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Ladies and Gentlemen,

The recent war testified to the ever increasing responsibilities 
that were laid upon the Red Cross, It is not for.me to relate in this Report 
the full particulars of the accomplishments of the Red Cross throughout the 
war, and chiefly the part played hy the International Committee,

The role of the Committee was such that it seems inconceivable to 
dispense with the cooperation of this great welfare agency.

The work carried oat was so vast and manifold, that it appears but 
natural that some quarters should have considered that mistakes or errors had 
been committed in certain instances. This statement in no wise detracts from 
the value of the work accomplished in circumstances which were peculiarly 
difficult.

However., after the conclusion of the war, the Rational Societies, 
each of which in its respective country, bears a share of responsibility, in 
the eyes of the public, for Red Cross work as a whole, rightly began to enquire, 
in the light of experience gained during the war, whether possible improvements 
might not increase the effectiveness of the International Committee, and 
eliminate certain sources of error.

Thus 3 the Preliminary Conference of Red Cross Societies held in 
Geneva during the summer of IS46 under the chairmanship of M, Max Huber, was 
led to consider this problem· it also examined a proposal submitted by Count 
Folke Bernadotte, President of the Swedish Red Cross, to study the means of 
including, amongst the membership of the International Committee, nationals 
of neutral countries other than Switzerland,

That Conference decided to set up a Special Study Commission, the mem
bers of which should be appointed by the Standing Committee.

The latter appointed the following Societies to be members of this 
Special Commission: the Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of 
the USSR, the Brazilian and Chinese Red Cross Societies, the Egyptian Red 
Crescent and the French, British, Swedish and Czechoslovak Red Cross Societies,

The International Committee and the League of Red Cross Societies 
were invited to he represented on the Commission by two delegates each.

The League delegated Mr, Basil O’Connor, Chairman of the Board of 
Governors, and Dr Depage, who was elected Chairman of the Commission,



The Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR did 
not take part in the work of the Commission,*

*  *  *

The studies of the Commission were directed to two different questions:

(1) Could certain amendments be introduced into the International Conventions, 
which serve as a basis for the work of the International Committee in wartime ?

(2) Could amendments be made in the Statutes and Regulations which at present 
govern the relations between constituent bodies of the International Red Cross, 
and which, in their present form, might be liable to hamper the proper 
working of both these agencies ?

There is no question that one of the difficulties encountered by the 
Conmittee on the declaration Of war was, firstly, that all the belligerents were 
not signatories to the humanitarian Conventions, and secondly, the lack of any 
Convention relating to civilians and ratified by Governments,

Another difficulty arose from the fact that as Switzerland was com
pletely surrounded by one of the belligerents during a certain period of the con
flict, there were obstacles to her establishing direct contact with the countries 
at war with the said belligerent,

A Commission of Red Cross Societies has been set up to study the draft 
Conventions frame by the Committee ; we do not therefore require to consider 
these agreements here, except to insist that the new Conventions should be signed 
and ratified as speedily as possible. Within its terms of reference, the Commis
sion passed three resolutions which it transmitted to the International Committee 
for communication to the Governments who will be called upon to sign the new 
Conventions.

The first of these resolutions concerns the seat of the International 
Committee, the second refers to the delegates of the International Committee,

One example will show the imperative need for examining these resolu
tions with all due care, if the efficacity of the International Committee is to 
be reinforced,

Czechoslovakia was not recognized as a belligerent by Germany ; con
sequently the Committee was unable to act as effectively as it would have wished

* The delegate of that Society stated at the meetings of the Executive Committee 
of the League which were held in Paris on May 21, 22 and 23, 1947, that he 
considered that the question of reinforcing the Committee should not be dis
cussed by the League, as it had been submitted without the agreement or consent 
of the National Societies, He urged that the Executive Committee should first 
deal with reinforcing the work of the League, and not of the International 
Committee, All the other National Societies which had boon appointed,, and the del 
.egates of the International Committee and League, took an active part in all the 
sessions of the Commission ,



-  3 -

in that country. Thus, a delegate -was able to cariy on widespread activities 
in Slovakia, whereas it was only towards the close of the war that the Committee 
was able to appoint a representative in Bohemia and Moravia, On the other hand, 
the fact that delegates were allowed by the Czechoslovak authorities to act, 
as from 191+51 in behalf of the Germans throughout thu whole territory, gave 
rise to the mistaken belief in certain quarters of that country, that the 
neutrality of the International Committee was not absolutely complete.

