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XIXth International Conference of the
Red Cross.

New Delhi, 24th October - 7th November 1957.

Plenary Meeting

Item 4 on the Agenda
Report of the Standing Commission of the International

Red Cross.

I want to report to the members of the Conference 
on the work of the Standing Commission of the 
International Red Cross from the summer of 1952 to the 
present time. May I first refresh your nenory by reviewing 
a few points in retrospect?

The Standing Commission in its present form dates 
from the famous Stockholm Conference of 1948. It is 
true that it existed before then and that it figured 
in our Statutes. It was, however, in spite of its 
name, a body which functioned only intermittently.
It met every four years, at the end of the General 
Conference, and ratified the decisions taken by the 
latter. This done, it then subsided and only became 
active again just before the next Conference. It 
decided where this was to be held, fixed the date, 
prepared the list of those taking--part and the agenda, 
and looked after the internal organisation in agreement 
with the National Society acting as host. But between 
one Conference and the next there was a vacuum! there 
was nothing to ensure co-operation, unity, continuity 
and smooth relations between the I.C.R.C., the League 
and the National Societies, and there was no authorised 
body which could, if the need arose, express joint 
and common views.

The Stockholm Conference, disturbed by this state 
of affairs and wishing to remedy it, decided to carry 
out an experiment. This was the subject of Resolution 13.

This arrangement did not alter the composition of 
the Standing Commis -ion which remained as it had been 
in the past and which consisted then, as now, of nine 
members: two -delegates of the I.C.R.C., one of whom
must be the President of the Committee, two from the 
League, one of whom must be its Chairman and five members 
from National'Societies■elected not by reason of their 
nationality but on a personal basis and by virtue of 
their standing in leading International Red Cross 
circles.

The Stockholm Conference made this Commission, 
composed in the same way, into a truly permanent body.
It laid down that it should meet twice yearly and more 
frequently if necessary. It extended and clearly defined 
its "mane ate. The Commission was made responsible not only 
for settling differences which might arise in connection 
with the interpretation of the Statutes and for 
organising the next International Conference but also 
for ensuring the coordination of the work of the 
International Committee and the League during the period 
elapsing between the General Conferences, studying all 
questions common to the two organisations and calling 
for cooperation, examining all legal disputes, and
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adopting whatever course circumstances might demand, 
with the reservation that these would be reported to 
the next General Conference.

Resolution 13 adopted by the Stockholm Conference 
went even further. It instructed the President of the 
I.C.R.C., the Chairman of the League, and the Chairman 
of the Standing Commission to meet during the 
period elapsing between ordinary meetings of the Standing 
Commission, at any time which one or other might 
consider critical, for the purpose of consultation 
and, possibly, of deciding on action to be taken. In 
this way, the Standing Commission came to be an active 
wheel in the International Red Cross machine. It 
acted as look-out and navigator of the ship during the 
crossing from one Conference to another but without 
infringing the independence and initiative which, 
within their respective spheres, are the right of the 
different bodies which jointly constitute the Red 
Cr o s s.

Between the Stockholm Conference in 1948 and 
the Toronto Conference in 1952 its work was carried out 
as planned. The results were eminently satisfactory 
and the Toronto Conference therefore simply 
incorporated the terms of Resolution 13 approved at 
Stockholm into the Statutes of the International 
Red Cross. And very shortly afterwards these terms 
appeared, without modification, in Articles 9, 10, 11 
and 12 of the revised Statutes which now constitute 
the Charter - no longer provisional but final - of 
the Standing Commission.

I am sure the meeting will forgive me for this 
survey of the past. In my opinion it is never 
superfluous to look back in order to show where 
one is going.

Prom 1952 to 1957, from the Toronto Conference 
to that in New Delhi, the Standing Commission has 
been composed as follows;

Chairman: Ambassador Prancois-Poncet
Vice-Chairman; Rajkumari Amrit Kaur
Member, Assistant
to the Chairman: Mr. Sloper
Members: Mr. Nicholson and Mr.Pachkov

The President,Mr.Ruegger, and 
Mr.Siordet, for the I.C.R.C.
The Chairman, Judge Sandstrom, 
and Lady Limerick, for the 
League.

