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Executive Summary

Action 15 of the Strategy for the Movement identifies a need to:

Analyse the Movement's relations with key players in the political and military 
sphere, and establish and maintain appropriate mechanisms for consultation and 
co-ordination.

A National Society needs government recognition as “auxiliary to the public authorities in 
the humanitarian field”. However, a recent International Federation study shows that this 
auxiliary role has never been clearly defined by a decision of the Movement or of the 
International Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent. As a result, relations 
between the Movement and political or military bodies have mainly been left up to its 
components, guided only by the Fundamental Principles.

In recent years, the ICRC and a number of National Societies have stepped up their 
cooperation with the armed forces. While the ICRC has gained experience and 
developed its policy on relations with the military, other components of the Movement 
have not had the same opportunity. There has been a strong sense of need for a 
common position, in particular in Western Europe and in Asia. Discussions are in 
progress and the question has been raised at a number of meetings and seminars.

Relations with political and military bodies are necessary to the operations of the 
Movement’s components. It is therefore essential that those bodies know the Movement's 
components and see them acting in a consistent manner. The Movement's promotion of 
international humanitarian law is one way of initiating or pursuing dialogue.

The Movement needs common and realistic guidelines that serve its aims and uphold its 
principles of independence, impartiality and universality, taking into account the 
experience of its components.

The attached guidelines focus on the military sphere, take into account recent 
experiences and are based on the Movement's Fundamental Principles, statutes and 
resolutions. The guidelines have been developed by the ICRC in consultation with the 
International Federation and experts from National Societies.

It is recommended that the Movement accept the guidelines as a source of inspiration, 
that it continue to develop dialogue with armed forces and that the components of the 
Movement intensify their exchanges of experiences regarding relations with military and 
political bodies.
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RELATIONS BETWEEN THE COMPONENTS OF THE 
INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT 

MOVEMENT AND KEY POLITICAL AND MILITARY BODIES

1 INTRODUCTION

The Strategy for the Movement adopted by the 2001 Council of Delegates defines action 15 
as follows:

Analyse the Movement's relations with key players in the political and military 
spheres, and establish and maintain appropriate mechanisms for consultation and 
coordination.

"When establishing cooperative relationships with governments or the military, 
Movement components should make sure that they promote effective assistance and 
protection of victims of conflict and vulnerable people, and that they respect the 
Fundamental Principles. Ongoing relationships should be reviewed from this point of 
view. The components of the Movement must always safeguard their independence 
from activities of a political and/or military nature."

Under the Movement's Statutes, a National Society cannot obtain ICRC recognition or 
become a member of the International Federation until its government has recognised it as 
being “auxiliary to the public authorities in the humanitarian field”, a status that also has 
implications for its relations with the armed forces.

However, a recent International Federation study shows that this auxiliary role has never 
been defined by a decision of the Movement or of the International Conference of the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent. As a result, relations between the Movement and political or 
military bodies have mainly been left up to its components, guided only by the Fundamental 
Principles.

The components of the Movement approach this "auxiliary" role in a variety of ways. While 
the roles of the ICRC and the International Federation are clear, since both organizations are 
international or have primarily international responsibilities, this is not the case for the 
National Societies. Some Societies focus on their traditional role of assisting the armed 
forces’ medical services; others act as charities, dissociating themselves as much as 
possible from the authorities; and still others are very much integrated into the public 
services. As a result, National Society leaders interpret the "auxiliary" role of their Societies, 
and their relations with political and military bodies, in different ways.

2 ABOUT THE GUIDELINES

The proposed guidelines focus mainly on civil-military relations. They are based on the 
Movement's recent experience especially in the Balkans and the Middle East. There were 
serious doubts as to whether the auxiliary role that some National Societies played within the 
armed forces in those theatres of operations was in accordance with the principle of 
impartiality.

Action 15 mentions guidelines for peacekeeping operations. However, military doctrine has 
moved away from classical peacekeeping and towards crisis-response operations, which 
range from providing assistance during natural disasters to fighting in armed conflicts. The 
guidelines on relations with political and military bodies have taken this change into account. 
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Although civil-military cooperation is not new to the military, their partners have changed. In 
recent years, the ICRC and a number of National Societies have stepped up their 
cooperation with the armed forces. While the ICRC has gained experience and developed its 
policy on relations with the military, most of the other components of the Movement have not 
had the same opportunity.

In the past, National Society cooperation with the military was generally national. Today, it 
involves taking part in national and international exercises, meetings, presentations and 
courses on civil-military cooperation, all related to operations conducted outside a Society’s 
own country. Furthermore, some governments and armed forces have asked their National 
Societies to accompany the armed forces on crisis-response operations abroad.

Civil-military cooperation and assistance operations help commanders achieve their military 
and political objectives. For the Movement, however, coordination by a deployed military 
force is inconceivable because of the Movement’s mandate, the Fundamental Principles 
(especially those of independence, impartiality and neutrality) and its focus on helping 
victims.

