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INTRODUCTION

Acting on a proposal put forward by the Hungarian Red Cross, the
ICRC set up an internal working group to prepare an informal
consultation intended to clarify the meaning of the Fundamental
Principles so as to facilitate their dissemination. For this
purpose, the ICRC invited a number of experts from within the
Movement who, acting in their personal capacity, held two
meetings with ICRC representatives, one in Budapest (13-14
October 1987) and the other in Geneva (14-15 October 1988).

The experts concluded that, although the interpretation of a
number of Principles needed clarifying, the main problems
resided in the implementation of the Principles. Indeed, the
National Societies often find themselves unable to cope in
situations when respect for the Principles is jeopardized or
hindered because of external pressure or ignorance of some
important aspects of the Principles. Instead of giving
theoretical explanations, the ICRC and the League should help
National Societies by providing them with practical examples
which clearly illustrate the difficulties facing Red Cross and
Red Crescent members in the application of the Principles.
An interim report submitted by the ICRC to the Council of
«Delegates in October 1989 described the progress of the study on
respect for and dissemination of the Fundamental Principles. On
the basis of that report, the Council of Delegates adopted the
resolution 7 asking the ICRC to continue the study in
consultation with the National Societies, the League and the
Henry Dunant Institute, and to report to the next Council of
Delegates :
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Resolution 7
Study on respect for and dissemination of the
Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent

The Council of Delegates,

having examined the ICRC’s interim report on the study on
respect for and dissemination of the Fundamental Principles of
the Red Cross and Red Crescent,
1. reaffirms the importance of respect for the Fundamental
Principles by the Movement’s components and the need to
disseminate knowledge of the Principles also among the
general public,

2. requests the ICRC to continue the study in consultation
with all the National Societies, the League and the
Henry Dunant Institute,
3.

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

4.

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

Acting on the basis of this resolution, the ICRC drew up a
reference document with a number of questions on the practical
application of each of the seven Principles and sent it to all
National Societies in March 1990, asking them to think about the
questions and send back their replies, together with any
suggestions on how to enhance respect for the Principles.
By 1 March 1991, the ICRC had received fourteen replies from the
National Societies of Australia, Austria, Chile, France, Germany,
Hungary, Italy, Liechtenstein, Malaysia, Monaco, the Netherlands,
Niger, Sweden and Trinidad and Tobago.
Considering the limited number of replies dealing specifically
with the subject of this report, when drafting our general
comments we also took into account information sent in by
National Societies for the purpose of drawing up guidelines for
the dissemination of knowledge of international humanitarian law
and of the Movement’s Fundamental Principles.
The first part of this report reproduces, principle by principle,
the text of the reference document sent to National Societies,
followed by a summary of the replies received; the second part
deals with the work carried out by the ICRC and the League on
disseminating the Principles, and the third sets out, by way of
conclusion, a number of recommendations in this respect.
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Recommended reading :

J. Moreillon,

J. Pictet,

2.

A

FHTNCIFLES

"On the correct application of a number of
Fundamental Red Cross Principles", offprint
from Studies and Essays in honour of
J. Pictet, 1984.

"The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross :
Commentary", Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1979,
pp. 7-17.

General remarks
2.1

The Fundamental Principles constitute the most important
doctrinal text common to the whole Movement; they give
the Movement its specificity and enhance its
ef f ectiveness.

All the various components of the Movement are bound by
the Principles, and respect for the latter is one of the
conditions for the recognition of National Societies
(see Statutes of the Movement, Article 4, para. 10).
There may be many reasons why the Principles are not
respected, such as poor understanding and misinter
pretation. There are also cases where a National Society
is prevented from fulfilling its duties on account of
external constraints (such as State or public opinion
pressures) or lack of resources (preventing it from
carrying out its activities throughout the national
territory).

2.2

The States party to the Geneva Conventions are bound
by various obligations under the Conventions. The First
and the Fourth Conventions, as well as Additional
Protocol I, mention the Principles in relation to
National Societies’ activities (C.I, Art. 44; C.IV, Art.
63; P.I, Art. 81). The States have the obligation to let
their National Societies work in accordance with the
Principles in wartime. The unanimous acceptance of the
Principles in Vienna (1965) and their reaffirmation in
Geneva (1986) by International Red Cross Conferences
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attended also by the States as voting members, indicate
a similar obligation in peacetime (Statutes of the
Movement, Article 2, para. 4). Moreover, during an
International Conference of the Movement the States
should not take, or induce the Movement to take, a
decision which would violate the Principles.
2.3

3.

The application of the Principles remains essentially
the responsibility of the National Societies, which have
freely undertaken to respect them in all circumstances.
Moreover, the Movement as a whole has an obligation to
ensure that all its members comply with the Fundamental
Principles. A National Society which flouts the
Principles can ultimately see its recognition by the
ICRC withdrawn or its membership in the League
suspended (Article 6, para. 6 of the Constitution of the
League); it can also be publicly condemned.

Questions put to National Societies and replies received
3.1

What are the main difficulties encountered by your
National Society in its daily work with regard to the
implementation of the Principles?

The Australian Red Cross indicates that poor
understanding of the meaning of the Principles causes
many difficulties. Another problem is that salaried
employees and volunteer workers do not always succeed in
shedding personal preferences and political affinities
when performing their Red Cross duties.
The Netherlands Red Cross faces two major difficulties:
one is inadequate knowledge and understanding of the
Fundamental Principles within the Society; the other is
the fact that national law, to which the Society is
subject, sometimes hinders the application of certain
Principles - that of humanity, for example - by
preventing medical help being given to illegal
immigrants.
The Nigerian Red Cross experiences no difficulty in
implementing the Principles in its everyday activities,
since these are essentially devoted to social and health
matters and to organizing emergency relief in the event
of natural disasters.
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3.2

What measures should be taken nationally and
internationally by the Movement to make the States and
the general public aware of the relevance of the
Principles for the International Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement?

