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RESPECT OF THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS

TRANSMISSION OF PROTESTS

Some of the National Red Cross Societies have requested 
that the procedure for transmitting protests regarding alleged 
breaches of the humanitarian Conventions should be re-examined 
during the XXth International Conference. The competence of the 
Red Cross on such matters is questioned.

Under Article VI, of the International Red Cross 
Statutes, the ICRC ... "takes cognizance of all complaints 
regarding alleged breaches of the humanitarian Conventions".

These communications fall into two separate categories: 
the first, which is much wider than the second, includes the 
numerous complaints, from National Societies, but principally 
from Governments, families and prisoners, etc. concerning the 
non-application of one or other provision of the Conventions.
They mainly relate to the treatment of war prisoners and often 
to a permanent de facto situation. The ICRC receives a great 
number of such complaints, which involve constant action. It can 
generally remedy the unsatisfactory situations reported to it by 
means of appropriate interventions, camp visits, etc. This 
certainly seems one of the duties, for which the ICRC is the most 
generally qualified body and, in many cases, has real and effective 
means of action. There is no question of changing anything here.

The second category of complaints, of which there are 
relatively few, comprises protests that generally relate to serious 
breaches of the Conventions or of humanitarian principles and 
concern past events where the ICRC no longer has any hold and 
cannot verify the facts. Here the only possible procedure is to 
communicate the complaint to the accused party resquesting it to 
investigate and report whether the facts are accurate or, on the 
contrary, false or distorted. These protests mainly come from 
National Red Cross Societies but also from Governments, private 
persons or bodies, who generally ask that they should be trans
mitted to the accused party, or even to all the National Societies. 
We only intend to deal with this category in the present Report.

During the Second World War, the ICRC chiefly received 
protests concerning the bombardment of hospitals, ambulances, 
the torpedoing of hospital ships, and air raids on civilian 
populations.
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VJben they were made by National Societies, the ICRC 
transmitted them to the National Society of the country accused. 
Protests from Governments were sent to the Government accused.
As said above, National Societies have sometimes asked for their 
protests to be brought to the knowledge of all sister Societies 
and even laid before public opinion. As a rule the ICRC is preclu
ded firomfollowing this course. It cannot take up any position in 
respect of allegations which it cannot verify on the spot.

The ICRC stated its attitude on this matter at the 
preliminary Conference of the National Red Cross Societies 
(Geneva, July-August 19^6), following the Second World War, 
as it already wondered whether it should not cease to transmit 
such protests.

It pointed out in its documentation, that the procedure 
of transmitting protests from a National Society to a National 
Society had yielded very few positive results. Moreover, no really 
effective means exists for dealing with such complaints. The ICRC 
could not act as a law court or an arbitrator. It questioned 
whether protests against a violation of the law of nations really 
fell within its competence. Its chief duty in time of war was to 
carry out relief work, and it should not be exposed to the danger 
of compromising its humanitarian activities by Interventions 
which very seldom· yield concrete results.

If it was desired that the ICRC continue and even 
develop this aspect of its activities, its role should be subject 
to the following conditionss it should be compatible with the Red 
Cross principles of impartiality and neutrality and should not 
risk restricting or jeopardizing the real work of the ICRC; 
National Societies and their Governments should assure it that 
they would enable it to carry out this role by making appropriate 
investigations in respect of each protest and furnishing detailed 
replies. There was no point in delegating such a role to the ICRC 
unless the accused parties were prepared to play their own parts.

After examining the documentation, the Conference 
considered that the ICRC should continue to assume the role 
entrusted to it in transmitting protests against violations of 
the Geneva Conventions. It also approved the conditions laid down 
by the ICRC and referred to above.

The XVIIth International Conference of the Red Cross 
(Stockholm, 19^8), confirmed these conclusions in its Resolution 
No XXII, which is still in force?



A

-  3 -

"The XVIIth International Conference of the Red Cross 
considers that the International Committee of the Red Cross 
should continue to transmit protests it may receive concern
ing alleged violations of the Conventions,

emphasizes the duty of National Societies to forward 
these protests to their Governments,

recommends that National Societies do all in their power 
to ensure that their Governments make a thorough inves
tigation, the results of which shall be communicated without 
delay to the International Committee of the Red Cross."

Since I9V8, the number of protests has appreciably 
increased, because they frequently come from National Societies 
whose countries are not directly involved. These communications 
have remained just as vain and useless, if not more so. In 
addition, they are generally ill-received and sometimes irritate 
the accused party. They never lead to thorough investigations or 
detailed replies. The situation which the ICRC censured as early 
as 19^6 has not at all improved^ on the contrary, it has consider
ably degenerated.

During the last decade, conflicts have increasingly 
taken the shape of civil wars or internal disturbances. In such 
cases, the transmission of protests is often difficult, and even 
impossible, because the Parties generally refuse to recognise 
each other and are little disposed to receive communications from 
political adversaries.

In view of these circumstances, the ICRC feels that 
there is no longer any reason to transmit such protests, except 
in the absence of any other regular channel, where a neutral 
intermediary is necessary between the countries directly concerned.,.

The ICRC will naturally continue, as in the past and in 
accordance with the Statutes of the International Red Cross, to 
receive all complaints and protests regarding alleged violations. 
The Statutes will not therefore require modifying on this point.

DRAFT RESOLUTION

Protests regarding alleged violations of the humanitarian 
Conventions

The XXth International Conference of the Red Cross,
after examining the Report submitted by the International 

Committee of the Red Cross,
i



whereas the aim in transmitting a protest to an accused 
party is that a full enquiry should be opened and a detailed 
report made,

considering that this procedure has never yielded any 
concrete results,

takes note that the International Committee will no 
longer transmit such protests, except in the absence of any 
other regular channel, where there is need of a neutral 
intermediary between two countries directly concerned.


