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ENVIRONMENT

THE RED CROSS AND THE PROTECTION OF THE ENVIRONMENT

INTRODUCTION

The Twenty-second International Conference in 
Teheran (November 1973) passed a resolution strongly urging 
National Red Cross Societies to pursue their efforts for 
the protection of the environment. Coming so soon after the 
1972 Stockholm World Conference it is not surprising that 
the environment should have been mentioned, but Red Cross 
interest in environmental problems goes back much further; 
what has happened in recent years is that there has been 
a sharper focus on the problem.

RECENT RESOLUTIONS

Since 1970 the role of the Red Cross in environ
mental problems has been explicitly emphasized at several 
international meetings: the League Health and Social Ser
vice Advisory Committee in 1970, 1972, 1976; the European 
Regional Conference of the Red Cross in Cannes, 1971; an 
ad hoc Expert Committee session in 1971; the Board of 
Governors meeting in 1971; the Executive Committee meeting 
in 1972; the Board of Governors meeting in Teheran, 1973.

The 1973 Board of Governors meeting, having in 
mind the consequences of damage to the environment on man's 
physical and mental health, appealed to National Societies 
to study the part they might play in protecting and improv
ing the human environment, and to establish plans of action 
in which to involve their volunteers from all sections of the 
community. A second resolution referred to the need to ana
lyse the problems more closely, and invited the Chairman of 
the Board of Governors to enable the working party on the 
human environment to pursue its activities in the form of an 
Ad Hoc Commission, attached to the Health and Social Ser
vice Advisory Committee.

A report presented to the XXXIIIrd Session of the 
Board of Governors held in Geneva in October 1975 traced 



2

developments since the Teheran Conference. It was able to 
state that environmental considerations were now accepted 
as explicit elements in the policies of many National Red 
Cross Societies in developed and developing countries, 
and to cite practical examples.

This report also referred to more recent inter
national and regional Red Cross meetings where the environ
ment had been among the main themes discussed: the Tenth 
Inter-American Conference (Asuncion, Paraguay, November 
1974); the Seventh Conference of Arab Red Crescent and Red 
Cross Societies, (Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, January 1975); 
the African Red Cross Development Symposium (Montreux, 
Switzerland) in which special attention was given to par
ticipation by African Red Cross Societies in the environ
ment programmes carried out by the United Nations and 
other international organizations.

The Programme of Action of the Red Cross as a 
Factor of Peace, adopted by the World Red Cross Conference 
on Peace (Belgrade 1975) , states that "Man and his environ
ment are seriously threatened by the uncontrolled use of 
scientific and technical developments, and various ill- 
considered activities which cause air and water pollution 
and the accumulation of waste dangerous to health. The 
tasks of the Red Cross to improve environment are of a 
major importance".

The sub-commission on the Environment of the 
Health and Social Service Advisory Committee met in Buda
pest in April 1976. Its conclusions were presented to the 
XVIth Session of the Health and Social Service Advisory 
Committee, and subsequently adopted in the form of reso
lutions by the Executive Committee.

This rapid survey is sufficient to show the im
portance the environment has come to have in the deliber
ations of the Red Cross. It leaves no doubt that the Red 
Cross is concerned about environmental problems; but we 
have to face the fact that it is not clear to everybody 
that it should be concerned.

JUSTIFICATION OF RED CROSS INVOLVEMENT IN THE ENVIRONMENT

The Red Cross is currently going through a funda- 
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mental process of re-appraisal. This has involved looking 
at every aspect of its activities, and adapting them where 
necessary to enable it to achieve its humanitarian purpose 
in the mordern world. This has led to the drawing up of a 
new Constitution for the League, adopted by the Board of 
Governors at its Extraordinary Session in Geneva in 1976. 
This Constitution does not change the fundamental princi
ples of the Red Cross, as laid down by the Twentieth Inter
national Conference (Vienna 1965), but clarifies the ob
ject and function of the League in their application. It 
is here that we find the basic justification for our con
cern with environment, and ultimately the source of the 
various resolutions that give us our mandate.