The Australian Red Cross proposes that all reports,
press releases, lectures and speeches emanating from the
Movement should begin by referring to one or more of the
Fundamental Principles, in order to establish a link
between these and the activities performed.
The Austrian Red Cross considers that any efforts to
spread knowledge of the Principles should be closely
linked with programmes to disseminate the Geneva
Conventions .
In this regard, the Nigerian Red Cross thinks that the
Movement’s information campaigns should go beyond the
strictly legal framework and place emphasis on the
practical implications of the Principles and the
specific character that thejr impart to the Movement’s
work .

Along the same lines, the reply from the Netherlands Red
Cross stresses the need to give greater prominence to
the Principles in the wording of bulletins and in press
conferences .
3.3

What measures could a National Society adopt to
disseminate and ensure strict implementation of the
Principles within the Society itself?
Like the Australian Red Cross which advocates an
intensive education programme for its members, many
National Societies describe their planned or existing
programmes of dissemination.

For example, the German Red Cross plans to produce a
training document on the Principles and a publication
with practical examples of their application, intended
for Red Cross officials.
The Chilean and Hungarian National Societies organize
regular training courses on the Principles for their
volunteer workers and salaried staff, as well as
specialized seminars which serve as refresher courses.
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The Malaysian Red Crescent possesses a wide variety of
material that it has produced and which it uses for its
dissemination activities: this ranges from printed
material to video cassettes illustrating the Fundamental
Principles through the varied activities of the National
Society. The same is true of the French Red Cross, which
lists documentation including a teaching file compiled
for the teams responsible for dissemination in
educational establishments and among the general public.
The Red Cross of Monaco plans to give basic teaching on
the Fundamental Principles to the Society’s volunteer
nurses and first-aid workers, using material produced by
the French Red Cross.

The Swedish Red Cross makes its regional and local
branches responsible for disseminating the Principles,
since members and volunteers appear to be the best
channels of direct transmission. One of the Society’s
aims is to make it second nature to assess daily
activities in the light of the Principles and thus
ensure that members at all levels perceive the meaning
of the Principles with sufficient confidence to act
spontaneously in accordance with them in all day-to-day
work .
The Nigerian Red Cross considers that every National
Society should devote a large part of its programme to
disseminating and explaining the Principles, a priority
task at local level. More specifically, it proposes the
organization of regular seminars to ascertain the degree
of the members’ awareness of the Principles and the
extent to which the latter are actually applied in the
work carried out by the Society.
An internal dissemination programme is under way in the
Netherlands Red Cross, which thinks that stricter
application of the Principles could be ensured by
including them in the criteria for decision-making on
new projects.
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3.4

What measures could the ICRC and/or the League adopt in
this respect?

While the Australian Red Cross proposes that the ICRC
and the League should systematically refer to the
Fundamental Principles in their public statements, the
Nigerian Red Cross would like the two Geneva
institutions to support National Societies’
dissemination campaigns by helping to improve the
technical resources of their information services and by
sharing know-how that would increase the Societies’
capacity for dissemination. On the same lines, the
Netherlands Red Cross suggests that the ICRC and the
League should advise National Societies on the content
of their dissemination programmes and provide them with
appropriate material that has proved its worth. The
Swedish Red Cross proposes that an international seminar
on means and methods of disseminating the Principles be
organized for representatives of those National
Societies currently focusing on the subject.
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HUMANIT Y

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, cooperation and lasting peace
amongst all peoples.

1.

Recommended reading

Respect for and dissemination of the Fundamental Principles.
Intermediary Report of the ICRC for the Council of Delegates,
October 1989, especially pp. 12-16, 25-66 (contributions by
National Society experts) and 71-89 (ICRC contributions).
J.-L. Blondel, "The meaning of the word ’humanitarian’ in
relation to the Fundamental Principles of the
Red Cross and Red Crescent", IRRC, 1989,
N‘273, pp. 507-515.

J. Pictet,

2.

"The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross :
Commentary", Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1979,
pp.18-36.

General remarks
Is the Principles of humanity, as some suggest, too vague,
too general to serve as a basis for the Movement? We think
not. The terms used in the definition (prevent, alleviate,
protect, ensure respect) demand very concrete efforts. But,
the doubters persist, is not this too vast a programme? Not
at all! There are two main reasons for this:

- the Principle of Humanity implies that no service
whatsoever for the benefit of a suffering human being
should be overlooked; it also highlights the importance of
the Red Cross/Red Crescent right of initiative in dealing
with humanitarian needs wherever they may arise;
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- this Principle is only the first in a declaration setting
forth six more Principles, which have to be read as a
whole. The Principles of impartiality, neutrality and
independence, in particular, show that the Movement has a
clearly defined framework for action and the practical
means for attaining its objectives.
The Red Cross and the Red Crescent endeavour to prevent and
alleviate human suffering. But, what kind of suffering ? The
history of the Movement shows a constant broadening of its action
to new categories of victims, both in time of war and in
peacetime. Clearly the Movement cannot do everything. Its
activities vary from country to country and from one time to
another, but its prime concern remains the same : to act in
situations where no one else can or will intervene. As an
auxiliary to the public authorities, the National Societies seek
to help people in need, and especially those who receive no
assistance from any other quarter.
The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement bases its activities on
what Jean Pictet once called an optimistic philosophy, in other
words, a refusal to despair of mankind. However optimistic it
may be, this "philosophy" of the Red Cross is not devoid of
realism. The Movement is aware that humanitarian work is
difficult. Its greatest enemies are neither weapons nor
catastrophes, but egoism, hatred, suspicion, indifference and
discouragement. This is why the Movement has based its action
primarily on helping those who suffer and on protecting life, so
fragile and vulnerable.
Finally, the aspect of prevention in the Principle of humanity
raises an important question: should not the Movement commit
itself to a much broader concept of protection? Protection goes
hand in hand with the prevention and relief of suffering. New
horizons are thus opened up to the Movement. It must of course
first treat those who suffer but it must also act to prevent
suffering; in other words, it must obviously give relief in
emergency situations but it must also take part in the process of
reconstruction and development as a whole.
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3.