When Mr. Ruegger relinquished the Presidency of 
the I.C.R.C., his'successor, Mr. Leopold Boissier came 
to join us. I should like to take this opportunity 
of expressing appreciation to these two eminent figures 
and to pay well-deserved tribute to the membersof the 
Commission, to their complete devotion to our cause, 
the consoierrtionsenthusiasm with which they have 
carried out their duties and to commend and thank them 
for the atmosphere of friendliness, mutual understanding 
and co-operation which has reigned at all its meetings.

During these five years, the Standing Commission 
has adhered exactingly to the duties outlined for it



s/l
French

in^the Statutes. It has net on the appointed dates, 
twice a year, and each time it has reported to the 
Executive^ Committee of the League on its work. On 
one occasion, of which I will speak in a moment, 
it held an extraordinary meeting.

The three Presidents have remained equally 
faithful to their mandate and have exchanged 
views regularly. Each month the Directors of 
the I.G.R.G. and the League examined and took decisions 
jointly on each other’s business and problems 
always under the supervision of the Standing 
Commission but without its being necessary for it 
to intervene as arbitrator. Agreement is always 
reached by friendly means. There have been no 
quarrels between them. The Commission, which Is 
basically a court of arbitration has never been 
informed of the existence of any dispute.

But we should not read into this that it 
has achieved nothing*. It is the. Commission’s very 
existence and its permanence which, to a large 
extent, exercise a conciliatory influence. It 
becomes a point of honour not to be obliged to have 
recourse to it. Nor do we wish to imply here that 
it is fear of the overseer which is the basis of 
good conduct. We should point out too that in 
chemistry certain elements can only be combined 
when a third is added. The phenomenon which we 
have witnessed is something similar. Those of you 
who are present will no doubt remember that on 8th 
December 1945, the ICRC and the League reached an 
agreement, a modus vivendi, defining the prerogatives 
each in its own sphere of action of the two 
organisations. This agreement has been firmly 
adhered to and put into effect in the genuine spirit 
and on behalf of the Red Cross.

I am not going into details today of the 
questions which we have studied; many of them are 
routine matters and come within the category of 
current business. It will therefore no doubt be 
sufficient to record the most important matters . . 
with which we have been called upon to deal.

The Standing Commission has been responsible 
for compiling and publishing the new edition, in three 
languages, of the Handbook of the International Red 
Cross which is, if I may use the word our "Bible".

The Commission, anxious to speed up the ratification 
of the Geneva Conventions which were revised and 
added to in 1949, requested National Societies, in the 
name of the Three Presidents, to bring pressure to 
bear upon dilatory Governments. This measure has proved 
effective as, at the present time, more than two-thirds 
of the States concerned, that is 64, have ratified the 
Conventions, thus giving them the force of law.

The Commission has sanctioned recognition of a 
number of new National Societies by the ICRC and their 
ad^ssion to the League; this btfings the number of 
member Societies to 77.

We can be justifiably proud of these new enrolments 
which are proof of the vitality and wide-spread influence 
of the International Red Dross, provided of course that 
the new members become imbued with its spirit and 
traditions, and loyally respect its regulations.

-  3 -
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The Red Shield of David Society (Magen David Adorn) 
has^applied once more to the Commission for recognition and 
admission to the organisation, but it wishes at the same 
time to retain its emblem. The Commission pointed 
out that the matter did not come within its competence 
but that it was for the next Conference to take a 
decision on the Israeli request; moreover, any possible 
modification in the denomination of -the Red Cross 
would call for the meeting and approval of a special 
Diplomatic Confer nee. Finally, no new facts had arisen 
since the last Conference rejected the application to which 
we refer, as the Red Shield of David had refused to 
accept the existing emblems, and persisted in its wish 
to retain its own. The Commission therefore expressed 
the opinion that it considered no useful purpose would be 
served by re-opening a debate which seemed to have, 
for the moment, no possibility of reaching a conclusion.

