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PROPOSED SYSTEM OF STANDARD TELEGRAM MESSAGES

TO AND FROM PRISONERS OF WAR

(the following up of Resolution IX of the 1949 Geneva 
Diplomatic Conference)

The Diplomatic Conference which met in 1949 to 
revise the Geneva Conventions adopted Resolution IX, refer
ring to standard telegram messages, which reads as follows :

"Whereas Article 71 of the Geneva Convention 
relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War of August 12, 
1949, provides that prisoners of war who have been without 
news for a long period, or who are unable to receive news 
from their next of kin or to give them news by the ordinary 
postal route, as well as those who are at a great distance 
from their home, shall be permitted to send telegrams, the 
fees being charged against the prisoners of war's account 
with the Detaining Power or paid in the currency at their 
disposal, and that prisoners of war shall likewise benefit 
by these facilities in cases of urgency; and

Whereas to reduce the cost, often prohibitive., of 
such telegrams or cables, it appears necessary that some 
method of grouping messages should be introduced whereby a 
series of short specimen messages concerning personal 
health, health of relatives at home, schooling, finance, 
etc., could be drawn up and numbered, for use by prisoners 
of war in the aforesaid circumstances,

The Conference, therefore, requests the Inter—■ 
national Committee of the Red Cross to prepare a series 
of specimen messages covering these requirements and to 
submit them to the High Contracting Parties for their 
approval".
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The ICRC has undertaken the necessary study to 
follow up this wish and is now able to submit the request
ed draft to the XXIst International Conference of the Red 
Cross.

I. PRELIMINARIES

On January 3, 1967, the ICRC sent circular
D 767 b, entitled "Proposed System and Grouping of 
Standard Telegram Messages to and from Prisoners of War", 
to the National Red Cross Societies of : Australia, 
Austria, Canada, France, Democratic Republic of Germany, 
Federal Republic of Germany, Great Britain, India, Italy, 
Japan, New Zealand, Netherlands, Philippines, Portugal, 
South Africa, Spain, USA.

The intention was to institute a system of 
standard telegram messages for use by prisoners of war 
in the position described in the foregoing Resolution

(1) Article 71 of the Third Geneva Convention of 1949, 
to which the Resolution refers, gives a definition 
of this situation which includes three separate 
concepts, namely ; the time factor ("prisoners of war 
who have been without news for a long period,.."); de 
facto impossibility (", ,. who are unable... by the 
ordinary postal route"); and distance ("great distance"). 
It is of course sufficient that any one of these three 
conditions be fulfilled to entitle prisoners of war 
to send telegrams. Experience during the Second World 
War - which was at the origin of the foregoing pro
visions - has shown that requirements as to time, 
circumstances and place according to this paragraph 
should be interpreted respectively as follows : 
without news for three months; unable to receive or 
send news by ordinary post due to enemy blockade; 
intercontinental distance. Resolution IX of the 
Diplomatic Conference adds a fourth concept i.e. 
urgency (end cf first paragraph) which is not to be 
interpreted more strictly, but more widely, than the _ 
three conditions previously mentioned ("also in case 
of emergency").
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to permit them to exchange news with their families on 
essential or important matters affecting their own lives 
or those of their kin. For the sake of security, the 
standard messages were represented by code numbers 
written in full. In addition, in order to avoid multiplicity 
of languages, and for the sake of audibility, the language 
chosen was Spanish. The use of an alphabet which did not 
meet the requirements of international telegraph regulations 
could not be considered.

The circular of January 3, 1967, suggested two 
transmission procedures and relay when necessary through 
the Central Tracing Agency set up in Geneva by the ICRC in 
accordance with the Geneva Conventions. Messages could be 

. transmitted either individually or collectively, e.g. a
number of messages to the inmates of a single camp. 
Relay through the Central Tracing Agency, which might be 
required, as direct communication between belligerents is 
discontinued in time of war, was considered necessary also 
for reasons which will be explained below. The system 
envisaged entailed transcription of the message twice; at 
the point of origin it had to be coded, whatever language 
was used by the sender, by someone knowing both the code 
and the language; at the receiving end the coded message 
had to be converted to ordinary language.

Ingenious as it was, and consistent with 
Resolution IX of the Diplomatic Conference, the system was 
considered too complicated, especially so in the light of 
the experience of large international organizations and 
certain armed forces which permanently maintain large 
contingents abroad.

