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Executive Summary

This report describes a way forward to the International Conference in 2007, one of whose 
final objectives should be a common understanding between the Movement and 
Governments on the definition and scope of the role of the National Societies as auxiliaries to 
the public authorities, based on the Fundamental Principles and the Movement’s Statutes. 
The report proposes a working definition of the auxiliary role and a work plan for the 
consultation between the Movement’s components and Governments on the matter.

The report stresses the importance of the role of National Societies as auxiliaries to their 
national public authorities. However, it also highlights the risks the auxiliary role 
encompasses, especially when it is not correctly understood or misinterpreted.

An annex to the report summarizes a study carried out by the ICRC, in consultation with the 
International Federation and National Societies, on National Societies as auxiliaries to the 
public authorities in situations of armed conflict. It provides possible orientations for more 
specific guidance in such situations with a view to having them considered in the above- 
mentioned consultations.
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NATIONAL SOCIETIES AS AUXILIARIES TO THE PUBLIC AUTHORITIES 
IN THE HUMANITARIAN FIELD

1. Introduction

The Plan of Action adopted by the 27th International Conference of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent in 1999 (Final goal 3.3, action point 15) and the Strategy for the Movement 
(Strategic objective 3, Action 14) called on the International Federation, in cooperation with 
National Societies and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), to conduct a 
comprehensive study of the working relationship between States and National Societies. The 
main expected result of this study was defined as follows:

“Components of the Movement and States have a clearer and more common 
understanding of the National Society auxiliary role, its advantages and restrictions, in 
the light of changing needs and of the evolving roles of other service providers.”

Accordingly, the International Federation carried out a study entitled “National Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies as auxiliaries to the public authorities in the humanitarian field”,1 
which was welcomed in 2003 by Resolution 1 of the 28th International Conference and by 
Resolution 6 of the Council of Delegates.

The study analysed how both the external environment and the concept of auxiliary status 
have evolved over the years. It reviewed various aspects of the relationship between 
National Societies and States, in particular interactions related to both the functioning of 
National Societies2 3 and to their activities.
The study also examined how a number of key policies and regulations approved in recent 
years affect the relationship between States and National Societies. It sought to better define 
the concept of “auxiliary to the public authorities in the humanitarian field”, which had 
become blurred over the years. This affected the universality of the concept, with the result 
that the International Federation and the ICRC had to intervene in a number of problematic 
cases involving issues of integrity.

In addition, the study provided practical guidance to National Societies and States by 
describing “the characteristics of a balanced relationship”, thus helping to ensure that this 
relationship remained mutually beneficial and in compliance with the Fundamental Principles. 
It also included considerations about specific aspects of the auxiliary role related to situations 
of armed conflict.

In the light of the study’s findings, Resolution 6 of the 2003 Council of Delegates:

3) takes note of the concept outlined in the conclusions of the study concerning 
the “Characteristics of a balanced relationship between States and National 
Societies” and invites National Societies to initiate discussions internally and with 
their governments with a view to further developing the “characteristics” and 
strengthening government understanding of the value of the auxiliary character of 
National Societies and the importance of a balanced relationship,

1 Referred to in this document as the International Federation study.
2 Such as recognition, decision-making, financial control, amendment of statutes, management 
selection, taxation and use of the emblem.
3 Such as programme implementation, relief for wounded and sick combatants on the battlefield, other 
activities carried out in times of conflict, programme selection, activities abroad and humanitarian 
activities carried out by the State.
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4) invites the International Federation in cooperation with the ICRC to press 
ahead with its work on this subject, including through further consultation with 
National Societies, States and international organisations,

5) invites the Federation to keep National Societies regularly informed of 
progress made in this regard and to provide updated and more specific guidance 
for consideration by the Council of Delegates in 2005 and the International 
Conference in 2007.”

2. Current issues

The auxiliary role is a key requirement for National Societies to become members of the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and sets them apart from other NGOs 
within their own countries.

However, the role of a National Society as an auxiliary must be balanced against the 
requirement that it remain independent of government. Concerns arise if the government 
interferes in the National Society’s governance or programming, in particular when:

> the composition of the National Society’s governing bodies is modified by government 
decree;

> the National Society’s legal base is modified by government decree without the 
Society being consulted, let alone asked to agree;

> the National Society is obliged to engage in activities/operations, specifically in relief 
work abroad, without being able to adhere to the Fundamental Principles and the 
Movement’s internal rules and procedures.