Two interesting suggestions have been submitted to 
the Commission. The object of the first was to introduce 
into the Conference Regulations a clause stipulating a 
definite "quorum'1, i.e. the presence of a minimum number of 
Societies to render discussions and decisions valid. The 
second referred to the period of time which should elapse 
between Conferences which some considered were held 
too frequently. With regard to the first point, the 
Commission considered that, in applying as it does the 
quorum rule for the Board of Governors, the Conference, 
whose sessions are certainly not limited, benefited 
indirectly, in that the Board of Governors meets at the 
same time as the Conference. There seemed therefore 
to be no point in complicating and overloading the 
Statutes at present in fore . by the addition of anew 
clause.

With regard to the frequency with which Conferences are 
held, it is true that ;any Societies consider this 
exedssive and that they -would like to see a longer period 
between each. This is a point which is worth discussing.

The Standing Commission pointed out that the 
Statutes are not sufficiently explicit in this respect.
They stipulate that Conferences shall be held, in 
principle, every four years. The words "in principle" 
leave a certain latitude. In fact, the XIXth Conference 
has been convened not four but five years after the 
XVIIIth. It may therefore be opportune to give the 
Standing Commission definite authority to apply the 
latitude afforded it in the present Statutes to the extent 
justified by circumstances, rather than to tie it to a 
rigid and pro-determined period of time.

The alliance of Red Cross"'and Red Crescent Societies 
of the USSR would have liked the Commission to recommend 
the adoption of Russian as a working language, with 
effect from the XIXth Conference, on the same footing with 
Spanish, French and English. The Regulations governing 
International Conferences stipulate that the translation 
from one of these three languages into the other 
two must be the responsibility of the Society which is 
acting as host and organising -the Conference. If 
other languages are used, their translation is the 
responsibility of the people using them. Russian has 
hitherto come under this category·. The USSR request was 
for Russian to be considered as a main language alongside 
the three others. The Standing Commission did not feel 
qualified to endorse an innovation of such importance which 
entails serious considerations of a material nature and 
which would run the risk of encouraging similar requests 
from other Societies. It therefore considered that it
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was for the Conference to decide, should the 
question be submitted to it.

During the past five years there has, 
unfortunately, been a great deal of suffering 
and many natural disasters have occurred· Floods, 
fires, and earthquakes have followed each other 
almost without interruption and the Netherlands,
Italy, Mexico, Belgium, Algeria,England, Greece,
Turkey, Iraq, Iran, India, Haiti, the Lebanon,
Australia, Pakistan, Colombia, etc. have all 
suffered.

In all these tragic'cases the Red Cross 
organisation's, the International Committee, the League, and 
the National Societies have come to the assistance of 
the victims. The Standing Commission had no 
reason to intervene in the work undertaken. This 
was not its responsibility. When, however, it was 
informed of the work which had been carried out, it was 
able to appreciate with pleasure and pride the 
speed and efficiency with which the Red Cross had 
carried out its humanitarian work, the fin® example, 
the unfailing generosity, the enthusiasm and the 
devotion which the Red Cross had manifested at all 
levels, and the sympathetic response which it had 
awakened among Governments and among the public,not 

mention the splendid co-operati on which it 
enjoyed in carrying out its work.

To disasters resulting from natural causes was 
addêd, unfortunately, suffering caused by man. No 
sooner had war finished in Korea and Indo China than 
civil war broke out in Guatemala, and there was serious 
trouble in North Africa, Egypt and Hungary. In Korea 
and Indo China, the ICRC had not been able to carry, 
out its work except on behalf of one of the two 
combatants. In Guatemala it succeeded in gaining 
in principle, and obtaining in practice, authority 
tovisit and assist political prisoners. In this 
precedent we may perhaps see the seed of a new 
international Convention which would secure for 
political prisoners, in the same way as for prisoners 
of war, certain quarantees of a humanitarian nature 
which would be controlled by the Committee.

