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REPORT OF THE JOINT ICRC/LEAGUE COMMISSION ON 
NATIONAL SOCIETY STATUTES

I. ACTIVITIES OF THE JOINT ICRC/LEAGUE COMMISSION ON NATIONAL 
SOCIETY STATUTES

Since the Commission’s previous report (July 1986), which was 
submitted to the XXVth International Conference of the Red 
Cross in October 1986, the Commission has to date (30 April 
1991) met on 24 occasions.

In conformity with Resolution VI of the 1973 International 
Conference of the Red Cross (Teheran) and Resolution XX of 
the 1981 International Conference of the Red Cross (Manila), 
over the past five years the Commission has examined 64 
submissions from Red Cross or Red Crescent Societies.

Of these, 25 cases concerned emerging Societies, 29 had to do 
with statutory amendments and 10 were related to National 
Societies experiencing various kinds of difficulties: 
internal dissension, dependence vis-à-vis the government, 
non-compliance with certain conditions for recognition.

1. Procedures for recognition and admission

The Commission closely observed the progress of 25 
emerging National Societies.

It also re-examined the cases of three National Societies 
whose requests for recognition are inadmissible, in the 
present circumstances, under the conditions for 
recognition as set out in Article 4 of the Movement’s 
Statutes.

The Commission had pleasure in recommending 12 new 
National Societies for recognition by the ICRC and 
admission to the League after their official applications 
had been examined and after experienced League and ICRC 
delegates had assessed these Societies’ operational 
capacities within their respective countries.

The new Societies recognized by the ICRC and admitted to 
the League are the following:
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- Red Crescent Society of the United Arab Emirates, 
recognized on 27.08.86,
admitted to the League on 18.10.86;

- Red Cross Society of Guinea-Bissau, 
recognized on 27.08.86,
admitted to the League on 18.10.86;

- Red Cross Society of Suriname, 
recognized on 01.10.86,
admitted to the League on 18.10.86;

- Red Cross Society of Guinea, 
recognized on 01.10.86,
admitted to the League on 18.10.86;

- Angola Red Cross, 
recognized on 01.10.86,
admitted to the League on 18.10.86;

- Red Cross Society of Saint Lucia, 
recognized on 01.10.86,
admitted to the League on 18.10.86;

- Red Crescent Society of Djibouti, 
recognized on 15.10.86,
admitted to the League on 18.10.86;

- Red Cross Society of Grenada, 
recognized on 12.03.87,
admitted to the League on 23.11.87;

- Dominica Red Cross, 
recognized on 15.03.89,
admitted to the League on 21.10.89.

- Red Cross of Chad, 
recognized on 15.04.88,
admitted to the League on 21.10.89;

- Mozambique Red Cross Society, 
recognized on 29.09.88,
admitted to the League on 21.10.88;

- Saint Vincent and the Grenadines Red Cross, 
recognized on 04.10.89,
admitted to the League on 21.10.89;

There are currently some fifteen emerging or already fully 
constituted Red Cross or Red Crescent Societies which do 
not yet satisfy all the conditions for recognition.
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The Commission increased its assistance to those Societies 
which are not yet recognized, providing them on request 
with legal advice on their constitution. When necessary, 
the Commission also visited some of them to help in 
setting up their internal structure and dealing with 
preparations and procedures for their future admission to 
the Movement.
On several occasions, members of the Commission received 
representatives of emerging Societies, either at ICRC or 
League headquarters, to examine with them their problems 
in drawing up their statutes.

2. Statutory amendments

Twenty-nine Societies officially submitted to the ICRC and 
the League amendments which they wished to make or had 
already made to their statutes.

The Commission examined all these amendments and returned 
them with the requisite remarks and recommendations.

For the most part, the statutory amendments were in line 
with the Fundamental Principles and required no special 
comments on the part of the Commission.

One of its most frequent recommendations was to invite 
National Societies to ensure that the voluntary nature 
of their institution was enshrined in their statutes, i.e. 
by stipulating therein that active members must 
participate in decision-making and be appropriately 
represented in the Society’s governing bodies.

It also recommended Societies which had not already done 
so to include in their statutes the full text of the 
Fundamental Principles as adopted by the XXth 
International Conference of the Red Cross (Vienna, 1965) 
and amended by the XXVth International Conference, at 
which they became an integral part of the Movement’s 
Statutes .