In addition, some regional intergovernmental organizations are using the concept of the 
auxiliary role of National Societies to pursue their own goals. This is sometimes the outcome 
of an incomplete understanding of the meaning of the auxiliary relationship.

For instance, as a consequence of the European Union's concept of “Civil Protection 
Capacity”, National Society assets are supposed to be registered with a central EU civil 
protection office from which they can also be deployed, without taking any Movement 
mechanism into account. This is based on the idea that the National Societies’ auxiliary role 
makes their assets subject to the “command” of the State authorities.

Some National Societies also use the auxiliary concept to justify certain activities, specifically 
in the international arena, which are not in compliance with Movement policies and co
ordination and cooperation mechanisms. For example, during the Iraq crisis and the tsunami 
emergency, some National Societies undertook unilateral activities in the countries affected 
(evacuation of their own nationals, assistance to relatives of missing persons, etc.).

All these issues have one thing in common - the perception that by virtue of their auxiliary 
status the National Societies are subject to government control or interference, or are 
integrated into the government infrastructure, regardless of the Movement's Statutes, 
Fundamental Principles, policies and cooperation and coordination mechanisms.

This represents a serious threat to the independence of National Societies and to their ability 
to act in conformity with the Fundamental Principles. As a whole, the Movement is 
increasingly confronted with the risk of being perceived as unable to comply with its own 
principles and policies. In addition, the principle of unity is clearly undermined when the 
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Movement’s coordination and cooperation procedures are seen as ineffective to safeguard 
the autonomy and unity of each National Society in its country.

These trends are of growing concern for the Movement, and the International Federation 
study is already proving to be a valuable tool for correcting misunderstandings. As it was 
shared with States on the occasion of the 28th International Conference, it should be used as 
a key element to initiate and strengthen the dialogue between the Movement’s components 
and the States on their "balanced relationship".

3. Analysis of the situation

The current situation shows clearly that the concept of the auxiliary role, described in the 
International Federation study as a “balanced relationship”, is not well understood or 
implemented.

It is also clear that the type of environment where a “balanced relationship” can be developed 
does not exist everywhere, for lack of a clear legal base (e.g., recognition law, statutes) or of 
political will, either on the part of the government or of the National Society.

The perception that National Societies are subject to government control or direction may 
derive from the concept of the auxiliary role as described in Article 26 of the First Geneva 
Convention of 1949, which provides that the National Societies may assist their own armed 
forces as auxiliaries to medical services. The National Society personnel that is made 
available for carrying out such medical activities is subject to military laws and regulations. In 
point of fact, however, since World War II there have been only a few examples of National 
Societies working as auxiliaries to the medical services of their national army.

Even though the auxiliary role is often perceived as being rather negative and as an obstacle 
to the independence of the National Society, positive examples also exist where National 
Societies do have an environment in which a balanced relationship with the government is 
possible. Several National Societies are reporting on regular consultations they have with 
their governments on future activities; the governments fully respect their adherence to the 
Fundamental Principles. A clear legal basis allows these National Societies to negotiate and 
conclude memoranda of understanding with governments describing their respective 
objectives, rights and responsibilities in different areas of activity. Such agreements can be 
found in the areas of blood services, disaster response and preparedness, public health, 
community-based social programmes, work against discrimination, first aid, and more.

The International Federation has supported National Society bilateral discussions of the 
scope of the auxiliary relationship by ensuring that its presentations to the United Nations 
and to other international bodies put the emphasis on the value of the auxiliary relationship in 
enhancing their work and addressing vulnerability. On these occasions, good practices are 
highlighted, in particular the growing participation of National Societies - with the consent of 
their governments - in national disaster management committees.

The place of National Societies as auxiliaries to the public authorities in the humanitarian 
field, which was clearly identified in United Nations General Assembly resolution 49/2 in 1994, 
was also a key component in cooperation agreements negotiated by the International 
Federation with several United Nations agencies, notably the World Health Organization, the 
World Food Programme and United Nations Volunteers, and in less formal partnerships with 
organizations such as the Inter-Parliamentary Union. It is a key component in the follow-up to 
Resolution 6 of the 2001 Council of Delegates on Movement Action in favour of Refugees 
and Internally Displaced Persons. Further, their partnership with governments has put many 
National Societies in a better position to advocate for humanitarian issues within their 
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countries and to influence the agenda of their governments, as in the case of the 
international campaign to ban anti-personnel landmines.

