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REPORT BY THE INTERNATIONAL· COMMITTEE OF THE RED GROSS 
ON THE INTERNATIONAL STANDING COMMISSION 

FOR THE STUDY OP MEDICAL EQUIPMENT

The Sixteenth International Red Cross Conference of 1938, 
under the terms of Resolution XIX :
1) Took note of the work accomplished by the Standing Commission 

at its Tenth, Eleventh and Twelfth Meetings;
2) Requested the Commission to continue this work;
3) Adopted the decisions taken by the Standing Commission of the 

Institute,
On the strength of this decision, the International 

Committee convened the Standing Commission for a Thirteenth Meeting, 
which was held in Geneva from October 10 to 15, 1938, under the 
chairmanship of the Médecin-général-inspecteur Marotte (Prance).

The subjects discussed at the meetings were the following:
(a) Equipment for blood transfusion in the field;
(b) Disinfection of water for troops in the field;
(c) Equipment of medical personnel.

The final report on antisepsis in the field could not 
be discussed, owing to the absence of the rapporteur (Rumania),

This Thirteenth Meeting was the last held by the Commission, 
as the meeting in 1939 had to be postponed owing to world events.

Before convening the International Standing Commission once 
more, the Committee thought that Governments, Army Medical Services 
and National Red Cross Societies should give their views on whether 
it was advisable for this body to resume its work. The opinions 
given on this subject will enable the International Committee to 
ask the XVIIth International Red Cross Conference either to confirm 
the terms of reference which the Committee received from the Xllth 
Conference in 1925, or to cancel these, or to modify their stipula
tions.

It therefore seems advisable to recall here the reasons 
which in 1925 told in favour of the formation of the International 
Standing Commission for the Study of Medical Equipment, and to 
indicate the general lines of its activity,
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It was apparently in 1907, at the Congress of Demography 
and Hygiene, held in Berlin, that the idea of establishing common 
standards for the medical equipment of the various countries first 
arose. But it was not until the war of 1914-1918 that the question 
was actually examined and made the subject of special study. Several 
Army medical conferences had been held on both sides even during 
hostilities, and had attempted to standardize the equipment of 
the various medical units.

The International Committee, which had always devoted 
very close attention to the matter of perfecting the means of relief 
for the wounded, and especially the medical equipment used by the 
various States, endeavoured to make known in all countries the 
progress achieved, and to stimulate the interest which it aroused.

The "International Red Cross Bulletin" from its early 
days devoted numerous articles to the competitions for medical 
equipment and personnel which had been organized in a number of 
countries, to the national and international exhibitions of the 
Red Cross and of medical equipment, to the description of new types 
of technical apparatus, and to accounts of handbooks and reviews 
published by the various Army Medical Services, and so on.

To help in circulating information on the improvements 
made as a result of the wide and varied experience of the first 
World War, the Committee took the occasion of the Xth International 
Red Cross Conference to organise an international exhibition of 
medical equipment and documents illustrating the progress made In 
this field by the Red Cross Societies as auxiliaries of the army 
medical services. Twenty*-two Red Cross Societies and various organiz
ations took part in this exhibition, in which the greatest interest 
was shown by those attending the Conference.

In 1923, the Congress of Military Medicine and Pharmacy, 
rhlch was held In Brussels, put forward the idea of opening a museum 
to assemble the various models of medical equipment in use in the 
armed forces.

The International Committee, at the time of the Xllth 
International Red Cross Conference, which took place in Geneva in 
October 1925, arranged a new exhibition which was more comprehensive 
than the first, and in which besides National Red Cross Societies, 
Navy and Army Medical Services several private industrial firms 
took part.

At the same time, the Committee called the attention of 
the Xllth Conference to the international aspect of the question 
of medical equipment, and to the usefulness of its being studied 
systematically. The main problem was to adopt certain universal 
standards in the field of aid to the wounded.
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As a result of the work of the Commission to which the 
suggestions of the International Committee had been referred, several 
resolutions were adopted by the Conference,, They recommended the 
establishment in Geneva of an "International Institute for the 
Study of Medical Equipment" and invited the International Committee 
to undertake the following duties :

(1) Collect all information and documents concerning 
standardization!

(2) Arrange competitions on the articles to be 
standardized?

(3) Appoint an international technical Standing 
Commission to judge the usefulness of the articles 
submitted to competition, and to select those which 
might Xbe standardized and recommended for the 
approval of the International Red Cross Conference«
Finally, the Xllth Conference asked the Army Medical 

Services and the Red Cross Societies to make available to the Inter
national Committee sufficient medical equipment to build up a museum 
at the headquarters of the Institute.

The International Committee accepted these terms of refer
ence and was active in trying to carry them out, in the first place 
by arranging for the appointment of members of a Permanent Commission 
on Standardization, It then asked the Army Medical Services, the 
National Red Cross Societies, the manufacturers and inventors to 
forward articles to be submitted to that Commission, with a view 
to their inclusion in the first competition to be held.

On November 19, 1926, the International Institute for the 
Study of Medical Equipment was officially opened. On the same day 
the first meeting of the Commission on Standardization was held. It 
was composed of technical experts who belonged to the Medical Ser
vices of the armed forces of certain countries.