In Morocco and Algeria, the ICRC paid repeated 
visits of- inspection to detention and assembly 
centres and internment camps, and sent reports to the 
respective Governments but they did not meet with a 
similar response from the other side. On the 
contrary, the Hungarian incident called for the 
entire International Red Cross machinery: Committee,
League, National Societies, Governments. There is no 
doubt that this was one of the most extensive large-scale 
relief operations hitherto undertaken and successfully 
carried out by the Red Cross. There is no need for me 
to describe the many vicissitudes of this undertaking.
The Committee and the League naturally assumed 
responsibility for this work and, as it was perfectly 
divided between them and the National Societies, 
excellent cooperation was achieved without friction and 
in the best possible conditions, without there being 
any necessity for the Standing Commission to intervene.
It has the satisfaction of noting that whereas the events 
in Hungary had given rise to a surge of political passion 
throughout the world, the Red Cross only excited human 
emotions. Faithful to its principles, it was able to 
alienate all considerations of a political nature and 
to devote itself entirely to the alleviation of distress,
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suffer ing and. mi ser v ,

-nether point was forced upon the members’ notice,
•Vt the start of a, relief action one of the first difficul
ties encountered is caused by the spontaneous despatching 
(without due consideration) of a variety of articles, oftenof 3 mo 
varying

st nondescript 
sources.

nature, coming from numerous and

The first thing to be done is to plan, direct and 
co-ordinate efforts, to adapt and regulate them in 
accordance with the nature and urgency of requirements, if 
one is to avoid confusion, accumulation and insufficiency 
of supplies, the collection of useless articles and loss.

The League has given some very sound advice in this 
connection, to the effect that no action should be taken 
until its representatives, sent to the field of action, 
have been able, to survey the extent of the damage and to 
state what measures are immediately necessary.

Nevertheless, this advice, based on past experience, 
has not always been followed. It should be said that the 
information given to the National Societies taking part 
in the relief action was sometimes contradictory and on 
some occasions differed from one day to another.

It would, In fact, be advisable for the Red Cross 
to be recognised, in all countries, by the Government 
and the public as the sole body responsible for the 
collecting, co-ordinating, arranging and despatching of 
relief supplies.

These are problems which require to be studied and 
to which, after the XIXth Conference, the Standing Commission 
should endeavour· to find a solution.

I have just said that the Standing Commission did 
not have to intervene in the relief action in Hungary; 
nevertheless, it was severely affected by it.

From the autumn of 1955 until early in 1956, it was 
engaged in the preparation of the XIXth Conference, which, 
at the invitation of the Indian Red Cross, was to be held 
in New Delhi. The date originally arranged was October 
1956, which, In agreement with the Society acting as host, 
was later changed to January 24, 1957.

Mhcn drawing un 
ha.d decided that it 
the progr;

^  the Agenda, the Standing Commission 
__ was necessary to reduce and simplify 

emme (generally too long and overloaded with 
matters of secondary importance) of the Conference, to place 
all its work under the general title of "The Protection of 
the Civilian Population", and to reduce Commissions to four - 
General Commission, Human Rights Commission, Medico-Social 
Commission and Drafting Commission. In this connection, 
it had received protests (in the same manner and in the same 
terms as at Toronto) from the Government and the Red Cross 
of the Pec'ole’s Republic of China and the Government arid 
the Red Cross of Formosa. The Government and the Red Cross 
of Peking protested against t. e invitation sent to the 
Government and.· the Rad Cross of Formosa, whose existence 
they refuse to acknowledge·. For their part, the Government 
end the Red Cross of Formosa claimed to be the only bodies 
qualified to reoresent China, and protested against the 
invitation sent to the Government and the Red Cross of Peking.
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The dispute was not new; it had been dealt with by the 
XVIIIth Conference in Toronto, The Standing Commission 
made reference to the traditional ruling whereby the 
International Red Cross does not concern itself with the 
legitimacy of Governments. It is sufficient for a 
Government to exercise its authority over a particular 
territory and for it to be signatory to the Geneva Con
ventions to have the right to take part, without reservations 
in the international Conference. It is sufficient for 
the Society to carry out effective activities in the 
territory under th^t Government's control, and for it to 
be officially recognised by the ICRC, to be called upon 
to participate in the General Conference with the right to 
take part in the discussions and to vote. If not, it 
can only be invited as an observer.

In application of these principles, the Standing 
Commission invited the Government of the People's Republic 
of China, signatory to the Conventions and the Red Cross 
of the People's Republic of China, recognized by the ICRC 
to take part in the XIXth Conference, with the right to take 
part in the discussions and to vote.

