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Preliminary remarks

Resolution XII of the Twenty-third International Conference 
is worded as follows:

" recalling that, in compliance with the fundamental 
principle of humanity, adopted by the XXth Interna
tional Conference (Vienna, 1965), the International 
Red Cross is called upon to carry out its humanitarian 
mission aimed at protecting the Zife and heaZth of man, 
to prevent and alleviate suffering and contribute to 
a lasting peace throughout the worZd,

confirming the resoZutions promoting peace and condemning 
the arms race, in particuZar Resolutions Nos XXIV, XVIII, 
XVIII, XXVIII and XIV, respectively adopted by the 
XVIIth, XVIIIth, XIXth, XXth and XXIst InternationaZ 
Conferences of the Red Cross,

expressing its deep concern about the dangers threatening 
universal peace and security, the Zife and heaZth of man 
as a result of the existence and the development of 
weapons of mass destruction,

noting that these weapons are in contradiction to the 
aspirations of all men of good will for the further 
reZaxation of internationaZ tension and the estabZishment 
of a Zasting peace in the worZd,

invites all governments to take urgent measures to reach 
agreement on the prohibition of weapons of mass destruction,

invites the ICRC to pursue its efforts to contribute to 
ensuring the better protection of the civiZian popuZation, 
in particuZar by paying special attention to the need for 
protecting it from the sufferings re suiting from the use 
of weapons of mass destruction,

ask NationaZ Societies to reinforce their co-operation 
with their governments with a view to soZving this 
problem in good time and calls on aZZ governments to 
support the efforts of the International Red Cross in 
this field.
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One of the constant concerns of the ICRC is to ensure 
greater protection to civilian populations in periods of armed 
conflict. This finds material expression first and foremost, 
where the ICRC works to protect and assist the civilian vic
tims of such conflicts.

It will be recalled that, in the juridical field, the 
ICRC instigated the Protocols Additional to the Geneva Conven
tions, adopted shortly before the last International Conference 
and the chief purpose of which is precisely to improve the pro
tection of civilians. Being aware of the importance of making 
humanitarian law known so that it can play an efficient role, 
the ICRC has stepped up its dissemination activities (in this 
respect, see Doc. A/4.2/1).

The use of weapons of mass destruction on a wide scale 
would certainly jeopardize the efforts being made to afford the 
civilian population ever greater and more effective protection.

It should be remembered, however, that the Diplomatic 
Conference on the Reaffirmation and Development of International 
Humanitarian Law Applicable in Armed Conflicts recommended in 
its Resolution 22 that a Conference of Governments should be 
convened "with a view to reaching agreements on prohibitions 
or restricitons on the use of specific conventional weapons", 
but made no pronouncement with regard to weapons of mass dest
ruction. As we know, the recommended Conference subsequently 
met and succeeded in adopting a Convention and three Protocols 
(see Doc. CP A/3.3/1).

It must be realised that some regard the prohibition or 
restriction of weapons of mass destruction as a subject which 
has no place in international humanitarian law because, having 
strategic implications and consequences for the world balance 
of power, it exceeds the framework of such law.

Prevention is better than cure, as the popular saying 
goes : and it is clear that, i armed conflict in which weapons 
of mass destruction are widely used, curing would be an almost 
insurmountable task. In this respect, therefore, it is preven
tion which must be the aim, and it is in general context of its 
concern for disarmament that the ICRC has expressed itself and 
encouraged discussion on the problem of weapons of mass destruc
tion.

But the role of ICRC in the field of disarmament is 
also a delicate one. The ICRC has to reconcile its commitment to 
this cause with the exigences of its fundamental principles ; 
notably the principle of neutrality. It must always be care
ful that in its individual activities that commitment does not 
compromise its potential action in the pursuit of its own tasks 
on behalf of victims and does not involve it in the adoption 
of political stances.
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Appeal by the ICRC on the occasion of the special session of 
the United Nations General Assembly on Disarmament

On the eve of the first special session of the United 
Nations General Assembly on Disarmament, the ICRC reaffirmed 
its positon with regard to disarmament (see "The International 
Committee of the Red Cross and Disarmament", in International 
Review of the Red Cross, March-April 1978) and launched an ap
peal to the international community (Annex I). In this way, 
it publicly expressed its concern about the arms race and its 
desire to heighten the awareness of the international community 
to the new dangers threatening it, notably from the develop
ment of weapons of mass destruction. It also reaffirmed its 
unconditional adherence to the idea of disarmament and stressed 
its interest in all factors which could really promote it. 
It also had to indicate the limits of its action, however, be
cause the means of achieving disarmament is a political question 
on which the Red Cross cannot adopt a position whithout ris
king harmful consequences to the unity of the movement.

