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Report of the International Committee of the Red Cross and 
the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies on their functional cooperation

1. INTRODUCTION

This report forms part of the follow-up given to Resolution 4, operative paragraph 2, 
of the 1995 Council of Delegates. Its main objective is to review the various aspects 
of the work done by the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and the 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (International 
Federation) in pursuing and developing their functional cooperation. It will be 
recalled that the report submitted by the two organizations to the 1995 Council of 
Delegates contained preliminary ideas for a long-term vision and strategy for the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement (Movement). It proposed 
three basic and four supporting goals which would serve as a basis for the future 
development of functional cooperation.

The three basic goals are the strengthening of National Societies, rapid and effective 
reaction in the event of armed conflict and other types of disaster, and the promotion 
of the Fundamental Principles of the Movement and the values deriving from them. 
The four supporting goals consist of increasing financial resources, training leaders 
and staff, developing the Movement's capacity in the communication sphere, and 
strengthening the coherence and focus of the cooperation of the Movement's 
components with other players on the international scene.

The 1995 report concluded that progress would necessarily depend not only on the 
measures taken by the two organizations, pursuant to the 1989 Agreement, but also 
on the adoption of the development a more positive attitude on the part of the ICRC 
and the International Federation and on greater understanding between them.

The objectives identified two years ago are still valid today; indeed they are reflected 
in the Preamble of the new draft Agreement prepared by the Advisory Commission.

As will be seen from the present report, there are a great many areas, both formal 
and informal, in which the ICRC and the International Federation cooperate on a 
daily basis. Such interaction is important, but is often not visible to the outside world 
- a situation inherent to anything that functions smoothly.
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Nevertheless, a number of issues remain unresolved. Although some progress has 
been made by establishing more effective mechanisms for consultation and the 
settlement of differences, it has not been possible to resolve all difficulties.

In discussing functional cooperation care should be taken not to overlook the 
differences in structure, modus operandi and “operational culture" between the ICRC 
and the International Federation. A divergence in point of view or approach is not 
necessarily a bad thing and can even be a source of strength for the Movement. 
Problems arise when it is not well managed and affects programmes in the field, or if 
it comes to the attention of the public.

The aim of this report is to give a realistic overview of the work done in the course of 
the past two years to achieve closer cooperation in a variety of activities and 
domains. Chapter II covers questions related to general management and the 
holding of regular meetings between the two organizations. Chapters IV and V deal 
with specific areas of cooperation. The Advisory Commission has followed the same 
outline in its work. The ICRC and the International Federation undertake to complete 
the process on the basis of the conclusions reached by the Council of Delegates.

II. CONSULTATION MEETINGS

2.1 ICRC/lnternational Federation Joint Meeting

Apart from the almost daily working contacts between ICRC and Federation staff, 
representatives of the two organizations also hold regular discussions within the 
framework of the Joint Meeting. The main purpose of this Meeting is to assist the 
statutory bodies of the Movement with all procedural and substantive matters. It also 
enables the ICRC and the International Federation to keep each other regularly 
informed about the coordination of their activities and any subjects of interest to the 
Movement as a whole.

The representatives of the ICRC and the International Federation thus met six times 
in 1996 and five times in 1997. Topics for discussion included:

• the outcome of and follow-up to the 26th International Conference of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent;

• the follow-up to the Council of Delegates and the resolutions adopted in 1995;
• preparations for and follow-up to the meetings of the Standing Commission in 

areas concerning the two organizations;
• the organization of and preparations for the 27th International Conference;
• all questions relating to the award of the Henry Dunant medals;
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• harmonization of the positions of the two organizations regarding areas of 
common concern.

2.2 Statutes and integrity of National Societies

The Joint ICRC/Federation Commission for National Society Statutes met 14 times 
during the period under review, and examined the situations of 18 National Societies 
in formation and 52 cases of amendment of statutes. Generally speaking, the 
subjects discussed related to the following:

• recognition and admission procedures; .
• amendment of statutes;
• difficulties preventing some National Societies from functioning normally (e.g., 

internal disagreement, failure to respect one or more of the conditions for 
recognition and admission or of the Fundamental Principles).

The Commission made significant headway in its work on a number of these cases. 
In almost every instance the amendments it proposed were taken into account, 
following the dispatch of a joint letter by the ICRC and the International Federation. 
The Commission meetings also served as a basis for organizing joint missions prior 
to the recognition of emerging National Societies.

The question of the integrity of National Societies - a matter in which the 
International Federation plays a significant statutory role - and which is closely linked 
to the issue of respect for the Fundamental Principles also gave rise to several 
discussions between the ICRC and the International Federation and was the subject 
of high-level consultation between the two organizations. The outcome of these 
discussions was that it was crucial to maintain close consultation on any steps taken 
with regard to respect for the Fundamental Principles and the protection of the 
integrity of National Societies.