It also invited the Government of the Republic 
of China,of the Republic of Taiwan, as such end inasmuch 
as it exercises effective authority in the Island of 
Taiwan, and is signatory to the Conventions, to attend 
in its full right the XIXth Conference.

The Red Cross Society of Taiwan, however, which 
exists and, in fact, carries out its activities in the 
territory of Formosa but has not been recognised by the 
ICRC, could only be invited as an observer, in an advisory 
capacity but without the right to vote.

The Standing commis sion has not succeeded in 
convincing the parties in dispute that they should 
accept these principles and admit that there can be two 
Chinese Governments and two Chinese Red Cross Societies, 
just as there are two Governments and two Red Cross 
Societies in Germany, Korea and Vietnam. Nevertheless, 
their obstinacy is no reason for us to sacrifice the 
provisions of our Statutes on their behalf. The Standing 
Commission therefore overruled their continued protests, 
in spite of the lengthy exchange of correspondence■in which 
both parties invariably repeated the same arguments, 
in this connection a further dispute arose. On 26th March, 
1957, the letter of invitation intended for the Government 
of the Chinese Republic was sent to the "Government of the 
Republic in Formosa". This Government seemed at first in no 
way disturbed; it even accepted the invitation, in a letter 
dated 14th May, and sent a list of its delegates. Five 
months later, however, on 5th October, the eve of the 
Conference itself, it declared that the fact that it had 
been addressed as the "Government in Formosa" and not the 
"Government of the Republic of China" constituted an affront 
it complained to several Governments and decided to cancel 
its acceptance and to refuse to take part in the present 
Conference. It even saw fit, in this connection to 
reproach the Indian Red Cross and its Chairman, Princess
.Amrit Kaur.» ·

♦ · t »La.diGs · · · *
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Ladies and Gentlemen, Princess Amrit Kaur and the Indian 

Red Cross do not in any way deserve these reproaches. They did 
not act on their own initiative, but in accordance with 
particulars giveif°them by the Standing Commission of the 
International Red Cross.

The Standing Commission supports unreservedly their 
action and takes all responsibility which it is extremely 
unjust to put upon them.

It has been asked why the Standing Commission sent 
a letter of invitation to the Government in Formosa and not 
to the Government of the Republic of China, and some 
have read a political motive into this nomenclature.

Ladies and Gentlemen, I assure you that the Standing 
Commission has no political motives. We had no, abso
lutely no ulterior motive. In all innocence the Commission 
considered that "Republic of China" and "People's 
Republic of China" could lead to confusion and that 
"Formosa" was clearer; that is all there is to itl Am 
I to· blame? It is certainly not a serious matter since 
the Government of the Republic of China has taken seven 
months to raise the issue. It is certainly not serious 
because the Government of the Republic of China to whom 
I sent' a telegram reminding them that the work of the 
International Conference would begin on 28th October - 
signed with my name and making no mention of my office, 
in other words, a private telegram,- replied that it would 
be represented.

In any case, the International Red Cross is not a 
legal authority; it is even less a political authority.
The wording which it uses is not legally binding, and 
creates no precedent.

The incident may therefore be considered closed.
I would ask you to drop the matter. It has taken us away 
from our normal work and far from subjects which we have 
met to discuss here.

I will therefore return to the reading of my report.
Apart from this incident, the matter was following 

the normal procedure. Preparations were in full swing 
and the invitations had been posted. Members of the League 
, and the ICRC staff had already been sent in advance to 
'India. Teams of interpreters had already been engaged when 
the disturbances in Hungary and Suez, to which I have 
already referred, broke out.

Strong feelings were aroused throughout the world.
'A storm of controversy arose, but also and at the same* 
time, a surge of charity, pity -and the desire to help.
Feeling some.concern and fearing that the successful 
outcome of the XIXth Conference might suffer from this 
outburst of contradictory sentiments, a number of 
National Societies informed the/merican Red Cross of 
their anxiety and requested it to inform the Standing 
Commission of their wish that the XIXth Conference should 
be postponed until, a more appropriate moment.

Although,, .·
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Although the Standing Commission would , no doubt, have been 

able to judge the situation on its merits, it felt that it was its 
duty to have a general consultation on the subject with all the 
National Societies concerned.