The International Committee therefore decided to 
ignore the preamble of Resolution IX of the Diplomatic 
Conference and to adhere purely and simply to the operative 
paragraph which invited the ICRC to '’prepare a series of 
specimen messages covering these requirements and to submit 
them to the High Contracting Parties for their approval”.

■

■
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These "requirements" are expressed in the 
preambular paragraphs : they concern the nature of the 
messages (relating to the health of the prisoner and his 
family, information on school and monetary matters, etc.) 
and the possibility of numbering them. Message grouping 
was not a formal requirement of Resolution IX and was 
dropped.

The purpose of the present document is therefore 
to submit a list of messages and a numerical code.

II. GENERAL REMARKS ON THIS PROPOSED SYSTEM

In submitting the new system to the XXIst Inter
national Conference of the Red Cross, the International 
Committee wishes to thank those National Societies whose 
remarks and suggestions have contributed to simplifying 
the problem, particularly the Red Cross Societies of 
Austria, the Federal Republic of Germany and of the 
Netherlands.

The list submitted is of course neither 
definitive nor exhaustive. It is a tentative list and the 
ICRC will welcome remarks and suggestions. It should not 
be forgotten however that the system is a secondary means 
of correspondence for use in circumstances as described 
above (1) and it should not without due cause replace 
normal communication facilities to which prisoners of war 
are entitled under the Geneva Conventions. Metaphorically 
speaking, it may be considered the POW's "postcard".

Moreover, the use of this system of standard 
telegram messages in no way relieves the Detaining Power 
of the obligation to send as soon as possible to the Power 
of which the prisoners or detainees are nationals details 
on the persons held by them (art. 122 and 125 of Third 
Convention; art. 157 and 158 of Fourth Convention).

(1) See footnote, p. 2 above.
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Although there is little likelihood of abuse by
persons deprived of their freedom, their attention could be 
drawn to the absolute obligation to use the code solely 
for family messages, as intended. Breaches of this rule 
would probably lead to withdrawal of the facility, to the 
detriment of genuine beneficiaries.

III. LIST OF STANDARD MESSAGES AND USE OF CODE

The list of proposed standard messages is given 
below (1). This type of correspondence on an international 
scale would have to pass postal authorities whose language 
is limited to their own country, so that the system must 
be simple and available to all. It implies the printing 
beforehand of as many copies as required of strictly 
identical cards each bearing the full code in all the 
necessary languages. For instance, country A, having 
interned nationals of countries B, C and D will issue 
cards in the languages of countries A, B, C and D, The 
cards in languages B, C and D will be handed to the 
prisoners who will compose their messages by marking a 
cross in the boxes they choose. The authorities can then 
easily read the messages from a card in language A. The 
procedure will be the same but in inverse order in the 
country of receipt. The authorities in the country at the 
receiving end of the message can read it by reference to 
a card in their own language. Having interned nationals 
from countries E, F and G, they will have had cards print
ed in languages E, F and G. They will then mark on these 
cards in the proper place the relevant standard messages 
in the language used by the destinee.

(1) The full list and explanatory note could be printed 
on a standard card (both sides).
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The message will therefore include :

1) the code sign RCT and M F T '

2) receiver's name and address;

3) sender's name and address;

4) indication of the language in which the message 
should be delivered (i.e. the language used by the 
sender);

5) date and time at which the telegram is given in for 
despatch or is actually despatched.

STANDARD RCT - M F T MESSAGES

( 2) Receiver's address 
(in block capitals)

Language

(1) Under article 64 of International Telegraph 
Regulations (amended 1958) the letters RCT indicate 
telegrams intended for persons protected under the 
Geneva Conventions. MFT is suggested to show that 
the RCT telegram is coded.

(2) For prisoners of war indicate regimental number and 
the address of the camp or, if the prisoner is 
registered with the Central Agency, it will be 
sufficient to give his regimental number followed 
by "Intercroixrouge".