3 IMPLEMENTATION

The Movement needs to adopt a common position on the role of National Societies. 
Discussions are in progress and the question has been raised at a number of meetings and 
seminars.

In June 2002, the Danish Red Cross took up the matter with the ICRC regional delegate in 
Brussels. This discussion was followed by a meeting to examine an early draft of the 
proposed guidelines. The Danish Red Cross also hosted a workshop in January 2003, 
setting up a "working group", as suggested in action 15 of the Strategy for the Movement.

All European National Societies known to have an interest in the issue were invited to take 
part in the workshop, as was the Secretariat of the International Federation. Experts from the 
National Societies of Denmark, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, and Sweden 
were present. Representatives of the Danish Defence and of the Supreme Headquarters 
Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE) also attended the event.

The question of relations with military and political bodies has been raised in other parts of 
the world, for instance at the Vlth Regional Conference for Asia and the Pacific held in 
Manila. That Conference emphasized the need for a common position and guidelines and for 
clarification of the role of National Societies in military exercises, their "auxiliary" role and 
their position regarding requests from governments to accompany the military on missions.

It is on this basis that the ICRC drafted the proposed guidelines in consultation with the 
International Federation and National Society experts. The guidelines are intended to help 
the components of the Movement in conducting relations with political and military bodies.

The ICRC appreciates the support and advice provided by individual contacts within the 
military, the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, participants in the Copenhagen meeting 
and colleagues from the Secretariat of the International Federation.
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4 CONCLUSIONS

Since the Movement's activities necessarily bring it into contact with political and military 
bodies, it is essential that those bodies understand the Movement and its components and 
what they can and cannot do.

The Movement needs common and realistic guidelines that serve its aims and uphold its 
principles of independence, impartiality and universality, taking into account the experience 
of its components.

The proposed guidelines are based on the Movement's experience, its Fundamental 
Principles, its Statutes and its resolutions. They were drawn up in close consultation with the 
International Federation and National Society experts.

5 RECOMMENDATIONS

• The components of the Movement should adopt the proposed guidelines and use them 
as the basis for manuals and handbooks. The ICRC, primarily through its regional 
delegations, should assist National Societies in this process.

• The components of the Movement should intensify their dialogue with armed forces and 
military alliances so that political and military bodies better understand their mandates, 
their modus operandi and their obligation to disseminate international humanitarian law.

• In the dialogue with Armed Forces, the National Societies should, when appropriate, avail 
themselves of the expertise that the ICRC has acquired in dealing with armed and 
security forces through its specialized delegates.

• The Movement's components should intensify their dialogue and exchanges of 
experience on this topic, both at the proposed workshop during the 28th International 
Conference and beyond.
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GUIDELINES FOR THE INTERNATIONAL RED CROSS AND 
RED CRESCENT MOVEMENT ON ITS RELATIONS WITH 

POLITICAL AND MILITARY BODIES

1 GENERAL FRAMEWORK

1.1 Movement principles and policies
The Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols, the Statutes of the International 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement1 and the Fundamental Principles of the Movement 
form the basis for relations between the components of the Movement and political and 
military bodies. During armed conflicts, internal disturbances/tensions and disasters, such 
relations are also governed by the relevant resolutions of the International Conference of the 
Red Cross and Red Crescent and of the Council of Delegates.2

1.2 National Societies within their own countries
Within their own countries, National Societies are independent humanitarian organizations 
subject to international law and national legislation. Whenever necessary or appropriate, they 
work together with the authorities, in an auxiliary capacity, for the purpose of rendering 
humanitarian services to those in need. National Societies may have agreements or other 
arrangements with military or civil defence authorities at the national level concerning 
disaster-preparedness, first-aid training, tracing and the provision of volunteers and first-aid 
personnel for disaster-relief operations. In many countries, the same disaster-preparedness 
organizations with which National Societies cooperate at the national and regional levels are 
also active in situations of armed conflict or internal disturbance.

1.3 Respect for the Fundamental Principles
In their relations with political and military bodies, the Movement and each of its components 
must at all times respect the Fundamental Principles, especially those of impartiality, 
independence and neutrality.

1.4 Auxiliary role of the National Societies
National Societies are voluntary aid agencies, auxiliary to the public authorities in the 
humanitarian field and may assist their armed forces’ medical services in their own country, 
especially during an armed conflict.3 In this auxiliary capacity, they may only carry out 
medical or other health-related activities.

National Society medical personnel may also accompany the armed forces’ medical services 
on military operations outside their countries, provided such personnel are operating under 
the authority of the armed forces (subject to military law and regulations and hence not using 
the emblem as an indicative sign) and are exclusively providing medical assistance to those 
who have been wounded or fallen sick during the hostilities. Under no circumstances should 
a component of the Movement act in such a way that it could be seen as contributing to 
military action or supporting the political views and policies of one of the parties to a conflict.

1 Statutes of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, October 1986.

2 See, in particular, the Agreement on the Organization of the International Activities of the Components of the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, 26 November 1997 (the Seville Agreement), article 5.2.