To remedy this situation, the Commission suggested the two following 
resolutions r,

(1) The first, carried by eight votes to one, runs as fellows :

"The International Committee of the Red Cross has its seat in 
Geneva. However, in the event of war, the headquarters of the 
Committee should he transferred, if possible, to a neutral 
country which would be accessible to the belligerents, either 
direct or through a neutral country,·
"With a view to permitting such a transfer, it should be 
understood that the belligerent whose presence makes the 
country where the Committee is situated difficult of access, 
shall grant the Committee every facility for transferring 
its headquarters to another place".

(2) The second resolution, carried unanimously, runs as follows :

"Having regard to the invaluable services given during the war 
of 1939-191+6 by the International Committee of the Red Cross, 
without which incontestably the sufferings of prisoners of 
war and the civilian population would have been immeasurably 
greater, all States which have ratified one or more of the 
Conventions of Geneva or Conventions of the Hague (186!+, 19d+,
1907), the Prisoners of War Convention (1929),the Convention for the Relief of the Sick and Wounded (1929), or 'other,. .SsssefiSB
humanity in times of war, do hereby agree that should hostil
ities once more break out between their country and some other 
State, they will admit immediately delegates of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross to carry out their traditionally 
neutral and humanitarian work, not only to territories which are 
historically and traditionally regarded as their national 
territories, but also to any other territories whioh they may 
have assimilated before the actual outbreak of hostilities, 
or which they annex and occupy during the course of hostilities, 
provided that such territories have been recognised as independent 
self-governing States by the United Rations, and that this body 
has not agreed to thir annexation or absorption".

Lastly, a proposal was submitted by the Czechoslovak Delegation, but 
it was impossible to discuss it in commission· it concerned the setting up of 
an air squadron of the International Committee, for the purposes of hospital 
work and relief in general. To meet the objections of the military authorities 
as to the crossing of territories of countries at war by the Committee’s aircraft,
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conducted by pilots of a neutral country, the Czechoslovak Red Cross proposed 
that these aircraft, when crossing a country at war, should always be manned 
by crews appointed by the military authorities of the country at war whose 
territory was to be crossed.

Upon arrival at their destination, the relief supplies should, of 
course, be handed over to the Committee's delegate with a view to their utiliza
tion in accordance with the stipulations of the Geneva Convention,

* *
*

Having made these suggestions, the Special Commission considered 
however that they were inadequate to solve the question of the efficacity of 
the International Committee, It had been apparent that some confusion prevailed 
in regard to the International Red Cross, both in the minds of Governments and 
the public. The co-existence of two agencies - the International Committee and 
the League - linked solely by relations of courtesy and good-neighbourhoud, 
but who otherwise were entirely independent of each other, gave the higher 
levels of the International Red Cross a two-fold character; which must inevitably 
be harmful to the work and authority of both agencies.

As a general rule, of course, the International Committee had a wartime 
task to fulfil, whereas the League was first and foremost concerned with peacetime 
activities. Experience had proved, however, that this theoretical division could 
not correspond to actual reality, and that it was impossible to allow the Inter
national Committee to remain entirely dormant in peacetime, and to hope that it 
would, at a moment's notice, be able to function smoothly when war broke out.

Moreover, certain trends had become apparent, the object of which was 
to bring about a projbund alteration in the composition of the Committee, in 
order order to make it a genuinely international body through its membership?
In concluding its discussions, the Commission considered that, from the view
point of neutrality, it would be highly dangerous to make changes within the 
International Committee.

The question of the neutrality of the Committee is of cardinal impor
tance in wartime. At such times, mutual, suspicion reaches its height, Ho 
belligerent allows the free passage required by a delegate of the Committee, to 
nationals of countries whose neutrality might be even doubtful. Absolute 
neutrality , which is alone able to disarm all possible suspicion, is essential.

There cannot be absolute neutrality when a country is outwardly neutral, 
but is engaged in extensive commercial transactions with opposing Powers, Further, 
delegates of a country whose political situation, though neutral, appears unduly 
to sway its opinions, will certainly not be allowed free access to belligerent 
countries.

The conclusion is, that for full effectiveness, neutrality which is 
permanent and beyond question, is an essential condition to membership of the 
International Committee,
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Switzerland, has he en neutral since the sixteenth century, with a break 
of only seventeen years, which was imposed by a foreign Power before the Treaty 
of Vienna, Her customary neutrality has been recognized and guaranteed by the 
Powers, and is traditional. She has no war potential, and her commerce is limited. 
Her territory is naturally strong and has been artificially reinforced to a 
degree which makes her invasion an expensive operation, out of proportion to 
any possible gain. Further, it is an accepted fact that without a neutral area, 
the International Red Cross cannot function, because there is no common meeting 
ground for the representatives of all the Powers, Personal interviews and discus
sions become impracticable, and negotiations have to be conducted by wireless, 
since no postal services can exist between belligerents.

