrality, daily takes decisions of a political nature: 
the conduct of affairs of state requires this. The 
Movement, on the contrary, abstains at all times from 
taking part in controversies of a political kind.

CONCLUSION

In the beginning, neutrality, for the Red Cross, was a legal 
notion associated with armed conflict. The inviolability 
guaranteed to the armed forces medical services and to the 
volunteers of the Red Cross, the auxiliary of those services, 
had as its corollary the duty of neutrality with regard to 
military operations. Then the Movement, whose peacetime 
activities expanded steadily, became aware of the necessity to 
maintain this neutrality at all times and to observe it equally 
in respect of controversies of a political, racial, religious or 
ideological nature. It therefore adopted fundamental principles 
which guaranteed this neutrality and anchored it in the Statutes 
of the Movement, the League and the ICRC, and in a number of 
resolutions. The Movement’s neutrality is of a unique kind. It 
is closely linked to the other fundamental principles. Moreover, 
it is a means and not an end in itself, and must not provide a 
pretext for passivity. The International Red Cross is neutral 
only for the single purpose of obtaining the acceptance of all 
parties; it is not neutral because it has no opinions.
Finally, to be neutral does not necessarily mean to keep 
silence, but it does mean to abstain from stirring up passions, 
so that the sometimes fragile threads of human solidarity may 
draw together once more.
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Statutes of the Movement).
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Under international humanitarian law, a Protecting Power 
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Since its inception at the same time as the 1864 
Convention - of which it is one of the most noteworthy 
innovations - the red cross emblem has been a continual 
subject of discussion, questions and even controversy as 
to its nature, purposes and users and the conditions 
governing its use.
The red cross (and red crescent) emblem soon took on a 
crucial role in the application and implementation of the 
rules of International Humanitarian Law (IHL). It may be 
said today that respect for the emblem and its conditions 
of use constitute one of the pillars of the law of armed 
conflict.
A "victim" of its own success, the emblem - which at the 
outset was created only as a distinctive sign for army 
medical services and their auxiliary troops - has seen its 
circle of users expand considerably over the years.
This inexorable extension of the circle of users of the 
Red cross emblem may be seen in different lights: as a bad 
thing, if one considers the countless instances of misuse 
of the emblem recorded, in time of peace and of war, 
frequently attributable to the fact that the fundamental 
purpose of the emblem has been somewhat diluted in the 
eyes of the public; or as a very good thing to judge, for 
example, by the numerous victims who have been saved by 
persons who owed their protected status solely to the 
amendments incorporated - in respect of the emblem - in 
the successive versions of the Geneva Conventions or their 
Additional Protocols.
The international community, like the relationships of 
power which govern it, is constantly changing. As a 
logical corollary, so is the form which armed conflicts 
- and clashes in general - are taking.
Its fundamental purpose being to protect the weakest 
component of international society, i.e. the individual, 
humanitarian law also has to adapt. Indeed, perhaps even 
more than any other branch of international law, the law 
of armed conflicts cannot afford to be, as the saying 
goes, "one war behind".
The next few pages offer tentative replies to two delicate 
questions which have recently arisen with regard to the 
use of the emblem:
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a) use of the emblem as a protective device by National 
Societies in times of armed conflict, without express 
authorization of Authorities which are no longer in a 
position to fulfil their responsibilities (situations 
covered by the Conventions).

b) use of the emblem during internal disturbances and 
tensions (circumstances not covered by the Conven
tions ) .

The current rules of IHL do not give any clear replies to 
these questions. It is thus only by interpreting the rules 
of the law that solutions can be found. For a proper 
understanding of the problem, therefore, we shall briefly 
review some of the basic rules governing the emblem, with 
particular reference to its use by National Societies.
Without prejudging the solutions which may emerge, it 
should be stressed from the outset that any extension of 
the use of the emblem can be encouraged only after two 
conflicting factors have been carefully weighed, namely, 
on the one hand, the risks of misuse which such an 
extension might entail and, on the other, the direct 
benefits which victims may expect to derive <*> .
Our thoughts must also be guided by another concern, 
namely effectiveness. For it is quite possible that in the 
light of the issues involved and the diversity of national 
contexts any attempt to "legislate" may turn out to be 
inadvisable (if not counter-productive) and that pragmatic 
approaches are in fact preferable.
It is nevertheless quite evident that these issues are 
matters of concern for some National Societies today, and 
that answers have to be found. This study should thus be 
seen as an attempt to prepare the ground for formulating 
such replies.