Questions put to National Societies and replies received
To what extent could National Societies be involved in the
prevention of:

-

natural disasters (development programmes) ?
ecological disasters ?
ecological causes of conflict (e.g. deforestation,
displacement of populations) ?

The Australian Red Cross points out that prevention is
virtually impossible in the case of natural disasters, and
that all that can be envisaged is mitigation of their
effects, thanks to satisfactory disaster preparedness on the
part of the National Society. It sees the Societies’
possibilities of action in preventing ecological disasters
and the ecological causes of conflicts as limited: indeed, to
compete with other organizations in a sphere where the
National Society is not recognized as having any specific
competence could diminish the Society’s moral authority in
the eyes of the public. Since neutrality is as important in
preventing natural disasters as in preventing armed conflict,
the National Society cannot develop close relationships with
economic powers any more than it can with political powers.
The Australian Red Cross thinks that, while the National
Societies clearly have a role to play in humanitarian work
arising from these disasters, certain forms of action to
prevent them have yet to be assessed in the context of the
Societies’ priorities.

The Nigerian Red Cross fears that greater involvement in this
field, necessarily over the long term, might exceed the
material possibilities of many National Societies or might at
least require the use of considerable resources, to the
detriment of the traditional activities which focus on the
protection of human beings.
The Netherlands Red Cross seems to share that view, stating
that preventive action in the areas mentioned should be left
to governments and to various specialized non-governmental
agencies, which are better equipped and possess the required
expert knowledge to tackle this huge problem.
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IMFARTIALITV

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 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.

1.

Recommended reading

M. Harroff-Tavel,

J. Pictet,

2.

"Neutrality and Impartiality" - "The
importance of these Principles for the
International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement and the difficulties involved in
applying them", IRRC, 1989, N’273,
pp. 536-552.

"The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross :
Commentary", Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1979,
pp. 37-51.

General remarks
As Jean Pictet points out in his Commentary, this Principles
comprises three ideas :

equality and therefore absence of discrimination
(discrimination being a negative distinction based on
nationality, race, sex, religious beliefs, political
opinion);
proportionality (i.e., the obligation to give the greatest
help to the greatest need;

impartiality as such (i.e., no favouritism or
discrimination; impartiality presupposes an objective
examination of the problems, an exact assessment of the
values involved, a "depersonalization" of the protection
and assistance granted).
Partial assistance by the Red Cross or the Red Crescent would
contradict the very ideal of the Movement. The National
Societies must remain free from any pressure in order to give
aid without discrimination to those most in need.
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3.

Question put to National Societies and replies received
What mean might a National Society adopt to fight
discrimination within its own ranks, in the recruitment of
its members or in deciding on the beneficiaries of its
services ?

The problem in Australia is different : sometimes immigrants
or refugees from a single community form a local section of
the Red Cross. This means that the main question to be
addressed is the activities carried on by the section rather
than its method of recruitment: the Australian Red Cross
therefore regards it as secondary whether local sections are
composed solely of Vietnamese refugees or Greek immigrants,
provided that their activities are carried out in accordance
with the Fundamental Principles.

For the Nigerian Red Cross, the struggle against
discrimination begins at the recruiting stage, whether in a
local section or in the central bodies of the Society. The
guiding principle is to admit all those who wish to offer
their experience and support to others.
The Netherlands Red Cross feels that every National Society
should assess whether latent discrimination exists within its
ranks. It proposes that each Society should find out the
number of members of various ethnic groups in senior
positions within the Society and, in the event of
under-representation, should draw the attention of its staff
to this situation, in order to make the necessary
adjustments.
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NEUTRALIT Y

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.

1.

Recommended reading
Intermediary Report of the ICRC, especially p. 16, pp. 29-32
and 39-42 (contributions by National Society experts) and
pp. 91-120 (ICRC contributions).

J. Pictet,

2.

"The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross :
Commentary", Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1979,
pp. 52-60 .

General remarks
The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement was
born in response to the proposals made by Henry Dunant in
his Memory of Solferino (1862), namely :
to induce all States to create permanent National
Societies for the relief or wounded soldiers, without
discrimination;
to persuade all States to agree by treaty to respect the
neutrality of army medical personnel.

Neutrality implies protection : under the Geneva Conventions,
persons caring for the wounded and the sick, who may belong
either to the military medical service or to the National Red
Cross and Red Crescent Society, are entitled to protection on
the battlefield. Such personnel must therefore refrain from
taking part, directly or indirectly, in war operations. This
military interpretation of neutrality (which was the initial
definition of the Movement’s neutrality) has been extended to
include political, racial, religious and ideological
(philosophical) neutrality, in peacetime as well as in war.
The main reason for this obligation is obviously the need for
the Movement to enjoy the confidence of all in order to carry
out its unique mission: caring for the sick and wounded, for
prisoners and all other suffering human beings.
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The Principle of neutrality is not a supreme value like the
Principle of humanity. It represents the means for fulfilling
the Movement’s humanitarian mission. Founded more in
experience than in philosophical analysis, this Principle is
crucial for the future of our Movement. We should, however,
not be naive and ignore the difficulties involved in applying
it. Here are two examples to illustrate this point :

for young people especially, the idea of neutrality (of
the Red Cross and the Red Crescent) is not very
attractive. In a time of commitment and struggle,
neutrality may appear as passivity, renunciation, or even
complicity. So how than can we present our work in order
to attract more volunteers, especially among young people?

certain people or National Societies would agree to
observe political and ideological neutrality towards
government or party programmes. However, when it comes to
matters of humanitarian concern, such as violations of
international humanitarian law, racism or torture, the
promotion of the Movement’s ideals seems to require more
resolute and stronger positions. Silence would be
tantamount to tolerating attacks against the integrity and
the dignity of other human beings. How can one defend the
Movement’s ideals without being "trapped" by political
interests?
3.