In addition, the International Federation is often invited to participate in international 
consultations on policy-making, such as the World Conference on Disaster Reduction in 
Kobe, Japan (January 2005).

4. The way forward

The above analysis shows that much still needs to be done, not only within the Movement, 
but most urgently together with governments, in order to clarify what the balanced 
relationship means. The growing involvement of governments in partnerships with civil 
society and other partners, including National Societies, makes it imperative that this task be 
given high priority.

The final objective for the International Conference in 2007 must be to have a common 
understanding between the components of the Movement and governments, based on the 
Fundamental Principles and the Statutes of the Movement. Only when this agreement is 
achieved, the positive aspects of the auxiliary role can be strengthened to the benefit of both 
sides of the partnership. Governments and international organizations will maintain reliable 
partnerships with a strong community base and the Movement will retain its independence 
and neutrality in order to fulfil also in future its duties and tasks given to it for the benefit of 
victims and vulnerable people.

In order to facilitate the achievement of this objective, the Governing Board of the 
International Federation has asked the Secretariat of the International Federation to provide 
a working definition for easier understanding of the auxiliary role and to promote the 
“balanced relationship”.

One feature of a balanced relationship is that a National Society must always have the right 
to refuse to take part in activities (nationally or internationally) if those activities would be in 
conflict with the Fundamental Principles, the Statutes of the Movement or applicable policies. 
Another feature is that any National Society, as a component of the Movement, is subject to 
Movement regulations as well as to national legislation.

The following is a first attempt of a working definition, drawn up pursuant to the request of the 
International Federation Governing Board and subject to further consultations within the 
Movement:

Auxiliary to the public authorities in the humanitarian field means:

“A privileged partnership in which the national public authorities and the National Society 
agree on the areas in which the National Society supplements or substitutes public 
humanitarian services and is able to deliver its humanitarian mission at all times in line with 
the Fundamental Principles and its obligations under the Statutes of the International Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movement as agreed by States in the International Conference of 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent.”

This tentative working definition will be submitted to the components of the Movement for 
further consultation after consideration by the Governing Board. It will then be employed in 
consultations with external stakeholders.

As a follow-up to Resolution 6 and the debate that preceded its adoption at the 2003 Council 
of Delegates, the ICRC has carried out, as a continuation of the International Federation 
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study and in consultation with a number of National Societies and with the International 
Federation, a complementary study on the auxiliary role of National Societies in situations of 
armed conflict. A summary of this study is attached as an annex to this report.

In the lead-up to the International Conference in 2007 it will be necessary to intensify the 
consultation process with governments on the basis of the “Characteristics of a balanced 
relationship” proposed in 2003, complemented by the above mentioned working definition of 
the auxiliary role to the public authorities and the study produced by the ICRC on situations 
of armed conflict. The International Federation and the ICRC are prepared to support this 
process as appropriate at the international level.

It is also important for all the Movement’s components to ensure that none of them engage in 
activities as auxiliaries to the public authorities that would undermine any existing Movement 
policy, in particular any policy related to the international activities of its components.

Finally, it also proved necessary to come up with recommendations for National Societies 
and governments on how to ensure an environment in which such a privileged partnership 
can exist. These included: agreed standards for National Society recognition laws, model 
memoranda of understanding with governments and the approval of the Guidance for 
National Societies’ Statutes by the International Conference.

5. Proposed activities in 2006 and 2007

January and February 2006: establishment of a working group under the leadership of the 
International Federation, with the ICRC and interested National Societies.

January - June 2006: preparation of a model memorandum of understanding, model law 
and other tools.

June 2006 - March 2007: consultation with Governments, international organizations and 
National Societies on the concept of the balanced relationship based on the working 
definition, the ICRC study on situations of armed conflict and all relevant established tools.

November 2007 (International Conference): agreement on the auxiliary role, its scope and 
tools to establish an enabling environment.