The ICRC and the International Federation are convinced that working in a 
constructive and “proactive” manner is preferable to reacting to evident 
shortcomings. They believe that helping to promote the development of National 
Societies and strengthening the Societies' operational capacity are the key to 
effective implementation of the Fundamental Principles.

2.3 Senior management meetings

Meetings between the senior management of the ICRC and the International 
Federation began in January 1995. Their main objective is to improve mutual 
understanding and build a reciprocal sense of trust, with a view to identifying and 
resolving difficulties and to elaborating common strategies.
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The report on functional cooperation submitted to the 1995 Council of Delegates 
was drawn up on the basis of these initial sessions. The process continued 
throughout 1996 and 1997, during which time 24 meetings (lasting half a day to a 
day and a half) were held. The informal nature of these gatherings facilitates frank 
and open dialogue, enabling participants to exchange views and to examine any 
matter of common interest. They also provide an opportunity to identify any 
problems and misunderstandings, and, as is frequently the case, to settle them or 
prevent them from getting out of hand.

Most of the work carried out in this context over the past two years was devoted to 
finding means of strengthening cooperation between the ICRC and the Internationa! 
Federation and to preparing presentations made to the Advisory Commissioi 
Numerous operational problems were also discussed. In addition, the senior 
management of the two organizations engaged in a debate on the concepts of “lead 
agency" and “lead role”. They also examined a vast array of other topics, notably 
questions regarding the development of National Societies, reforms within the UN, 
relations with UN agencies (in particular UNHCR) and with the European Union 
(ECHO), and sensitive matters concerning the media.

2.4 Contacts with the Advisory Commission

An intensive dialogue with the Advisory Commission was maintained through close 
contacts between the ICRC and the International Federation. These contacts, as 
well as several meetings with the Advisory Commission itself, gave rise to very open 
exchanges of views on the development of relations between the ICRC and the 
International Federation in the context of the Movement’s long-term vision and the 
cooperation of its components with other organizations.

Both the ICRC and the International Federation also drew up a number of proposals 
and submitted suggestions with regard to the new draft Agreement.

2.5 Reorganization of the Henry Dunant Institute

The two organizations closely cooperated in the study carried out by a consultant 
with a view to preparing a fundamental reorganization of the Henry Dunant Institute 
designed to adapt it to current needs.

III. RELATIONS WITH THE STANDING COMMISSION

ICRC and Federation representatives took part in the various working groups set up 
by the Standing Commission. Excellent cooperation prevailed during the meetings, 
which were chaired by Commission members. The groups' work was reviewed and 
adopted by the Standing Commission, and then finalized in the form of the following 
reports to the Council of Delegates:
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• the 27th International Conference;
• the emblem;
• rules of procedure for an arbitration board (included in the Report of the 

Standing Commission).

Another working group focused on the preparation of the agenda of the Council of 
Delegates and on drawing up draft resolutions for submission to the Council.

IV. OPERATIONAL COOPERATION

4.1 International operations

Although the ICRC and the International Federation have maintained an ongoing 
dialogue on operational matters, there has been greater emphasis on the division of 
tasks in a specific context than on the attempt to establish clearly defined and 
acknowledged areas where the two organizations can play a complementary role. 
The most visible problem in relations between the ICRC and the International 
Federation arise at the operational level, the main reason being that each 
organization has a different perception of the application of the respective mandates 
and spheres of responsibility. The two top officials in charge of operations meet 
once a month to try and smooth out any difficulties and find solutions to the root 
causes of tension and disagreement. Frequent informal meetings aimed at settling 
operational problems also take place between the respective heads of departments 
and zones. An in-depth review of the situations in which the ICRC and the 
International Federation are involved was conducted at a meeting held to gain a 
clearer understanding of the viewpoints and working methods of each organization 
and to examine the underlying causes of the problems that arise between them in 
the field.

In some particularly problematic or complex situations, the two organizations have 
negotiated and signed memoranda of understanding clarifying their respective roles 
and responsibilities and placing them on a formal footing. In other contexts, 
however, lengthy discussions between the ICRC and the International Federation 
have failed to produce any agreement or arrangement harmonizing their respective 
activities. Practical experience shows that such formal agreements have both 
advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand, they serve to clarify certain 
points, notably by indicating the line to be followed by delegations in the field; on the 
other, they make it more difficult to adapt operations to changing circumstances and 
require constant adjustment as the context evolves; this may in turn give rise to 
problems. It should nevertheless be pointed out that there are operational contexts 
where cooperation meets everyone's expectations without being established on a 
formal basis.
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Technical cooperation

Substantial progress has been achieved over the past two years in more technical 
areas of operational cooperation. Common standards for medical assistance have 
now been developed, in agreement with international bodies, concerning the use of 
medicines and medical care in emergency situations, for example.