Questions put to National Societies and replies received
3.1

The Principle of neutrality means that a National
Society may not take sides or engage at any time in
controversy of a political nature. In some cases,
however, the promotion of Protocols additional to the
Geneva Conventions, a country’s refugee policy or the
registration of AIDS sufferers and HIV-positive persons
can be controversial issues.
Are these issues on which a National Society can and
should make its position clear? If so, how?

In its public statements on the promotion of the
Additional Protocols, the Australian Red Cross puts
forward its humanitarian viewpoint, specifically
mentioning that it stands aloof from any military or
political controversy regarding the scope of the
Protocols .
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The Nigerian Red Cross acknowledges that, while in
principle National Societies should refrain from taking
part in political controversy, this does not mean that
they should fail to react against assaults on the
integrity or dignity of human beings. As auxiliaries to
the public authorities, they even have the duty to draw
the authorities’ attention to any abuses noted and,
where appropriate, to offer their services to implement
the corrective measures required. At the same time,
National Societies must take every precaution to prevent
their attitude being exploited by the media.
The Netherlands Red Cross considers that the National
Society should determine its attitude according to the
interests of the people to be assisted, and that in the
long term these interests are better served when the
Society refrains from making public statements on
controversial political matters.
3.2

Is there a humanitarian way of dealing with political
questions? How can the Red Cross and Red Crescent
succeed in introducing a humanitarian dimension into the
very centre of political issues?
In the view of the Australian Red Cross, every time the
Movement speaks in the name of the Principle of
humanity, it sets itself above the political debate and
on the moral sphere. Even within the political sphere,
the Movement can thus express its attitude by referring
to the Principle of humanity.

The Nigerian and Netherlands National Societies also
concur in thinking that the Movement could exert a
beneficial influence on governments and public opinion
by stressing the humanitarian aspects of political
problems and by advocating solutions compatible with the
Fundamental Principles.
3.3

How can one operate a clear separation between personal
political views and responsibilities in a National
Society?

First of all we must point out that the National
Societies seem to have understood this question as
relating to the simultaneous holding of political office
and a responsible post within the National Society.
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Indeed, the Australian Red Cross and the Nigerian Red
Cross feel that, as an organization open to everyone,
the National Society may not refuse to admit politicians
as members. However, the latter should be reminded
particularly that respect for the Principle of
neutrality requires them, while exercising their Red
Cross duties, to set aside any political commitments
that they are, naturally, free to undertake as citizens.
The Netherlands Red Cross thinks that any difficulties
in this context could be avoided by holding democratic
elections for leading posts in the National Society.
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INDEPENDENCE

The Movement is independent. The National Societies,
while auxiliaries in the humanitarian 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.

1.

Recommended reading
Intermediary Report of the ICRC, especially p. 17, pp. 33,
47-48 and 67-69 (contributions by National Society experts)
and pp. 139-143 (ICRC contributions).

J. Pictet,

2.

"The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross :
Commentary”, Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1979,
pp. 61-69.

General remarks
Some people and National
independence as means of
of ideological conflicts
for their work in behalf

Societies see neutrality and
maintaining equilibrium in the midst
and controversies and as guidelines
of those who suffer.

On the surface the two elements of the Principles of
independence - auxiliarity and autonomy - seem incompatible,
but it is all a question of striking the right balance
between the two. This balance differs widely from one country
to another, depending on the National Society’s
circumstances, type of institutions, structure, degree of
development or operational capacity.

As National Society is subject to the legislation of its
country. Under the Geneva Conventions, in time of conflict it
must work together with the medical services of the armed
forces or the civil defence corps. By running hospitals,
ambulances, blood donation services, etc., the National
Society may also complement public health services in
peacetime as well as in war. But in all these cases it must
remain independent and sufficiently autonomous to be able to
implement the Movement’s Principles.
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The Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies should not be a mere
extension or an administrative or political arm of the State.
Although entirely loyal to the State, National Societies
should refuse any task which would run counter to the basic
Principles of humanity, impartiality or neutrality.
As D. Tansley noted in his Final Report: An Agenda for Red
Cross (1975), a Society’s independence is best preserved by:

-

3.

large-scale programmes;
a broad base of volunteers and local sections;
a democratic system of decision-making;
diversified sources of financing;
the ability of its leaders to inculcate Red Cross ideals
and Principles in its members and to disseminate them among
the public.

Questions put to National Societies and replies received

3.1

What should be the reaction of the ICRC the League and
other National Societies if a sister Society is put
under government control (for example, if its leading
officials are all appointed by the government or are
government employees)?

Total control of a National Society by the country’s
government erodes all trace of respect f or the
Principles of independence, neutrality and impartiality
which are vital for the work proper to the Movement. For
this reason, the Australian Red Cross advocates the
strongest forms of protest against total government
control. As a last resort, it would assent to expulsion
of the Nationa 1 Society concerned.
The Netherlands Red Cross proposes that such Societies
should be suspended from membership of the League, in
conformity with Article 7 of the League Constitution.
The Nigerian Red Cross points out that respect for the
Principle of independence should be examined bearing in
mind the special circumstances pertaining to the
country. For example, it is difficult for National
Societies in developing countries to find suitably
qualified leaders outside the public service.
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3.2

What measures could increase the autonomy of National
Societies and of the Movement as a whole?
The Australian Red Cross emphasizes how vital it is to
inform the public and governments of the reasons for and
the importance of the Principle of independence. One way
of doing this would be to make the Council of Delegates
the supreme decision-making body, instead of the
International Conference, so that political
considerations would not be able to influence the
Movement’s main course of action. The principle of
democratic organization within the National Society is
another guarantee of its autonomy.

