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(A few suggestions for National Societies who wish to organise 
or to develop their voluntary medical service)

Present position.

In 1951 the ICRC opened an enquiry with National Red 
Cross Societies and the Medical Services of the land, sea and 
air forces of the countries signatory to the Geneva Conventions, 
on the subject of the "training, duties, status and terms of 
enrolment of the medical personnel assigned to the care of the 
wounded and sick in the armed forces". The replies received were 
inserted in the report bearing the same title, submitted to the 
last International Red Cross Conference, Toronto, 1952.

A close study of the question has revealed that the 
countries which were involved in the Second World War, or were 
in constant danger of being drawn into the conflict, are today 
equipped with a particularly well-organised and experienced 
Medical Service, supported and supplemented by a Red Cross 
Voluntary Medical Service.

The experience gained in that field was of a practical 
nature and has left a lasting impression. The medical services 
of the armed forces and the Red Cross had to adapt themselves 
continually to the unforeseen circumstances peculiar to modern 
warfare, which affected, not only the fighting area, but back 
areas and the civilian population.

After the war, on the basis of experience gained during 
the conflict, the countries in question re-organised and enlarged 
their Army Medical Services and the Voluntary Medical Services of 
the Red Cross, in order to be better prepared for future contin
gencies .

The idea on which the Red Cross was founded - nearly 
100 years ago - to set up relief societies in all countries, 
with the object of training in peace-time a sufficient number of 
persons capable of giving the necessary treatment and care to the 
sick and wounded, still remains valid and should always be faith
fully followed.

There are excellent nursing schools in existence at the 
present time, but, nevertheless, a great many States, even those 
which have reached a high degree of technical efficiency, suffer
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from a marked lack of qualified nurses and orderlies. If it is 
already necessary, in peace-time, to have recourse to the servi
ces of assistant-nurses, orderlies and voluntary aids, how much 
greater the need will be, in war-time, for personnel with a good 
basic training in the care of the wounded and sick, and how 
valuable their services will be .’

The ICRC is aware that one of the most vital problems 
being studied by certain countries is, in fact, the organisation 
and development of the Voluntary Medical Service of the National 
Red Cross Society concerned, while the country’s armed forces 
count upon the efficient help of the personnel of those Societies.

Only a few years ago, the enrolment of Red Cross or Red 
Crescent personnel was not very successful in some countries, 
where women and young girls were engaged in domestic pursuits and 
did not leave the family circle. Since then, the position has 
changed very considerably. We need merely to refer, for instance, 
to the emancipation of women in the East, and to the attitude of 
the younger generations of both sexes, who show an ever-increasing 
understanding of social problems, and a sense of their responsi
bility, which goes beyond the family and even the tribal system.

It can be hoped, therefore, that an appeal from the 
National Red Cross or Red Crescent Society would be more favour
ably received at the present time.

Mention should also be made of the fact that in many 
countries the authorities have invited the National Society to 
take part in civil defence measures. This new work will no doubt 
lead to a more extensive field of Red Cross activity, and en
courage the Society’s development.

In regard to the ICRC, it is its special duty - accor
ding to its Statutes (Article 4 (2), confirmed by Article VI,
Par. 5, of the Statutes of the International Red Cross, "to 
contribute, in view of such conflicts, to the preparation and 
development of medical personnel and medical equipment, in co
operation with the Red Cross organisations, the medical services 
of the armed forces and other competent authorities". That is the 
fundamental and original task of the Red Cross.

The ICRC has always followed that course and has made 
a point of giving National Societies the most efficient help and 
support in its power.

In order that its work may be successful, the ICRC 
requires to be kept constantly informed of the experience gained 
and the improvements achieved in this field, in different count
ries all over the world.
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I.- ORGANISATION.

In order that the work of the Voluntary Medical Services 
of the Red Cross in connection with the care of the wounded and 
sick and the improvement of the conditions of all categories of 
war victims may he effctive, it must he organised in peace-time 
under a preconcerted plan.

