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Even in war and in regard to the enemy, certain 
rules of conduct must be observed; the principal 
expression of these rules is in the four Geneva 
Conventions of August 12, 1949, now signed on 
behalf of practically all countries.

The Geneva Conventions are founded on the 
idea of respect for the individual and his dignity 
as such. Persons not directly taking part in hosti
lities and those put out of action through sickness, 
wounds, captivity or any other cause must be 
respected and protected against the effects of war; 
those who süßer must be aided and cared for without 
discrim ination.
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General Rules common 
to the four Conventions

Once armed conflict breaks out, the Conventions 
shall be applicable in all circumstances (2).1

In case of civil war or internal strife, certain 
essential principles at least must be observed (3).

The following are prohibited at all times and 
in all places : the taking of hostages, execution 
without regular trial, torture, and all cruel and 
degrading treatment (I-IV, 3 ; I, II, 12 ; III, 13 ; 
IV, 32, 33).

Reprisals on persons protected by the Conven
tions are forbidden (I, 46 ; II, 47 ; III, 13 ; IV, 34).

No one may renounce or be forced to renounce 
the protection accorded him by the Conventions
(MU, 7! IV, 8).

Protected persons must at all times be able to 
have resort to a Protecting Power (the neutral 
State responsible for safeguarding their interests), 
and to the International Committee of the Red 
Cross, or any other qualified humanitarian 
agency (I-III, 8, 9, 10 ; IV, 9, 10, 11).

3 The Roman figures in brackets refer to the number of the Convention ; 
the Arab figures, indicate Articles.
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I. Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of 
the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in 
Armed Forces in the Field, of August 12,1949.

II. Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of 
the Condition of Wounded, Sick and Ship
wrecked Members of Armed Forces at Sea, 
of August 12, 1949.

The wounded and sick of armed forces must be 
respected and protected in all circumstances. 
There must be no attempt on their lives or violence 
on their persons. They must be aided and cared 
for (I, 12, 15).

The shipwrecked shall be similarly treated
(II, 12, 18).

Belligerents must treat the wounded, sick or 
shipwrecked members of enemy forces taken 
prisoner as they do their own (1, 12, 14; I I ,12,16).

The dead must be collected and their bodies 
protected against robbery (I, 15 ; II, 18).

Bodies must be identified before burial and 
death confirmed, if possible by medical examina
tion (I, 16, 17 ; II, 19, 20).

Everything which serves for the care of the 
wounded and sick shall, in their interest, be 
respected and protected— namely : personnel,
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establishments, vehicles, and medical supplies 
belonging to the military Medical Services, the 
National Red Cross or other Relief Societies—  
and shall be indicated by the emblem of the red 
cross on a white ground.

Medical and religious personnel includes : 
(a) persons responsible for the care and transport 
of the wounded and sick, and for the prevention 
of disease (doctors, orderlies, nurses and stretcher- 
bearers) ; (b) the administrative staff of medical 
establishments and units ; (c) chaplains (I, 24-27 ;
n ,  36,37)·

Such personnel shall wear an armlet with a 
red cross, and carry an identity card (I, 40 ; II, 42). 
They may bear arms for their own defence and that 
of the wounded (I, 22 ; II, 35).

If medical and religious personnel fall into 
enemy hands, they shall be allowed to continue 
their duties towards the wounded and sick (I, 19). 
Personnel whose retention is not indispensable 
to the care of prisoners shall be repatriated 
(I, 30, 31 ; II, 36, 37). Those retained shall not be 
considered as prisoners of war and shall have wide 
facilities for their work (I, 28).

Civilians may not be prevented from giving 
care and shelter to the wounded and sick, whoever 
they may be, and shall not be penalized for 
doing so ; they must on the contrary be aided 
in this work (I, 18).
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Medical units and establishments shall include 
all buildings or permanent installations (hospitals, 
stores, etc.), or mobile units (ambulances, field 
hospitals, tents, open-air installations, etc.) used 
exclusively in collecting and caring for the 
wounded and the sick (I, 19).

They may not be attacked or damaged, or 
prevented from operating even if, for the moment, 
they do not contain either wounded or sick (I, 19).

The same shall apply to medical vehicles : 
ambulances, lorries and trucks, hospital ships, 
lifeboats, medical aircraft, etc. (I, 35, 36 ; II, 
22-27, 33, 39)·

Medical equipment (stretchers, medical and 
surgical appliances and instruments, medical 
supplies, dressings, etc.) must never be destroyed, 
but must be left at the disposal of the medical 
personnel, wherever they may be (I, 33, 34 ; 
II, 28, 38).

The emblem of the red cross 1 on a white ground, 
symbol of aid to the wounded and sick, shall be 
used to designate buildings, staff, and material 
entitled to protection. It may not be otherwise 
employed and must at all times be scrupulously 
respected (I, 38-44 ; II, 41-43)· 1

1 Some Middle and Near East countries use the red crescent in place of 
the red cross ; in Iran (Persia) the red lion and sun is used.
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III. Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment 
of Prisoners of War, of August 12, 1949.

Status.

Members of the armed forces and assimilated 
personnel1 who fall into enemy hands shall 
become prisoners of war (4). They shall then be 
in the power of the enemy State, but not of the 
individuals or troops who have captured them (12).

Prisoners of war are entitled in all circumstances 
to humane treatment and to respect for their 
persons and their honour (13, 14).

They shall all be treated alike ; privileged 
treatment may be accorded only on grounds of 
health, sex, age, military rank or professional 
qualifications (16).

Prisoners of war, if questioned, are bound to 
give their name, first names and age, rank and 
army number. They may not be compelled to 
give other information (17).

