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National Red Gross Societies and Civil .Defence

The primary duty of the Red Cross is to be ready to 
act in the event of a conflict or disaster and to assist the 
victims. It works to limit the effects of war by drawing atten
tion to the laws of humanity and prepares in peace-time measures 
to mitigate the ravages of war. By tradition, its efforts are 
directed towards assisting the wounded and sick of the armed 
forces. However, owing to developments in methods and means of 
warfare, there is now another wider and more vulnerable category 
of victims, namely the civilian population itself, which in the 
past was not directly exposed to the hazards of war. Aware as 
they are of the dangers which the civilian population will face, 
the National Societies are thus playing their correct rôle in 
considering first what steps can be taken now for the protection 
of the population against future eventualities and, secondly, 
what wider measures would be required should the danger actually 
materialize.

The part that National Societies should play in this 
connection was stated in the 5th Resolution of the XIVth Inter
national Red Cross Conference (Brussels 1930) which reads: "It 
is the bounden duty of the National Red Cross Societies to take 
every useful precaution in conformity with the appropriate ins
tructions issued by their respective Governments for the passive 
defence of the civilian population against the dangers of warfare".

It was immediately after the first world war that the 
International Committee of the Red Cross first began to study 
the question, which had become a very anxious one.

The Committee undertook a number of studies of the 
legal aspects of the question with the help of experts and the 
support of the International Red Cross Conferences. These studies, 
whose character and scope were profoundly influenced by the 
tragic experiences of the second world war, now reach completion 
with the submission of a draft set of rules to the XIXth Inter
national Conference (1).

The ICRC's efforts soon led to some practical results.
Two International Commissions of Experts, which it convened in

(1) See "Draft Rules for the Limitation of the Dangers incurred 
by the Civilian Population in Time of War". - Geneva, Sep
tember 1956 (published in book form).
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1928 and 1930, recommended in particular that means of protection 
against the dangers of aero-chemical warfare and air bombardments 
should be made generally known. The International Committee there
fore instituted a Documents and Information Centre whose activities 
between the two wars made it a real pioneer in "passive defence". 
While giving priority to its legal work, the International Committee 
continued to take an interest in technical developments in civil 
defence, especially by collecting all the available documents on 
thé subject and seeking information from every source. In particular 
it took an active part in a discussion held in September 1955 on 
the rôle of National Societies in civil defence, arranged by the 
League Secretariat during a session of the League Executive 
Committee (1), at the request of a National Society.

The discussion revealed the complex nature of the pro
blems and the difficulty in some instances of solving them. While 
for the National Societies some tasks relating to civil defence 
are similar to the measures prescribed in the case of disasters 
arising from natural causes, others are new and call for a certain 
amount of adaptation. Thus some societies appear to be hesitating 
as to the correct course of action, because they are afraid they 
might be undertaking new activities beyond their means, or be
cause they consider themselves unqualified, or yet again because 
no preparations for civil defence have yet been made in their 
country.

It is mainly these societies and those which have de
cided to take action but are not yet certain what programme of 
work to adopt, that the International Committee had in mind in 
drawing up this report.

The Committee considered that at this stage of its work, 
it could lay down some working principles, or rather give some 
guidance based on the structure of the Red Cross and its primary 
purposes, in order to ensure that the proposed new activities 
would be conducted in accordance with Red Cross ideals.

furthermore, the International Committee decided to out
line a programme of action by suggesting to the National Societies 
a number of practical activities. This programme, which covers 
both peace-time and war-time, deals only with activities typical 
of the Red Cross and the proper concern of National Societies. It 
also refers briefly to the work the Societies may undertake in 
order to give effect to some of the provisions of the Fourth

(l) A detailed report of this meeting will be found in "Report on 
the R6le of National Societies in the sphere of Civilian Pro
tection", which the League of Red Cross Societies is sub
mitting to the ZIXth International Red Cross Conference.



-  3 -

Geneva Convention of 1949, a subject which was examined in a 
greater detail during the discussion in September 1955· However 
the programme does not exclude the assumption of other duties and 
the Societies will decide for themselves whether they can, or 
ought to, go beyond its limits. In the final analysis the most 
important point is to ensure in every country as efficient a 
civil defence as possible. If there proved to be gaps in that de
fence which no governmental or private body could or would fill, 
it would then be the duty of the National Societies to offer their 
services while taking care not to prejudice their traditional ac
tivities or pervert Red Cross aims.

Directions

(1) It is the duty of Red Cross Societies to participate within 
the limits of their competence in the study and implementa
tion of measures for providing the civilian population of 
their country with the best possible protection against the 
dangers arising from armed conflicts. Such participation is 
in conformity with the principles of the Red Cross movement 
and is based on the resolutions and recommendations adopted 
by the International Red Cross Conference and the Board of 
Governors of the League.

It makes it possible in assisting civilian populations 
stricken by war to introduce certain essential Red Cross 
principles such as the priority to be accorded to medical 
treatment, non-discrimination, assistance to aliens, relief 
according to need, etc.

(2) Even if National Societies were not in principle to be direct
ly associated with the carrying-out of civil defence measures, 
they should nevertheless try to obtain permission from the 
Authorities to undertake those duties falling within their 
province, especially if they have not been undertaken or are 
only inadequately performed by others.