It would not, however, he possible tc set up a univer
sal plan for the use of all concerned as it is necessary, in this 
particular field, to adapt oneself to circumstances and take into 
account needs of a most varied nature (as a result of difference 
of hahits, customs, geographical situation, climate, density of 
population, financial resources, food situation, etc.). The work 
should he based on the following principles:

(1) - The National Society, in conjunction with the 
Army Medical Service, of which it is the recognised auxiliary, 
could come to an arrangement with other authorities concerned 
(e.g. the Civil Defence Department and the Hospital Boards) 
concerning the duties to he entrusted officially to it, and the 
measures for which the Army or the Government would assume res
ponsibility. A knowledge of those duties, and their limits, is 
essential for fruitful co-operation and to avoid overlapping.

(2) - The National Society could draw up a plan show
ing all the duties which would fall to it in the event of war, 
civil war or internal disturbances:

(a) as an auxiliary of the Army Medical Services:
- care of the wounded and sick,
- assistance to the wounded and sick and their families,
- enrolment, training, posting to units, status, issue of

uniforms, and, possibly the remuneration of voluntary 
personnel,

- purchase of medical equipment.

(b) as a body to which the Government could entrust 
certain tasks:
- participation in Civil Defence duties,
- participation in the preparation of reception centres for

refugees or evacuated persons (maintenance, clothing, 
assistance, etc.),

- prevention of disease and measures to deal with epidemics
caused by the war and its consequences,
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- participation in the evacuation of civilians from danger
zones (the sick, children, expectant mothers, aged 
persons, the disabled, etc.),

- assistance to war orphans,
- distribution of identity discs to children under

12 years of age,
- providing assistant nurses for civilian hospitals,
- blood transfusion service (see Report of the League of Red

Cross Societies, Item 3a of the Agenda of the Medico- 
Social Commission).

(c) as an auxiliary of the public services (tasks which may be 
entrusted to it by the Government which may possibly be 
included in the Geneva Conventions):
- auxiliary information service and tracing service,
- transmission of family messages through the ICRC,
- transmission of news from prisoners of war, or concerning

them, through the ICRC,
- packing and despatching food and clothing paroels for

war victims.

(3) - The Hational Society could designate the persons 
on its staff to whom it wished to entrust certain responsibilities 
in connection with any particular task, in order that they might 
become thoroughly familiar with their duties in case of an emer
gency, and acquire the necessary technical knowledge and capacity 
for organisation.

It will be seen that the work which a National Society 
will have to undertake in emergencies will be of such a varied 
nature, that in order to bring those very numerous tasks to a 
successful conclusion, it will be necessary for the Society to 
have a great many specialists at its disposal:

Medical Service required for the care of the wounded
and sick:
- doctors and pharmacists (male and female),
- nurses and male nurses,
- assistant nurses and medical orderlies,
- ambulance personnel,
- laboratory personnel, X-ray assistants and other para-medical

personnel.
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Social work for the wounded and sick:
- social workers,
- assistant social workers.

It will sometimes be necessary to engage auxiliary 
staff for the kitchen, laundry and linen-room. Such personnel 
can also be recruited by the Red Cross and placed at the disposal 
of the Army Medical Service.

When Red Cross voluntary aids are placed at the dispo
sal of the Army, and, as it were, taken on the strength, they 
will have to conform to the rules and regulations applicable to 
other members of the armed forces, whether they are posted indi
vidually or as complete units. Under such circumstances they will 
be entitled to the corresponding facilities; pay, insurance, food 
and accommodation; their status, duties and ranks will be settled 
beforehand by the army authorities and the Red Cross. They will, 
of course, be issued, by the authorities concerned, with an army 
book, a Red Cross (Red Crescent, Red lion and Sun) armlet duly 
stamped, and an official identity card, in order to comply with 
the stipulations of the First Geneva Convention concerning medical 
personnel in time of war (Articles 24-32, 40-41).

