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THE ROLE OF THE CENTRAL TRACING AGENCY

TECHNICAL CO-ORDINATOR AND ADVISOR

ASSIGNED TO NATIONAL SOCIETIES AND GOVERNMENTS

The Central Tracing Agency (CTA), set up within the 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), is a 
permanent and integral part of the ICRC. It performs 
specific tasks assigned to it under the provisions of the 
Geneva Conventions, their Additional Protocols and the 
statutes and regulations of the International Red Cross.

The Geneva Conventions refer to two Central Information 
Agencies, one for prisoners of war (Article 123 of the 
Third Convention) and one for persons protected by the 
Fourth Convention), and mention that a single agency 
may discharge both tasks. Several articles in the 
Conventions contain provisions on the function of those 
two Agencies and on their relations with the Detaining 
Power, the Power of Origin, the prisoners and their 
families.

In practice, the tasks entrusted to the two Central 
Agencies referred to in the Conventions have been taken 
over by the Central Tracing Agency of the ICRC. This 
practice has been confirmed by Additional Protocol I, 
which makes specific mention of the Central Tracing Agency 
of the ICRC (Article 33 (3)).
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Briefly, the role laid down by the Conventions for the 
Central Tracing Agency consists essentially in obtaining, 
concentrating and communicating information relative to 
the military and civilian persons, whether they be alive 
or dead, who may have fallen in the hands of an adverse 
Party.
Originally, the CTA limited itself somewhat to being 
just an information exchange gathering names of conflict 
victims and forwarding them to the powers to which they 
belonged. Later, the humanitarian tasks assumed by the 
ICRC were extended, through the development of international 
humanitarian law and its right of initiative in matters 
of humanitarian work, to situations of armed conflicts and 
also to those of international disturbances and internal 
tension. The CTA's scope of activity widened accordingly.

Its main activities may be divided up into five groups :

- to obtain information about the victims of both 
international and non-international armed conflicts, 
internal disturbances and internal tension ;

- to forward family messages ;

- to search for missing persons ;

- to arrange for members of dispersed families to be 
reunited and to organize transfers and repatriations ;

- to issue various kinds of documents (certificates, 
travel papers).

Furthermore, it should be mentioned that, with strictly 
humanitarian ends and with the aim of tracing missing 
persons and bringing together members of families, the CTA 
has dealt with the problem of refugees and displaced 
persons. As a matter of fact, in 1980 more than 50 per cent 
of its work was directed to this problem.

In order to meet some of its humanitarian obligations the 
CTA must be able to count upon the support of qualified 
correspondents, trained to transmit and receive information, 
in accordance with co-ordinated techniques.
The CTA's direct partners are first of all the tracing 
services of the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. 
In international armed conflicts, the national Information 
Bureaux are the natural interlocutors of the CTA.
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The tracing service within the National Society

At a Round Table organized in March 1978 at Geneva 
by the League of Red Cross Societies, one of the five 
recommendations to National Societies was that a tracing 
service should be set up by each National Society, that 
guidelines and rules be defined - appropriate care being 
taken to act in conformity with government prescriptions - 
and that the ICRC Central Tracing Agency should offer 
its assistance for setting up such services and training 
specialized personnel who would help in seeking and 
reuniting the members of dispersed families.

Although the harmonization of working methods has been 
achieved to a certain extent, there are still some areas 
where a more elaborate co-ordination appears to be 
necessary, due to the increasing number of problems met 
with in armed conflicts and other situations. It would 
therefore be desirable for National Societies to have 
tracing services capable not only of dealing with actual 
tracing activities but also, for example, with preparations 
for family reunions.

National Information Bureaux

In international armed conflicts, official information 
must be transmitted by the country's national Information 
Bureau, under Article 122 of the Third, and Article 136 
of the Fourth Convention.

For this bureau to be operational when an armed conflict 
breaks out, it is desirable that it should be organized 
in peacetime. Accordingly, a number of governments have 
set up their national Information Bureau, either by 
integrating it in an existing governmental body, or by 
creating an independent organization, or by putting this 
assignment in the hands of their National (Red Cross or 
Red Crescent) Society.

Co-ordination seminar

It is important, if the aid extended to victims is to be 
carried out efficiently, that the working methods of 
the national Information Bureaux, the National Societies 
and the Central Tracing Agency should be harmonized.
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With this end in view, the ICRC Central Tracing Agency 
is planning to organize in Geneva, probably from 1 to 6 
November 1982, a technical seminar that will give the 
National Societies an opportunity to exchange their 
views on the tasks of tracing services.
Some of these tasks are within the province of the League 
of Red Cross Societies - e.g. when natural disasters 
occur - while others lie within the competence of the 
ICRC. During this seminar, emphasis will be laid on those 
performed by the ICRC.
The seminar will enable the National Societies, the ICRC 
and the League, who will also send representatives :

- to examine ways and means of harmonizing methods of work,

- to co-ordinate their activities,
- to specify the various tasks entrusted to them by 

the international community in the field of the ICRC.

National Societies which have not yet set up a tracing 
service but would like to do so may subsequently take 
advantage of the results reached at the seminar and of 
the Central Tracing Agency's experience in its own 
particular sphere of activity.

The ICRC very much hopes to attract a large number of 
participants to attend this seminar, which will bring 
together for the first time all the leaders of the 
tracing services.