1.1 The emblem: background, purposes and limitations
Before tackling the problem of the possible extension of 
use of the emblem to situations not covered by the rules 
of current law, it is perhaps worth outlining a few of the 
most important aspects of those rules.
It should be remembered above all that the emblem 
constitutes first and foremost a means of achieving a 
basic aim, namely to alleviate the suffering of wounded, 
sick and shipwrecked persons or, more generally, all’ 
individuals who are victims of armed conflicts.
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To this end, it serves to protect the people and property 
bringing relief to those victims, hospitals and medical 
units accommodating victims or premises assigned to 
medical purposes.
There is no need here to go into the details of the legal 
rules relating to the emblem. However, it is worth 
recalling that basically these rules are embodied in the 
Conventions of 1949, in their Additional Protocols of 
1977, in a number of Resolutions adopted by International 
Conferences of the Red Cross and in "Regulations on the 
use of the emblem of the Red Cross or the Red Crescent by 
National Societies" <*>.
Moreover, they have been the subject of numerous studies 
and detailed explanatory commentaries <3> .
The purpose of the often very detailed rules governing the 
use of the emblem is clear. The intention is, by defining 
the conditions of use of the emblem and the circle of 
users or persons entitled to use it as precisely as 
possible, to confer on the emblem as wide a protective 
power as possible and to rule out potential misuse to the 
maximum extent feasible.
As we have already stated above, the possible risks of 
misuse must be studied extremely carefully whenever there 
is a question of extending the circle of people entitled 
to use the emblem. The fact is that the emblem as such 
offers no protection whatsoever; it is able to fulfil the 
role assigned to it by the Conventions only if the rules 
governing its use are scrupulously respected. As soon as 
the emblem is used in a context which is not strictly 
defined (in particular where there are no means of 
supervising its use, or such means are unreliable), misuse 
is foreseeable or even a certainty. And it is eminently 
plain from experience that even isolated instances of 
misuse confined to a single area unavoidably lead to an 
overall loss of authority of the emblem, thereby 
undermining the protection enjoyed by those who are 
entitled to it.

1.2 Status of the relevant law
Article 44 of the First Geneva Convention of 1949 provides 
for two fundamentally different uses of the emblem of the 
red cross or red crescent on a white ground :
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a) The emblem is deemed to be employed as a protective 
sign when it is the visible manifestation of the 
protection conferred by the Conventions on persons or 
objects (army medical service, the staff of recognized 
relief agencies operating as auxiliaries to those 
services, medical vehicles and material, ambulances, 
etc.). When used for this purpose, the emblem should 
be as large as possible in size and bear no markings, 
in order to ensure that it is visible and thereby to 
secure maximum protection. To limit the risks of 
misuse to the greatest possible extent, the emblem may 
only be used for protection subject to the following 
conditions:

- users must have authorization from the State;
- they must be placed under the supervision of the 

State (which acts as guarantor of proper use of the 
emblem and is held responsible for any misuse);

- the emblem may be used only for medical activities.

b) The emblem is used as an indicative sign when it 
serves to show that a person or object has a link with 
the Red Cross organization but cannot be and is not 
intended to be subject to the protection of the 
Convention.

In this case, it may be used only under the following 
conditions :

such use must be in conformity with national legis
lation ;
it must cover activities consistent with the prin
ciples of the Red Cross.

National Societies’ right to use the emblem varies
considerably in
conflict.

peacetime and in time of armed

a) In peacetime
It is for purposes of indication ( and subject to the
above-mentioned conditions) that the National
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Societies use the emblem in peacetime. Article 44 of 
the First Convention, which provides the main legal 
basis in this regard, gives no details as to the size 
and dimensions of the "indicative" emblem. It does 
specify, however, that when peacetime activities are 
carried out in time of war, "the conditions for the 
use of the emblem shall be such that it cannot be 
considered as conferring the protection of the 
Convention (author’s note : "protective use"); the 
emblem shall be comparatively small in size and may 
not be placed on armlets or on the roofs of 
buildings".
In order to prevent any misunderstanding in the event 
of a conflict and to obviate the need for the National 
Societies to reduce the size of the signs used during 
peacetime (obviously a difficult and costly 
operation), they are invited "to use as an indicative 
device an emblem of relatively small dimensions 
already in peacetime" <5> .
Generally speaking, therefore, the indicatory emblem 
should be small in size, in times of both peace and 
war. Cases nevertheless arise - only in time of 
peace - in which "use of a large-size emblem is not 
excluded in certain cases, such as events where it is 
important for first-aid workers to be easily 
identifiable" <•>.
It is stated elsewhere that "with the consent of the 
Authority, the National Society may, already in time 
of peace, use the emblem [...] to identify units and 
transports whose assignment to medical purposes in the 
event of an armed conflict is definitively deci
ded" i’i. This is not a "protective" use of the 
emblem, but merely the preparation of facilities 
which, in the event of conflict, would be authorized 
to use the emblem for purposes of protection. In this 
case, the emblems will be large in size.