Resource implications

This work plan is dependent on the provision of resources and stakeholder support from 
National Societies, the International Federation and the ICRC.
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ANNEX

NATIONAL SOCIETIES AS AUXILIARIES TO THE PUBLIC AUTHORITIES 
IN THE HUMANITARIAN FIELD:

SUMMARY OF THE STUDY ON SITUATIONS OF ARMED CONFLICT

Annex prepared by 
the International Committee of the Red Cross

in consultation with

the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 
and

National Societies of Red Cross and Red Crescent

Geneva, August 2005

In consultation with interested National Societies, the ICRC has carried out a full study on the 
topic of auxiliarity in situations of armed conflict from which this summary has been extracted. 
The full study is provided as an information document for all members of the Council of 
Delegates.

This document is to be seen as a continuation of the study carried out by the International 
Federation in consultation with the ICRC entitled “National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies as Auxiliaries to the Public Authorities in the Humanitarian Field.” The conclusions of 
the study were the subject of a report submitted to the Council of Delegates in 2003 and to the 
28th International Conference. In the discussions that preceded adoption of Resolution 6 of 
the Council of Delegates, a certain number of National Societies expressed an interest in 
better defining their role as auxiliaries to the public authorities - civilian and military - in 
conflict situations, in particular when their country’s armed forces are deployed abroad, for 
example as part of peace-keeping or peace-enforcement operations mandated by the United 
Nations, or in situations of military occupation. The Council of Delegates therefore requested 
in its Resolution 6 that work continue, in consultation with interested National Societies, on the 
concept of auxiliarity.

1. Evolution of conflicts and of the environment for humanitarian work

Conflicts have evolved, as has the environment in which humanitarian action has taken place 
since the end of the Cold War. The role and mission of armed forces have been extended, in 
particular by integrating humanitarian activities into the conduct of politico-military campaigns, 
as has been the tendency of some States. The absence of a clear distinction between politico
military entities and their implementing agencies on the one hand, and independent 
organizations on the other, creates the risk that humanitarian action will be rejected in its 
entirety, irrespective of who is involved and the genuine integrity of their motives. In this 
context it is essential to reaffirm the importance of the Fundamental Principles and of neutral 
and independent humanitarian action for all components of the Movement. Moreover, it would 
seem to be important to clarify the role of National Societies as auxiliaries to the public 
authorities - including their respective countries’ armed forces - in conflict situations.
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2. The concept of auxiliary: its evolution and content

The concept of auxiliary to the public authorities dates back to the origins of the Movement. 
Although it originally referred only to support provided for the medical services of the armed 
forces, it gradually came to be applied to most of the activities of National Societies and is 
referred to in the Statutes of the Movement. While the concept of auxiliary to the public 
authorities is formally universal, it has not been interpreted in the same way in all countries.

In view of the evolution in relations between National Societies and the State in every country 
of the world, the 2003 study did not attempt to formulate a definition of the concept of auxiliary 
but suggested that even bearing in mind the differences attributable to that evolution and the 
diversity of contexts in which the National Societies must work, one can usefully make clear 
“the characteristics of a balanced relationship between a State and its National Society”4 
(hereinafter “the characteristics’). The characteristics, which should guide the two actors in the 
development of their relations, emphasize that the relationship between the State and the 
National Society takes the form of a privileged partnership,5 that both the State and the 
National Society must ensure that the auxiliary role respects the Fundamental Principles, that 
in conflict situations the National Society must be neutral and perceived as such, and that the 
National Society is part of a universal Movement, which implies that the State must recognize 
the National Society’s rights and duties with regard to the other components of the Movement.

One question that frequently arises in debates about auxiliarity is whether National Societies 
are auxiliaries to the public authorities in all the humanitarian activities they undertake. The 
answer given by the consultation is negative: their capacity to act privately outside this 
framework must be recognized. However, the fact of not acting at all times in an auxiliary role 
to the public authorities does not, in our view, have any impact on the status of auxiliary to the 
public authorities in the humanitarian field, as National Societies enjoy that status permanently 
once they have been recognized by the legal government of a country as a voluntary relief 
society and auxiliary to the public authorities in the humanitarian field.