They shall be entitled to retain their effects 
and articles of personal use. The enemy may 1

1 Assimilated personnel covers members of militia and volunteer corps 
(including those of organized resistance movements not part of the regular 
forces) when they are attached to a belligerent and (i) have a responsible 
leader; (2) wear a fixed distinctive sign, recognizable at a distance; (3) 
carry arms openly, and (4) conform to the laws and customs of war.
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impound their military equipment, except articles 
of clothing and feeding utensils. Sums of money 
and valuables may not be taken from them 
except against receipt, and must be handed back 
at the time of release (18).

Prisoners of war shall in general be subject 
to the discipline and the military code of the 
capturing State (called the Detaining Power). 
(39, 82-88). For security reasons, their liberty 
may be restricted, but they may not be imprisoned 
unless for breaches of the law (21). Before 
sentence, they must have the possibility of stating 
their case (96, 99, 105, 106).

Conditions of captivity.

The Detaining Power shall supply prisoners 
of war free of charge with adequate food and 
clothing, provide them with quarters not inferior 
to those of its own troops, and give them the 
medical care their state of health demands 
(15, 25, 26, 27, 30).

Prisoners of war, with the exception of officers, 
may be obliged to work. They shall receive 
pay ; working conditions shall be equal to those 
of nationals of the Detaining Power. They may 
not be compelled to do military work, nor work 
which is dangerous, unhealthy, or degrading 
(49-54)·
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When taken prisoner, they shall be enabled 
to advise their next of kin and the Central Pris
oners of War Agency (International Committee 
of the Red Cross). Afterwards, they may corres
pond regularly with their relatives, receive relief, 
and be attended by clergymen of their own 
religion (33, 70, 71, 72).

They shall be entitled to elect a spokesman 
(prisoners’ representative), who shall act for them 
with the authorities of the Detaining Power and 
with welfare organizations assisting them (79).

They shall have the right to address complaints 
and requests to representatives of the Protecting 
Power who are authorized, as are Delegates of 
the International Committee of the Red Cross, 
to visit the camps, and talk with them either 
directly or through their representative (78, 126).

The text of the Convention must be posted 
up in each camp, so that prisoners may at all 
times ascertain their rights and duties (41).

Repatriation.

Prisoners of war certified seriously ill or 
wounded shall be repatriated, but may not after
wards take up active military duties (109, 117).

At the end of active hostilities, prisoners 
must be released and repatriated without delaj?
(1x8).
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IV. Geneva Convention relative to the Protection 
of Civilian Persons in Time of War, of 
August 12, 1949.

A civilian is defined as a person who does 
not belong to the armed forces and takes no 
part in hostilities. Civilians may never be attacked; 
they shall be respected, protected, and at all 
times humanely treated (3, 27). They shall be 
entitled at all times to correspond with their 
relatives (25).

Civilian wounded and sick, civilian hospitals 
and staff, and civilian ambulances shall be the 
object of particular respect and may be placed 
under protection of the Red Cross emblem (16-22).

The Convention deals specially with civilians 
in enemy hands, and distinguishes two cate
gories (4) :

a) Civilians in enemy territory.

Unless security reasons forbid, civilians in 
enemy territory must be allowed to leave (35). 
If they do not leave or are retained, they shall 
be treated in the same way as aliens in general 
(38). If security reasons make their internment 
imperative, they shall have the right to appeal,
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and to have their case impartially reviewed
(41-43)·

b) Population 0} occupied territory.

The civilian population shall, so far as possible, 
be enabled to continue as usual (47). The Occu
pying Power shall be responsible for the mainten
ance of public order (64).

Deportations and transfers of population shall, 
in general be prohibited (49). Every compulsory 
enlisting of manpower shall be subject to strict 
regulation. Persons under eighteen years of age 
are entirely excepted, and enlisted workers may 
not be forced to do labour which would make 
them participate in military operations (51). 
Pillage and unnecessary destruction of property 
are forbidden (33, 53).

The Occupying Power shall be responsible for 
the welfare of the children (50), the maintenance 
of the medical and health services (56), and the 
feeding of the population (55). It shall allow 
the entry of relief consignments, and facilitate 
their transport (59-62). In general, the authorities, 
administration, and public and private institu
tions shall continue to function (54, 63, 64).

The Occupying Power has the right to defend 
itself against acts hostile to its administration 
and the members of its armed forces (64). It 
may introduce special laws in this connection
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(64). It may try accused persons before its own 
tribunals, but no sentence may be pronounced 
without regular trial (66). It may, for imperative 
security reasons, intern certain persons (78). All 
these measures are, however, governed by explicit 
provisions and subject to the supervision of the 
Protecting Power (65-77, 78, 136, 137, 143).

** *

Civilians in enemy territory and the inhabitants 
of occupied territories have certain rights in 
common.

They are in all circumstances entitled to 
respect for their persons, their honour, family 
rights, religious convictions and practices, and 
their manners and customs. They shall at all 
time be humanely treated (27) ; no coercion shall 
be exercised against them (31). Women shall 
be especially protected against any attack on 
their honour, and, in particular, against rape 
and any form of indecent assault (27).

These civilians shall have the right of free 
resort to the Protecting Power, the International 
Committee of the Red Cross and the National 
Red Cross of the country where they may be 
(30). The representatives of the Protecting 
Power and of the International Committee shall 
be able to visit them freely (30, 143).
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The enemy Government shall be responsible 
for the treatment given them by its officials or 
military personnel (29).

Finally, should they be interned —  a measure 
which cannot be taken as a form of punishment —  
they shall be entitled to treatment which shall 
in general, and taking into account the fact that 
they are civilians, be analogous to that of prisoners 
of war (79-135).
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