The Nigerian Red Cross also thinks that the National
Society’s autonomy is better assured when internal
decision-making structures are democratically
constituted and when the Society has sufficient
financial resources that do not come from the State.
The Netherlands Red Cross likewise feels that measures
to increase the National Society’s financial
independence would help to give it greater autonomy.
3.3

What are the best ways to make governments aware of the
necessity to respect the independence of "their"
National Societies?
The Australian, Nigerian and Netherlands National
Societies all advocate more intensive dissemination
specially aimed at governments. On the one hand,
governments must be reminded that they have adopted and
undertaken to implement the resolutions of the
International Conferences of the Red Cross and Red
Crescent that reaffirm the Principle of independence; on
the other, they must have their attention drawn to the
fact that the very foundation of the Movement’s
activities is threatened if the independence of National
Societies is not respected.

3.4

What new measures can be taken to ensure that the
Fundamental Principles are respected by all participants
during International Conferences of the Red Cross and
Red Crescent?

Pointing out that its previous comments already give
part of the answer to this question, the Australian Red
Cross considers that if the States showed greater
respect for the obligation of the Movement’s components
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to comply with the Fundamental Principles, they would be
more willing to observe the Principles themselves during
International Conferences.
The view of the Nigerian Red Cross is that each National
Society should be requested to renew, individually and
publicly, its adherence to each and all of the
Fundamental Principles.

The Netherlands Red Cross suggests including in the
Rules of Procedure of the International Conference a new
clause stipulating that any participant in breach of the
Fundamental Principles should be suspended for the
duration of the Conference.
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VOLUNTARY

SERVICE

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement is
a voluntary relief movement not prompted in any manner
by desire for gain.

1.

Recommended reading

J. Meurant, Red Cross voluntary service in today's society,
Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1985.
J. Pictet,

2.

"The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross :
Commentary" Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1979,
pp. 70-81.

General remarks
When the Movement’s Statutes were revised, the wording of
this Principle was modified in French ("caractère bénévole"
replaced by "volontariat”) and in Spanish ("voluntariado").

For National Societies especially, this Principle is
important but ambiguous in its interpretation. As a matter of
fact, the concepts of "volunteer" and "benevolent" are not
perceived in the same way by all National Societies.
There is general agreement that voluntary commitment, free of
any external pressure and guided solely by the spirit of
service, is a primary characteristic of the Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement. However, important differences appear when
the question of remuneration is raised:

some National Societies feel that only people offering
unpaid services can truly be called "volunteers";
other Societies interpret voluntary service more broadly
and see all their members as volunteers: unpaid personnel
and those receiving some form of compensation, or even a
salary ;

most National Societies see both unpaid personnel and
helpers receiving some compensation as volunteers; paid
personnel under contract, however, are not considered as
volunteers.
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This issue is important, but the above-mentioned views
certainly do not imply any lack of respect for the Principle.
The matter would be more serious if :
a person joins the Red Cross in order to gain prestige or
a comfortable financial position, without undertaking a
real commitment to provide a humanitarian service and to
respect the Principles,
a section of a National Red Cross Society is run on a
purely commercial basis, selling all its services like a
private profit-making enterprise.
Like all other humanitarian organizations, National
Societies, the League and the ICRC need money to carry out
the tasks incumbent on them by virtue of the Geneva
Conventions and the Fundamental Principles. In order to do
their work efficiently, all sections of the Movement need
skilled and dedicated full-time personnel. Amateurism and
lack of professional ability can be as damaging as the
failure to remain neutral and impartial at all times. It
might therefore be necessary to pay part of the personnel
engaged in national and international activities. It is also
necessary to train volunteers and to encourage their
participation in the life of the National Society.

3.

Questions put to National Societies and replies received

3.1

How can National Societies improve the recruitment of
volunteers?
The Australian Red Cross and the Nigerian Red Cross both
consider that the prospect of specific activities within
a definite programme is essential if recruitment of
volunteers is to be improved. The recruiting campaign
should be launched at the most opportune moment, but its
success also depends on giving exact information on the
following: the services to be provided, the qualities
required of those who volunteer, the time that they need
to be available and the facilities for training and
guidance. Personal contact is still the best recruiting
channel, since volunteer workers and staff already
engaged in Red Cross work are ambassadors who share
their enthusiasm and their motivation.
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The Netherlands Red Cross thinks that recruitment of
volunteers can be improved only through publicity. Young
people should be made aware of the National Society’s
activities, which cover all population groups in the
country.

3.2

What measures might be taken to carry out humanitarian
activities efficiently without having recourse to a much
larger number of paid workers?

The Australian, Nigerian and Netherlands National
Societies all agree that better results could be
obtained by making the optimum use of volunteers’
abilities. This means that the National Society must be
capable of choosing suitable people and of delegating
responsibility to them. In particular, attention must be
paid to providing them with regular refresher courses,
to make them competent and experienced workers.
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UN I T Y

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.

1.

Recommended reading

J. Pictet,

2.

"The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross :
Commentary" , Henrjr Dunant Institute, Geneva , T9 7 9 ,
pp. 82-86.

General remarks
The "unity" of a National Red Cross or Red Crescent Society
is one of the Movement’s oldest Principles : Gustave Moynier
already spoke of "centralization"; this term had the same
meaning as the concept of unity, which comprises three
elements :

there is only one recognized Society in each country,
this Society is open to all,
its activities cover the whole territory of the country.
Although this Principle seems easier to respect than, for
example, the Principles of neutrality or independence, its
wording provides for three important conditions which a
National Society must meet in order to be recognized by the
ICRC and admitted as a member of the League (Statutes of the
Movement, Article 4, paras. 2, 7 and 8).

Experience has shown that these three conditions often give
rise to serious difficulties:
in a country split by an internal conflict, an "insurgent
movement" can request that by virtue of the activities
deployed by its humanitarian section in the part of the
national territorjr under its control, that section be
recognized as corresponding to a Red Cross organization;

for some Societies, the "openness to all" is sometimes not
easy to achieve: social, political, religious or racial
factors can hinder the full application of the condition;
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a Society seen as "partial" by large groups of the
country’s population will not enjoy the credit nor the
confidence necessary to carry out its tasks throughout the
national territory.