According to the newly adopted Constitution 
(article 4), the general object of the League is to inspire, 
encourage, facilitate and promote at all times all forms 
of humanitarian activities by the National Societies with 
a view to the prevention and alleviation of human suffering; 
while among its functions we find listed under article 5 
(f) "To encourage and coordinate the participation of 
National Societies in activities for safeguarding public 
health and promotion of social welfare in cooperation with 
their appropriate national authorities".

In the public mind the Red Cross is predominantly 
linked with caring for the victims of disasters and armed 
conflicts, and enjoys a considerable reputation for its 
quick and effective response to these emergencies. But the 
basic principle of humanity demands that the Red Cross work 
to alleviate human suffering wherever it may be found. The 
principles of impartiality, while forbidding any discrimi
nation on the grounds of nationality, race, religious be
lief, class or political opinion, does imply a note of 
positive discrimination in favour of the most urgent cases 
of distress. The urgency of large-scale natural disasters 
and armed conflicts is evident enough. But there is also 
the suffering caused by environmental poverty: the majority 
of the people living in the world do not have sufficient 
food to allow them to have normal growth and development; 
in many areas one child out of four does not reach the age 
of one, and half die before the age of fifteen. Preventible 
or curable epidemic and endemic diseases, coupled with 
malnutrition, are responsible for the majority of these 
deaths. Numerically, the highest death toll is taken not 
by disasters and conflicts, but by the conditions in which 
the majority of the world's population lives.
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This does not imply a dilemma of choosing between 
one form of suffering or another, for it is a tragic fact 
that disasters strike with the greatest frequency and cause 
the greatest havoc among the people who suffer the most 
from environmental poverty.

The World Health Organization's definition of 
health as not merely the absence of sickness or inf rmity, 
but a state of physical, mental and social well-being, 
implies that there is more to remedying ill-health than 
providing adequate medical services. Concern for health 
is concern for human well-being as a whole, and for an 
environment in which that well-being is possible.

RURAL SETTLEMENTS IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

In developing countries over 70 per cent of the 
population live in rural areas - in some the figure is as 
high as 90 per cent. Often the very locations of these 
settlements is a threat to health, exposed as they are to 
winds, floods, landslides, or near to swampy land which 
is the breeding ground for endemic diseases. Rural settle
ments are often physically very confined and overcrowded, 
so that threats originating in human and animal waste add 
to the existing health hazards. Building materials, huts 
of mud, wood, bamboo roofed with grass, leaves or reeds, 
provide poor accommodation for the human inhabitants, and 
excellent accommodation for insects and rodents that trans
mit disease. They are vulnerable to decay and fire, offering 
barely adequate protection in normal times, and considerably 
increasing the dangers when a natural disaster strikes.

Added to these dangers are those arising from 
man-made changes: cutting trees to clear land for farming 
can result in water sources drying up; the haphazard opening 
up of new land leads to erosion; the practice of burning 
shrubs and grass to clear plots for cultivation impoverishes 
soil, and leads to poorer crops; flooding land for irrigation 
has provided new breeding grounds for vectors of diseases, 
and the attempts to eradicate them have led to the poisoning 
or elimination of species essential to the ecological 
balance.
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URBAN SETTLEMENTS IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

Contrasts are often made between conditions in 
rural and urban areas, comparing the cities and the towns 
more favourably because it is there that the majority of 
health and social services are concentrated. But the 
fastest growing parts of urban areas are what are referred 
to as transitional urban settlements, crowded with people 
who flood into the towns from the countryside when rural 
life is no longer bearable, in search of employment and 
other opportunities. There the degree of environmental de
privation is devastating. Families begin their existence 
in these areas at the meanest possible level of subsistence, 
lacking basic services which are essential to urban 
existence: safe drinking water, and adequate sewage and 
garbage disposal. Living accommodation is overcrowded, and 
this micro-environment is a fertile breeding ground for 
vermin and favours the rapid spread of epidemics. Fire is 
a constant hazard. Access to normal community facilities 
is difficult or impossible.