If the National Society is responsible for the organ
isation of field-hospitals or hospitals, over which the Medical 
Service merely exercises supervision, it should also engage, 
besides the medical personnel, the staff necessary for the smooth 
running of kitchens, laundries, etc. In addition, it is most 
important that independent Red Cross field-hospitals should have 
the necessary means of transport. If National Societies have no 
means of acquiring them, they could perhaps obtain requisitioned 
vehicles from the Army or official authorities.

The posting of duly trained members of the Red Cross 
Voluntary Medical Service to the various units, as well as their 
assignment to special duties must - and this is absolutely 
essential - be arranged in peace-time, in agreement and in 
collaboration with the Army Medical Service and other authorities 
concerned. The lists and card-indexes set up for the purpose 
should be kept upio date. Every "recruit" will undertake, at the 
time of his engagement, to keep the headquarters of the National 
Society regularly informed of any change of address, change in 
personal history, serious illness suffered, or any other, event 
which may affect his posting.

The formation of units and their size will depend upon 
local circumstances, the work on hand and the number of persons 
available.

A decisive factor wdien arranging the posting of re
cruits is whether a person can -



6

(a) be made available at any place and at any time,

(b) be made available at his place of residence and
in a temporary capacity.

Category (a) may be classified as Red Cross personnel for 
incorporation in the Army Medical Service,

Category (b) should be reserved for incorporation in the
Civil Defence Service, or for other Red Cross 
work, at their places of residence.

It would be very useful, when recruiting personnel, to 
record the professional and other qualifications of each, and to 
bear them in mind when posting arrangements are made.

It should also be foreseen that the incorporation of 
personnel in the various units will mean providing them with 
uniforms and equipment.

The preparation of medical equipment is another matter 
which concerns the National Societies; it is essentially a tech
nical and financial question. With the exception of some medica
ments which are liable to deteriorate after a certain period, 
reserve stocks of supplies (blankets, linen, instruments, soap, 
etc.), and pharmaceutical products, should be built up in peace
time, when prices are normal and the supplies available are of 
good quality.

II.- ENROLMENT.

When volunteers offer their services and are enrolled 
for Red Cross work, a certain moral attitude on their part is to 
be presumed; it should not be called in question, even if they 
are to receive remuneration of a salary, especially if they will 
be employed in their own profession.

It is not unusual today for appeals by the Red Cross 
for voluntary workers to be interpreted as "preparation for a 
new war", or at least as a sign jchat war is impending. On that 
account, recruiting often meets with a somewhat reserved attitude 
on the part of the population. It is necessary, therefore, to 
consider what type of appeal is likely to meet with a favourable 
reception at the present time. As a general rule, the question 
"What does mankind desire the most today, consciously or un
consciously ", receives the unanimous reply 'A lasting peace".
But is not, in fact, the work of the Red Cross the most obvious 
example of understanding mutual aid and love for one’s fellow-man, 
even for one’s enemy?



An appeal by the Red Cross should make it clear to 
everyone that whoever prepares, in peace-time, to assist those 
who suffer in time of war, even his enemies, arouses within his 
own being a driving force and strength which are conducive to 
peace, not war, and are consistent with all religious and ideolo
gical concepts.

If the appeal is intended specially for young people, 
great care should be taken to choose words likely to arouse their 
interest. One should attempt to fire youth with enthusiasm for an 
ideal and make it understand that the fate of thousands of men 
depends upon the practical help it gives under the aegis of the 
Red Cross. The young should feel that they are responsible for 
the welfare of their parents, brothers and sisters.

Surely the public, which can watch sports events for 
hours, would be interested in a large-scale medical display, 
including the transport of wounded, and all sorts of improvised 
schemes, carried out with makeshift means, covering a section of 
a town or a whole village, where everybody would have a chance of 
showing what he could do? An account of the display, published in 
the local Press, with photographs, would also help recruiting. 
Young people who have become familiar with the Red Cross movement 
during their school days will willingly become members later on.