The distinction between “auxiliary role” and “auxiliary status” can prove to be a useful 
working distinction; the term “auxiliary role” can be defined as the concrete manifestation in 
actual practice of a Society’s permanent status as auxiliary to the public authorities, as 
opposed to other roles it may have in undertaking tasks in a private capacity outside its role as 
an auxiliary.

It should be noted that, in the course of prior consultations, although a fair number of National 
Societies expressed interest in and approval of such a working distinction, a smaller number of 
others voiced reservations about putting it into practice too mechanically and about producing 
an overly specific list, leaving insufficient flexibility, of activities connected or not connected 
with the auxiliary role. Doubts were also expressed about the possibility of reaching agreement 
on which activities are carried out in an auxiliary role and which are not. These reactions would 
also seem to express an underlying fear that by recognizing that certain tasks are performed 

4 See the report National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies as Auxiliaries to the Public Authorities in the 
Humanitarian Field: Conclusions from the study undertaken by the International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies, document prepared by the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 
in consultation with the International Committee of the Red Cross, submitted to the 2003 Council of Delegates 
and to the 28th International Conference, p. 3-5.
5 The term “privileged partnership" has raised concerns, since it gives the impression that National Societies 
should receive preferential treatment despite laws in a number of countries obliging the authorities to treat all 
organizations on an equal basis. However, the term is not intended to suggest that the authorities should show 
favouritism to National Societies. Instead, it indicates that owing to the National Societies’ status and role - 
recognized in national and international legal instruments - they do have certain unique features. Among these is 
the special relationship between a Society and the State based on the support they offer each other and the 
dialogue they maintain on a number of humanitarian topics (see Statutes of the Movement, Articles 2 and 4).
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by a Society outside its role as an auxiliary, its privileged relationship with the State associated 
with that role could suffer, to the benefit of other charitable organizations.

Other National Societies, however, insisted on the necessity of having a clear position 
expressed in terms of situations in which they play an auxiliary role to the public authorities and 
situations in which they do not. In certain circumstances, mainly in connection with 
international operations in conflict situations or peace-keeping and peace-enforcement 
operations, they feel that they lack arguments for explaining why they can or cannot satisfy the 
requests of their governments, especially when the governments refer to the National Society’s 
duty, as auxiliary to the public authorities, to carry out this or that activity. In this second group 
of National Societies, which seem to be a majority of the participating National Societies, the 
main concerns appear to be the risk of becoming the instrument of States and the importance 
of preserving neutral and independent humanitarian action.

Part of the problem is probably the idea held by certain States and certain National Societies 
that an auxiliary role implies subordination to the public authorities.6 In the next section we 
shall take up this idea, which seems wrong to us.

Auxiliaritv and subordination to the public authorities

The National Society is not an organ of the State but maintains close links with it; its relation to 
the public authorities is set out in international and national law, in statutes and often in 
bilateral accords. For example, certain National Societies conclude agreements or contracts 
with the public authorities in which the parties agree on certain tasks that the State delegates 
(blood banks are often cited as an example). When a State would like to entrust it with a task, 
the National Society is nevertheless entitled to decline - indeed, in some cases it has a duty to 
do so, for example when the task conflicts with one of the Fundamental Principles or does not 
fall within the Society’s mandate derived from its statutes or official documents of the 
Movement, or because the Society would not have the means to perform it. These arguments 
are developed in Section 3 below.

The only scenario in which the role of auxiliary entails rather clear-cut subordination is that in 
which National Society staff assist army medical services. In this case, according to Article 26 
of the First Geneva Convention of 1949, the staff are subject to military laws and regulations. It 
needs to be pointed out, however, that the subordination involves staff made available for this 
task, not the National Society as such.

It must be accepted, therefore, that a National Society is not properly speaking subordinated to 
the State, but has a duty to give careful consideration to the requests of the State and to 
respond favourably if possible. The State, for its part, must take into account the limits imposed 
by the National Society’s framework for taking action, in particular the Fundamental Principles.

3. The concept of auxiliary as defined by the legal instruments of the Movement

As the characteristics emphasize, representatives of the State and of the National Society 
must ensure that the National Society is guided by the Fundamental Principles. The inclusion 
of the Fundamental Principles in the Statutes of the Movement makes it mandatory for all 
National Societies to uphold them. While the mandatory character of the legal instruments of 
the Movement is less strong for States, Article 2 of the Statutes nevertheless stipulates that 
States undertake to respect at all times the adherence of all components of the Movement to 
these principles.