This consultation revealed that 52 Societies, which 
included the United States, the United Kingdom, the USSR 
and the People’s Republic of China, that is to say the 
great majority, were in favour of the postponement, of the 
Conference.

In these circumstances, the Standing Commission 
called an extraordinary meeting on December 13, 1956. It 
was most perplexed and embarassed. To stop the arrangements 
being made, to postpone the Conference without fixing a 
later date,did this not imply that it was incapable of 
retaining the equanimity which would have allowed the members 
of the Conference to meet without dispute? "Charity even 
in the throes of a conflict" -was not this an acceptable 
translation of the Red Cross motto "Inter arma caritas"?
To make the voice of fellowship heard in the midst of a storm, 
was not this a specific and urgent task of the XIXth Conference? 
Further, should they not avoid offending the Red Cross of 
India?

On the other hand, any solution was better than to 
risk the failure of the Conference, either through an 
insufficient number of participants or the risk of a 
spectacle of violence ana discord.

Finally, from the material point of view, normal 
communications had broken down; ordinary means of transport 
by sea, land and air, were disorganised. The relief action 
for Hungary was occupying in Europe a great many members.of 
the League and ICRC staff and preventing them from proceeding 
to New Delhi.

The arguments for and against postponement were put 
forward, discussed and given scrupulous considerations by 
the Commission, whose sole aim was to do what was in the 
best interests of the Red Cross. There is no point in 
reopening the discussion now. It was very searching, 
very moving, and all cards were placed on the table. Finally, 
a small majority declared itself in favour of postponement, 
as it was felt that it was difficult to go against the 
wishes of fifty-two societies wnose possible absence in 
New Delhi might have done immense harm to the XIXth Conference 
and might perhaps have been a fatal blow to the unity and 
universality of the International Red Cross which must at all 
costs be safeguarded.

The Standing Commission, whan announcing the postponement, 
decided that, whatever might happen in the intervening period, 
the Nineteenth Conference would take place before the end of 
1957 and that it would be held, if the Indian Red Cross agreed, 
in New Delhi.

The Indian Red Cross and its president would have 
been quite justified in these circumstances in withdrawing 
the invitation and saying ; "Go ahead then, but without us I"
They did nothing of the kind. They were not in any way put 
out. They were open-minded and generous, and they renewed 
their invitation, proposing that the new date should be 
24th October 1957. I have already said how much we appre
ciated this gesture on the part of the Society and princess
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Imrit Kaur which was a proof of their understanding indulgence 
and broadmindedness. I would like them to know once again, 
how grateful we are to them 1

We are meeting now 9 months later, lias, world 
tension has not disappeared I The^atmosphere is however 
less strained than it was at the beginning of the year.
Regular sea and air communications have been re-established. 
Tempers have cooled. There is, I think, a better under
standing of the fact that the International Red Gross must 
remain outside all political controversy, that it must not 
allow itself to be infected by the passions which are being 
unleashed around it, and that it must confine itself to 
giving assistance to those in distress, whatever may be 
the cause of their misfortune, and without distinction 
of creed or party; in this sphere there will be no risk 
of damaging its smooth working, its solidarity and its 
unity; what sort of an International Red Cross would it 
be whose members were in conflict on the pretext of 
condemning war? It would be an anomaly, a paradox, a· 
nonsensical contradiction 1

I am sure that the XIXth Conference has understood 
this and that it will not allow itself to be led down 
the dangerous slope. The Standing Commission would give 
every assistance there, if it were necessary.

Smt I am forgetting, when I say this, that the 
Standing Commission's mandate has expired. It was elected 
by the XVIIIth Conference. The report which I am submitting 
to you on its work during these five years is its swan song.
I hope I have been able to convince you that it has carried 
out conscientiously and effectively the duties which you 
entrusted to it.

You have to elect a new Standing Commission.
When making the choice, remember that the five 

members to whom you give your votes must have your 
confidence, they must be able to withstand pressure from 
individuals ana to rise above national interests; they 
must have only the general interests of the Red Cross at 
heart and preserve intact the capital of esteem and 
respect which the institution has built up ana which has 
been increased by the experiences of recent years.

Cl 1/312 cc 
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