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THE BOLAND PROPOSAL
M cm orandumdtl

tke Secretariat of tke League of R e d  Cross Societies 
on tke Utilization of Hospital Skips in Peacetime

The proposal submitted by Dr. G. W. Boland in 1913 regarding 
the creation of an International Red Cross fleet was dealt with in an 
interesting report bu the International Red Cross Committee to the 
X llth  International Red Cross Conference under the title : “ Co-op
eration between the Red Cross Societies and Naval Medical Services’ 
This project, which is to be discussed at the X lllth  International 
Conference, has led the League of Red Cross Societies to consider 
the possibility of examining in what manner hospital ships could 
be utilized in case of disaster, in accordance with the recommendation 
of the X llth  International Red Cross Conference at which the Boland 
proposal was discussed.

It will be readily admitted that the humanitarian activities of the 
Red Cross are not necessarily confined to intervention on land. Assist
ance in the event of disaster need not be confined to land and the 
sea should not be regarded as constituting an insurmountable barrier 
to Red Cross activities. For some time past, therefore, an endeavour 
has been made to determine the practical means whereby it would be 
possible to render assistance at sea.

When a shipwreck occurs, the ships in the neighbourhood of 
the vessel in distress hasten to render assistance as soon as they are 
informed of the situation by wireless. Up to the beginning of the 
present century, the duties of a ship’s captain in this respect were 
defined by no specific regulations and the rendering of assistance at 
sea was governed by a sort of unwritten law which was always strictly 
observed. There existed a moral obligation which no man ever 
thought of evading.

This practice, which was uniformly followed, was first officially 
recognized in 1910 by the Brussels Convention relating to the salvage 
of, and the rendering of assistance to, ships at sea. The Convention 
lays down that “ all captains shall, in so far as is possible without 
incurring serious risk for their ship, crew and passengers, render
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assistance to all persons, even of enemy nationality, in danger of 
being lost at sea.”

The provisions of the Brussels Convention were completed by 
those of the International London Convention of Januai’y 20th, 1914, 
for the protection of human life at sea, Article 11 of which provides 
that the captain of any ship receiving a call for assistance from a 
vessel in distress shall go to the help of that ship.

These regulations were adopted by the Powers signatory to the 
two international Conventions ; reference is made to them in the 
penal codes of these Powers with the result that the rendering of 
assistance to a ship in distress has now become an official and legal 
obligation.

Apart from thess specific cases, however, it frequently happens that 
the transportation of relief parties and equipment by sea would be 
extremely appropriate and useful. Disasters due to natural causes 
very often occur along the sea coast. In this connexion, it will be 
sufficient to recall the earthquake which destroyed Messina, the des
truction of Yokohama in 1923 from the same cause, the hurricane 
which devastated a considerable part of Florida in 1926, and, finally, 
the recent earthquake in Corinth which destroyed 2,000 houses and 
rendered nearly 15,000 persons homeless.

In each of these instances, valuable assistance arrived on the spot 
by sea. The congestion of the railways and, in certain cases, the 
destruction of the tracks themselves very often constitute a serious 
obstacle to relief work. The ships which are able to render service 
in such circumstances can also co-operate in the work of relief by 
taking on board the sick and the injured and by conveying them to 
hospitals along the coast.

The use of ships in case of disaster therefore becomes a ■ necessity 
in a number of instances. It is but a short step between such inter
vention and the idea of providing ships with special equipment for 
this purpose. Unfortunately, although this proposal may appear to 
be quite logical in principle, it is extremely difficult to carry out in 
practice. The national Red Cross Societies, who never hesitate to 
give their consideration to any measure whereby·it would be possible 
to render assistance and relief, have on many occasions considered 
the advantages available to them through the co-operation of hospital 
ships. One of these Societies —  the Norwegian Red Cross — has 
been able to attain this fine ideal by acquiring a boat which it has 
had fitted out as a hospital ship. This ship has flown the Geneva Con
vention flag since 1913; during its first year of service, more than 
3Q0 patients were treated and 118 operations carried· out on board.



This vessel fills a real need and its salutary activities increase each 
year. It follows the- fishermen to their winter quarters and places 
at their disposal all the medical service heretofore unavailable to them 
and treats accidents, which unfortunately are of fairly frequent occur
rence amongst these men who live a hard life month after month 
amid the daily perils of the ocean.

