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PROTECT I PIT ARP FACILITIES TO BE ACCORDED 
BY GOVERNMENTS TO NATIONAL SOCIETIES AND INTERNATIONAL

ORGANS OF THE RED CROSS

The International Conference of Geneva in 1863, at 
which the Red Cross movement originated, had already made a re
commendation to the effect that :

Art. 10..........
(a) Governments should give their high 

protection to such relief committees 
as may be formed, and should facilitate 
as far as possible the fulfilment of 
their tasks.

Since then the problem of the protection of the organs 
of the Red Cross on the one hand and the facilities to be given 
them for the fulfilment of their work on the other hand has not 
ceased to be a periodical source of preoccupation to the Red 
Cross Agencies and to the discussions of their principal mee
tings : see for instance the resolutions of 1892, 1912, 1934, 
1938 and 1949-

It is not that the Rational Societies or even the 
international organs of the Red Cross have failed to obtain from 
the authorities any measures of protection or facilities of the 
kind for which the 1863 Conference hoped. On the contrary, the 
Red Cross Societies have been explicitly recognized by their 
Governments, and sometimes associated very closely with the 
State machinery in the performance of work of public interest, 
and have been able little by little, thanks to their merits, 
to attain a privileged or at any rate uncontested position, 
to which they owe special protection and numerous facilities on 
the part of the authorities.

And yet the question recurs periodically in the dis
cussions of Red Cross Conferences, for the reason that the na
tional or international organs of the Red Cross, having to cope 
with continually increasing tasks, have been led to ask Govern
ments for new and more extended facilities; and the majority of
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Governments, in view of the continual occasions for expenditure 
under present conditions, are less inclined than they once were 
to accord privileges, of the financial implications of which 
they are apprehensive.

Moreover the question of protection has undergone a 
certain transformation. Government recognition and support are 
still indispensable; but the Red Cross Societies are some
times compelled to take steps to prevent such support from 
affecting in any respect the independence and autonomy which 
they desire to exercise in their efforts to remain faithful to 
Red Cross principles. The protection of the State should there
fore represent rather an understanding support than an authori
tative guardianship. That attitude has to be maintained even 
in the case of an international or internal conflict in order 
that Red Cross activities, which are never more necessary than 
in such circumstances, may be continued.

The Red Cross movement, which has developed side by 
side with the humanitarian Conventions it has inspired, has al
ways found in the Conventions the main support of its activities. 
It was natural therefore that the Geneva Conventions of 1949, 
which were a response to the recommendations of the XVII Inter
national Conference of the Red Cross, should in their turn fur
nish the organs of the Red Cross movement with now elements of 
support for their action in cases of armed conflict, both in 
connection with the protection and the facilities to be given 
to the National Societies.

A brief account of what the Conventions can do in the 
matter first of protection and secondly of facilities will 
simplify the issue. It will then be easier to determine what is 
still desirable.

A. Protection.

It may well be held that the protection of the organs 
of the Red Cross increases in proportion as their international 
position is strengthened. In this connection it is necessary to 
point out in the first instance that the new Conventions ex
pressly recognize, not only the activity of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) (as did the Conventions of
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1929), hut also that of the National Red Cross Societies. Re
ference is now made to the latter in connection with their tra
ditional activities as aids to the Medical Services of armed 
forces (Article 26 of the First Convention).

Provision is also expressly made for their co-operation 
in connection with the exchange of correspondence between ci
vilians separated by reason of war (Article 25 of the Fourth Con
vention). They are again mentioned in the provision with regard 
to relief organizations in occupied territories, as to which see 
below.

On one particular point the protection accorded to 
the Red Cross Societies is more direct and more specific. Re
solution XXIX of the XVII International Conference, following 
on previous resolutions of the same kind, was concerned with the 
maintenance of the activities of Red Cross sections remaining in 
occupied territories, and recommended the ICRC to take all re
quisite steps to comply with the appeal of a National Society 
in occupied territory for the safeguarding of its funds or the 
protection of its personnel.

Considerations of this kind also find an important 
place in Article 63 of the Fourth international Convention of 
Geneva, which lays down that "recognized Rational Red Cross So
cieties shall be able to pursue their activities in accordance 
with Red Cross principles as defined by the International Red 
Cross Conferences", and "the Occupying Powers may not require any 
changes in the personnel or structure of these Societies, which 
would prejudice the aforesaid activities".

In these various provisions the Rational 
Societies have a very appreciable strengthening of their pro
tection. But the effect of these provisions is limited in the 
case of international war. One has seen that international

conflicts (civil war, colonial conflicts etc.) are lia
ble on occasion to paralyse the activity of the Red Cross at the 
very moment when it is most necessary. Would it not be desirable 
that a resolution of the International Conference of the Red 
Cross should supplement in this respect the effects of the 1949 
Conventions by calling the attention of Governments to the ques
tion ? A resolution to this effect might run as follows :
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"Desirous of assuring the relief of the 
Red Cross to victims in need thereof in all 
circumstances, including cases of internal 
armed conflicts or disturbances, the XVIII 
International Conference of the Red Cross 
recommends those responsible to arrange that 
the changes involved by such events do not 
affect the work of the Red Cross Society 
concerned in such a way as to compromise, or 
even to retard, its charitable activities, 
which in such situations are so much re
quired" .

B. Facilities to be accorded to National Societies.

Two sorts of measures have to be distinguished in 
this connection :

(a) facilities benefiting only relief and corres
pondence of persons protected by the Geneva 
Conventions, and

(b) facilities accorded to organs of the Red 
Cross as such.

(a) - The International Societies and Institutions of 
the Red Cross have the benefit of facilities of the first cate
gory, in so far as they forward or transmit relief and corres
pondence. As this is one of their principal activities in time 
of war, this category is of great importance for them.