3 First Geneva Convention of 1949, Articles 24 and 26.
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1.5 Roles of the ICRC and the International Federation
In relations with military bodies, the ICRC acts as lead agency for the components of the 
Movement in situations of armed conflict and internal strife; the International Federation of 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies assumes this role in natural and technical disaster 
situations4.

1.6 Military involvement in humanitarian action
Although the military often plays a legitimate role in both disaster-preparedness and the 
provision of assistance, the decision to involve it in such activities is always political. 
Whatever conditions governments impose on a component of the Movement involved in civil- 
military cooperation, that component must always act in conformity with the Movement's 
Statutes, Fundamental Principles and resolutions.

2 MILITARY DEPLOYMENT ABROAD

2.1 Principles of action
When a military force is operating outside its own country, all components of the Movement 
present on the ground must respect the following principles:

• The main objective of the Movement's humanitarian action is to save lives and protect 
human dignity.

• The Movement's humanitarian mandate and activities must never be subordinated to 
political and/or military objectives or considerations.

• In responding to disasters, National Societies are likely to work with government relief
coordination agencies that coordinate both international military and civil defence 
activities and the support provided by international and non-governmental organizations. 
In such situations, the components of the Movement must act in accordance with the 
Code of Conduct5 and the National Societies must maintain their independence of action.

• The components of the Movement must maintain their independence of decision and 
action, while consulting closely with the national disaster-relief coordination agency or 
military force deployed in the theatre of operations where they are operating. 
Consultations must take place at every stage and at all levels, to ensure that the victims 
receive the best possible protection and assistance.

2.2 Role of the ICRC
When a military force is deployed abroad, the ICRC should foster contacts at all levels of 
command with a view to exchanging relevant information. In so doing, it should endeavour to 
ensure that military action does not impinge on the impartiality, neutrality or independence of 
the work of the components of the Movement. Other components of the Movement may also 
be involved in the exchange of information where appropriate.

All components of the Movement present in the theatre of operations must act in accordance 
with the Fundamental Principles and accept the guidance of the ICRC where policy 
questions are concerned. The ICRC has primary responsibility for promoting international 
humanitarian law at all levels in the operational area of a deployed military force.

4 See, in particular, the Agreement on the Organization of the International Activities of the Components of the
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, 26 November 1997 (the Seville Agreement), Article 4

5 Code of conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and non-governmental 
organizations in disaster relief.



7

2.3 Use of the emblems
The emblems must be used in accordance with the Geneva Conventions, the Statutes of the 
Movement and other relevant regulations adopted by the Movement's statutory bodies.6

3 COOPERATION IN PRACTICE

3.1 International and regional dialogue
The ICRC and the International Federation should establish and maintain dialogue with 
political and military circles at an international level and in all countries where they work. 
National Societies may do the same with their own armed forces. In addition, dialogue should 
be developed with relevant UN agencies and regional organizations.7

3.2 National dialogue
Within their countries, National Societies may initiate dialogue with government bodies and 
with non-governmental organizations that are cooperating with the political and military 
spheres. The primary aim of such dialogue is to promote the Movement's positions on 
humanitarian action, make known the role of each of its components, spread knowledge of 
international humanitarian law and, especially, raise awareness of the ICRC' mandate and 
obligations in armed conflict.

3.3 Participation in military exercises
The Movement's purpose in participating in military exercises is to promote international 
humanitarian law and ensure that political and military personnel know the components of 
the Movement and respect their roles.

3.4 National Societies and military or police forces within their own countries
National Societies may help prepare the military or police forces of their own countries for 
peace-support operations by training them in first aid and international humanitarian law, and 
by informing them about the Movement. Whenever appropriate, the ICRC will assist the 
National Societies in this task.

3.5 International and regional exercises in preparation for armed conflict
The ICRC, and other components of the Movement when appropriate, should be involved in 
the design and implementation of international and regional exercises carried out in 
preparation for armed conflict or internal strife. The participation of the ICRC, in addition to 
that of the National Society concerned, is also recommended in certain military exercises 
carried out at a national level, especially those involving other countries.

3.6 International and regional disaster-preparedness exercises
The Secretariat of the International Federation should be invited to take part in disaster
preparedness exercises, especially at the regional and international levels. When National 
Societies are asked to engage in civil-military cooperation, as is the case in Western Europe, 
they may do so at the national, regional or international levels, depending on the 
circumstances. At the regional and international levels, the International Federation and/or 
the ICRC should be notified and involved.

6 Such as the Regulations on the Use of the Emblem of the Red Cross or the Red Crescent by the National 
Societies, as revised and adopted by the 1991 Council of Delegates (Resolution No. 5).

7 Such as NATO, EU, AU, ASEAN, ECOWAS and SADC.
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3.7 Use of military or civil defence assets by Movement Components
In cases where, as a last resort, a component of the Movement uses military or civil defence 
assets, it must preserve its neutrality and independence and the neutrality and independence 
of other components of the Movement.