It is of course obvious that the majority of the national Red Cross 
Societies cannot afford to follow the example of the Norwegian Red 
Cross; apart from the heavy expense incurred in purchasing a ship of 
this kind, there is the attendant cost of upkeep; such expenditure is 
certainly not within the means of all the national Societies concerned 
in this question.

For many years past, the Governments of maritime countries 
have devoted their attention to the welfare of sea-faring folk living 
in constant danger to their lives. There is no need for us to describe 
the procedure followed in wartime. In such circumstances, a cer
tain number of boats are converted into hospital ships and, if a 
naval battle is imminent, certain Red Cross Societies equip one or 
more of these ships, which are ceded to them for the duration of hos
tilities. In peacetime, however, although no contract is concluded 
between the Government and the Red Cross regarding the operation 
of the hospital ships, there is, in general, a friendly agreement. It is 
from the point of view of this collaboration that the question should 
perhaps be carefully studied in such a way that existing requirements 
may be met. The aim of the national Red Cross Societies is to obtain, 
to an ever-increasing extent, recognition by their respective Govern
ments as the principal agents in the relief work to be done in case of 
disaster. If, therefore, ships can be utilized in the event of a disaster, 
it is only natural that the Red Cross should be given an opportunity 
of availing itself of this means of extending its activities in this domain. 
Those countries which possess colonies would also be furnished with 
an extremely easy method of dealing with disasters occurring in 
their overseas possessions.

At the present time, a certain number of ships, equipped by pri
vate organizations with a view to rendering assistance to fishing 
fleets undertaking long-distance fishing expeditions, use the Red 
Cross emblem although their right to do so has never been officially 
recognized. If contracts could be signed between the Governments 
and the Red Cross, this question would be solved and at the-same 
time the national Red Cross would be given an opportunity of par
ticipating in work of peculiar interest to it.

- It should be pointed out that on a number of these hospital ships
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equipped by private organizations there are naval medical officers 
placed at the disposal of these societies by the Government, Would 
it not be advisable for the hospital ships equipped by the Govern
ments to be staffed with Red Cross personnel?

The following figures are not without interest in proving the 
utility of these ships:

A French hospital ship, the Jeanne cl’Arc, owned by a private 
relief organization, the “ Société des Œuvres de Mer’ ’, accompanies 
the fleet of sailing boats which undertakes the voyage to Newfound
land every year. Nearly 5,000 seamen are for months on end isolated 
from home and family and this hospital ship, which is fitted with 
wireless apparatus, renders them great assistance both from the 
moral and material point of view. For the last 32 years, this hospital , 
ship has been accomplishing the trip to Newfoundland and has entered 
into communication with the fishing boats 20,611 times. 1,991 pa
tients have been treated on board, representing 273,888 days of 
hospital treatment; 10,676 consultations have been given at sea and 
more than 6,000 gifts of medical supplies have been made. 420 ship
wrecked sailors have been saved and 934,000 letters have been dis
tributed. This simple enumeration of figures relating to this specific 
example of a single French ship is given solely with the object of 
calling attention to the valuable services that can be rendered by hos
pital ships placed at the disposal of a fishing fleet. This single 
instance, the details of which have been kindly furnished to us, 
emphasizes the great service that might be rendered by suitably 
equipped ships if their co-operation could be enlisted in the event of 
disaster.

'C* ❖

The foregoing observations refer exclusively to the use of medical 
or relief ships in the national domain. A few interesting conclusions 
can be drawn from them in regard to international relief in which the 
Red Cross Societies are now constantly being called upon to participate.

The Hague Convention of October 18th, 1907, provided for a 
certain number of amendments to the Flague Convention of July 29th, 
1899, whereby the principles of the Geneva Convention were adapted 
to suit the requirements of naval warfare. The provisions laid down, 
although they were intended for wartime only, might also be applied 
in peacetime if international relief action utilizing sea transport were 
to be undertaken. The Roland project expressly provides for this 
possibility.

At the present moment, it must be remembered that a large number
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of naval powers officially and permanently maintain hospital ships 
for service with their navies. We give below a list of these countries 
with the names of the ships commissioned for medical service and 
for the transportation of the sick or wounded.