Round Table Meeting of Institutions awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize

To mark the 150th anniversary of its founder, the 
ICRC, in collaboration with the League of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies, organized on 28 April 1978 a Round Table 
Meeting which was attended by representatives of nine interna
tional insitutions awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, the first 
of which was awarded to Henry Dunant jointly with Frédéric 
Passy in 1901.

Representatives of :

- the Institute, of International Law;
- the International Pease Bureau;
- the Society of Friends (Quakers);
- the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Re

fugees;
- the United Nations Children’s Fund;
- the International Labour Organisation:
- Amnesty International ;

met with representatives of the ICRC, the League and the inter
national press to consider their joint contribution to the 
cause of peace and to emphasize the importance of that cause 
for the general state of the world.
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Basing themselves on their individual experiences, 
they outlined the features common to their activities and 
stressed the importance they attached to the cause of dis
armament, particularly with regard to weapons of mass des
truction .

The Round Table Meeting launched an appeal to the 
international community, two passages of which specifically 
stress the concern of the participating institutions for the 
cause of peace and for the threat to peace by weapons of 
mass destruction (see Annex II).

To sum up, the ICRC is following with close attention 
all work relating to disarmament, paticularly with regard to 
weapons of mass destruction. Moreover, it makes its voice 
heard whenever events require it to declare its concern it 
that respect, which it feels duty bound to do on behalf of 
the countless victims it is called upon to assist. But the 
ICRC's specific competence lies in bringing direct relief to 
victims, and it is above all through that action and the dis
semination of humanitarian principles that it is striving to 
afford greater protection to civilian populations.



ANNEX I

ICRC APPEAL TO THE GOVERNMENTS

taking part in the 1st Special Session

of the United Nations general Assembly on Disarmament

A

(Geneva, 23 May 1978)

"On the occasion of the special session of the United 
Nations General Assembly on disarmament;, the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is anxious that its voice 
on this very important question should be heard.

Born from a concern to reduce the ills of war, even in 
the midst of battle, the Red Cross has at all times 
expressed its ardent wish to see the end of armed conflicts 
in which men destroy or wound each other. But fearful 
developments in the instruments and techniques of modern 
warfare and, in particular, the appearance of nuclear 
weapons, have ushered in a new era for the world : it is 
no longer just the lives of thousands, but mankind's very 
survival, which is at stake.

Gn 5 September 1945, less than a month after the nuclear 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the ICRC publicly 
expressed its extreme concern at this development. It must 
be recognized unfortunately that, despite the valiant 
efforts of men of good will, the production of new weapons 
has continued at an ever-greater pace, both in quantity 
and in destructive efficiency. The first to be affected 
by this development of armaments are the ever-increasing 
numbers of civilians who either are the victims of weapons 
of indiscriminate effects or live in constant threat 
of mass destruction.
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The ICRC, therefore, feels that it is now time to again 
proclaim its consternation at the stockpiling of 
weapons capable of destroying all life on earth and 
express its profound dismay at the senseless waste 
caused by the arms race and by the large-scale delivery 
of weapons all over the globe, in most parts of which 
the inhabitants even today live in dire poverty.

The ICRC has seen at first-hand, in countless wars, 
the atrocious suffering caused to millions of victims 
whom it has sought to protect and aid with the assistance 
of all the forces which the Red Cross could command.
It therefore appeals to the United Nations General 
Assembly to make this special session the beginning of 
new hope for the international community. It solemnly 
calls on the governments taking part to do everything 
in their power to create an atmosphere of confidence 
and security which will favour the search for solutions 
to the deadlock facing mankind, so that they might rise 
above their own interests and reach agreement on 
disarmament. The Red Cross is aware that without genuine 
disarmament measures, the way will never be found to its 
ideal of universal brotherhood, an ideal shared by all 
peoples throughout the world, who look to the United 
Nations General Assembly with hope as much as with 
anxiety."



ANNEX II

Extract of the appeal of the Round Table Meeting 

of institutions awarded

the Nobel Peace Prize

(April 28, 1978)

"...Peace is increasingly threatened each day by the 
accumulation of weapons of mass destruction, by the 
great economic and social inequalities which divide 
mankind, and by contempt for basic human rights and 
the dignity of the individual."

"...Deeply concerned by the threats to peace in spite 
of the efforts of people of good will, the Round Table 
of institutions awarded the Nobel Peace Prize appeals 
to governments to respect scrupulously the international 
commitments and the ideals to which they have solemnly 
subscribed, notably in the United Nations Charter, 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the 
Geneva Conventions, to progress resolutely toward 
general disarmament and the elimination of the nuclear 
threat and to make such sacrifices as may be necessary 
to establish greater economic and social justice among 
peoples . "