On the whole, the recommendations on compliance with the 
Fundamental Principles and the conditions for recognition 
were followed and, with just a few exceptions, the 
Societies took the Commission’s remarks into account in 
the final version of their statutes.
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Those Societies which informed the Commission of statutory 
amendments only after having adopted them were advised to 
take the Commission’s recommendations into consideration 
when next revising their statutes.

II. STUDIES UNDERTAKEN BY THE COMMISSION

The Commission first updated the joint ICRC/League file 
intended for emerging National Societies by adding various 
documents.

It also drew up a text listing arguments which National 
Societies might put forward should they find their 
independence threatened. (See Annex I.)

Lastly the Commission considered that it was indispensable 
to update the two institutions’ archives relating to 
National Society statutes; for this purpose a letter was 
sent on 26 November 1990 to all National Societies whose 
statutes on file at the headquarters of the League and the 
ICRC date back to before 1980.

Ill. ROLE OF THE COMMISSION

The Commission’s mandate is based on Resolution VI of the 
XXIInd International Conference, on Resolution XX of the 
XXIVth International Conference. (See Annex II).

There is an extremely cooperative atmosphere at meetings 
of the Commission, which assembles staff members from both 
the League and the ICRC. All decisions can therefore be 
taken by mutual agreement.

The Commission is not empowered to express an opinion on 
all aspects of a National Society. There are times, 
however, when, having examined the statutes, it feels duty 
bound to make suggestions as to the general activities of 
a National Society. Any such step by the League and the 
ICRC is based respectively on Article 3, para. 1 (k) and 
Article 7, para. 3 of the League Constitution and on 
Article 4, para. 1 (a) and (b) of the ICRC’s Statutes. 
These provisions, which are specific to each institution, 
are reproduced in the Statutes of the Movement (Article 6, 
para. 4 (k) and Article 5, para. 2 (a) and (b) and further 
supplemented by Articles 3, 6, 8 and 9 in the ICRC/League 
Agreement of 20 October 1989. (See Annex III.)
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The difficulties encountered by National Societies may be 
caused by internal dispute or external intervention, due 
mainly to government pressure. In such cases, the League 
and the ICRC seek the most suitable means to preserve or 
restore the National Society’s integrity (correspondence, 
dialogue, ad hoc mission), and check that the Society is 
willing and able to develop its activities in conformity 
with the conditions for recognition and the Fundamental 
Principles.

Both international institutions have frequently found that 
a National Society’s independence depends largely upon its 
operational capacity: a well-organized Society, with 
trained and motivated volunteer workers capable of 
providing efficient humanitarian services at home and 
abroad, is generally much better able to defend its 
autonomy against outside pressure than a Society which is 
relatively inactive and little known to the public. 
Furthermore, a Society with many active and motivated 
members and volunteers is more likely to experience 
constructive and democratic internal debate; this, too, 
will help it to comply with the Fundamental Principles.

Therefore an important, though not always sufficient, 
connection exists between the development of a National 
Society and its compliance with the Fundamental Principles 
and the conditions for recognition and for admission to 
the League. It follows that any major statutory reform 
within a Society must necessarily be accompanied by new or 
improved services to the community.

Any National Society with internal problems which would 
like the advice or support of the two international 
institutions is also free to consult the Commission.

The Commission is happy to continue its work with the same 
terms of reference as defined during the XXIInd and XXIVth 
International Conferences. For it to do so, however, it is 
indispensable that National Societies also continue to 
communicate to it any amendments which they propose to 
make to their statutes and that they pay heed to its 
recommendations .
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ANNEX 1

MEMORANDUM

Independence of National

Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies

1. The principle of independence.

The principle of independence of the Red Cross was 
established when the Movement itself came into being and was 
reaffirmed on several occasions by International Conferences 
of the Red Cross: Geneva, 1921 (Xth Conference); Toronto, 
1952 (XVIIIth Conference); Vienna, 1965 (XXth Conference). 
Together with the other Fundamental Principles it was 
eventually incorporated in the Preamble to the Statutes of 
the Movement which were adopted by the XXVVth International 
Conference in Geneva in 1986.

It is very broad in scope and stems naturally from the ideal 
of humanity - an ideal which the Red Cross and the Red 
Crescent, even when placed under political, economic or 
ideological pressure, must always be in a position to uphold 
and apply with absolute impartiality.