THE ENVIRONMENT IN INDUSTRIALIZED COUNTRIES

In the industrialized countries one can point to 
improvements in health standards, brought about by environ
mental improvement and rises in living standards. This is 
underlined by the decline in the incidence of many infect
ious diseases long before any effective methods of treating 
them became available. But even in these countries, one can 
point to pockets of underdevelopment, to people living in 
environmental conditions markedly inferior to the majority 
of the population and with higher rates of infant mortality 
and morbidity. In these countries too, following changes 
in the physical and social environment connected with urban 
development - industrialization, transport, wide use of 
chemicals - there is a marked increase of such conditions 
as cardiovascular disease, chronic respiratory disorders, 
and cancer. There have been recently examples of whole 
towns suffering the consequences of an industrial process, 
either through a major accident, or through the insidious 
effects of certain processes on the workers, or of an un
controlled effluent contaminating air, water, animals and 
crops. The uncontrolled discharge of effluents is a major 
health hazard threatening rivers, lakes and seas.

Always bearing in mind the full definition of 
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health, one considers also the environmental aspects of the 
problem of the handicapped: the physical, social and cultural 
barriers that prevent them from having their rightful place 
in the community. Similarly, there are the problems of minor
ity groups such as immigrants, the problems of the elderly. 
In recent years, we have become aware of the psycho-social 
disturbances caused by decay in the inner cities, and housing 
developments where economy is achieved at the expense of a 
decent social environment.

THE RED CROSS ROLE IN THE ENVIRONMENT

One of the success stories of the last decade has 
been the change brought about in the public consciousness 
with regard to the environment. It was not so long ago that 
people who are today regarded with esteem and gratitude for 
their foresight were treated as cranks and prophets of doom. 
There was unease and uncertainty in the Red Cross world 
about its environmental role: in so many instances National 
Red Cross Societies were concerned with the problem of mere 
survival. How then could they afford the luxury of being 
concerned with the environment? Paradoxically, it is often 
precisely those societies that are the most completely in
volved, although they may never breathe the word "environ
ment" .

One may cite as an example a development that has 
taken place in one of our African Societies, but which is 
typical of what has happened and could happen in Asia, Latin 
America and the Middle East. A Red Cross section, consisting 
entirely of local villagers, was formed in a village cut 
off from any form of health service. The first-aid tech
niques they had learned were quickly adapted to local needs, 
and the Red Cross members were able to provide a very rudi
mentary assistance to people suffering from minor injuries 
and illnesses. The collective efforts of the community pro
vided what financial, material and moral support it could, 
but when this proved to be insufficient, it needed little 
persuading of the importance of preventive measures: per
sonal hygiene, the purification of water, nutritional edu
cation, the need for latrines. The environmental approach 
had imposed itself, and been adopted instinctively.

Such a development is in one sense so small as to 
be utterly insignificant. But its importance lies in the 
fact that it does not need to be an isolated example, but 
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points to what can be achieved elsewhere. Once again the 
broad definition of health has to be borne in mind. It 
is not so much a matter of setting up a rudimentary health 
service where none has existed previously but of seeing 
this as a possible mechanism to trigger off other develop
ments aimed at improving the whole quality of life.

These schemes involve educating people in the 
correct use of land resources, water purification, health 
and nutritional education, first-aid adapted to local needs. 
Many of these activities are made possible by one or a 
number of sister societies making funds and expertise 
available. The feed-back of information on these activities 
has a considerable education value.

It would be invidious to cite specific examples 
of environmental activities by individual National Soci
eties. In every region, Red Cross Societies are becoming 
increasingly active in rural development schemes, some
times alone as pioneers, and sometimes in collaboration 
with governmental and other agencies.

In industrialized countries, a number of Soci
eties deal explicitly with environmental problems, partic
ularly in their youth programmes. They join with other 
groups in the fight against pollution of the air, rivers 
and lakes and join forces with nature conservancy groups 
in particular projects. Present to give first-aid at large 
public gatherings, they seize the opportunity to discourage 
the leaving of litter; they help to improve hygiene in 
rural areas; they produce material for use in schools, and 
for the mass media to inform public opinion on the environ
ment .

One thinks, specifically, but by no means ex
clusively, of Red Cross work for the elderly and the handi
capped, to enable them to remain in their own familiar 
surroundings, instead of in special homes or hospitals; 
of campaigns to ensure that there is adequate access to 
public places for the handicapped; of educating public 
opinion to the needs of minority groups, and, in the case 
of migrants, helping them to integrate and putting them 
in touch with specialized services.