b) In time of war < 8 >
In time of war and insofar as national legislation 
permits, the National Societies may continue to use 
the emblem as an indicative device for their 
activities other than assistance to official health 
services. In this case, the emblem will always be 
small in size.
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The National Societies do not have an ex-officio right 
to use the protective emblem; they have this right 
only for that part of their personnel:

which is assisting the military medical service. 
Such personnel must perform the same functions as 
the military medical staff. It is subject to 
military laws and regulations and is thus to all 
intents and purposes assimilated to the army 
medical service;
which is exclusively assigned to civilian hospitals 
and to the health services of the civil defence 
organizations .

These extremely stringent conditions can be explained 
by the fear of misuse. The idea is to limit cases of 
misuse by allowing only medical staff under the direct 
supervision of the Authorities to use the protective 
emblem.
It is true that Protocol I extends these conditions, 
opening up the possibility for, on the one hand all 
the medical staff of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies, and on the other hand that of the other 
duly recognized voluntary Aid Societies to use the 
emblem. Hospitals and medical material of these 
Societies are also protected by the emblem. However, 
this extended use of the emblem must be "duly 
recognized and authorized" by the Authorities, whose 
responsibility is therefore reaffirmed.

II. Use of the emblem as protective device by a National So
ciety, during an armed conflict, without express authori- 
authorization from the Authorities
As we have just seen, the rules of IHL make use of the 
protective emblem dependent upon one absolute condition, 
namely that the user of the emblem is acting under the 
responsibility of the Authority, which must thus exercise 
such supervision as is required to prevent improper use. 
Under present circumstances, therefore, use of the 
protective emblem by a National Society without the 
agreement of the Authority is prohibited by law.
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However, it is worth investigating the advisability of 
extending the regulations in force, to bring the rules of 
IHL more closely in line with the realities of certain new 
types of conflict situations. It will be noted in passing 
that this ability to adapt has characterized the 
development of IHL since its inception, and in particular 
development of the rules on use of the emblem. When the 
plenipotentiaries who met in 1864 decided that "a 
distinctive and uniform flag shall be adopted for 
hospitals, ambulances and evacuations", they certainly did 
not imagine that, less than 125 years later, this flag 
might serve - quite lawfully and without any significant 
weakening of its protective value - to identify first-aid 
posts on highways, to decorate medals or to boost 
fund-raising campaigns for the National Societies <’> .
When considering the question of use of the protective 
emblem without the agreement of the Authorities - like 
indeed any other extension of use of the emblem - careful 
account has to be taken of two parameters which are 
difficult to reconcile. Strict opposition to such use runs 
the risk of paralysing the effective work carried out by 
some National Societies to assist victims and of 
endangering unnecessarily the lives of their first-aid 
workers. On the other hand, it may be feared that 
consenting will lead to a proliferation of instances of 
misuse, thereby undermining the protection afforded to 
those who are already entitled to use the emblem.
In what cases could the use of the emblem without the 
agreement of the Authority be contemplated ? We can see 
two possible scenarios. The first case is where as a 
result of an extremely complicated and intense conflict, 
the structures of the State apparatus are so severely 
affected that the government is no longer able to take and 
enforce decisions which would normally be within its 
competence. In such circumstances (which could be likened 
to today’s situation in Lebanon) the National Society may 
become one of the last operational institutions able to 
provide relief to victims of the conflict. Initially a 
mere auxiliary to the health services, the National 
Society thus gradually assumes a leading role, releasing 
it from a supervision which has by force of events become 
non-existent.
The second case may arise during extremely intense 
internal conflicts. In such situations it can become 
impossible even to identify the Authorities actually 
controlling part of the territory, and a National Society 
which is active throughout the territory may have to take 
initiatives without being able to ask the authorization 
which it should normally obtain.
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Before investigating the arguments for and against the 
principle of use without authorization and possible 
regulation thereof, three general remarks have to be made:

a) The important feature characterizing the cases with 
which we are concerned here is the Authorities’ 
inability to supervise use of the emblem in practice. 
It is not the fact that the National Society is the 
only entity carrying out medical work.

b) We are not concerned with cases in which members of 
the National Societies are working within the 
framework of an operation carried out by the ICRC or 
the League.

c) Unlike many other questions relating to the applica
tion of IHL, the problems raised by use of the emblem 
without authorization - and the solutions which may be 
found to them - appear to be the same whether an 
international or non-international armed conflict is 
involved.