6 Admittedly, the term itself of auxiliary carries a certain connotation of subordination, at least in English, French, 
and Spanish.
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Each of the principles has its own importance in relation to the concept of auxiliarity. The 
Principle of Neutrality provides that, in order that the National Society may continue to enjoy 
the trust of all, the State cannot require that it take sides in hostilities or involve itself in 
controversies of a political, racial, religious or ideological nature. The public authorities must be 
aware of the fact that the National Society’s scope of action in a time of hostilities depends on 
the recognition and perception of this neutrality by all parties. The Principle of Independence 
illustrates the tension between the National Societies’ nature as the auxiliaries of the public 
authorities and the necessary autonomy they must maintain in order to be able at all times to 
act in accordance with the Fundamental Principles.7 While a National Society is not a State 
body, it maintains close relations with the State; its relationship to the public authorities is 
governed by national and international legal instruments, by its statutes and, in many cases, by 
bilateral agreements that spell out the relationship in detail. The Principle of Universality 
implies that the State recognizes that the National Society, although its auxiliary in the 
humanitarian field, is part of a larger, universal entity with international rights and obligations, in 
particular with regard to solidarity. Thus, the public authorities cannot prevent a National 
Society from deploying its own means to provide assistance for a sister National Society in 
need. Nor can a State demand that a National Society undertake activities in another State 
without regard for the coordination rules of the Movement, in particular without obtaining the 
consent of the National Society on whose territory the activities are carried out.8 9

At the international level, it is useful to examine the concept of auxiliarity on the basis of the 
activities carried out by a National Society.

The role of auxiliary to the medical services of the armed forces

The first activity worthy of attention is the role of auxiliary to the medical services of the 
armed forces/ This role implies in and of itself that, in the event of an armed conflict affecting 
the country, members of the National Society assigned to assist the medical services of the 
armed forces follow the troops wherever they go - including into other countries.10 The 
National Society would then be exercising its role as auxiliary to the public authorities abroad.

Humanitarian activities abroad other than support to the medical services of the armed forces

In activities abroad other than that of providing support for the medical services of the armed 
forces, a National Society does not as a general rule act in its role as auxiliary to the public 
authorities in the humanitarian field; exceptions are possible in accordance with the 
meaning traditionally attributed to the concept of auxiliary by the public authorities in a 
given country. In any case,11 a request by the public authorities to undertake such activities 
does not entail for the National Society an automatic duty to accept. Accepting such a 
request will depend in particular:

7 Auxiliarity is mentioned twice in the Statutes of the Movement: once among the conditions for recognition of 
National Societies and again in the Principle of Independence, where it is stipulated that National Societies must 
always maintain their autonomy - including from the public authorities.
8 It may be added that the Principle of Humanity implies that it is only in the humanitarian field that a National 
Society is the auxiliary of the public authorities; the State might wish to delegate other tasks to a private body. 
According to the Principle of Impartiality, the humanitarian work of a National Society in its role as auxiliary may 
not discriminate on the basis of criteria such as those chosen by the public authorities for political reasons, but 
must be undertaken in proportion to the urgency and seriousness of the needs observed, without any other 
distinction of any sort.
9 The case of making available personnel from Societies belonging to neutral countries (Article 27 of the First 
Geneva Convention of 1949) - a relatively rare occurrence - is not treated here but is examined in the full 
document.
10 In this type of situation, the consent of the “host” National Society does not apply.
11 By “in any case” is meant regardless of whether the State or the National Society thinks that carrying out 
activities abroad and in conflict situations other than in support of the medical services of the armed forces falls 
within its role as auxiliary.
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- on the actual needs of the victims on the spot, and on the conformity of the proposed 
humanitarian activity with the humanitarian strategy of the Movement on the spot;

- on the conformity of the proposed activity with the Fundamental Principles; since the 
Principle of Neutrality is especially important in conflict situations, the proposed activities 
must not only be true to this principle but also be perceived to be so. Accordingly, the 
National Society must not be perceived to be contributing to the military effort of the State 
or of any other party to the conflict, or to be lending its support to opinions or policies 
unrelated to humanitarian considerations;

- on acceptance by the public authorities of the integration of the proposed humanitarian 
activity into the Movement’s humanitarian work on the spot, and of its subordination to the 
Movement’s coordination rules.