(3) In countries where there is as yet no system of civil defence, 
or where the system appears to be inadequate, it is the duty 
of National Societies of the Red Cross to urge the public 
authorities to adopt or develop really efficient measures of 
protection.

(4) Having regard to the purpose of their work, National Societies 
are particularly well placed for making their members and the 
general public aware of the necessity for civil defence 
measures. It seems that they should be able to further the
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organisation of such measures without unduly alarming the 
public.

(5) It is traditionally in matters of health that National So
cieties have the task of assisting the public authorities.
Their assistance should therefore be given above all in this 
particular sphere (care of the sick, the supply of medicam
ents, the training of health and medical workers, etc.). The 
medical and health aspects of the various tasks connected 
with civil defence should as a rule form the basis of their 
activities.

(6) Where possible and necessary, National Societies may never
theless go beyond the bounds of their traditional duties and 
undertake other work. This will be the case particularly where 
the work falls completely, or in part, within their recognized 
province, as in the case of the organisation of relief supplies, 
welfare work or evacuation operations, the tracing of missing 
persons, etc. in the event of disasters due to natural causes.

(7) As "auxiliaries" to the public authorities, National Societies 
would not as a rule assume the entire responsibility for one
or more civil defence services, except when specially requested 
and in a position to undertake the work. They should however 
endeavour to associate themselves with the work of the bodies 
in charge of civil defence, so as to ensure at every level 
respect for Red Cross principles and their application.

In most cases their collaboration will be the subject 
of a special agreement with the Governments or authorities 
concerned. An agreement of this kind is not only necessary 
for the definition of powers, duties and responsibilities, 
but in some cases it should also enable the personnel of 
National Societies to be put on the same footing as the em
ployees of +he public authorities, in particular as regards 
compensation, insurance, etc. (1)

(1) This question was discussed at a meeting held in September 
1955, at the headquarters of the League Secretariat, at which 
it was decided that the latter should obtain from National 
Societies details of their agreements with their Governments. 
The status of civil defence personnel in general is soon to 
be studied by International Red Cross institutions.
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(8) It is the duty of National Societies to call the authorities' 
attention to the dangers of placing all civil defence per
sonnel on a military footing. At least part of this personnel 
should always be in a position to carry on its work without 
regard with to the fortunes of war and should not on any 
occasion be in danger of attack, death or capture. This point 
has been expanded in the "Draft Rules for the Limitation of 
the Dangers incurred by the Civil Population in Time of War", 
which the International Committee is submitting to the XIXth 
International Red Cross Conference (1).

(9) In the event of war, an efficient and well-organized civil 
defence service will unquestionably enable a considerable 
saving in human life. If, however, hostilities were to be 
conducted as total war, indiscriminately and without restric
tions, such an organization would probably be powerless to 
prevent serious losses and endless suffering.

National Societies should therefore constantly bear in 
mind the precarious nature of the protection afforded by civil 
defence so long as the Powers refuse to adopt certain humani
tarian principles in the conduct of war. They can and should 
play their part by endeavouring to induce the Authorities 
concerned to adhere to a few basic principles such as those 
proposed by the International Committee.

*

* *

Suggestions for a Programme of Work

(A) In Peace-time

(1) Organization of elementary first-aid and nursing courses for 
persons wishing to join civil defence services.

(2) Organization of more advanced medical courses on the steps 
to be taken in the event of attack from the air.

(1) See in this connection the Commentary on Art. 12 of the 
Draft Rules - pp. 96-100.



-  6 -

(3) Participation in the instruction of the population (programme 
of medical and health instruction and home nursing courses).

(4) Advice and practical help in making up first-aid kits for 
factories, blocks of flats, private dwellings, etc.

(5) Blood transfusion:
- training of the public in blood transfusion;
- assistance in the manufacture of blood plasma and 

substitutes;
- participation in the classification of the population by- 

blood group;
- recruitment of blood donors.

(6) The preparation and organization of first-aid services, such 
as mobile units, mobile first-aid posts situated on the out - 
skirts of localities containing installations liable to be 
attacked, etc.

(7) Establishment, participation in the establishment, or campaign
ing for the establishment of medical relief columns (rail or 
road) comprising ambulances, canteens, etc.

(8) Preparatory planning for possible evacuation, especially of 
children (care, identity discs, etc.).

(9) Preparatory measures for the application of certain provi
sions of the Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949 (the marking 
of civilian hospitals and identification of their personnel 
(Art. 18-20); safety zones (Art. 14); identification of chil
dren (Art. 24) and the tracing of missing persons (Art. 26).

(B) On the Outbreak of a Conflict

(1) Putting a nucleus of trained auxiliary nurses at the disposal 
of the hospitals.

(2) Participation in the training of the population.

(3) Collaboration with Government services in setting up storage 
dépôts for medicaments, blankets, clothing, crockery and food, 
especially powdered milk, etc. on the outskirts of large urban 
centres and in evacuation areas.
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(4) Organization of and preparation for evacuation operations in 
agreement with the authorities concerned, with a particular 
view to taking over tasks connected with health and medical 
work.

(C ) In the event of attack

(1) Setting up mobile first-aid posts.

(2) Opening reception centres, especially for women and children.

(3) Participation in evacuation operations and in particular 
taking charge of the sick, wounded and disabled, pregnant 
women and infants.

(4) Medical assistance in evacuation areas, reception centres, 
clearing stations, etc.

(5) Welfare work among evacuated persons in conjunction with 
Government services.