II. 1 Advantages and disadvantages of the use of the emblem as a 
protective device by the National Societies, without 
express authorization from the Authorities
a) Arguments in favour of use without authorization

1) Extending the scope of use of the emblem (and hence 
the number of first-aid workers entitled to 
protection) increases the number of victims saved.

2) Authorization independent use of the emblem gives the 
National Society a sense of responsibility and more 
room to manoeuvre. This latter aspect is extremely 
important in the event of non-international conflicts, 
during which the National Societies’ independence with 
respect to the central power is crucial.

3) In cases where the State apparatus has been weakened 
to such an extent that it is no longer in a position 
to authorize or supervise a National Society’s 
activities, use without authorization may prevent a 
National Society from becoming paralysed.
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4) Increasing a National Society’s room for manoeuvre re
duces the risk, during non-international conflicts, of 
the emergence of "dissident" societies. Use of the 
protective emblem without authorization may thus 
contribute to observance of the fundamental principle 
of unity.

b) Arguments against use without authorization

1) Any extension of entitlement to use the emblem gives 
rise to instances of misuse which have an adverse 
effect on those who are already entitled to its 
protection.

2) The conditions laid down by the relevant legal instru
ments (Articles 44 and 53 of the First Convention; 
Regulations on the use of the emblem, etc.) are the 
fruit of long negotiations. Only if they are respected 
will the emblem retain genuine power of protection.

3) Acceptance of the use of the emblem without authoriza
tion in certain cases is liable to undermine the sense 
of responsability of States in general. States might 
thenceforth rely entirely on the services of the 
National Society, give up any supervision and cease 
combating improper use of the emblem.

4) If the National Societies are permitted to use the 
emblem without authorization, there is a danger that 
other organizations (not bound by the fundamental 
principles of the Red Cross) might in turn demand the 
right to use the emblem.

II.2 Possible regulation of use of the protective emblem 
without authorization
Assuming it 
conditions, 
protective 
Authorities

would be beneficial to agree, under stringent 
to allow National Societies to use 

emblem without authorization when 
are no longer able to fulfil their role 

necessary to codify 
amend 

in

the 
the 

, the 
question arises whether it is necessary to codify this 
tolerance by attempting to amend the law or to obtain 
recognition for such a practice in a Resolution of an 
International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement.
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We think not, for the following reasons:

1) It is unlikely that governments would be willing to 
adopt rules to cater for the hypothesis of their own 
incapacity.

2) Even if they were willing, enforcement of the rules 
would pose considerable problems for the same reason 
(the Government would contest its incapacity).

3) Such a jointly formulated rule could provide a pretext 
for organizations, even non-members of the Movement, 
to use the emblem without the requisite rigour, 
thereby inevitably and rapidly undermining its 
protective value.

4) Finally and above all, such use can be justified under 
the law as it stands:

The Additional Protocols, as we have seen above, 
allow the Authorities to accord the National 
Societies broad authorization - whilst nevertheless 
maintaining their supervisory responsibility - to 
use the protective emblem during armed conflicts 
for medical work. No-one has contested this 
development and it must be assumed that even States 
which are not party to the Protocols are entitled 
to issue such authorization.
If the Authorities are unable to give the authori
zation in practice, when confronted with obvious 
humanitarian needs the National Society may act on 
the presumption of authorization from the 
Authorities. First, it is encouraged to do so by 
the principle of humanity which prevails within the 
Movement and, secondly, it need not fear any 
sanction under general international law; the basic 
premise of international law, and indeed of any 
legal standard, is to serve mankind and in the face 
of a manifest humanitarian need no obstacles of 
form would be allowed to stand in the way of 
initiatives which so obviously comply with the 
spirit of the law.

1
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II. 3 Conclusions

1) Use of the protective emblem by a National Society in 
times of conflict without specific authorization from 
the Authorities should be allowed when the Authorities 
in question are no longer capable of fulfilling their 
responsibilities .

2) This tolerance is confined to medical activities.
3) It must be emphasized that it is even more important 

that the National Society should scrupulously respect 
the fundamental principles of the Movement in such 
circumstances.

4) It is neither necessary nor advisable to codify the 
above conclusions, which find their legal 
justification in existing law.