The 1929 Conventions made provision for complete postal 
franchise for relief or correspondence of prisoners of war, to
gether exemption from all Customs or other import duties, and 
freedom of transport on railways operated by the State.

In the new Conventions these facilities are extended 
to interned civilians (Articles 74 and 110 of the Fourth Con
vention). Furthermore, both for civilians and for the prisoners 
of war, the facilities are supplemented in various respects - 
namely complete freedom of transport for relief consignments not
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passing through the post, on the territory of any State which is 
a party to the Conventions, whatever the ownership of its rail
ways (Article 74 of the Third Convention and Article 110 of the 
Fourth Convention), franchise or considerable reduction of 
.charges for telegrams of protected persons (same articles), spe
cial facilities for the transfer of funds and other financial or 
technical measures with a view to the purchase of relief for 
such persons (Third Convention, Article 8 of Annex III and Fourth 
Convention, Article 7 of Annex II).

Further, relief consignments to the civilian popula
tion of an occupied territory are in principle to be exempt from 
all Customs or other import charges, and to be transported free 
as far as possible (Fourth Convention, Article 61).

(b) - In the matter of the benefits accorded directly 
to the organs of the Red Cross, the new Conventions reaffirm 
more strongly than the texts of 1929 the obligation of the De
taining Powers to accord to the relief Societies, and conse
quently to the organs in question, without reserve the indis
pensable provisions for security and "all necessary facilities, 
as well as to their delegates", for the fulfilment of their work 
with protected persons (Third Convention, Article 125 and Fourth 
Convention, Article 142).

Though the Article does not specify the facilities 
concerned, it may be supposed that they relate in particular 
to authorizations to travel, to special benefits in connection 
r̂ith the transport of relief over and above the free transport 
provided and to transport facilities in general for delegates 
of charitable societies.

Reference should also be made to the postal franchise 
and to the (new) reductions in telegraphic charges on as ex
tensive a scale as possible, to which the Central Information 
Agency created by the ICRC, and the national Information Bureaux 
whose organization is frequently entrusted to the Red Cross So-· 
cieties, are entitled (Third Convention, Article 124 and Fourth 
Convention, A*rticle 141).
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Such is -the balance-sheet of the contributions which 
the new Geneva Conventions make in the matter of facilities to 
the organs of the Red Cross.

The ICRC is aware from experience that facilities will 
be granted more rapidly in practice, if they have been expressly 
incorporated in the relevant laws and regulations of each country. 
It has therefore every reason to encourage the National Societies 
of States which are already Parties to the 1949 Conventions to 
give close attention, in their own country, to the embodiment in 
legal form of the facilities in question on the most ample lines 
and at the earliest possible date. The Committee itself has been 
in contact with the Universal Postal Union in respect to the 
Postal Conventions being brought into harmony with the new Ge
neva Conventions. It has also taken several steps towards the 
introduction into the corresponding regulations of the Interna
tional Telecommunication Union of exemptions of costs for te
legrams of a humanitarian nature.

Gratifiying as these facilities are, it cannot but be 
remembered that they are not automatically accorded to the Red 
Cross except when the international legislation which accords 
them is applicable - that is to say in case of conflicts. But 
the activities of the Red Cross organs in times of peace, and 
perhaps even more in times which might be described as the 
"restoration of peace", should be entitled to such benefits, 
if they are to attain their maximum effectiveness.

Resolutions No XVII and XL of the XVII International 
Conference of the Red Cross drew the attention of Governments 
to the need of giving national and international institutions 
of the Red Cross facilities comparable to those for which the 
humanitarian Conventions provide.

Various Governments have displayed the utmost under
standing of the appeals made by their respective Red Cross 
Societies in the sense of the Resolutions quoted; but it appears 
notwithstanding that the purpose of the Resolutions is far from 
having been attained. The Universal Postal Union for example 
inquired of the States belonging to it in 1949 whether they were 
according franchise or facilities on their territory to the 
correspondence of the various national organs of the Red Cross. 
Out of some thirty replies received, more than half were in
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the negative. And yet these are facilities which would involve 
very little expenditure for the States concerned.

It would therefore seem desirable in our opinion to 
repeat in even more urgent form the appeal addressed to Govern
ments by the Resolutions above mentioned.

Experience shows that the appeal should be supplemented 
by a reference to the situations which habitually arise in times 
of "restoration of peace". It may well happen that at a moment 
when hostilities come to an end the organs of the Red Cross are 
holding, whether as donors or as intermediaries, large quantities 
of relief for persons protected by the Convention. If the latter 
are repatriated before the close of hostilities, these reserve 
stores of relief can no longer be sent to their original desti
nation and are then used, with the consent of the donors, for 
other purposes or for other victims.

Such at any rate was the situation in which the Inter
national Committee of the Red Cross found itself in 1945. It 
was necessary to make urgent representations to obtain transport 
facilities from the States concerned for its relief reserves, 
which were either sent to new victims or returned to the coun
tries of origin for general disposal to persons affected by the 
war.

The final destination of such relief thus remains, 
taken as a whole, a humanitarian issue, comparable to the ques
tion of free transport in war time. Under these circumstances, 
would it not be both natural and desirable to express the wish 
that Governments should extend to such relief after the close 
of hostilities the facilities for which the Geneva Conventions 
provide ? The International Conference of the Red Cross might 
adopt for that prupose the following resolution :

"The XVIII International Conference of the 
Red Cross invites Governments to extend the be
nefit of franchises and exemptions from charges 
for which the Geneva Conventions of 1949 provide, 
to relief consignments to persons protected by 
these Conventions, when such consignments, owing 
to the cessation of hostilities and the repatriation 
of the persons in question, are to be devoted to 
other humanitarian ends".
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