The respective units in charge of logistics are working together to establish common 
rules with regard to documentation, the running of vehicle fleets and the training of 
logistics staff. Efforts are also being made to arrange for the transfer of resources 
between the two organizations to cover operational requirements.

As regards the exchange of information and the training of delegates, there has 
been close cooperation between the ICRC and the International Federation on the 
issue of security and safety of field staff.

4.2 Development of National Societies

Within the context of the meetings between the top management of the ICRC and 
the International Federation, senior operational staff in charge of development 
issues met in 1996 to define the two organizations' respective spheres of 
competence and to examine problems requiring joint, concerted action.

Several meetings were subsequently organized at ICRC headquarters (Division for 
Policy and Cooperation within the Movement) and at the Federation Secretariat 
(National Society Cooperation and Development Division). Four consultation 
sessions were held to discuss the following issues:

• definition of the concept of "lead role" in the development of National Societies;
• the integrity of National Societies;
• the development of National Societies in conflict situations;
• human resources.

These meetings enabled participants to draw up practical proposals for closer 
operational cooperation regarding the development of National Societies.
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V. COOPERATION IN SPECIFIC AREAS

5.1 Communication

For some years now, there has been good functional cooperation between the two 
organizations in the field of communication. Recent success stories include the Red 
Cross-Red Crescent magazine, which will soon be entering its fourth year of 
publication. Other examples are the planning and organization of joint activities, 
notably exhibitions, communication seminars and coordinated strategies regarding 
the Internet and media relations, both in Geneva and in the field. Lastly, there have 
been several joint statements to the press about specific events. Although most of 
the projects arising from the Communication Forum set up following the decision of 
the 1995 Council of Delegates were carried out separately, coordination between 
the two organizations was always smooth.

Another area of constructive cooperation was the campaign against anti-personnel 
landmines, which also mobilized numerous National Societies, thus enabling the 
Movement to present itself as a unified body to the outside world. The coordination 
of various events planned for 1999 (the "Millennium" project, the 50th anniversary of 
the Geneva Conventions and the 27th International Conference) will again enable 
the ICRC and the International Federation to work together with the National 
Societies in strengthening the image of the Movement.

5.2 Human resources and training

Working relations and cooperation between the two organizations' human resources 
departments increased during the period covered by this report, notably in the 
training field, and activities were conducted in a friendly and constructive 
atmosphere. Regular contact was maintained at both management and staff levels. 
There were three informal meetings bringing together the human resources 
personnel of each organization. The training of logistics experts, health personnel 
and water and sanitation engineers, for example, and the Movement’s contribution 
to the establishment of a university degree in humanitarian action were among the 
topics discussed.

Over the past two years, the main area of cooperation was the Basic Training 
Courses which are organized by participating National Societies. About 25 such 
courses are held every year in some 20 countries. The close coordination 
established between the two Geneva-based organizations and the National 
Societies setting up the courses is of primary importance in ensuring their success. 
The manual used for these courses is currently being updated. Three out of ten 
chapters have already been revised, including those dealing with security and stress 
management.
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The ICRC and Federation training units invite each other to take part in the courses 
they organize. The International Federation has a slot in the introductory training 
course which the ICRC runs for its new staff members. The Federation's training unit 
has set up a similar course, which has led to an exchange of information between 
the two organizations.

The ICRC and the International Federation have also continued jointly to organize 
the annual courses for National Society leaders. These events, which are held at the 
Henry Dunant Institute, will be maintained irrespective of the future of the Institute.

5.3 Dissemination of the Fundamental Principles and implementation of 
international humanitarian law

A number of meetings between ICRC and Federation staff in charge of promoting 
awareness of the Fundamental Principles and humanitarian law were organized 
during the period under review in order to coordinate approaches in this area.

The International Federation was invited to attend several meetings in Geneva, as 
well as seminars on humanitarian law conducted by the ICRC, in order to present 
the methods and messages it uses to spread knowledge of the Fundamental 
Principles.

The ICRC was asked to take part in two training courses which the International 
Federation organized in Bonn in cooperation with the German Red Cross.

The two meetings of National Society legal advisers held by the ICRC in Geneva in 
1996 and 1997 gave rise to constructive exchanges of views on the implementation 
of humanitarian law and the development of implementation mechanisms. Both 
events were attended by Federation representatives. It is planned to continue 
organizing this type of meeting in the future.

