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Geneva Conventions

In compliance with the instructions it had received 
from the XVII International Conference of the Red Cross, the 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) transmitted to 
Governments the Draft Conventions, revised or new, which were 
approved at Stockholm.

On the proposal of the Swiss Government as the custo
dian of the Geneva Conventions, these texts served as a basis of 
discussion at the Diplomatic Conference which the Swiss Govern
ment convoked in April 1949 in Geneva. The four Geneva Conven
tions of 12 August 1949 namely :

Convention I for the Amelioration of the Condition of the
Wounded and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field, 

Convention II for the Amelioration of the Condition of the
Wounded, Sick and Shipwrecked Members of Armed 
Forces at Sea,

Convention III relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War, 
Convention IV relative to the Protection of Civilian Perons 

in time of War

were signed within the time limits fixed for the purpose by the 
61 Powers concerned, thus constituing an impressive demonstration 
of the universality of the humanitarian idea.

It is of interest to note that this new and important 
codification of humanitarian law took place with the same proce
dure as the conclusion of the first Geneva Convention of 22 Au
gust 1864 - that is to say, on the basis of an initial draft by 
the ICRC, followed by the convocation of a Diplomatic Conference 
by the Swiss Government, a meeting of Plenipotentiaries and the 
signature of the Convention in Geneva. The procedure was the same 
at the two previous revisions of the Convention in 1906 and 1929.

Attention has been drawn in another Report to the deve
lopment of international humanitarian law involved by the signa
ture of these four Conventions. It will be sufficient in the pre
sent case to refer to the position in regard to ratifications and 
to the distribution of the texts.
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Up to the present the following Powers (named in the 
chronological order of their decisions) have ratified or ahered 
to the four Conventions : Switzerland, Jugoslavia, Monaco, 
Liechtenstein, Chile, India, Czechoslovakia, the Holy See, Le
banon, Jordan, Pakistan, Denmark, Prance, Israel, Norway, Italy, 
South African Union, Guatemala. The Philippine Republic has ra
tified Convention I.

It will be seen that Powers governed by the most dif
ferent political systems have already ratified the four Conven
tions. That is a happy augury; but it cannot be forgotten that 
too many of the great Powers have not yet ratified or adhered 
to these texts.

Meanwhile the dangers of war continue; and while it 
has been possible in the case of certain conflicts, for example 
in Palestine, by agreement between the Parties, to be guided 
by the 1929 Conventions in the first place, and secondly by the 
New Conventions as from their signature, that has not been the 
case elsewhere. There is no question of the opposing parties 
having formally repudiated the idea of their application; on 
the contrary, they have in general expressed approval of the 
idea. But in fact the operation of the agreements has not always 
been normal, and it is legitimate to suppose that matters would 
have been different, if formal ratifications had taken place 
beforehand.

A world-wide campaign would therefore appear to be 
desirable with a view to the ratification of the texts by the 
entire world.

Who is better fitted than the national Red Cross 
Societies to make their voice heard with the Governments ?

As regards the distribution of the texts, we may ven
ture to recall the efforts of the ICRC to make known the recent 
Geneva Conventions. In the week following on their signature the 
French and English texts were published. Subsequently commentaries 
were published on provisions of special interest to the national 
Red Cross Societies, and short summaries were made for the use 
of nurses and members of land and sea armed forces. The Committee 
has further undertaken the preparation of a systematic Commentary 
on the texts of the Conventions as a whole. The first Volume will 
deal with the First Convention, and will be published shortly.



The authentic (French and English) texts have been 
officially translated into Spanish and Russian at the instance 
of the Swiss Federal Council as the custodian of the Conventions 
These texts have further to the knowledge of the ICRC been 
translated into German, Arabic, Chinese, Danish, Flemish, Hebrew 
Indonesian, Persian, Italian, Norwegian, Polish, Serbo-Croat, 
Swedish and Czech. We know also that steps have been taken to 
bring national legislation into conformity with the obligations 
arising out of the Conventions, and to spread the knowledge of 
them amongst the armed forces. The Press has published articles 
on the subject, and universities have organized courses and 
lectures to encourage the study of this new branch of law.

But it is desirable that all these efforts should be 
systematically developed. Accordingly the ICRC would warmly 
welcome the support of the National Red Cross Societies and the 
League in setting on foot a powerful movement of opinion with 
a view to hastening the ratifications still pending.

A step forward has no doubt been made and the Conven
tions are henceforward part and parcel of positive international 
law; but the progress thus achieved has still to find a defi
nitive place in the consciousness of the nations by the educa
tion of the public and by the ratification of the Conventions 
by all the signatory Powers and the adherence of the non-signa
tory Powers. Humanity will then have made a new advance in 
civilization.