In situations of military occupation

It may be inferred from Article 63 of the Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949 that in special 
situations, such as in a military occupation, the National Society of the occupied country 
retains not only all of its responsibilities in the humanitarian field but also its rights and 
prerogatives. The National Society of the occupying country acts as auxiliary to the authorities 
of its country only in its role in support of the medical services of the armed forces, but not in 
relation to other humanitarian activities. This does not in principle prevent this National Society 
from conducting other humanitarian activities, but it must do so within the framework of 
activities coordinated by the Movement and with the consent of the host Society.

4. The role of National Societies during peace-keeping and peace-enforcement 
operations mandated by the United Nations

Peace-keeping and peace-enforcement operations are decided by the United Nations Security 
Council. Decisions of the Council are by definition those of an intergovernmental organization 
and political in nature. The deployment of troops under a UN mandate is not necessarily 
synonymous with an immediate cessation of hostilities. Indeed, it can itself be a source of 
conflict and give rise to fighting between the UN-mandated troops and armed groups on the 
spot.

The question has been raised whether the National Societies of the countries providing UN- 
mandated troops should follow the armed forces of their country abroad - as auxiliaries to the 
medical services - within the framework of peace-keeping or peace-enforcement operations. 
National Society practice is not uniform and two broad approaches can be identified. Some 
Societies consider that they are bound to play their traditional role in support of the medical 
services of the armed forces whenever they are asked to do so, irrespective of the location of 
or the reason for the deployment. Other Societies hold that they are under no general 
obligation to accompany their armed forces on an armed mission carried out under UN 
mandate; these National Societies feel that their role as auxiliaries to the medical services of 
the armed forces applies only when their own country is involved in an armed conflict and not 
in the event of other military operations.

Both approaches are founded on apparently legitimate arguments. What is essential is that the 
National Society’s position - whichever it may be - is clear and understood by the public 
authorities. This is essential for maintaining trust and the privileged relationship between the 
National Society and its government, and for the government to go ahead with its planning in 
full knowledge of the position adopted by the National Society.
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In situations where troops are deployed under UN mandate, National Societies of the country of 
origin of UN-mandated troops are not in a role of auxiliary to their public authorities when 
carrying out humanitarian activities other than support to the medical services of the armed 
forces. In such circumstances, the same remarks as those mentioned above for "humanitarian 
activities abroad other than support to the medical services of the armed forced' should prevail 
(see 3).

5. Practical considerations

a. National Society activities in times of internal conflict in their own countries

The tension inherent between a National Society’s status as auxiliary and the independence it 
requires to be able to carry out activities that are not only neutral and impartial but also 
perceived to be so depends largely on how the National Society is run and on the quality of its 
peacetime preparations. Its ability to assert itself as a neutral and impartial humanitarian 
organization, willing and able to provide services in all parts of the country for all those most in 
need, is key. Its independence from the government, the composition of its personnel and 
volunteers, and the public authorities’ understanding of its mandate and role in times of armed 
conflict are also very important.

Within the framework of an internal conflict, the National Society’s association with the armed 
forces in its rote as auxiliary to the medical services of the armed forces may be detrimental to 
perceptions of the Society as independent and neutral. Nevertheless, providing medical 
assistance for wounded combatants during an armed conflict is a neutral and impartial 
humanitarian act.

b. National Societies working internationally in times of armed conflict

b.1 Situations of occupation

It has already been mentioned that a National Society may act as auxiliary to the medical 
services of its country’s armed forces when they occupy the territory of an adversary. The 
National Society may also wish to undertake other humanitarian activities in addition to 
providing support for the medical services. A number of practical matters must nonetheless be 
raised and discussed with the host Society or the lead agency. In particular, a careful analysis 
of the political and security situation must be made in order to avoid putting the personnel of all 
components of the Movement needlessly at risk. In addition, an even more painstaking 
examination is needed to determine whether such further tasks can be undertaken without 
jeopardizing the perception of the National Society as neutral and independent.