A constant theme running through specialized 
meetings within the Red Cross family in the fields of
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nursing, social welfare, 
has been the emphasis on 
services and thus on the 
mental considerations to

first aid, and health in general 
the need to develop community 
practical application of environ- 
specific situations.

The contribution of the Junior Red Cross towards 
the environment has, over the past few years, developed at 
an increasing pace, and their efforts towards creating a 
better environment can be seen through practical and action 
in preserving it. The inclusion of environment protection 
action and programmes within the traditional Junior Red 
Cross programme of Protection of Life and Health is a posi
tive step towards the mitigation of human suffering brought 
about by the negative effects of the environment. The Junior 
Red Cross, given their numbers, have several direct 
channels in their own environment through which they can 
influence solutions to the problems.

The major objects of Junior Red Cross action in 
the field of environment are:

(a) to make the Junior Red Cross realize their 
responsibilities to the earth and to develop 
their concern into life-long actions;

(b) to create attitudes of concern for the quality 
of the environment;

(c) to motivate action to improve the environment;

(d) to make people understand the vital issues con
cerning the environment - its uses and abuses;

(e) to add a new meaningful dimension to Junior Red 
Cross programmes.

This involvement of the Junior Red Cross in the 
environment reflects its willingness to help in internation
al problems facing mankind through the abuse of the environ
ment .

THE ROLE OF THE LEAGUE

Reference was made earlier to the Ad Hoc Commis
sion of the Health and Social Service Advisory Committee.
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This Commission met in Budapest in April 1976 to examine 
the question of the Red Cross involvement in the environ
ment, and to determine methods of action in harmony with 
the fundamental principles of the Red Cross. The report 
of its proceeding and findings was presented to the Health 
and Social Service Advisory Committee, and subsequently 
its recommendations were adopted as resolutions by the 
Executive Committee. This report has been sent to all 
National Societies, and attempts to clarify the context 
in which their activities can be of greatest use.

The role the report recommends to the League is 
to help Societies in determining needs, the choice of meth
ods and the exchange of ideas and information. Stress is 
laid on the importance of League collaboration at inter
national level with governmental and non-governmental or
ganizations working directly and indirectly in the field 
of the environment.

Within the League, the various services and units, 
each within the area of their specific mandates and compe
tence, encourage and coordinate the work of National Soc
ieties to safeguard and promote public health and social 
welfare.

Concern for the environment is evident, even if 
indirectly, in the drawing up of the Plan and Budget for 
1978 - 1979; this gives priority to developing and strength
ening the capacity of National Societies in developing 
countries. In projects submitted by these Societies in
viting collaboration from sister Societies there is strong 
emphasis on meeting the needs of rural areas and urban 
slums.

National and international meetings and training 
events with a strong environmental content have been held 
and are planned for the future.

At the direct request of the Budapest meeting, the 
League’s newspaper, Panorama, regularly publishes features 
on the environment. This is stimulating further interest 
and encouraging Societies to add a new dimension to their 
existing activities, and, in not a few instances, to dis
cover new approaches to needs of which they were aware, but 
did not have the capacity to meet.
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In its efforts to expand the Junior Red Cross 
environment programme, the Youth Bureau of the League has 
been very active in cooperating with other International 
Youth NGOs. There have been regular exchanges of information 
on the subject at the thrice-yearly Geneva Informal Meeting, 
under whose auspices the Youth Bureau was represented at 
the Working Party on Environment held in Nairobi (1976).

THE LEAGUE AND THE UNITED NATIONS ENVIRONMENT PROGRAMME 
(UNEP)

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) 
is an agency specifically created after the Stockholm Con
ference (1972) and concerned particularly with protecting 
and enhancing the environment for present and future 
generations.

Even before the Stockholm Conference, the United 
Nations used every opportunity to emphasize the necessity 
of joining the forces represented by the non-governmental 
organizations with those of the United Nations, for the 
benefit of the work for a better environment.

This positive and open attitude, practically 
manifested by the opportunity given to all interested orga
nizations of participating in the Stockholm Conference and 
subsequent meetings of the UNEP Governing Council, produced 
results.

