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INTRODUCTION

Since the end of the nineteen-sixties, the taking 
of hostages had sharply increased. A resolution (No. 
VIII) was accordingly adopted by the Twenty-third Inter
national Red Cross Conference, Bucharest, 1977. It was 
worded as follows :

"The XXIIIrd International Conference of the
Red Cross,

concerned by the increase in ho stage-taking in 
the world,

alarmed by the suffering inflicted on the hostages 
involved in these acts and on their families,

1. condemns the taking of hostages,

2. urges all governments to take the necessary 
measures to prevent the recurrence of such 
acts."

This condemnation, by an International Red Cross 
Conference, of the taking of hostages was consistent with 
the provisions of international humanitarian law prohibi
ting this practice in international, as well as in non
international, armed conflicts.-^

Later, other voices were added to that of the Red 
Cross. An International Convention against the Taking 
of Hostages was adopted, without a vote being taken, by 
the United Nations General Assembly, in its resolution 
34/146 of 17 December 1979. The Convention will enter into 
force on the thirtieth day following the date of deposit 
of the twenty-second instrument of ratification or 
accession.

1) Geneva Conventions of 1949: common article 3, and articles
34 and 147 of the Fourth Convention; Protocols additional to 
the Geneva Conventions of 1949: article 75 of Protocol I 
and article 4 of Protocol II.

2) At 31 August 1981, thirteen States had ratified or acceded to the Con
vention: Lesotho, Philippines, Mauritius, Federal Republic of 
Germany, Sweden, El Salvador, Barbados, Trinidad and Tobago, 
Honduras, Bahamas, Norway, Iceland, Bhutan.
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The purpose of this report is to study the attitude 
that might be adopted by the Red Cross in the event of 
hostages being taken. As one of the Red Cross bodies, 
the ICRC, has set out its policy on the taking of hostages, 
its line of conduct will be described and commented on in 
the first part of this document. In the second section, 
the problem of the part which National Societies might 
play if confronted by such a situation will be examined.

Some considerations of a general nature on the attitude 
of the Red Cross to the taking of hostages will conclude 
the present report.
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I. OBSERVATIONS REGARDING ICRC POLICY ON THE

TAKING OF HOSTAGES

After having been repeatedly asked to intervene 
in several cases of hijackings of aircraft and of 
kidnappings of individuals considered as hostages, 
the ICRC adopted a policy which it published in the 
October 1972 issue of International Review of the 
Red Cross. The five governing principles laid down 
at that time still represent ICRC policy today on 
the taking of hostages.

1. ICRC policy

I. The ICRC condemns violations of legal and humanitarian 
principles, especially acts which involve the deaths 
or threaten the lives of innocent people. In doing
soj it is guided solely by concern for the victims 
and the will to help them.

II. ICRC delegates may materially assist hostages and, 
by their presence, provide moral comfort. As a gen
eral male, however, participation in negotiations 
between authorities and the perpetrators of such 
violations does not come within the delegates' purview.

III. In the victims ' interest and in so far as there is no 
other intermediary or direct contact, the ICRC may, as 
an exception, intervene at the request of one party 
and with the agreement of the others. The parties 
shall renounce the use of force, take no step detri
mental to the welfare of the hostages, and shall grant 
the delegates freedom of action without let or hindrance 
so long as they maintain contact between the parties.

IV. The delegates will ask for all facilities to assist 
victims and, whenever possible, for all persons entitled 
to special consideration, such as the wounded, the 
sick, children, and so forth, to be removed to safety.

V. Whether delegates participate in negotiations or 
merely act as couriers, responsibility for proposals 
transmitted, for decisions and action, lies solely with 
the parties. Delegates shall not guarantee the imple
mentation of decisions or the observance of conditions 
laid down by the parties.



4

2. Comments regarding ICRC policy

The events in which the ICRC was involved during 
the period after the publication of its policy have 
led it to make the following remarks :

(a) §cope_of_application

This policy lays down especially the ICRC's atti
tude where the taking of hostages is linked to situations 
of internal disturbances or internal tension. The taking 
of hostages either occurs on the territory of a State 
where situations of internal disturbances or tension 
have developped, or is related to such situations else
where because of, for example, demands made by the 
persons holding the hostages.

Where the taking of hostages falls under inter
national humanitarian law - which, as we have seen, 
clearly forbids this practice in both international 
and non-international armed conflicts - the ICRC may 
be led to play a greater and more active role than the 
one laid down in the present policy.