The first question to be considered is how the occupying forces are perceived by the general 
population and by any resistance groups. We know from experience that occupation troops 
may in some cases be perceived negatively. Nationals of the occupying power - even those 
carrying out humanitarian tasks - may be viewed as linked to the occupation forces and thus 
face additional risks. The National Society of an occupying power, therefore, will have to 
decide together with the lead agency and the host National Society if its humanitarian activities 
should involve a physical presence in the field or if - initially, at least - it should limit itself to 
providing financial or material aid.
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b.2 Humanitarian activities of National Societies whose country's armed forces are 
deployed as part of an international peace-keeping or peace-enforcement 
mission

Whenever National Societies wish to undertake humanitarian activities in an area where their 
own countries’ troops are deployed,12 they must not only respect the Movement’s coordination 
rules but also discuss and resolve a certain number of issues first. It is paramount that a clear 
distinction be made at all times between the National Societies in question and the armed 
forces of their respective countries, and that their image of neutrality is preserved. This implies 
among other things that logistics for the armed forces and for the National Societies must be 
handled separately. Supplies for National Societies should not be delivered by the armed 
forces with exceptions required only by the urgency, the need to save lives or the scale of 
disaster.13

12 l.e. humanitarian activities other than those in support of armed forces medical services.
13 The conditions laid down in the Movement’s policy on accepting armed protection can be used to determine 
whether exceptions need to be made. In all cases, there should be consultations with the components of the 
Movement working in the area.
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CD 2005-DR 12/1 
Original: English 

Presented by 
the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 

and the International Committee of the Red Cross

DRAFT RESOLUTION

NATIONAL RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT SOCIETIES 
AS AUXILIARIES TO THE PUBLIC AUTHORITIES IN 

THE HUMANITARIAN FIELD

The Council of Delegates,

stressing the importance of the National Societies' role as auxiliaries to the public 
authorities in the humanitarian field, which is based on international humanitarian law,14 the 
Fundamental Principles,15 the Statutes16 and other rules of the Movement and on the national 
legislation of each State, and which is recognized by the United Nations,17

considering the changing needs in the humanitarian, health and social fields and the 
evolving role of States and National Societies in responding to these needs,

recalling the repeated commitments made by the States and all the components of 
the Movement to strengthen their relationship and partnerships, while reaffirming the 
responsibility of States to respect the adherence of the Movement’s components to the 
Fundamental Principles in order to provide impartial, neutral and independent protection and 
assistance for all those most in need,

recalling Resolution 6 of the 2003 Council of Delegates and Resolution 1 of the 28th 
International Conference, which welcomed the study carried out by the International 
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (International Federation) on "National 
Societies as auxiliaries to the public authorities in the humanitarian field" and invited the 
International Federation, in cooperation with the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC), to press ahead with its work on this subject, including through further consultation 
with National Societies, States and international organizations,

1. welcomes the report produced by the International Federation in consultation with 
the ICRC as a follow-up to Resolution 6 of the 2003 Council of Delegates on 
"National Societies as auxiliaries to the public authorities in the humanitarian field", 
and the study prepared by the ICRC, in consultation with the International Federation 
and National Societies, on the specific issue of National Societies as auxiliaries to the 
public authorities in the humanitarian field in situations of armed conflict;

14 In particular Chapter IV of the Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and 
Sick in Armed Forces in the Field, Geneva, 12 August 1949.
15 In particular the principle of independence.
16 In particular Article 4.3 of the Movement’s Statutes .
17 General Assembly resolution 49/2, adopted in 1994.
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2. invites National Societies to initiate discussions with their governments on the basis 
of the "Characteristics of a balanced relationship" and the above-mentioned report of 
the International Federation and study of the ICRC, with a view to strengthening 
government understanding of the value of the National Societies’ auxiliary role and 
the importance of a balanced relationship;

3. requests the International Federation and the ICRC to continue emphasizing the 
relevance of the auxiliary role in their work with the international community, including 
at the United Nations;

4. invites National Societies to share the result of their discussion with governments 
with the International Federation and the ICRC;

5. requests the International Federation, in consultation with the ICRC and National 
Societies, to inform the 2007 Council of Delegates and the International Conference 
following it on the progress made and to submit the conclusions of its work, including 
any necessary recommendations to guide States and the Movement’s components 
on the role of National Societies as auxiliaries to the public authorities in the 
humanitarian field.