The League Secretariat has kept an excellent 
working relationship with UNEP since its inception in 1973. 
All documents concerning UNEP's programme and projects have 
been shared with the League, and vice-versa, whenever 
appropriate. A very comprehensive study was made by UNEP on 
"Overview in the Priority Subject Area - Natural Disasters - 
Activities in Natural Disasters","Human Settlements and 
Habitat" and "Health of People and Environment", where Red 
Cross and other non-governmental organizations are dealt with 
extensively. Concerning natural disasters, the study is 
quite comprehensive describing of natural disasters, with 
particular reference to development and human settlements. 
Regarding human settlements, the League stressed their im
portance to the Red Cross arising from the fact that poor, 
unhealthy living conditions are invariably accompanied by 
communicable disease, sickness and even death. On the natural 
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disaster level, clean and healthy living arrangements are 
always considered important.

The League with the Canadian Red Cross was 
closely involved in the 1976 Habitat Conference, and in the 
Habitat Forum, running parallel to the Conference. The 
Secretary General of the League was a member of the special 
group of experts that drafted the Vancouver Declaration, 
which served as a guideline for the Forum. The League was 
represented at the United Nations Water Conference held 
in Argentina by the Argentine Red Cross. For the forthcoming 
Desertification Conference (Nairobi, September 1977) the 
League will also be represented.

THE LEAGUE AND ECOSOC

At the request of the Secretariat of ECOSOC, the 
Secretary General usually makes a statement during the 
ECOSOC meeting held annually in Geneva. He has stressed 
the desire of the League to support UNEP, and suggested 
ideas for further support and involvement on the part of 
the non-governmental organizations.

THE LEAGUE AND THE WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION AND UNICEF

The League attaches particular importance to its 
relationships with the World Health Organization and UNICEF, 
and tries to foster close collaboration between National 
Societies and governments in developing countries where 
there are WHO/UNICEF/government projects. It derives great 
benefits from consultations with Geneva-based experts, and 
tries to pass these on to National Societies. In seminars 
and training institutes organized in many parts of the 
world, and indeed in recently held sessions of League Advi
sory Committees, the advantages of this collaboration have 
been convincingly demonstrated. Where the goals of the Red 
Cross, the WHO and UNICEF coincide, there is every advan
tage to be gained from matching up the human resources of 
the Red Cross with the expertise and material resources 
of these governmental bodies.
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THE LEAGUE AND NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS

It is worth noting that the League takes a keen 
interest in and cooperates with NGO environment groups. 
By special request of the Executive Director of UNEP, the 
Secretary General is a senior advisor to him in matters 
related to NGO activities and programmes in the environment 
field.

The League has recently begun detailed discussions 
with the World Wildlife Fund, with which it has common in
terest in preserving and improving ecological conditions 
for the benefit of human and animal species.

The Environment Liaison Centre (NGOs in working 
relationship with UNEP) has recently undertaken a profile 
study in which the League cooperated. The League Secre
tariat cooperates with all environment-oriented NGOs when
ever it has some point to report.

CONCLUSIONS

It would clearly be a mistake to regard the en
vironment as a new field of activity. Red Cross has been 
dealing with environmental questions from the very be
ginning, wherever it has been involved in the protection 
of the human being, in its interventions in times of 
disasters, and in its day-to-day activities. Equally, it 
would be a mistake to see the environment as a separate 
field of activity. Rather it is an essential aspect of 
virtually all Red Cross activities.

The primary responsibility in this field is 
always that of governments. They are asked to recognize 
the potential of their National Societies, which are, 
by statute, auxiliaries of the civil authorities, impartial 
and motivated only by humanitarian considerations, part 
of an international family, and to take account of its re
sources of disinterested goodwill. It can never be the 
role of the Red Cross to fight all environment hazards, but 
the environmental approach offers the possibility of strik
ing at the roots of problems which are its legitimate con
cern, rather than applying palliative measures which leave 
the basic situation unchanged.
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Elsewhere in the International Conference and the 
Council of Delegates, the question of the fundamental role 
of the Red Cross is being debated and clarified. In one 
sense, it refers back to the roots of the Red Cross move
ment: concern for human suffering. In another sense it 
looks forward, seeing vast areas of human suffering that 
exist despite, and sometimes because of, the march of pro
gress. Having set out the broad areas of Red Cross concern 
within the field of the environment, we look to our Nation
al Societies and indeed to the government representatives 
meeting here, for guidelines and concrete suggestions for 
future activities.