Similarly, because of an internal armed conflict a National
Society may be prevented from rendering humanitarian services
in all parts of the country.
Respect for the other Principles - especially those of
neutrality, impartiality and independence - is therefore of
crucial importance in enabling a National Society to comply
with the Principles of unity.

3.

Questions put to National Societies and replies received
3.1

What measures can a National Society adopt to ensure
that its members are recruited from among all social
groups in the country ?
To accomplish this, the Australian Red Cross advocates
specific measures to identify other potentiallyinterested social groups, in order to devise a policy of
direct communication and active consultation with them.
This could be done, for example, by encouraging the
groups in question to share their ideas concerning help
to others through taking part in a current programme of
activity. Here it is vital to make use of publicity
material setting out the programmes in the various
vernacular languages.

This last point was included in the reply from the
Netherlands Red Cross, which also sees fund-raising
activities as opportunities to make the Movement known
among all sections of the population.
In seeking balanced participation by all social groups,
the Nigerian Red Cross, proposes a number of approaches
to heighten public awareness, adapted to the different
categories of people for whom they are intended.

3.2

What is the practical meaning of the words "throughout
its territory"? Does it mean that the National Society
must establish sections in all the regions, or is it
sufficient for the central committee to be able and
ready to work anywhere within the national territory in
case of emergency?
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For the Australian Red Cross, it is preferable to set up
a local section when the population is large enough to
justify a Red Cross structure. However, it realizes that
establishments throughout the national territory depend
on the National Society’s financial resources, not to
mention the fact that some countries’ geography
definitely influence the National Society’s structure in
terms of its centralisation.

The Nigerian Red Cross considers that, regardless of its
resources, no central office is capable of taking action
effectively throughout the national territory,
especially if this is very extensive. The existence of
regional sections is indispensable.
The Netherlands Red Cross also thinks that the National
Society should set up sections in all parts of the
country.
3.3

Does the openness of a Society to all persons interested
in Red Cross and Red Crescent work apply only to
nationals or does it include foreigners resident in that
country?

The reply is unanimous: membership of the National
Society should be (and, in the case of the Netherlands
Red Cross, already is) open to all who wish to serve,
whatever their nationality.
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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
worldwide.

1.

Recommended reading
J. Pictet,

2.

"The Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross :
Commentary", Henry Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1979,
pp. 87-92

General remarks
The universality of the Red Cross and Red Crescent arises
from the universality of suffering. The Principle of
universality must be understood in the light of the Principle
of humanity. The Red Cross has no "dogma" in this respect and
has no special philosophy; it is merely attentive to the
suffering of man. In the event of conflict or natural
disaster, when they are often compelled to fight for their
survival, countless human beings suffer from the inhumanity
of their fellow men.
The cries of anguish in today’s world must be recognized as
calls to action. To listen to others and recognize their
suffering is to hear a summons to serve, wherever these calls
happen to come from. This is the conviction of the Red Cross
and Red Crescent Movement.
The Movement is now nearly universal, but there are still
unknown sufferings and many places where it cannot carry out
its humanitarian work. In some cases, this situation is due
to the weakness or the absence of a National Society. That is
where sister Societies should show active solidarity.

Assistance given or received frequently implies the exercise
of power. Aid given with the intention of exerting a
political or an ideological influence is not in keeping with
the spirit of service which should always characterize Red
Cross and Red Crescent work. Thus in the Movement, political
or financial power should not become an obstacle to the
fundamental equality among National Societies. The axiom that
"he who pays the piper calls the tune" should never appear in
any Red Cross or Red Crescent relationship.
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3.

Questions put to National Societies and replies received
3.1

How far does "nationalism" (i.e., identification with a
national, political or government ideology) restrict
respect for the Principle of universality ?

The Australian Red Cross declares that the extent of
nationalism and its effects on the Movement and its
members come under the Principle of humanity or
neutrality rather than that of universality.
For the Nigerian Red Cross, nationalism and respect for
the principle of universalitjr are not opposed as long as
the National Society acts in accordance with the other
Fundamental Principles, in particular the Principle of
neutrality. The exercise of Red Cross duties does not
involve rejecting personal political choices but merely
setting them aside when pursuing the aims of the
Movement.

The Netherlands Red Cross thinks that nationalism could
impair respect for the Principle of universality in two
ways : one is when for political reasons governmentprovided funds cannot be used for relief and development
activities of another National Society; the other is
when a government refuses offered aid because of
divergent political ideology.

3.2

This Principle refers primarily to National Societies
and not to the international components of the Movement.
How can one also formulate the need for solidarity and
cooperation of National Societies with the League and
the ICRC?

The Australian Red Cross considers that, while the
wording of the Principle of universality cannot be
changed, statements about it in public should stress
that it is intended to encourage cooperation among all
components of the Movement and not only among the
National Societies.

The Netherlands Red Cross suggests that the statutes of
National Societies should include the stipulation that
every National Societjr is expected to contribute,
according to its abilities, to the international
activities of the League and the ICRC.
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S UMMARY

It must be borne in mind that this summary does not represent the
opinion of all the National Societies, but only of those which
expressed their views on each of the Principles.

1.

Observations
1.1

Having indicated that the difficulties encountered
within their Societies arose from members’ inadequate
understanding of the Fundamental Principles, several
National Societies acknowledged the need for systematic
and more intensive dissemination of the Principles among
their members. They also emphasized the importance of
making governments and the general public aware of the
link between the Fundamental Principles and the
activities of the Movement.