2. The autonomous status of National Societies

The principle of independence finds expression in the ten 
conditions with which all National Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies must comply in order to be admitted to 
the Movement and remain valid members (for the list of 
conditions, see Article 4 of the Statutes of the Movement).

Although they are officially recognized by their governments 
as auxiliaries to the public authorities in the humanitarian 
field, National Societies must nevertheless maintain their 
position as private voluntary organizations .

Clearly their autonomy vis-a-vis the State does not mean 
that they can ignore their obligations under national 
legislation or that they do not need to coordinate their 
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activities with those of government services. In the event 
of armed conflict, one of their main tasks - in conformity 
with the purpose for which they were originally created - is 
still to supply the state medical services with the 
assistance they are entitled to expect. As stipulated in 
Article 26 of the First Geneva Convention of 12 August 1949 
for the amelioration of the condition of the wounded and 
sick in armed forces in the field, voluntary workers 
recruited and trained by National Red Cross or Red Crescent 
Societies as auxiliaries to the armed forces medical 
services are then subject to military laws and regulations.

Within the framework defined above, Societies retain an 
autonomous status destined to enable them to adapt their 
services to local needs within their country, to work 
towards that end by taking the appropriate initiatives, and 
to ensure that the Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent are observed under all circumstances.

3. Respect by States for the independence of National Societies

The above-mentioned resolutions and the Statutes of the 
Movement have been accepted by all States party to the 
Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, which participate as 
full members at International Conferences of the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent.

Furthermore, the Fundamental Principles have been formally 
endorsed, in specific references to them, by the said Geneva 
Conventions (First Convention, Art. 44, para. 2; Fourth 
Convention, Art. 63; 1977 Additional Protocol I, Art. 81, 
paras. 2 and 3).

The General Assembly also drew the attention of the Members 
of the United Nations (Resolution No. 55 of 19 November 
1946) to the fact that it was of special importance that 
"at all times the independent voluntary nature of the 
National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies be respected 
in all circumstances".

It can hence be concluded that, by virtue both of 
international law and of the internal rules of the Movement, 
States have an obligation to allow their National Societies 
to act in conformity with the Fundamental Principles and to 
set up their own autonomous structure, independent from 
government services.
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To try and ensure proper coordination with the work of the 
public authorities some Societies have included in their 
decision-making bodies, representatives from the relevant 
ministries: Defence, Health, Social Affairs, Education, 
Youth, etc. These people attend as full members and, by 
participating in the Society’s management, they often 
enhance the effectiveness of the Society’s services to the 
community.

Participation of this kind does not, in itself, run counter 
to the principle of independence, on condition that freely 
elected representatives of the Society’s members continue to 
constitute the large majority in its decision-making bodies 
and that their freedom to take humanitarian initiatives 
remains intact.

This cannot, however, be the case (irrespective of the 
Society’s Statutes) if the majority of its leaders are 
simultaneously vested with the authority of the central 
government or local administration. The autonomy of such a 
Society then becomes illusory, and the international 
components of the Movement have the statutory right to 
request the Society and the government concerned to restore 
a situation in conformity with the conditions for 
recognition and admission to the Movement.

4. The need for a democratic structure

The best way a National Society can ensure its independence 
is by having broad-based public support and by recruiting 
its members and leaders from all economic, social and 
cultural circles. It must therefore be open to all capable 
of rallying widespread support.

But to sustain its vitality and the motivation of its 
members they must have a say in major decisions, as well as 
the possibility of being elected to its decision-making 
bodies. For this reason, the League’s Board of Governors 
insisted that each Society "should be organized on a truly 
democratic basis" (XIXth session, Oxford, 1946, Resolution 
12, para. 9; XXth session, Stockholm, 1948, Resolution 7) 
(International Red Cross Handbook, Twelfth edition, 1983, 
pp. 549-551). This directive was reaffirmed by the XVIIIth 
International Conference (Toronto, 1952, Resolution X a) 
[International Red Cross Handbook, p. 552] and remains 
equally valid and relevant today.
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ANNEX II

RESOLUTION VI OF THE
XXnd INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE 

OF THE RED CROSS

TEHERAN 1973

VI

Review of Statutes of National Societies

The XXIInd International Conference of the Red Cross,
considering that National Societies are recognized by the ICRC 

and admitted to the League after verification that their Statutes 
fulfil the conditions for recognition and admission, as laid down 
by international meetings of the Red Cross,

considering that National Societies shall always comply with 
the basic principles of the Red Cross movement in order to retain 
valid membership of the International Red Cross,

considering further that if the Statutes of a National Society 
cease to be in conformity with the conditions for recognition and 
admission, that Society would lay itself open to question,

decides that any Society wishing to change its Statutes on points 
relating to the conditions for recognition and admission will submit 
such changes to the ICRC and the League, and will take their 
recommendations into account.