To our mind, these conclusions are confirmed by a survey 
of current practice. Experience shows that when effective 
Societies (i.e. those which are accepted and respected by 
all the Parties to a conflict) have used the emblem 
without explicit authorization from the Authorities 
concerned, this has not undermined respect for the emblem 
or its prestige, but has made for a significant increase 
in the number of victims saved.

Ill. Use of the emblem as a protective device during internal 
disturbances and tensions
Many National Societies are concerned by the problem of 
enhancing the protection of their staff and material 
resources deployed to relieve victims of acts of violence 
committed in times of internal disturbances and tensions. 
The National Societies consider that the means of 
protection currently at their disposal are inadequate and 
would like to be able to use the protective emblem in such 
situations.
The concepts of internal disturbances and tensions have 
already been defined in precise terms. We shall not dwell 
on these definitions here, except to recall that since 
such situations cannot be assimilated to armed conflicts 
the only rules of IHL which may be invoked as applicable 
are those foreseen for peacetime.
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The problem is that no provision whatsoever is made in IHL 
for use of a "protective" emblem outside the context of 
armed conflicts.
In view of the genuine problems which the National 
Societies encounter in such situations, it should be 
investigated whether an extension of the rules governing 
use of the emblem should be contemplated or whether 
solutions may be found within the existing rules.

III.1 Sources of concern for the National Societies
At this juncture, it is worth taking a closer look at the 
concern expressed by the National Societies. In most 
cases, the Societies observe that the medical personnel 
they recruit are no sufficiently well indicated and nor 
sufficiently visible, with the result that they may be 
prevented from operating or even, if they decide to act 
nonetheless, may be molested by rioters or the police.
The National Societies do not wish to have their staff 
"protected under the Convention" I10> (which, as we have 
seen, is in any case not applicable to situations of 
internal disturbances) and hence formally authorized to 
use the emblem as a protective device. What they want is 
much more prosaic: they would like their staff to be able 
to use large-sized emblems to make them clearly 
identifiable and thereby afford them maximum protection.

III•2 Analysis of existing law
Many of the problems encountered by the National Societies 
in this respect appear to us to stem from an excessively 
restrictive interpretation of the applicable rules.
Since the rules stipulate that the "indicatory" emblem 
shall be "comparatively small in size" (11), or "usually 
of small dimensions" (1I), the National Societies have 
gradually become convinced that when it is used for 
indication the emblem must always be small and can be 
large in size only when used for protection. In our 
opinion, it is this misinterpretation of the law that 
prompts the National Societies to call for the right to 
use the "protective emblem" in times of internal 
disturbances and tension.
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The question of whether the rules governing the use of the 
emblem for protection should be extended or not can thus 
be set aside. Attention should be focused rather on the 
interpretation and implementation of the rules governing 
use of the indicatory emblem. More specifically, we should 
concentrate on reviewing the question of the use of 
large-sized indicatory emblems.
"The National Societies are requested to use as an 
indicative device an emblem of relatively small dimensions 
already in peacetime" <»*). The aim of this request (and 
we note that it is not an obligation) is clear: to avoid 
any confusion which might arise between the two uses of 
the emblem at times when it may also be used for 
protection - i.e. solely during international or 
non-international armed conflict. It is thus only to avoid 
misunderstandings and to save the National Societies a 
long and costly job (such as erasing large "indicatory" 
emblems painted on roofs) that the rules of IHL recommend 
that small-sized "indicatory" emblems should be employed 
in peacetime.
In the vast majority of cases this principle is wholly 
justified, since an emblem of small dimensions is usually 
adequate for indicatory purposes and the distinction 
definitely enhances the prestige and power of protection 
of the emblem when it is used for its more important 
function, i.e. for protection.
Nevertheless, the principle according to which the 
indicatory emblem should be small in size is not an 
absolute one. It has to be acknowledged that in certain 
specific circumstances the benefits (in terms of 
assistance to victims and greater protection for first-aid 
workers, which are the rationes legis of any humanitarian 
principle) derived from the use of large "indicatory" 
emblems outweigh the risks of confusion or even misuse 
referred to above. In this regard, the Regulations on the 
use of the emblem adopted provisionally in 1987 <*♦> 
stipulate that: "The use of a large-size emblem is not 
excluded in certain cases, such as events where it is 
important for first-aid workers to be easily 
identifiable" <15I. The authors of the Regulations did not 
see fit to define the situations to which this comment 
alludes. It seems obvious to us, however, that the 
assistance which National Society first-aid workers give 
to persons wounded during internal disturbances is one 
such case.
It should be pointed out, incidentally, that in such 
cases, the red cross or red crescent emblem plays a 



135

protective role de facto. Is this due to respect for the 
emblem as such or to respect for the work of the National 
Society? No firm reply can be given. One should try to 
avoid being excessively purist here and perhaps make do 
with this slight ambiguity !
Finally, it should be remembered that the use of large 
emblems in times of peace has to be authorized or at 
least not prohibited by national legislation. The 
Conventions allow here a certain leeway.