It follows that by tradition, situation and constitution, which have 
undergone the test of centuries, Switzerland fulfils all the conditions required 
of a neutral state, and offers the guarantees of neutrality which are as absolute 
as can be expected.

In the war of 1914-1918, the countries which remained neutral until 
the end, apart from those in North, Central and South America which were too 
remote from the possible theatres of war, were :

Norway 
Sweden 
Denmark 
Holland 

• Spain 
Greece 
Switzerland

In the war of 1939-1945» 'the States which remained neutral were :

Spain 
Sweden 
P ortugal 
Switzerland.

Only three States therefore: Spain, Sweden and Switzerland were neutral 
in both World Wars. Of these three, Switzerland fulfils, more than the other two, 
the conditions named above. The facts of history therefore bear out, to the full, 
the position of Switzerland, as outlined above.

The work of the International Committee is one of extreme delicacy,
A single false step can seriously compromise its position and lead to the 
exclusion of its delegates from the territory of a belligerent. Its work therefore 
requires knowledge and a technique which can only be gained by long experience.
If the International Committee was composed of members belonging to various 
countries, there vjould be, as each nation was drawn into the war, a constant 
change of delegates who would have no opportunity of acquiring the necessary 
technique. They would therefore be of no value, or, what is worse, definitely 
harmful to the work of the Committee,

It is an accepted fact that, to obtain permission for the visit of 
a delegate is an intricate and lengthy procedure. If permission is to be obtained 
for delegates from two or more nations , complications and delays will be
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correspondingly increased. Such delays, even if permission is ultimately secured, 
are most harmful to the efficiency of the Committee, on whose activities 
thousands of lives often depend. For instance, the organisation of fleets of 
motor-trucks saved the lives of the prisoners of war when the German armies 
collapsed. For reasons of experience, and of continuous and speedy action, 
therefore, the monters of International Committee should he drawn from one 
country only.

No examination of this question would be complete without considering 
the machinery required. In the war of 1939-191+5 some !+,C00 Swiss nationals gave 
their voluntary service to the Committee, Many of them had previous experience 
of similar work in the war of 1911+-1918, and all of them has teen brought up in 
the tradition of Red Cross service, which is one of the marked features of the 
Swiss people. In addition, the population and various authorities provided the 
Committee with half of its resources, in the shape of grants and contributions.

If the composition of the Committee were to be altered, these subtan- 
tial advantages would be gravely jeopardized, and it is even a matter of doubt 
whether adequate funds and personnel could be available in such circumstances,

*

* *

But although the Commission thought that it would be inadvisable to 
make changes in the membership of the Committee, they felt however that this 
did not mean that no improvement could be made in the organization of the 
International Red Cross, with a view to reinforcing its efficacity, and thereby, 
the efficacity of the International Committee and the League.

The decision to amend the status quo was carried unanimously, including 
the votes of the delegates of the Committee, There should be stressed here the 
spirit of co-operation and understanding which these delegates brought to our 
meetings.

As a result of this decision, the Executive Committee of the League, at 
its meeting of May 22, 19i+7s having heard the Report of the Special Commission 
for reinforcing the efficacity of the International Committee, and aware of the 
fact that the suggestions made by the Commission were intended to bring about 
closer coordination between the constituent bodies of the International Red 
Cross, decided, in conformity with a proposal contained in the said Report, by 
eleven votes to two, and two abstentions, to post-pone the transfer of the 
League to Paris until the Stockholm Conference,

*

* *

Serious grounds justified the position adopted by the Commission, 
and the need for reconsidering· the organization of the International Red Cross,

The concept of the Red Cross itself, which came into being in I863 
during war and to meet wartime needs, has undergone far-reaching changes in the
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course of time and events. The work of the Red Cross took shape, at its origin, 
through the creation of the International Committee, and rested on the funda
mental principle of relief for the victims of armed conflicts, in a spirit of 
charity, extended as equitably as possible to all adversaries alike. Since the 
Committee had, at all times, to grant equal service to all, it is under the 
obligation to regard its work without making any discrimination between 
belligerents.