In actual fact, the ICRC does not normally inter
vene in the event of hostage-taking during a period of 
internal disturbances or internal tension; but, as an 
exception, it may judge it necessary, for humanitarian 
reasons, to agree to intervene, and the five principles 
quoted above will help it, first, to determine if such 
an exception is warranted, and secondly, to specify the 
conditions for ICRC intervention. It is therefore only 
when a certain number of objective criteria are met, 
and when an analysis of the situation moves it to the 
belief that it is its duty to act, that the ICRC will 
abandon the attitude of aloofness which is and must 
continue to be its policy in such events.

(b) Assistance_action

In principles II and IV of the policy, the possibi
lity that the ICRC would intervene to provide moral com
fort and material assistance is envisaged.
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The ICRC is, of course, free to decide whether 
it will accept to perforin such a role, which may 
assume various forms: material relief (foodstuffs, 
blankets, medicaments), medical assistance (by a doc
tor or a nurse), moral comfort (exchange of family 
messages), or evacuation of persons whose physical 
or psychological condition is such that their release 
by their captors has become particularly urgent. This 
latter possibility to bring assistance does not only 
concern the wounded, sick and children, cited as ex
amples in point IV of the statement of policy, but all 
persons to whom such an ordeal causes extreme suffering. 
Nevertheless, the ICRC will not agree to give such assist
ance unless the following conditions are fulfilled :
- all of the principal parties concerned must give 

their assent;
- all the parties involved must give an undertaking 

not to seek to take advantage of the ICRC's action 
with the aim of deceiving the other party or parties 
and so deceiving the ICRC, too;

- communications at all times with ICRC headquarters 
and the hostages' captors must be guaranteed, whenever 
that is practicable;

- all parties must give an undertaking not to resort 
to violence, not only while the delegates are per
forming their assistance activity but also, at least, 
while the delegates are on their way to the hostages 
and on their way back to their base.

Should the agreement of one of the parties be 
withdrawn while the ICRC delegates are still performing 
their assistance action, the delegates would cease the 
work they are doing as swiftly as possible and inform the 
other party or parties.

(c) The_ICRC2_s_role_as_an_intermediary

Point III of the policy covers situations where the 
ICRC might be asked to play the role of intermediary, 
it being understood that this role should also, as a 
general rule, allow material assistance and moral com
fort to be brought to the hostages.
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It is only in exceptional cases that the ICRC 
would agree to act as an intermediary. The following 
conditions must be satisfied, in addition to those 
listed above (p. 5) which must be fulfilled for ICRC 
assistance action :

- the parties are not in direct contact with each 
other (either because there is no possibility at 
all of contact, or because one of the parties does 
not wish to be in contact);

- the ICRC is the body which is best placed for per
forming the role of intermediary;

- the parties must state that they will abstain from 
any acts of violence during the whole period when the 
ICRC plays this role. It is not only a matter of 
undertaking to abstain from violence while the ICRC 
delegates are on their way to the hostages, are per
forming their tasks and are returning to their base
- as in the assistance actions. The parties must 
pledge to abstain from any acts of violence during 
the whole period when the negotiations are taking 
place;

- the ICRC is free to bring to an end at any moment 
its role of intermediary and to notify the parties of 
such termination.

It should be emphasized that, for the ICRC, to 
serve as an intermediary means essentially to transmit 
proposals from one party to another. The ICRC delegate 
in such a role will not guarantee the proposals made by 
one or other of the parties; nor is it his task to engage 
in any bargaining which might cast a doubt on the neu
trality from which he must on no account swerve. At the 
most he could, very objectively, note that there exists 
a common ground for discussion should he believe he can 
perceive one.
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II. ATTITUDE OF NATIONAL SOCIETIES TO THE TAKING

OF HOSTAGES

Several National Societies have had to cope with 
the problem of hostage-taking in the last few years. 
It may happen, when such an incident occurs, that the 
authorities call upon their country's National Society 
for assistance, or even that the Society itself, some
times under the pressure of public opinion, offers its 
services spontaneously, in the hope of alleviating the 
hostages' suffering.

The National Society, 
capacity as an auxiliary to the pub
is liable to be suspected of partiality 
captors, even though it might have 
independence. At the same time, the 

situ-
because of

Situations involving the taking of hostages are 
always fraught with uncertainty.
by virtue of its 
lie authorities, 
by the hostages' 
demonstrated its
Society might find itself placed in an unpleasant 
ation with regard to the public authorities, 
the neutrality which it must display and which may not 
be fully comprehended by the authorities. Torn between 
its role as an auxiliary to the public authorities and 
its Red Cross identity, the National Society is not 
necessarily the most appropriate body for intervention.