The recommendation of the Xllth International Conference 
had thus been realized.

The first meetings were attended only by experts from the 
following eleven countries: Belgium, France, Great Britain, Italy, 
Japan, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain, Switzerland and the United 
States,

Subsequently, in 1928, the Commission concluded that its 
membership was too restricted, and proposed that the International 
Committee ask for thgfeppointment of four new members, who were 
nominated by Brazil, representing Latin America, Germany, Rumania 
and the Soviet Union,
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The Xllth International Red Cross Conference, which was 
held at The Hague in October 1928, officially sanctioned the formation 
of the Permanent Commission on Standardization, and of the Interna
tional Institute for the Study of Medical Equipment, and ratified 
almost all the resolutions agreed upon by the Commission during its 
first three years of existence»

The Commission then approached the Health Organization of 
the League of Nations with a view to co-operation which might bring 
about useful results for the similar aims pursued by both of these 
organizations»

In the same connection, the Congress of Military Medicine 
and Pharmacy, which is the only International authority for military 
medicine in several countries, made reference to the value of the 
work of the Standardization Commission for Army medical officers, 
and adopted a resolution expressing the desire that its Standing 
Committee be represented on the Standardization Commission» Recog
nizing the value of such contact between the two agencies concerned, 
the Commission agreed to this recommendation, and it was unanimously 
decided in 1929 to accept the Secretary-General of the International 
Committee of the Congresses of Military Medicine and Pharmacy as 
an observer.

In 1931, six years had passed since the setting-up of the 
International Standardization Commission for Medical Equipment,5 two 
International Red Cross Conferences held at the Hague in 1928 and 
in Brussels In 1930, had approved its work and adopted its draft 
resolutions» The moment therefore seemed appropriate to draw up the 
statutes of the Commission, and thus to carry out the recommendation 
made by it at its meeting in 1930,

Draft Statutes referring to the constitution, aims and 
operation of the Commission were drawn up, submitted to the Interna
tional Committee, and approved» The Draft was not however given its 
final form until 1935, after the XVth International Red Cross 
Conference held in Tokyo.

In 1934, the Commission held its Ninth Meeting» In the 
course of the first years of its work, it had become firmly esta
blished and gave evidence of a most fruitful energy and perseverance«, 
It had not confined itself to the problem of standardizing medical 
equipment, but had also tackled wider questions, especially a series 
of very detailed comparative studies which were of great interest. 
Mention should be made especially of the studies on the neutrality 
armlet, the new equipment of the French infantry, the Medical Service 
of the Army of Paraguay, health and hygiene of expeditionary forces, 
typhus in Rumania, the "Winters" trench stretcher, etc.

With a view to getting sanction for these studies, the 
Commission asked the International Committee to submit to the XVth 
International Conference a proposal for the extension of its terms 
of reference, The Conference agreed to this recommendation within
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certain limits, and decided to alter the title of the Standardization 
Commission to "International Standing Commission for the Study of 
Medical Equipment"« It directed this Commission not to stop short 
at its work on standards, hut to go further in future and respond 
to any requests for research and information on special points which 

it might receive from Governments« It also asked the Commission 
to give co-operation needed for these purposes to the Standing 
Committee of the Congresses of Military Medicine and Pharmacy”»

To meet this recommendation, the Commission, at its Ele
venth Meeting in 1936, arranged a joint session with the Standing 
Committee,, At this meeting, the interests which the two organiz
ations had in common were examined, as well as methods of future 
co-operation« A solution which gave satisfaction to both parties 
was found and adopted. Without giving up any of its privileges, 
the International Commission for the Study of Medical Equipment 
undertook to forward each year to the Standing Committee, a report 
on its meetings« The Standing Committee likewise forwarded to the 
Commission reports on its Congresses of Military Medicine and 
Pharmacy« That Committee, moreover, was free to suggest the study 
of given subjects, the Commission being at liberty to accept or 
refuse these suggestions«

This co-operation was, however, to be only of short 
duration, for the first signs of a new World War were becoming 
apparent and the membership of the Commission, too, grew smaller 
year by year« Despite the interest shown by them in the questions 
under scrutiny, certain Governments gave up their representation 
on the Commission for various reasons, such as distance, savings 
on their budget, civil war, and so on« The United States attended 
only the first meeting; Latin America was not represented after 
1929, or Sweden after 1931, the U«S»SeR«, absent after 1928, reap
peared only in 1934 and 1935; and Spain, torn by civil strife, was 
no longer represented after 1936.

In 1938, the Commission held its Thirteenth Meeting. Seven 
countries only took part in its work: these were France, Germany, 
Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Switzerland and Yugoslavia, Another 
meeting was planned for 1939, but the outbreak of war in the mean 
time compelled the Commission to postpone it sine die.

Amongst the main achievements of the Commission, there 
should be mentioned the research work on standardizing the field 
stretcher, the field dressing kit, the identity disc, the medical 
chart and the tourniquet. Over eighty items were studied and 26 
were the subject of resolutions, ratified by the International Red 
Conferences, besides a large number of sundry studies and Cross/ 
recommendations.