To carry out its relief activities, the Committee had of necessity 
to find supporters amongst all nations of the world, To this end, it promoted 
the foundation of Rational Red Cross Societies in all the countries signatory 
to the Geneva Conventions,

These national associations, which are all autonomous, but which must 
secure recognition from the Committee, bad as their object to prepare, in 
peacetime already, for the work which would be theirs in wartime« during 
hostilities, they had to serve the Red Cross ideal through cooperation with the 
Army Medical Services, en the battlefield and behind the lines.

The Statutes of the International Committee purposely define the work 
of that agency only along very general lines. The peculiar, almost unique charac
ter of the International Committee, has led to its being quite naturally a 
neutral intermediary between belligerents, to carry relief to the victims of 
war. Except for one or two allusions in the international Conventions, the manner 
in which this mission should be carried out has always been left to the discre
tion of the Committee itself,. It would indeed be impossible to enumerate the 
varied and often unforeseen tasks which circumstances may lay upon the Committee; 
they are all characterized by the fact that they require the intervention of a 
wholly neutral and impartial body.

Since the Committee was at that time, the only Red Cross agency having 
international functions, it was at the service of the national Societies, both 
to assist them in their work and by act as liaison between them; it was also at the 
disposal of belligerent Governments, who sometimes turn to the Committee, asking 
it to undertake duties that are normally incumbent upon a Protecting Power,

The war of 193i|.-1918 enabled all national Red Gross Societies to 
perfect their organization, to strengthen their position and to widen their 
field of action in most countries of the world,

After the war, the national Societies naturally felt the need for a 
closer coordination of their efforts, and founded a federation of national 
Societies, under the style of the League of Red Cress Societies,

Whereas the International Committee had aimed at the preparation of 
Red Cross Societies for their wartime task, the League turned its attention 
more specifically to peacetime problems. Working separately, and for a long 
time in different countries, these two agencies endeavoured to establish the 
necessaiy contacts between each other, but these relations were never defined 
by statute. Consequently, confusion soon arose in the minds of the national 
Societies, as well as of Governments and the public, concerning the respective 
rôles of these two bodies.

Practice thus led to the constitution of the International Red Cross 
in the shape of two entirely independent agencies: one, the International
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Committee, composed of a certain number of Swiss citizens, and forming the 
neutral Committee of the International Red Cross* the other, the League of Red 
Cross Societies , representing the international federative organ of all the 
national Societies of the world*

A great number of meetings and discussions, extending over several 
years, led in 1928 to the adoption of the Statutes of the International Red 
Cross, which, in a general way, defined the respective positions and attributions 
of the two agencies.

We must, however, avoid any confusion of powers or competition in the 
work to be done, which might ultimately impair the moral authority and, conse
quently, the usefulness of the two agencies, whose final aim should blend with 
the common ideal of the International Red Cross and of its constituent members.
We must not ignore the consequences which might result from any policy that did 
not entail the perfect coordination of the many activities of the national Red 
Cross Societies, as represented at international level by the League and the 
International Committee, The need for coordination must not, however, lead to 
any restriction of the powers, or of the right of initiative enjoyed by the 
constituent organs of the International Red Cross, but should enable the complete 
utilization, in each instance, of all the resources available to the Inter
national Red Cross as a whole, in no spirit of competition, but with a desire 
jointly to "serve" a common oause.

The Special Commission wished however to abstain from making any 
radical change in the present Statutes, It endeavoured to find a solution which 
would constitute rather an adaptation of the present Statutes to the normal 
evolution of the Red Cross idea in the world, than a far-reaching refoim of our 
present organization. To this end, it proposed that its suggestions should be 
considered as provisional until the International Conference of 1952, which 
would be called upon to assess the results then achieved. Progressive adaptation 
of the Statutes to changing conditions in a world which is in a constant state 
of evolution, will enable the Red Cross to advance on the highway of progress.
In 1928 already, it had come to an important decision in. this respect, by 
conferring on the International Conference the right to make decisions* Today, 
the Special Commission considers that it would be advisable to grant the Standing 
Commission, not more extensive powers than those it already enjoys according to 
the intention of the present Statutes, hut the means of performing its duties 
under better conditions than those which experience has shown to be inadequate,

More constant intervention in peacetime by the Standing Commission, 
in its capacity as coordinating body, would offer, the Commission felt, the 
solution of the problem submitted for its consideration, It is along these lines 
that the Commission adopted the following resolutions :

I,- Ry three votes to two, and three abstentions :
"The Commission decided that the three first paragraphs of
Article X of the present Statutes of the International Red
Cross should remain untouched",