5.4 Cooperation with international organizations

The ICRC and the International Federation both maintain regular contacts and 
working relations with various international organizations in Geneva and in New 
York, and cooperate with each other in a number of areas. This includes mutual 
consultation before scheduled meetings or other events. It also involves coordinating 
on issues or topics that may require either organization to take action, and, if need 
be, exchanging information on the projects envisaged; collaborating and clarifying 
each other's position on specific matters; and cooperating and affording support for 
each other during meetings and conferences.

The quality of the cooperation established in this last area should be emphasized, as 
there is a genuine wish on both sides to achieve constructive results, despite very 
real constraints.
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In 1997 a joint working group was set up to follow the debate surrounding the United 
Nations' Programme for Reform. The group is to study the consequences of this 
process for the Movement’s components and to try and establish common positions 
on this important question.

5.5 Cooperation with non-governmental organizations and other 
institutions

During the period covered by this report, the ICRC and the International Federation 
worked either jointly or individually on the promotion, dissemination and 
implementation of the Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Movement and non-governmental organizations in disaster relief. A new 
project was launched with a view to establishing a set of minimum working 
standards for organizations involved in emergency relief. These standards will 
specify the vital needs of disaster victims and their fundamental rights in terms of 
food, water and shelter. They will also set out the best possible strategy and 
describe current procedures for ensuring that the victims' rights are respected. The 
precise way in which the ICRC and the Federation will cooperate on this project has 
yet to be determined, particularly on the question of involvement of other 
humanitarian organizations.

5.6 Fundraising at the international level

The past two years saw a regular exchange of information between the relevant 
departments at ICRC and the International Federation on fundraising at the 
international level, and the two organizations recently started to discuss long-term 
plans and an overall strategy.

5.7 Ad hoc contributions to meetings bringing together all the Movement’s 
components

5.7.1 Meetings with participating National Societies

Once every six months the ICRC and the International Federation jointly organize a 
meeting with participating National Societies. This provides an opportunity for 
exchanging views on ongoing operations and the general policy of each 
organization, notably on financial matters.
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5.7.2 Finance Working Group

The Finance Working Group is an informal gathering of representatives of 
participating National Societies, the Federation Secretariat and the ICRC. It is mainly 
designed to enable the finance departments of all of the Movement’s components to 
work out joint solutions to problems encountered in international operations. The 
purpose is to render such operations as cost-effective as possible by recommending 
the adoption of appropriate measures, directives and policies.

5.7.3 Programme on children affected by armed conflict

The contribution of the ICRC and the International Federation to the Programme 
entitled "Children affected by armed conflict" is part of the follow-up to Resolution 5 
adopted by the 1995 Council of Delegates. It is described in a specific report drawn 
up by the International Coordinating Group responsible for monitoring 
implementation of the Programme, which comes under Item 6 of the agenda of the 
1997 Council of Delegates.

VI. CONCLUSIONS AND PERSPECTIVES

This report shows the very significant progress achieved over the past two years by 
different departments within the ICRC and the International Federation.

Although further clarification of the respective responsibilities of each organization 
remains an essential goal, mutual comprehension has improved at all levels and in a 
variety of ways. This new understanding is not yet sufficient to resolve every 
problem, but it at least makes it possible to work openly and pragmatically towards a 
solution.

Much of the progress made so far is due to a genuine wish on both sides to adopt a 
transparent approach, but it must be acknowledged that joint initiatives and projects 
are still the exception, whether in the operational sphere or in specific areas 
requiring functional cooperation.

The conclusions reached by the Advisory Commission provide a working basis for 
the Council of Delegates to determine how the Movement should organize its formal 
relations. If an Agreement satisfactory to all the Movement’s components is 
established, major progress can be achieved in a number of areas of functional 
cooperation. It should be pointed out that the draft Agreement already highlights 
several such spheres of activity, both in Geneva and in the field.



13

A new Agreement alone will not be sufficient to achieve the overall goaf however. A 
better working atmosphere and greater solidarity among the various components of 
the Movement are crucial factors as well. An initial step in that direction has already 
been taken by the management of the ICRC and the International Federation, who 
have decided to examine current cooperation mechanisms in the light of the 
favourable results achieved over the past two years in the context of the "Morges 
Process" by creating a more clearly established structure for their discussions. The 
next step will be to arrive at a consensus with regard to the new Agreement, to 
implement its provisions in a constructive way and to develop a greater sense of 
solidarity. The general objectives already include several projects aimed at 
enhancing functional cooperation over the next two years and at achieving greater 
efficiency in implementing goals shared by all the Movement’s components.

The success of future efforts will largely depend on the approach adopted in 
examining and developing common strategies on the basis of jointly established 
objectives and of the experience gained by the ICRC and the International 
Federation.