12

ANNEX II

RESOLUTION XX OF THE
XXIVth INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

OF THE RED CROSS

MANILA 1981

XX

Joint Commission for National Society statutes

The XXTVth International Conference of the Red Cross,

having taken cognizance of the report of the Joint Commission set up 
by the ICRC and the League to examine National Society statutes,

acknowledging the co-operation established between the two inter
national Red Cross institutions to watch over the application and 
constant observance of the rules governing the recognition of new 
National Societies and their admission to the League,

recalling Resolution VI of the XXIInd International Conference 
of the Red Cross,

1. requests the National Societies to continue their collaboration with 
the Joint Commission, by regularly communicating to the League and 
the ICRC the amendments which they plan to introduce in their statutes, 
and by adapting them to the Joint Commission’s recommendations,

2. expresses the wish that, in respect of recognition of new Societies by 
the ICRC and their admission to the League, the Joint Commission con
tinue its works in co-operation with the League Development Pro
gramme, within the framework of the Strategy for Development of 
National Societies in the 80’s,

3. approves the report and thanks the Joint Commission for its work.
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ANNEX III

STATUTES OF THE INTERNATIONAL
RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT

Article 5
Tbe International Committee of the Red Cross

2. The role of the International Committee, in accordance with its 
Statutes, is in particular:

a) to maintain and disseminate the Fundamental Principles of the 
Movement, namely humanity, impartiality, neutrality, indepen
dence, voluntary service, unity and universality;

b) to recognize any newly established or reconstituted National 
Society, which fulfils the conditions for recognition set out in

Article 6
Tbe League of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies

4. To achieve the general object as defined in paragraph 3 and in the 
context of the Fundamental Principles of the Movement, of the resolutions 
of the International Conference and within the framework of the present 
Statutes and subject to the provisions of Article 3, 5 and 7, the functions of 
the League, in accordance with its Constitution, are inter alia the follow
ing:

k) to be the official representative of the member Societies in the 
international field, inter alia for dealing with decisions and 
recommendations adopted by its Assembly and to be the guar
dian of their integrity and the protector of their interests;
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ANNEX III

AGREEMENT

BETWEEN THE INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE
OF THE RED CROSS AND THE LEAGUE

OF RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT SOCIETIES
(20 October 1989)

Article 3
Fondamental Principles

The ICRC, which is responsible for maintaining and disseminating the 
Fundamental Principles, shall co-operate with the League in their 
dissemination and to ensure that these Principles are universally 
respected by the Movement’s components and statutory bodies. The two 
institutions shall keep each other informed of their respective activities 
in this respect.

Article 6
Establishment and development of National Societies 

with a view to their recognition by the ICRC 
and admission to the League.

6.1 The ICRC and the League shall co-operate in promoting the 
establishment and development of a National Society, wherever it 
is necessary, and shall keep each other informed of their respective 
activities in this regard.

6.2 The ICRC and the League shall study together all requests for the 
recognition of new National Societies. They shall take appropriate 
measures to assist the applicant Society to be prepared for recogni
tion by the ICRC and admission to the League.

Article 8 
Review of the Statutes of National Societies

Guided by the resolutions adopted by the International Conference, 
the ICRC and the League shall jointly study the Statutes of the National 
Societies and their implementation and, when necessary, make ap
propriate recommendations.

Article 9
Protection of the integrity of National Societies

Whenever it appears to either institution that a National Society has 
become unable to protect its integrity and to act in accordance with the 
Fundamental Principles, the ICRC and the League shall consult each 
other on the advisability of taking action, either jointly or separately. 
In the latter case, the two institutions shall keep each other informed 
of any action taken and of subsequent consequences.