The Standing Commission will, therefore, continue to be composed of 
five members appointed by the International. Conference, two representatives of 
the League and two representatives of the International Committee,
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II.- Unanimously, less two abstentions :

"The Standing Commission represents the International Red 
Cross Conference in the intervals between the meetings of 
that body. The Standing Commission shall report to every 
ordinary meeting of the Conference,
"Should the representatives of the International Committee 
of the Red Cross- or the League of Red Cross Societies be 
out-voted by the other members of the Standing Commission 
in questions regarded by their organization as matters of 
primary importance, the said representatives shall have the 
right to ask the Chairman of the Standing Commission that 
the whole matter be referred to the International Red Cross 
Conference, The Chairman shall then decide, in consultation 
with the members nominated by the Conference, whether a decision 
is so -urgent that a speoial meeting of the International Red 
Cross Conference must be called, or whether it is sufficient 
to postpone a decision and merely place the matter on the 
agenda of the next International Red Cross Conference,
"The Standing Commission shall be entrusted with the prepa
ration of the Agenda of the next meeting of the International 
Conference, in collaboration with the Red Cross of the country 
in which the Conference is to meet, with the excepticnof the 
items already fixed by the preceding Conference.
"Rational Red Cross Societies, the International Committee 
of the Red Cross and the League of Red Cross Societies shall 
recommend to the Standing Commission the inclusion of questions 
which they consider should be discussed,
"The Standing Commission shall decide where the meeting of the 
Conference shall take place, if this has not been fixed by 
the preceding Conference, In special circumstances, the Standing 
Commission shall have the power to bring forward or postpone 
the date of the convocation of an international Conference".

One of the statutory duties of the International Conference is :
"To ensure unity of effort of the national Societies, of the Inter

national Committee of the Red Cross and League of Red Cross Societies", (Artiole 
1, Par·, 2 of the Statutes of the International Red Cross); In order that the 
Standing Commission, representing the International Conference between meetings, 
may be able to carry out this work with the necessary continuity, the Commission 
thought it indispensable to set up a special coordinating agency, and unanimously 
voted the following resolution :

"During the periods between one Conference and the follov/ing, the 
Standing Commission shall confer its powers for the co-ordination of the work 
of the International Red Cross upon the "Sub-Committee of the Standing Commission 
of the International Red Cross", a permanent body composed of :
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(1) The Chairman of the Standing Commission or, in the event of his absence, a 
member of the Standing Commission acting as his representative who would be 
Chairmen of the Sub-Committee· a member appointed by the Standing Commission 
who would act as Secretary-General of the Standing Commission,

(2) The two members of the International Red Cross Committee, one of théim being 
the President of the International Committee or his representative, and the 
other appointed by the International Committee,

(3) The two members of the Board of Governor;?,, one of them being th Chairman of 
the Board of Governors,or his representative, and the other appointed by the 
Board of Governors'*,

This Sub-Committee would meet at least once a month, and whenever a 
request for a meeting is made to the Chairman by two of its members. Its func
tions would be, in particular, to see that paragraph 2 of Article 1 of the 
Statutes of the International Red Cross is properly complied with,, to make 
recommendations subject to final decision by the International Conference, and 
to prepare the items to be submitted to the Standing Commission at its next 
session.

The Special Commission considered it should leave to the Sub-Committee 
of the Standing Commission the task of settling its methods of work, in the light 
of the practical experience gained,,

Considering that the execution of its proposal depended upon the 
maintenance of peace, the Commission decided to recommend to the International 
Conference the study of the problems as a whole which would arise for the Inter
national Committee, should, by great misfortune, war break out.

Finally, the Special Commission considered that if the International 
Conference, following on the suggestions which the said Commission had submitted 
to it, should decide to set up a Sub-Committee of the Standing Commission, it 
would be for the latter, in the light of its experience, to examine possible 
amendments, or the clearer definition, of the specific terms of reference of 
the leading· bodies of the International Red Cross,

*

* *

Ladies and Gentlemen,

The Study Commission set up by the Preliminary Red Cross Conference 
had a difficult task to perform, I believe it has made reasonable suggestions 
which, while avoiding any fat-reaching changes in the present Statutes, never
theless hold out the hope of improvement in our working methods in the future,

Before concluding this Report, I should like to stress the atmosphere 
of cooperation and understanding which constantly prevailed throughout discussions 
which were sometimes difficult. The spirit in which our work was carried out is 
better evidence than any oration of the usefulness of contacts between the 
leaders of the organizations composing the International Red Cress, and thus, in 
my opinion, demonstrates the value of the standing coordinating body which is 
submitted for your approval.