1.2

Some National Societies found that they needed to
produce training documents relating to the Principles,
with practical examples of their application and
outlines of situations in which such applications is
made difficult by external pressure. They stated their
wish to receive practical support in their dissemination
work from the League and the ICRC, such as advice
regarding the substance of dissemination programmes,
technical assistance and teaching material that has
already proved its worth.

1.3 The National Societies which replied to the
questionnaire voiced reservations concerning their
ability to take specific action to prevent ecological
disasters and the ecological causes of conflicts, their
view being that they possessed neither adequate
resources or experts nor the necessary competence to
qualify them to tackle such a problem.
1.4

Other causes of concern were highlighted: nationalism
and national laws that sometimes hampered humanitarian
action to assist those in need; latent discrimination
with regard to members belonging to ethnic groups which
were under-represented at decision-making levels in the
National Society; difficulty, not so much in recruiting
volunteers, but in keeping them in the service of the
Society.
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2.

Recommendations
In order to ensure better application of the Fundamental
Principles within National Societies, a number of proposals
were put forward:

Inclusion of the Fundamental Principles among the criteria
for making decisions on new projects in the National
Society, to ensure strict application of the Principles.

Systematic reference to the Fundamental Principles in all
public statements on the Movement’s activities, in order
to link specific action with the Principles that inspire
it, thus making the general public aware of their vital
importance for the Movement.
Regular assessment of the effective application of the
Principles in the activities carried out by National
Societies, so that any defects can be remedied.

Organization of regional or international seminars on
means and methods of dissemination of the Principles, for
representatives of National Societies currently engaged in
dissemination programmes.
Regular refresher courses to improve volunteer workers’
knowledge of the Principles so that they cannot only
implement them but also explain them to persons who may
wish to become members of the Red Cross or Red Crescent.
Documents to aid recruitment to be produced in vernacular
languages.

Seeking sources of private financing, which would help to
enhance the National Societies’ independence and guarantee
their autonomy.
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ICRC

In addition to its consultation with the National Societies, the
progress and results of which are discussed in the first part of
this report, the ICRC has produced a number of publications
dealing with the Fundamental Principles. These include:

1.

The meaning of the word "humanitarian" in relation to the
Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, by
Jean-Luc Blondel, article published in the November-December
1989 issue of the International Review of the Red Cross. In
it the author shows that the values of humanitarian law and
those of fundamental human rights can also be found in the
concept of humanity, for the latter implies unity, integrity
and universal recognition of the value of the human being;
second, the author explains that the Movement’s humanitarian
activities necessitate not only respect for the principle of
humanity, but also respect for the Fundamental Principles as
a whole.
The article is available in English, French, German and
Spanish.

2.

Neutrality and Impartiality: the importance of these
principles for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement and the difficulties involved in applying them, by
Marion Harroff-Tavel, article published in the
November-December 1989 issue of the International Review of
the Red Cross. In this paper, the author analyses the
relationship between the principles of impartiality and
neutrality and discusses their practical implications which
are of concern to the Movement’s various components.
The article is available in English, French, German and
Spanish.

3.

The Fundamental Principles of the International Red Cross and
Red Crescent Movement: this illustrated brochure comprises a
number of texts published in ICRC’s "dissemination" magazine
and is intended for the general public. After an introduction
on the origins of the Principles, each of the seven
Fundamental Principles is discussed from the point of view of
its meaning and scope, and illustrated by examples on its
application.
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The publication of this brochure, which is available in
Arabic, English, French and Spanish, is part of the ongoing
study on the interpretation of the Principles that the ICRC
is carrying out in cooperation with the League.
4.

Lastly, special mention should be made of the ICRC1s
dissemination policy, adopted in July 1990. This policy
confirms current practice by stressing dissemination’s three
priority objectives:

a.

b.
c.

promoting respect for international humanitarian law and
prevention of breaches thereof ;
improving the efficiency of humanitarian activities and
the security conditions in which they are carried out;
strengthening the Movement’s identity and unity through a
better knowledge and understanding of its Fundamental
Principles.

The ICRC’s work on spreading knowledge of the Fundamental
Principles therefore aims to reach three main target groups
the National Societies, political circles and the general
public (which can only be reached through the media) - with
respect to which it has adopted a specific approach.
In order to help National Societies develop their operat i onal
capacit5r and their potential as relays of the humanitarian
message, the ICRC acts as a catalyst and supports the
initiatives that the Societies undertake for their members
and for the benefit of the country’s population at large. The
ICRC focuses on training national dissemination of f icials
(relays) - in particular by organizing regional training
courses - and on providing publications and teaching
material.
The ICRC also endeavours to promote knowledge of its own
role , of the Movement’s activities and its guiding Principles
in government circles, among religious authorities and groups
with which establishing contact is necessary; it also
encourages the holding of seminars and meetings of experts.

The media, which can reach a vast audience, constitute
simultaneously a target group and an indispensable channel of
communication. The ICRC’s dissemination work with the media
is therefore aimed at improving their understanding of
humanitarian issues so as to enable them to relay the
humanitarian message correctly.
The ICRC’s policy on the dissemination of the Fundamental
Principles reflects, on the one hand, the concerns expressed
by National Societies with regard to a growing need to
promote respect for and the application of the Principles
and, on the other, the Societies’ wish to receive backing for
their own dissemination activities.
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OBJECTIVES

DISSEMINATION
THE
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The Constitution of the League, which is the international
federation of National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies,
provides that its tasks are, inter alia, "to assist the ICRC in
the promotion and development of international humanitarian law
and collaborate with it in the dissemination of this law and of
the Fundamental Principles among the National Societies" and "to
asist National Societies to recruit members from the population
as a whole and inculcate the Fundamental Principles and ideals of
the Movement". (Article 3, para. 1 h. and 1 j., of the League
Constitution ) .

In order to highlight the League’s attachment to the Fundamental
Principles, the latter have been included in the preamble of its
Constitution. The National Societies have been invited to do the
same in their respective statutes.