111.3 Conclusions

1) No provision is made in international law for use of
the protective emblem in times of internal
disturbances and tension.

2) Generally speaking, when employed as an indicative 
device, the emblem must be small in size; however, 
this is solely in order to prevent any 
misunderstanding in times of armed conflict and thus 
avoid the bother of having to modify the emblems 
should hostilities break out.

3) In peacetime, large indicatory emblems may neverthe
less be used without contravening the law, unless 
explicitly prohibited by national legislation.

4) The impartial assistance which a National Society 
provides to the victims of acts of violence committed 
in connection with internal disturbances and tension 
may thus in principle be carried out under the cover 
of large-sized emblems.

5) There is no need to codify this insofar as the emblem 
may, de facto, take on a protective role in such 
circumstances.
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FOOTNOTES

1 Differing conclusions may obviously be drawn when weighing 
up the interests involved. But if one looks at the replies 
received from the National Societies when they were consul
ted on the draft "Regulations on the use of the emblem" (or 
better the text adopted by the Council of Delegates in 
1987), the predominating trend in the Movement today seems 
to be towards a restrictive, "anti-misuse" attitude.

2 It should be recalled that these Regulations - which repla
ced the Regulations of the same name adopted in 1965 by 
the Twentieth International Conference of the Red Cross 
were provisionally adopted by the Council of Delegates held 
in Rio in November 1987.

3 A recent example is the "Guide for National Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies to activities in the event of 
conflict", drawn up by the ICRC and presented at the 
Twenty-fifth International Conference of the Red Cross, 
Geneva 1986.

4 Moreover, the international Red Cross organizations (League 
and ICRC) are in a special position in that they have a 
privileged status and can use the emblem - whether as an 
indicative or a protective device - for all activities which 
are in accordance with the fundamental principles of the Red 
Cross.

5 See the commentary on Art. 4 (following the text of the ar
ticle itself) of the Regulations on the use of the emblem 
(Rio 1987).

6 Ibid.

7 Ibid., Art. 13.
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8 This refers to international and non-international armed 
conflicts but not to internal disturbances and tension.

9 To cite but a few examples of use authorized by the Regula
tions .

10 Commentary on the First Geneva Convention, Article 44 (page 
329) .

11 First Convention, Art. 44.

12 Regulations on the use of the emblem, Art. 16.

13 Regulations on the use of the emblem, Commentary on Art. 4.

14 The Conventions and the Regulations differ on this point.
The latter seems to have relaxed the provision on armbands
laid down in Art. 44 of the First Convention as it is no 
longer prohibited to use armbands as a protective device.

15 Regulations on the use of the emblem, Commentary on Art. 4.
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PRESENCE OF THE STATES AT THE INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE 
OF THE RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT: 

IMPAIRMENT OF THE MOVEMENT’S PRINCIPLE OF INDEPENDENCE ?

Jean-Luc Blondel 
International Committee of the Red Cross

"The States Parties to the Geneva Conventions co-operate with 
the components of the Movement in accordance with these 
Conventions, the present Statutes and the resolutions of the 
International Conference". (Statutes of the Movement, 
Article 2.1).

"The States shall at all times respect the adherence by all the 
components of the Movement to the Fundamental Principles". 
(Statutes of the Movement, Article 2.4).

"The International Conference is the supreme deliberative body 
for the Movement. At the International Conference, 
representatives of the components of the Movement meet with 
representatives of the States Parties to the Geneva Conventions, 
the latter in exercise of their responsabilities under those 
Conventions and in support of the overall work of the Movement 
in terms of Article 2. Together they examine and decide upon 
humanitarian matters of common interest and any other related 
matter". (Statutes of the Movement, Article 8).

