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Report of the International Commission 
for the Study of Medical Equipment

In December 1947, the International Committee of the 
Red Cross addressed to the States signatories of the Geneva Con
vention, as vieil as to their medical services and to the Rational 
Red Cross Societies, a circular letter relating to the Interna
tional Commission for the Study of Medical Equipment. The object 
of this communication was to enquire of the organizations con
cerned as to the desirability of the resumption of the activities 
of the said Commission, and to enable them to deal in full know
ledge of the facts with the question appearing on the agenda of 
the XVII International Conference of the Red Cross (Stockholm, 
August 1948), The Conference after consideration of the question 
was anxious not to encroach on the prerogatives of the World 
Health Organization, but was at the same time desirous of a con
tinuation of activities, to the interest of which it was fully 
alive. It adopted the following resolution :

"The XVII International Conference of the Red Cross
"expresses the hope that the World Health 
Organization will undertake to be responsible 
for the uniformity of medical equipment for 
both military and civilian needs, on the basis 
of experience acquired and with the co-operation 
of the International Red Cross organizations, 
in particular the Standing International Commission 
for the Study of Medical Equipment".

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) at 
once transmitted the above resolution to the World Health Organiza
tion, and established contacts with a view to laying the founda
tions of possible future collaboration between the two bodies in 
the matter of medical equipment.

On 18 March 1949 a letter of the Director General of 
the World Health Organization informed the International Committee 
of the following recommendations by its Executive Board

(1) The ICRC is requested to continue its efforts with a view 
to uniformity of medical equipment, whether for civilian 
or military needs.
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(2) The WHO will collaborate in these activities with the inter
national organs of the Red Cross, furnishing the latter with 
any information it may have on the subject.

(3) The ICRC is requested to consider the strengthening of the 
Standing International Commission for the Study of Medical 
Equipment by the addition of representatives of medical and 
public health services and other medical organizations 
interested in the question.

The World Health Organization accordingly left it to 
the International Committee of the Red Cross to continue its 
activities in the matter of medical equipment.

The ICRC thereupon prepared to assume the responsi
bilities which the XVII International Conference of the Red Cross 
had thought to entrust to the WHO. It began by endeavouring to 
ascertain means of contributing to the work already done in each 
country with a view to uniformity of medical equipment. The en
quiry showed the need for co-ordination of the efforts made on 
both sides. Realizing as it did its inability to carry to a 
successful conclusion such important work without the co-operation 
of all those concerned with aid to the wounded and sick, the ICRC 
requested the army Medical Services to lend their continuous co
operation in the studies which it proposed to undertake.

* * *

But the resolution of the Stockholm Conference related 
to "medical equipment for both military and civilian needs". 
Accordingly it concerned, not only the army Medical Services, but 
also the National Red Cross Societies. It was in this sense that 
the Board of Governors of the League of Red Cross Societies at 
its session of October 194-9 adopted a resolution, recommending 
the Secretariat of the League to study the uniformity of medical 
equipment of the Red Cross staffs engaged on an international 
relief operation.

The two organizations of the International Red Cross 
thought it therefore essential to co-ordinate their activities 
in the matter, as the same equipment served both for civilian 
and for military personnel in peace as in war.
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In the spring of 1950 the ICRC and the league, in order 
to avoid overlapping which could only give rise to confusion and 
dispersion of efforts, agreed as from that time onwards to refer 
all questions relating to medical equipment to the International 
Commission for the Study of Medical Equipment on the understanding 
that the latter, which had not met since 1938, would be reconsti
tuted with eight members as follows :

2 persons with expert knowledge of military medical equipment, 
2 persons with expert knowledge of civilian medical equipment, 
2 representatives of the ICRC,
2 representatives of the League.

The Commission was further left free to co-opt as 
technical experts persons chosen for their special expert know
ledge, or in their capacity of representatives of a specialized 
organization interested in particular questions under study.

Lastly it was proposed to call periodical meetings on 
the occasion of the International Conferences of the Red Cross of, 
for example, the chief medical officers of the Military Health 
Services, the heads of the National Red Cross Societies and the 
heads of Public Health Services. It was proposed that the con
sultative assembly thus constituted should take note of the re
sult of the Commission's labours, with a view to making sugges
tions and proposals in regard to its activities.

* * *

The Commission met in its new form for its 14th session 
on 22 January 1952 at the headquarters of the ICRC. The following 
persons took part in the session :

Surgeon-General Jame (France), who was appointed Chairman, 
Brigadier-Colonel Meuli (Switzerland) and Professor de Laet 

(Belgium),
Surgeon-General Florelius (Norway) and Dr. Alsted, representing 

the League,
Dr. Cramer and Dr. Marti, representing the ICRC.

Dr. Mackenzie (United Kingdom) was present as an
Observer.
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Having considered first the previous work of the In
ternational Commission for the Study of Medical Equipment and 
its methods between 1925 and 1939, and further the considerable 
activities displayed in the standardization of medical equipment 
by other national or international organizations, the Commission 
concluded that it was not called upon to be a body devoted solely 
to technical studies, but rather to act as a centre of documen
tary information, centralizing all information derived from en
quiries made from the medical health services, the National Red 
Cross Societies, and the various organizations concerned with 
the standardization of medical equipment, and spreading know
ledge of such information as widely as possible with a view to 
pooling the experience gained.

The Commission decided as a beginning of its work to 
undertake an enquiry relating to the following subjects :

(a) stretchers and their supports,
(b) blood transfusion equipment,
(c) mouth-pieces of syringes,
(d) initial medical records.

The Commission further recommended the organization 
of an exhibition of medical equipment on the occasion of the 
XVIII International Conference of the Red Cross, as also the 
reconstitution of the museum of medical equipment of the ICRC.

In conclusion it requested its Secretariat to adapt 
the former regulations of the Commission to the new provisions, 
and to submit a draft to it for the purpose at its next session.

* * *

Although the field which it was for long the only body 
to cover is now more limited than in the past, the International 
Commission for the Study of Medical Equipment is convinced that 
it can do useful and profitable work under present conditions 
At the same time, in order to be able effectively to fulfil its 

task, it must be in a position to count on the whole-hearted 
assistance of the army Medical Services and of the National Red
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Cross Societies, each of which within its sphere of influence 
should do what it can to promote the standardization of medical 
equipment and to help spread the knowledge of experience gained 
and results attained.

The International Commission for the Study of Medical 
Equipment trusts that the Medical Services and the National 
Societies will make it their business to lend such support, 
which is so necessary to the success of the Commission's 
labours.