We have already referred, when speaking of organisation, 
to the classes of professional and auxiliary personnel who should 
be at the disposal of the Red Cross in emergencies.

Doctors and pharmacists, in so far as they are not 
already enrolled in the Army Medical Service or Civil Defence 
Service, can be of very great assistance as organisers and heads. 
It would be advisable for the Rational Society to make sure of 
their practical collaboration in good time.

Women doctors, pharmacists and druggists should be 
enrolled, as available, in Red Cross units, and placed at the 
disposal of the Army Medical Service, or retained for local 
duties.

Professional nurses and orderlies: if a Rational 
Society has its own nursing schools for training nurses and order
lies, it is to be presumed, in consequence, that the personnel 
who have received such training will place themselves automati
cally at the Society’s disposal.

Some armies have their own training schools for nurses 
and orderlies who are to serve in the Army Medical Service. In 
peace-time they are employed exclusively in military hospitals.

In other countries, nurses trained by the State consider 
themselves in honour bound to enrol with the Red Cross after 
obtaining their certificates, and to make their services avail
able in the event of war or disasters, An engagement of this
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kind cannot always be requested of them, but it might be possible 
for National Societies to get in touch with nursing schools or 
professional nurses! associations, and arrange with them for the 
enrolment of nurses and orderlies in the event of a conflict to 
be as general as possible.

Para-medical personnel - laboratory workers, X-ray 
assistants, masseurs, etc. - could be approached through their 
training schools or professional associations; this procedure 
could also be followed in the case of social workers.

Assistant nurses, assistant orderlies, ambulance 
staff, etc, could be recruited from all classes of the population. 
It would be necessary to launch special recruiting campaigns among 
members of life-boat societies, ex-servicemen's associations, 
college pupils, boy scouts and girl guides, also hotel staff (who 
receive useful training in their profession), etc. All such 
persons would receive basic training courses.

Nevertheless, it is not everyone who has the necessary 
aptitude for looking after the wounded and sick, however willing 
he may be. At the time of enrolment the professional knowledge 
and experience acquired in civil life by the person concerned 
should be noted, with a view, for instance, to his employment 
on administrative duties.

III.- INSTRUCTION.

The training of army medical personnel is usually dealt 
with by the Army Medical Service.

When enrolling in the Red Cross Voluntary Medical ser
vice, women doctors and pharmacists, professional nurses and 
orderlies, social workers and para-medical personnel, bring with 
them their professional knowledge. Their services are, therefore, 
of particular value. They should, nevertheless, be given an 
opportunity of preparing themselves for the special requirements 
of war-rtime service.

Nor technical and financial reasons, it may not always 
be possible to ensure that each of these categories receives 
supplementary<training. In such cases, it would be very useful, 
if not essential, to hold advanced training courses in their 
future duties for persons who will hold responsible posts, heads 
of units and groups, and also certain units of auxiliary per
sonnel.

The programme of advanced training courses might be 
on the following lines;
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Branches :

(a) Army Medical Service
- Preliminary study of the nature, organisation and

administration of the Army Medical Service;
- Army Regulations ;
- Medical equipment of the armed forces ;
- Improvisation in the event of war and disasters;
- War-time surgery ;
- Care of sick persons suffering from shock;
- Effects of ABC weapons and care of casualties

(radioactive effects, burns, etc.);
- Blood transfusion and use of substitute products;
- Health measures for the prevention of disease and

to deal with epidemics;
- Welfare work on behalf of the armed forces.

(b) History of the Red Cross
- Organisation
- Duties.

