
XVIIth International Red Cross Conference
Stockholm, August 1948

HUMANIZATION OP WAR

Report
by the International Committee of the Red Cross

(Under Item VI of the Agenda of the 
Legal Commission)

No 10 A Geneva, May 1948



1.

THE RED CROSS AND NE¥/ METHODS OP WARFARE

The Preliminary Conference of National Red Cross Societies, 
held in Geneva in 1946, adopted the following resolution :

"The Commission endorses the text of the International 
Committee's Circular No.370, of September 5, 1945. It 
further adopts, with a view to forwarding to the Inter
national Committee for discussion by the International 
Conference, the following resolution :

"The Conference recommends the prohibition of the 
use of all means of chemical and bacteriological warfare, 
as well as the employment of atomic energy for 
purposes of war".

It seems unnecessary to quote Circular 370 of September 5, 
1945, addressed to the National Red Cross Societies in which the 
President of the International Committee underlined the grave pro
blems liaised for the Red Cross as a whole by the new methods of 
warfare, especially the use of atomic energy. He declared that the 
XVIIth International Conference would have to give its views on 
these problems. The substance of this Circular will be found in 
the Report of the International Committee on its activities during 
the Second World War, (Vol. I, Part. IV, chapter 7)» In the same 
Chapter an account is given of the efforts made by the Committee 
since the end of the first World War for the protection of civil 
populations, quite apart from the revision of the Geneva 
Conventions„

The Committee has, in short, ever since 1918, made the 
protection of civil populations one of their foremost concerns, It 
undertook to centralize all Information relating to the protection 
of civil populations againot chemical warfare by air, and it may 
be considered as one of the originators of air-raid defence. An 
Information Centre, set up by the Committee as a result of resolu
tions passed by the International Conferences, was in operation 
until 1939, and published the result of its studies every month 
in the "Revue Internationale de la Croix-Rouge"„

Moreover, the Committee tried to get an assurance from 
the Powers that they would agree to limit, or even pledge them
selves to foreswear any bombardment of objectives that were not 
strictly military. Thus, it submitted to one of the first Assemblies 
of the League of Nations a series of proposals for the purpose of 
eliminating methods of warfare which had been introduced during 
the first World War. It then sought the opinion of well-known 
experts: the advice given was that only the complete outlawing
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of bombing from the air would ensure effective protection for the 
civil populations. The Committee sent an urgent appeal to the 
Disarmament Conference in this sense, at the same time submitting 
all the documents and information which had been assembled.

During the second World War, the Committee made several 
solemn appeals to the belligerent States, asking them to restrict 
bombardments exclusively to military objectives, and to spare the 
civil population. The most important of these, dated March 12, 1940, 
recommended that the Governments should conclude agreements amongst 
themselves, in which they would (1) confirm general immunity as 
the right of the civil population in international law, (2) declare 
military objectives alone as legitimate targets for attack, and 
(3) prohibit any assault directed purposely against the civil 
population.

Finally, the establishment of Safety Zones was advocated 
on several occasions by the International Committee,

All these efforts proved fruitless, and as the years went 
on, the war became more extensive and more destructive than ever 
before, so that the fears expressed at its start were indeed 
justified. First came the air bombing in mass formation and in 
great strength, which destroyed entire quarters of a city and even 
whole towns. Then came the flying bombs and rockets, and finally 
on August 6, 1945, the atomic bomb, which may be described as having 
at one stroke changed the outlook of the whole world.

Bombing in mass formation, flying bombs, which cannot be 
accurately aimed at a given objective, and atomic bombs, which 
destroy everything within a vast radius, imperil the human values 
which it is the sole mission of the Red Cross to defend. How could 
it be possible for these blind, projectiles to spare hospitals, 
prison camps, and harmless civilians? With such weapons and methods 
of warfare no discrimination can be made. Moreover, the atomic bomb 
inflicts on its victims suffering which is out of all proportion 
to its tactical aims, since many of them die a lingering death as 
a result of burns, after weeks of intense suffering. These two 
reasons are enough to brand these weapons as absolutely contrary 
to the law of nations. The press is already speaking of means of 
destruction which are still more powerful than the atomic bomb.

The only effective solution to oppose their ravages, as 
the Committee declared in referring to bombing from' the air in 
general, is to secure an absolute prohibition of these methods of 
warfare. The Preliminary Conference was therefore justified in 
advocating the prohibition of the use of atomic energy for war 
purposes. Such a possibility need not be considered as the mere 
hope of a visionary: the belligerents did, after all, in the second 
World War, obey the prohibition of chemical and bacteriological 
warfare embodied in the Geneva Protocol of 1925, which was signed 
and ratified by a large number of Powers,



3.

The Committee therefore proposes to the XVIIth Interna
tional Red Cross Conference to revert to the resolution of the 
Preliminary Conference, at the same time extending it to include 
other guided projectiles and giving it a character of greater 
emphas is,

The following wording might be adopted :
"The Conference,

, "Considering that during the Second World War, the
belligerents observed the prohibition placed on the use 
of poison gas, asphyxiating and similar ga3es, and of 

» bacteriological means of warfare, formally proscribed
by the Protocol of 1925,

"Declaring that the employment of blind weapons, 
which cannot be aimed with precision or which sow 
destruction indiscriminately over vast spaces, would 
means the annihilation of human beings and of values 
which it is the mission of the Red Cross to defend, 
and would endanger the very future of civilization,

"Calls upon the Powers to pledge themselves by 
covenant to proscribe absolutely the use of such 
weapons, and the employment, for purposes of war, of 
atomic energy or of any other similar force",

Furthermore, the Committee is at present studying the 
possibility of once more opening their Information Centre relating 
to the protection of civil populations against the effects of war, 
and of resuming the publication in the "Revue internationale de la 
Croix-Rouge", of information collected by the Committee,

» One National Society has just called the attention of
the Committee to the fact that the Red Cross Societies of the 
various countries should be making preparations for the treatment 

* to be given to possible war victims, It points out that certain
protective measures against the effects of atomic explosion are 
already known, and that other means of protection will certainly 
be discovered, Thi3 Society therefore considers that such information 
and instruction should, here and now, be circulated for the benefit 
of the National Societies,

It will also be remembered that the Committee have taken 
up again, whilst studying the revision of the Conventions, the 
proposal to establish Safety Zones in which certain parts of the 
civil population would be able to find refuge.