"All participants in the International Conference shall respect 
the Fundamental Principles and all documents presented shall 
conform with these Principles. In order that the debates of the 
International Conference responsible for the conduct of business 
shall ensure that none of the speakers at any time engages in 
controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological 
nature. The Bureau of the International Conference, as defined 
in the Rules of Procedure, shall apply the same standard to 
document before authorizing their circulation". (Statutes of the 
Movement, Article 11.4).
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1. THE ORIGINALITY OF THE INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCES OF THE RED 
CROSS AND RED CRESCENT
The originality of the Red Cross consists, in particular, in 
its desire to link impartial and disinterested humanitarian 
work to protection under Conventions that are accepted and 
promoted by the States. In order to do this, the Movement 
wished to develop, at one and the same time, the operational 
capacity of the "relief societies" and the international 
legal standards capable of protecting the victims of 
conflicts and those who go to their assistance.
Thus the growth, in strength and in numbers, of the National 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies has been accompanied by 
the establishment and expansion of international 
humanitarian law. The emblem of the Red Cross (and later the 
Red Crescent), incidentally, was adopted internationally to 
permit the identification of the medical services of the 
armed forces, and the National Societies were created 
precisely to act as auxiliaries to these medical services. 
Moreover, one of the prime conditions that a National 
Society must fulfil in order to be recognized by the ICRC 
and admitted to the League is to be recognized by the 
governments of its country. These facts are well known, and 
there is no need to go into them any further. However, it 
was necessary to recall them at the outset, since they are 
also characteristic of the Movement’s Conferences.
Strictly speaking, these Conferences are not "Red Cross 
events", and the components of the Movement (National 
Societies, League, ICRC) may even be in the minority. [Note: 
165 countries had ratified the Geneva Conventions by 30 June 
1988; at the same date, there were 146 National Societies; 
if all the States party to the Conventions took part, they 
could even gain the majority in the debates, provided that 
they managed to reach agreement among themselves !]. 
Nevertheless, the Conference is indeed the place where, 
first and foremost, matters of interest to the Movement are 
discussed. It is the outward sigh of the desire of the 
Movement’s components to work and to discuss with the 
governments and to seek from them extra support for the 
relief and protection of war victims.

2. THE STATES AND THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES
The Fundamental Principles are seven in number: humanity, 
impartiality, neutrality, independence, voluntary service, 
unity and universality. They bind together the components of 
the Movement, which adopted them freely during the Council 
of Delegates meeting in Prague in 1961.
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In Vienna, in 1965, during the XXth Conference, that is, 
with the States party to the Geneva Conventions also 
attending, these Principles were solemnly proclaimed. In 
upholding this proclamation, the States present did not wish 
to signify that they thereby agreed to be bound by the 
Principles, but that they recognized the Movement’s Charter. 
The Vienna proclamation only confirmed the de facto 
situation already prvailing. This affirmative attitude was 
confirmed by the XXVth Conference (Geneva 1986), which 
adopted the Movement’s (new) Statutes, which state, in 
Article 2.4, that the States shall at all times respect the 
adherence by all the components of the Movement to the 
Fundamental Principles, and in Article 11.4, that as 
participants in the International Conference the States 
shall themselves respect the Fundamental Principles.
The obligation laid down in Article 2, paragraph 4, is 
valid "at all times", therefore also during the 
Conferences. However, the obligations to respect the 
Fundamental Principles which is set forth in Article 11, 
paragraph 4, applies to States only in their capacity as 
participants at the International Conferences. States are 
not otherwise bound by the Principles.
What can and must be required of the States party to the 
Geneva Conventions is the observation of those Conventions 
and the effort, within and outside their frontiers, to make 
them known and respected. Ideally, this should be true 
everywhere, since humanitarian law is universal in essence 
and by definition. Here the International Conferences play a 
vital role as a meeting-place and a forum for discussion.

3. STATES’S ATTENDANCE AT THE CONFERENCE AND THE MOVEMENT’S 
INDEPENDENCE
As was said concerning the exclusion of the government of 
South Africa from the XXVth Conference, the Red Cross ought 
to remain the last place in which discussion can continue.
"The Red Cross is by its very nature the place for dialogue 
between hostile powers, whether they are currently 
belligerents or not. Here in the Red Cross and Red Crescent, 
however great the disputes may be, there is a common 
agreement to preserve minimum standards of humanity. The 
Conference of the Red Cross must be a place of truce amidst 
the sea of conflicts, a moment during which enmity is 
superseded by human consideration. If the International 
Conference can no longer provide such a place and offer such 
a moment, there will be no other place which can do so and 
the Red Cross will have lost one of its reasons for being.
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The delegation of the government of South Africa must be 
able to sit at the Conference, if only to hear criticism of 
its system. There must be an exception for this forum to the 
general policy of exclusion persued against this government. 
The world needs at least one universal organization.