The existence of these hospital-transport ships might perhaps 
supply the basis for possible action by the national Red Cross Socie
ties interested in these questions. It might in fact be possible to 
consider the signing of an agreement between a National Red Cross 
Society and its Government, the object of which would be to deter
mine the conditions in which the hospital ships owned by that Govern
ment could be placed at the disposal of the national Society when the' 
latter was called upon to participate in relief operations either in its 
own country or in connection with a disaster requiring international 
intervention. It is not for us to suggest the form which these agree
ments should take but if they recognized the principle of combining 
the efforts of the national Red Cross with the activities of the naval 
hospital ships, considerable progress wTould be made along the lines 
indicated in Dr. Roland’s proposal.

Let us suppose that a disaster of international extent necessitates 
the despatch of relief personnel and supplies by sea; the countries 
which have decided to participate in the relief operations would 
obviously take action through the intermediary of their national Red 
Cross Societies. The latter, by virtue of the agreements concluded 
with the Governments, would have their personnel and supplies 
transported by the hospital ship placed at their disposal by the State. 
The hospital ships assembled at a spot along the coast as near as 
possible to the scene of the disaster, and flying the Red Cross flag 
conspicuously and officially, would in fact be the practical realization 
of the international Red Cross fleet idea conceived by Dr. Boland. 
It would be far more than a magnificent demonstration of internation
al solidarity under the Red Cross flag. An organization of this 
sort would make it possible for the national Societies effectively to 
develop, in peacetime, a field of activity which up to the present has 
been associated exclusively with wartime conditions. The conclu
sion of agreements between a national Red Cross Society and its 
Government whereby these results could be obtained does not, 
at first sight, seem either inconceivable or impossible. International 
co-operation in case of disaster is at present being carefully examined 
and the interest displayed in this matter by the League of Nations — to 
quote only one body — was evidenced in an unmistakable manner 
by the part it played in connection with the Convention creat
ing the International Relief Union proposed by Senator Ciraolo.
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The statutes of the International Relief Union might, moreover, 
be applied to the subject under consideration insofar as concerns 
the agreements to be concluded between the Red Cross and the Govern
ments. The States signatory to the Convention declared that they 
would endeavour to accord to the organizations acting on behalf of 
the Union, the widest possible immunities, facilities and exemptions 
for their equipment, for the movements of their personnel and sup
plies and for their relief operations.

To a great extent, therefore, any Red Cross Society called upon 
to act as the principal agent of the Union will find its activities facil
itated, in the event of international relief operations being undertaken, 
arid it would seem that the application of the provisions of Article 10 
(referred to above) would be greatly helped if the Red Cross could 
co-operate with the hospital ships of the different navies concerned.

The international fleet envisaged in Dr. Boland’s proposal has 
not yet come into existence but would it not be possible to take, as a 
starting point, the creation of an organization on the lines herein 
suggested? In any case, if information could be collected regarding 
the work accomplished by these ships, the particulars could be com
municated to the national Red Cross Societies as a basis for study 
of the Boland project. It is to be hoped that the Governments and 
the Red Cross Societies, prompted by the spirit of international 
co-operation which led to this proposal will, in case of disaster, study 
the possibility of pooling their resources, thereby enabling those 
concerned to render efficient aid to populations overtaken by disaster.

Co u n t r ie s  p o s s e s s in g  h o s p it a l  t r a n s p o r t  s h ip s  o r  e q u ip p e d

FISHERY PATROL SHIPS ATTACHED TO THE NAVY

1927
B e l g i u m ................................... . . Zinnia . . . Fishery patrol ship.
D e n m a r k ......................... . . Fylla . . . . ))

Diana . . . ))
Islands-Falk . ))
Beskylterein . »

F r a n c e  ......................... . . Rhin . . . . Hospital ship.
G e r m a n y  ........................ . . Zielen . . . Fishery patrol ship.
G r e a t  B r it a i n  . . . . . Maine . . . Hospital ship.
G r e e c e  ......................... . . Amphitrite . V »

N e t h e r l a n d s . . . . . . Zeehond . . Fishery patrol ship.
U. S. A....................... . . Relief . . . . Hospital ship .

Solace . . . ))
Mercy . . . »
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