(5) In which the message is to be delivered.
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CORRESPONDENCE

001. Letter received, many thanks

Telegram received, many thanks

Parcel received, many thanks

Letter sent

Parcel sent

Please write

Parcel not received

Received no news for long time

Writing regularly

Shall send new address soon as possible

All well

All well, children evacuated

All well, children returned home



□□
□□

□□
□□

□□
□□

□□
□□
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104. All safe and sound

105. Please cable whether all well

106. How are you ?

107. How is the family ?

108. Are you all right ? Worried about you

109. Are you ill ?

110. Have you been ill ?

111. Hope children are well

112. No need to worry

113. Don't worry

114. Have not been ill

115. Illness not serious

116. Seriously ill

117. Slightly injured

118. Seriously injured

119. Am going to hospital
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□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□
□

120. Am in hospital

121. Have left hospital

122. In bad health

125. Health improving

124. Health fully restored

125. Are both well

126. Morale good

127. Son born

128. Daughter born

129. Twins born

150. Happy to know you are safe and sound

151. Happy to know you are better

152. Happy to know you are well

155. Need power of attorney

154. Need legal assistance
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MONEY MATTERS

r 201. Please send...1

c 202. Have you sent... ?1

r 203. Need some money

□ 204. Money received, thanks

□ 205. Money not received

□ 206. Do you need money ?

□ 207. Impossible send money

□ 208. I have sent...

CHILDREN

L 301, Send news of children

□ 302. Doing all right at school

□ 303. Passed exams

□ 304. School closed

□i 305. Children working and very helpful

* Indicate currency symbol and amount in Arabic figures.
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GREETINGS

□ □ LI □ O

401. Happy birthday

402. Regards

403. Fondest greetings

404. Condolence

405. My thoughts are with you

Signature : .............
(in block capitals)

Address : ...............

Date : .................

Time : .................

Instructions :

See overleaf
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Instructions for, use of code

A. The code may not be used without its invariable 
indication R C T - M F T .

B. As a general rule the sender receives a card or set 
of cards on which is printed the full code in his 
mother tongue.

C. The message is composed by marking a cross on the 
card against the standard phrases chosen.

D. State in the appropriate place the language in which 
the message is to be delivered.

E. The card, when marked, is handed to the transmitting 
or collecting office. It will be signed by the sender 
and bear the receiver's address in block capital 
Latin letters.

F. At the receiving end the relevant code numbers on a 
corresponding card in the language in which the 
message is to be delivered are marked. (D above)

G. This card is then delivered to the receiver.

IV. CONCLUSION’S

On a number of occasions during the Second World 
War, it was seen that a simple message system would have 
been useful. For that reason the 1949 Diplomatic Conference 
passed Resolution IX. At the time, solutions used to be 
improvised to suit circumstances as they arose. The 
International Committee's project, not being designed to 



- 13 -

suit any particular instance, is naturally of a general 
nature. Although, as has been said already, this system 
of messages should not replace normal correspondence 
facilities for prisoners of war, it should prove very 
useful for them. It must not, however, prevent the 
application of other solutions which might be made 
necessary by special circumstances. In particular, sight 
must not be lost of the possibility of adding phrases to 
the existing list if need be. The system having been 
designed to meet emergencies, it is the degree of urgency 
which will dictate the best solutions from time to time.

It was the almost unanimous wish that the system 
be not limited to prisoners of war, but that it be applicable 
also to civilians. This proposition might be covered by 
special inter-State agreements in accordance with article 
7 of the Fourth Geneva Convention.

In this respect, thought might be given to the 
following categories :

- civilian internees in occupied territory, 

civilian internees in enemy territory (aliens), 

alien civilians on enemy territory (not interned), 

civilians having no means of communication due to 
hostilities.

The wish was also expressed that the system be 
extended in peace-time for the benefit of victims of 
natural disasters. Indeed, there would be nothing against 
this. However, it could be thought that the question would 
not appear to arise on an international level for, to 
ensure the functioning of a rapid communications system 
in the event of disaster appears essentially to be a 
national duty.
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One final important point : the relaying of 
messages by the Central Agency. If application of the 
system should result in restricting the information which 
should normally go to the Central Agency (under the 
pretext, for example, that the people in question or some 
categories of them are no longer "incommunicado", that 
the telegram replaces the capture curd, notification of 
transfer, etc.), then relay via the Central Agency is 
essential, for the Agency is a necessary guarantee and 
means of control in time of war both for belligerents 
and for families. Such control cannot be carried out by 
families in time of war and it is for that purpose that 
the Agency was set up. The same applies to National 
Information Bureaux which have a privileged position in 
this respect.

If no reduction in the information conveyed to 
the Central Tracing Agency occurs, the Agency would 
require to transmit messages only when they cannot be 
sent by a more direct method, as it always does for 
prisoner of war correspondence.