From this point of view the desire to align the Red Cross 
with other international organizations from which South 
Africa has been excluded or suspended does nothing to 
enhance the prestige of the Conference. On the contrary, the 
Movement derives its authority from the fact that it is 
fundamentally different and it can only lose by becoming 
"just like the others". If it were not essential for the 
Red Cross not to belong to the UN, there would be practi
cally no reason why the Movement should not simply dissolve 
itself and turn over its functions and mission to the UN 
Secretary General or General Assembly". [J. Moreillon: 
"Different perceptions of the same event", Int. Review of 
the Red Cross, N* 764, 1987, Chapter 2.2.9).
The example just quoted affects the principle of neutrality. 
An International Conference, or any other meeting of the 
International Red Cross, must not allow discussion to 
degenerate, opening the door to controversy. The nature of 
the controversy is of lesser importance: the motives may be 
political, ideological, religious or philosophical. Its 
perverse and negative effects are what do harm: a meeting of 
the Red Cross must be an occasion when priority is given 
to examining specific measures leading to better help and 
protection for the victims of armed conflict or any other 
catastrophe, an occasion for seeking ways to prevent and 
alleviate human suffering. Any dispute, any controversy, 
especially concerning the causes and responsability for the 
evils afflicting the world, damages the image of the Red 
Cross and causes it to lose the trust it needs if it is to 
accomplish its work, at the same time deflecting the 
attention of the men and women gathered there from the 
primordial and vital aim.
Naturally, not all the States wish to provoke political or 
ideological debate, far from it, even if such a desire is 
understandable, since it forms part of the "job" of those 
who govern. The Red Cross, however, requires that an 
exception should be made "under its roof", to enable all 
attention to be directed towards human suffering. The States 
must not lead the components of the Movement to violate the 
Principles to which they adhere.
The Conference is a place of encounter with the States: the 
Movement desires it to be so, since it believes that such 
discussion increases the efficacity of its action. 
Discussion is sometimes difficult, but it is necessary. Any 
attempt to exclude the States would cause the Red Cross to
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lose a great deal of its strength and its originality : 
discussion and collaboration with the States, which must 
certainly be reminded of their obligations (chiefly in 
relation to the International Humanitarian Law), but whose 
concerns and suggestions must also be heard. (This 
discussion obviously, should continue outside Conferences, 
in the context of an unceasing humanitarian mobilization). 
The States should "play the game" and not try to turn a 
Conference into a propaganda exercise.
This is the meaning of Article 11.4 of the Statutes, quoted 
at the beginning of this study. As demonstrated, the duty of
reserve applies to speeches and to 
resolutions) during the Conference, 
reunion, if he is a representative of

documents (reports, 
The chairman of any 
the Movement or a

government delegate, should obviously abstain from taking 
any political position and should make sure that this also 
applies to those taking part in debates. This reserve is the 
chief obligation of the States during the Conference.
This does not, of course, mean that they are subject to a 
rule of silence: their concerns must be given a hearing, 
just as they listen to matters preoccupying the Movement. 
The purpose of the Conferences is, precisely, discussion ! 
But the discussion must be conducted with respect for the 
"rules of the game" as defined by the Statutes, which have 
incidentally been approved by the States attending the XXV1 b 
Conference.
As guests to the International Conferences, respecting the 
"Red Cross spirit", the States have their legitimate place 
and do not threaten the independence of the Movement. If, on 
the other hand, they attempt to impose specific points of 
view, if they refuse to collaborate in bringing about legal 
and practical improvements in the plight of victims, they 
withdraw, in effect, from the discussion. To bring them back 
to the "straight and narrow path", the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent have no police force, no means of compulsion.
It should also be pointed out that the Statutes adopted 
in 1986 contain a new provision which will serve to 
strengthen the independence of the National Societies 
vis-à-vis their governments during Conferences. This 
provision (Article 9.3: "A delegate shall belong to only one 
delegation") ensures that a country’s government and its 
National Society are not represented by the same person.
The Movement’s only strength is its conviction that it is 
working for the good of victims and for a more just and more 
peaceful world. If peace can be achieved by listening, by 
discussing and by showing mutual respect, then an 
International Conference, independent of the desire of 
power, can be a place where peace is already being built.
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DRAFT RESOLUTION

The Council of Delegates,

having examined the ICRC’s interim report on the study on 
respect for and dissemination of the Fundamental Principles,

reaffirms the importance of ensuring respect for the Fundamental 
Principles by the Movement’s components and the need to 
disseminate the Principles also among the general public,

requests the ICRC to continue the study in consultation with all 
the National Societies, the League and the Henry Dunant 
Institute,

invites the components of the Movement to collect any material 
they consider useful for promoting understanding and 
dissemination of the Principles and to forward it to the ICRC,

requests the ICRC to submit a report to the next Council of 
Delegates .