The ICRC points out that it does not spontaneously 
offer its services when hostages have been taken, butthat 
it does happen that it agrees to intervene, when re
quested by a party concerned provided the other parties 
give their consent. Of course, National Societies are 
free to act otherwise, but it should not be forgotten 
that the mere offer of services by the Red Cross may 
sometimes be construed by the government as a blow to 
its policy of standing firm in the face of the hostages' 
captors, which might sooner or later be harmful to the 
hostages themselves.

Prudence does not necessarily mean inactivity.
The National Society, in certain rare circumstances, may 
judge it to be in the hostages' interest that it should 
agree to intervene.

This could be the case, for instance, when the 
taking of hostages has occurred in the country to which 
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the National Society belongs and the hostages' cap- 
tors' demands are addressed not to that country's 
authorities but to another's (for example, when hos
tages are taken in an embassy by persons who address 
their demands to the authorities of the occupied em
bassy's country; or again, when an aircraft is hijacked 
to the country to which the National Society belongs, 
by persons who address their demands to the authorities 
of another country of which a large number of the 
aircraft's passengers are nationals, or to the autho
rities of the aircraft's country of registration). In 
this type of situation, the National Society's neutra
lity is of course less open to suspicion.

If the National Society agrees to intervene in an 
incident involving the taking of hostages, the ICRC's 
own policy may perhaps, by analogy, prove to be of 
utility to the Society, even though that policy was 
not elaborated with this contingency in view.

In addition, a specific National Society role 
could be to look after the victims affected "indirectly" 
by the taking of hostages, such as the hostages' own 
families, who may have suffered shock as a result of 
the events. It might help them materially and morally 
to stand up to the situation.

If the hostages are released, getting back to 
normal life in their homes may prove to be difficult. 
After having spent many hours, not to say sometimes days 
and weeks, in a state of anguish, they are often physically 
and above all mentally affected. Here, too, the Natio
nal Society has a long-term task to perform, in helping 
them to get reintegrated into their ordinary family 
and professional surroundings. The main thing would be 
that National Society personnel should be on call to 
aid the released hostages to get over this painful 
period.

These are, of course, only suggestions. There will 
be an opportunity, at the Twenty-fourth International 
Red Cross Conference in Manila, for Commission II to 
discuss the National Societies' views on the role they 
consider they should play in the event of hostages 
being taken and on the policy they would adopt in such 
a situation.
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CONCLUSION

The taking of hostages is a phenomenon that has 
innumerable aspects. Hostages may be taken in many 
different ways (hijacking of aircraft, occupation of 
an embassy, kidnapping of individuals and holding them 
incommunicado). The demands of the hostages' captors 
may vary greatly (ransom, release of detainees, delivery 
of arms, or publication of political declarations). It 
could be an act of desperation by persons who have been 
oppressed and deprived of human rights, just as it could 
be a coldly calculated operation.

Whatever the manner and the situations in which the hostages are 
taken; whatever the demands and motives of the captors, 
the event itself is an act of violence threatening or 
even killing innocent persons. In this respect, it is 
a reprehensible act and at Bucharest in 1977 the Red 
Cross expressed the general opprobrium in which it is 
held.

For the Red Cross, which in such situations is 
often pressed by authorities or by public opinion to do 
something, it is sometimes difficult to decide what at
titude to take, especially since the lack of any action 
at all, or an action which fails, might tarnish the in
stitution's image and cast a shadow on all its other 
activities. Perhaps, as a conclusion to the present 
report, one should recall that the golden rule in such 
cases is neutrality, for it is on that that confidence 
in a humanitarian intervention depends. If, in the 
hope of saving the hostages' lives, the Red Cross dele
gate were to exert pressure on the authorities in order 
that they should give in to the captors' demands, he 
might be blamed for being the unwitting instrument in 
the seizure of hostages on future occasions by persons 
encouraged by success. If, on the other hand, the dele
gate were to put on the mantle of a fervent advocate of 
the authorities when approaching the persons holding 
the hostages, he might run the risk of being refused 
access to the hostages and even of creating a deadlock 
in the situation with possibly fatal consequences.

Only the government authorities may decide what 
kind of reply should be given to the demands of the 
hostages' captors. The responsibility is a heavy one 
and it cannot be shared.