The League
unites all
support as
drawing up

is convinced that the Principles are a real link that
National Societies, and it strives to provide as much
it can to the ICRC and the National Societies in
and running dissemination programmes.

Furthermore, in the light of the "Fundamental Guidelines" issued
by the Second Conference on the Red Cross, Red Crescent and
Peace, the League has organized a series of seminars on the
dissemination of the Fundamental Principles as a contribution to
peace. It should also be pointed out that all of League’s
activities - relief work, development aid, health or youth
related tasks - always stress the importance of respect for the
Principles.

In order to help National Societies in their dissemination tasks
and to emphasize more effectively the essence of the Principles,
the League drew up - in cooperation with a group of National
Societies and the ICRC - a document entitled "Guidelines for the
Dissemination of the Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross and
Red Crescent Movement". This working tool, the first of its kind,
greatly benefited National Societies wanting to improve their
work on spreading knowledge of the Principles and of their
interdependence and application in daily life.
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The League has also endeavoured to raise awareness among
first-aid workers and young people of the validity of the
Principles, since they set the Movement apart from other
humanitarian organizations. This additional inspiration is useful
for all those who work within the Movement and is, in a way, a
living proof of the implementation of the Principles. We can
mention "Supercamp 1989", which brought together some 800 young
people from almost all Red Cross/Red Crescent Youth sections and
whose main theme was "Fundamental Principles in action".
For many years, and especially since the adoption in 1946 of the
Oxford Declaration by the League Board of Governors (Resolution
XII, Board of Governors, Oxford, 1946, and Resolution VII, Board
of Governors, Stockholm, 1948), the League has followed its line
of action concerning the dissemination of and respect for the
Fundamental Principles; it intends to pursue its policy, both at
the international level, in cooperation with the ICRC, and at the
national level, through the intermediary of its 148 member
Societies over the world. For the objective of the seven
Fundamental Principles to be achieved, all the members of the
Movement must draw inspiration from them in their work and
understand, accept and apply them. The best way to ensure this is
for every National Society to make the teaching of the Principles
an integral part of the national training programme for its
members, just as the League does when organizing special training
sessions for its delegates.
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FUTURE
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OUTLOOK

At this stage of the consultation, some trends have already
become apparent:

■

There is a widely felt need for components of the Movement
to refer more frequently to the Fundamental Principles in
explaining their activities and to stress the link between
the work they do and the underlying ethical considerations;

■

To help National Societies which are finding it difficult to
comply with the Principles because of external pressure, a
campaign should be organized to raise awareness of the
Principles among the government authorities; the latter
should be reminded that they are bound to respect the
Movement’s acceptance of the Principles, since
non-compliance with the Principles jeopardizes the very
identity of the Movement and undermine its activities;

■

A systematic approach is also desirable where respect for
the Principles is threatened by latent discrimination within
National Societies, which manifests itself in particular by
under-representation of certain groups at decision-making
levels. Every Society concerned should acknowledge the
existence of such discrimination, assess the situation, make
the staff aware of it, and take the necessary corrective
measures ;

■

There is general agreement that one reason for poor
understanding and non-respect of the Fundamental Principles
lies in inadequate dissemination. This means that it is
necessary to encourage and improve dissemination of the
Principles, first of all within the National Societies,
among their members. Such training is all the more vital
since the Movement’s members are the natural channels for
further dissemination;

■

National Societies that wish to disseminate the Principles
feel the need to compare experience acquired in regional or
international seminars devoted in particular to means and
methods of disseminating knowledge of the Principles;

■

Support for National Societies in the field of dissemination
must be adapted to each given situation. As regards teaching
material, outside support should wherever possible take the
form of helping to produce such material locally;
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■

In the context of encouraging dissemination of the
Fundamental Principles, the National Societies should have
at their disposal appropriate material intended for young
people, to be prepared locally.

The Fundamental Principles form the ethical foundation of the
Movement. The aim of the current study therefore is to set out
the common interpretation of the basic concepts embodied in the
Principles; this interpretation will form the essence of an
updated commentary which will complement the Cominentary written
by Jean Pictet.

The replies received to date from National Societies contained no
opinion contrary to the points on which agreement already exists.
All of them bear witness to the importance attached by National
Societies to the proper application of the Fundamental Principles
and to their concern to spread the humanitarian message in the
best possible way; yet none minimizes the practical difficulties
encountered in carrying out their mission in accordance with the
Principles.
Ideas have been put forward, and it is to be hoped that others
will follow, so that by the end of the current study all the
National Societies will agree on the conclusions of the
consultation process in which most of them have taken part.
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DRAFT

RESOLUTION

The Council of Delegates,
convinced that respect for the Fundamental Principles by
all the components of the Movement and dissemination of
knowledge of those Principles among the National
Societies and the general public are of vital
importance,
concerned by violations of the Principles, resulting
either from lack of understanding of their purpose and
meaning, or from outside pressure on National Societies,
noting that National Societies often find themselves
unable to cope with such situations,

noting with satisfaction the activities undertaken by
the ICRC and the League to make the Principles more
widely known, and in particular the adoption of their
dissemination policy,

1.

takes note of the ICRC’s second interim report
relative to the study on respect for and
dissemination of the Fundamental Principles, drawn
up in cooperation with the League,

2.

expresses its appreciation of the contribution by
National Societies which took part in the
consultation arranged by the ICRC,

3.

encourages the ICRC, in cooperation with the League,
to continue the consultation by holding extensive
talks with National Society officials, organizing
regional or international seminars on the subject,
or by any other means it deems appropriate,

4.

asks the ICRC, in cooperation with the League, to
support the National Societies’ efforts in
implementing the Principles and to help them in
particular to counter any pressure to which they may
be subjected,
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5.

requests the ICRC, in cooperation with the League,
to continue the studjr with a view to setting out, in
an updated commentary, the Movement’s common
interpretation of the Principles,

6.

invites the ICRC, in cooperation with the League, to
report to the next Council of Delegates.
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