It is interesting to note that the International Institute 
for the Study of Medical Equipment did not draw upon the resources 
of the International Committee, but had its own funds, which were
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replenished by subsidies and contributions made not only by the 
Governments and Red Cross Societies concerned, but by many countries 
not represented on the Commission. This fact alone is enough to 
prove the general interest aroused by the work of the Institute.

In conclusion it should be said that the museum of the 
Institute, which made possible the comparative study of the various 
models used by the Army Medical Services Services of different 
countries, is to-day only of historical interest, because of the 
remarkable technical progress made during the past ten years.

As it has been shown above, the question should be put 
if the reasons which in 1925 told in favour of an International 
Standing Commission for the Study of Medical Equipment still hold, 
and if there is still good purpose in continuing its activities.

The experience gained in the course of the recent war 
gives ground for an affirmative answer to this question . It may 
be remembered that all along the front, differently equipped medical 
units foundsthemselves working side by side. Never before had the 
diversity/§lzes in equipment and especially of transport appliances 
been so plainly apparent, and never before had the drawbacks of 
this diversity told so much on the wounded.

Furthermore, the International Committee considers that 
a standing international commission of experts is of undoubted value, 
not only because of the research which it undertakes, but also for 
the contacts which it promotes and maintains between the Army Medical 
Services of the various countries. This argument is re-inforced by 
the undeniable advantage there is in making co-operation as far as 
possible more intensive between the National Red Cross Societies and 
the Government agencies who are chiefly responsible for the care of 
sick and wounded of the forces. On the international plane, this 
co-operation appears to be fully ensured by the International Standing 
Commission for the Study of Medical Equipment, which includes in its 
membership experts of the Army Medical Services and of the Red 
Cross Societies.

After the recent war, the most murderous in history, during 
which technical methods of warfare developed on a scale without 
precedent, it appears that the Commission should resume its work 
and pursue the humanitarian task entrusted to it by the Xllth 
International Red Cross Conference,

This view corresponds to that of the majority of Govern
ments, Army Medical Services and National Red Cross Societies who 
replied to a Circular letter sent to them on the subject in December 
1947 by the International Committee.
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Should the Commission be called upon to resume its work, 
it would be advisable to define once more its financial resources, 
constitution and duties.

Financial Resources.
The International Committee is ready to further the work 

of the Commission to the best of its ability; it will, in particular, 
make available to it during the period of its meetings, the premises 
and secretariat required. But although the budget of the Commission 
is moderate, the International Committee cannot cover its require 
ements unaided. It should be the duty of the States signatory to 
the Geneva Convention to guarantee the financing of the organization, 
according to a scale of contributions to be fixed« It vrouid also 
seem to be fair that the financing should be undertaken not only 
by the States represented on the Commission, but by all those which 
are signatory to the Geneva Convention.

Constitution.
The old By-laws do not specify how many delegates should 

be appointed to sit on the Commission. In practice, any State and 
any National Red Cross Society who so desire have the the right 
to send representatives.

Among the suggestions submitted on the subject to the 
International Committee, one provides for each State sending at 
least one representative of its Army Medical Service and one 
representative of its National Red Cross Society.

If it is borne in mind that some countries now have three 
Medical Services of the forces, - Army, Navy and Air Force - the 
membership of the Commission would be approximately 120 delegates, 
to whom must be added 3ome 70 representatives of the National Red 
Cross Societies.

The International Committee feels entitled, by its exper
ience in this field and in the interests of the work, that the 
membership of the International Standing Commission on Medical 
Equipment be not unduly increased. It may be recalled that during 
its activity from 1926 to 1939, the Commission never numbered more 
than fifteen members.

On the other hand, it would be as well to lay down that 
so far as possible, the same delegates from each country, or from 
each Red Cross Society, should attend successive meetings0 In the
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course of the life of the Commission, it has been noticed on many 
occasions that the retirement of certain service men who had reached 
the age-limit, and also various resignations, led to frequent 
changes in the membership. In this way, some delegations had fresh 
membership almost every year. This is to be deplored, because at 
each meeting, it is necessary to go through a long process of 
introducing the new members to the business in hand. In any case, 
it is contrary to the long-term character of the discussions and 
the continuity of practice which are vitally necessary for the 
effective work of the Commission,

Aims,
The range and duties of the International Standing 

Commission should be accurately defined. The Governments, their 
Army Medical Services and the National Red Cross Societies will no 
doubt have a variety of interesting suggestions to put forward: 
some have already been sent in to the International Committee,

In this respect, the International Committee considers 
that the study of questions relating to medical equipment should 
remain the basis of the work of the Commission, This is a most 
useful field of study at a time when many Army Medical Services and 
Red Cross Societies will have to renew their equipment, which has 
suffered the wear and tear of war, and is now in a poor condition. 
Each country in the course of the war gained much experience in 
this field, and it would be regrettable if the results were neglected, 
and left undeveloped by the Commission,

It is in this way that the Commission will most success
fully achieve the aims which were the original Impulse in its 
formation.