(c) The Geneva Conventions, in particular provisions relating to;
- the wounded and sick, all of whom should be looked after

and assisted with the same care, without distinction of 
nationality, race, religion, sex or political opinions;

- the rights and duties of medical personnel who have fallen
into enemy hands (l);

- the wearing of the armlet ;

- the marking and protection of medical establiëoments ;

- the marking and protection of means of transport for the
wounded and sick, and of medical equipment;

(l) See, in this connection, the pamphlet published by the 
International Committee of the Red Cross entitled "Some 
Advice to Nurses and other Members of the Medical Services 
of the Armed Forces", by Mile. 1. Odier, Member of the 
ICRC (Geneva, 1951).
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(d) Moral training - ethics
- The management of units and groups;
- Team-work;
- Presence of mind in the event of panics breaking out;
- Attitude towards superiors and subordinates;
- Moral attitude towards the events of war.

It is advisable to provide the following courses for 
the training of assistant nurses and orderlies and' ambulance 
staff:

(a) Elementary First Aid courses.
(b) Elementary Nursing courses (l)
(c) Supplementary technical courses in Civil Defence.

The theoretical part of the courses (anatomy, physio
logy, etc.) should be given by a doctor; practical instruction 
in the care of the sick should be given by a professional nurse, 
a tutor-sister if possible.

To consolidate the knowledge acquired during courses, 
they could be followed by a period of practical training in a 
hospital, under professional doctors and nurses, Certificates 
could be issued to students who take the examinations held at the 
end of the courses. These certificates would allow them to enrol 
in the Red Cross, but wculd not entitle them to be employed as a 
professional nurse or orderly.

Reference may be made here to the example set by the 
Ladies Committee of a National Society whose members decided 
unanimously that they would all take preparatory nursing courses, 
followed by a period of practical training in a hospital. As the 
nursing profession in that particular country was still closely 
associated with the idea of menial work, the members of the Ladies 
Committee wished to prove that it was a profession which any 
woman could be proud to follow, and that it ranked as high as 
that of teacher, social worker, etc.

It should be emphasised that practical exercises and 
schemes are both stimulating and encouraging to men and women 
who intend to take up posts with the Voluntary Medical Services. 
The active participation of all concerned will be enhanced if 
they are given the opportunity of acting on their own initiative,

(l) See Handbook published by the International Committee of the 
Red Cross entitled "Training Course for Red Cross Nursing 
Auxiliaries and Voluntary Aids, by Mile. H. Nussbaum, Profess
ional Nurse (Geneva, December 1955) (in French, English and 
Spanish).
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and showing their talent for improvisation. Nor should it he 
forgotten that theoretical notions which often appear to he 
vague or unreal become clear and obvious when put into practice.

The training of assistant social workers should 
preferably be given by a qualified social worker.

It need hardly be said that if medical personnel 
employed on Civil Defence duties are to become familiar with 
measures for protection against ABC weapons they will have to be 
given special training.

It does not seem necessary, however, to deal in these 
pages with the question of training in connection with the admi
nistrative work and organisation of a National Society in war
time. It is, of course, understood that the National Society can 
be .seconded by other charitable organisations or public services 
which are prepared to observe the rules and principles of the 
Red Cross.

IV.- CONCLUSION.

The ICRC has sought, in this Report, to encourage 
National Societies to play an active part in the organisation and 
improvement of the Voluntary Medical Service which they intend to 
place at the disposal of the armed forces in the event of a con
flict. Although this programme has merely been outlined, the ICRC 
trusts that it will at least give National Societies a basis upon 
which to act, and that it will encourage those who wish to enter 
a field which is essentially their own, or feel that it is neces
sary to do so.

The ICRC sincerely hopes, also, that G-overnment author
ities will always encourage the National Societies of their 
countries to undertake and develop this activity, and that they 
will, where necessary, provide them with additional financial and 
technical resources for the purpose.

The present programme cannot enter into details, as 
local circumstances will have to be taken into account. The ICRC 
remains, however, at the entire disposal of the National Societies 
and, if desired, will gladly discuss questions of detail, and the 
practical application of the programme, with each Society indi
vidually .

Many National Societies have, no doubt, acquired prac
tical experience in a wider field than that covered by the Report, 
and the International Committee will be very grateful if they 
will give it the benefit of their knowledge and experience.

4.7.1956


