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COMMUNITY SERVICES - INTEGRATION- OF RED CROSS SOCIETIES

1. History of Red Cross involvement in Community Services

The Red Cross movement was created to "come to the aid of 
people” and to devote itself to the relief of suffering. This early 
concept has been the basis of all subsequent activities of the Red 
Cross/Crescent National Societies.

It is the Red Cross volunteers’ work which has formed the basis 
through which all community services of the Red Cross have been provided: 
services which are intended to fill gaps, meet needs and supplement 
existing programmes.

In 1919 when the League of Red Cross Societies was founded the 
Red Cross philosophy was further defined and over the years has been 
reaffirmed.

Initial emphasis was placed on the promotion of health when a 
public health division and a nursing section were established, the 
articles of association indicating the lines of policy to be followed.

It was perhaps significant that it was at the end of another 
war (1914-1918] that this positive step was taken to further develop the 
Red Cross movement.

■National Societies were developed as auxiliaries to governments 
and the earlier links have now been consolidated and widened to include 
regional and local government agencies. Co-operation with local govern
ments working at community level is essential to the future success of 
Red Cross community activities. However, it must be admitted that, while 
co-operation at national level is being increasingly consolidated, it 
needs further strengthening at local level.

For its part, the League Secretariat makes all efforts to present 
an integrated community service programme by joint efforts of its Develop
ment Programme, the Medico Social Services, the Relief Sector and Infor
mation Sector. The integration of Youth as an important agent of Red 
Cross services is widely recognized and is making an important contribution 
to the improvement of community services.
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2. Development of Red Cross involvement in Community Services

Early Red Cross involvement in the provision of services was 
largely limited to its work in war-time with armies in the field although 
as early as 1865 there is evidence to show that Red Cross volunteers were 
also working among the sick pooF, the old and infirm, and with mothers 
and children.

Later came recognition that Red Cross activities should not be 
limited to the field of health but extended to a much wider concept in
cluding service among civilians displaced by war, other under-privileged 
people, the young and many other groups.

■ - ■ This was just another step towards reaching the present philosophy
of the Red Cross where our traditional role of providing services has 
been extended to encourage the community themselves to provide their own 
services through a self-help approach. This is not always an easy 
transfer for the Red Cross to make; it is often easier to provide services 
to the community than to motivate people to take the initiative of develop
ing them themselves.

In the 1970’s a new approach in thinking, the concept of Primary 
Health Care emerged. Perhaps this is only a new name for an old concern 
of the Red Cross who have always been involved in the type of services now 
generally termed Primary Health Care. Whatever the situation, the new 
concept is designed to involve people in determining their own priorities 
and in the decision-taking necessary to provide a self-care system. The 
idea is to establish self-reliance among populations who until now have had 
little access to health care. The League and the National Societies have 
pledged themselves to develop this aspect of community work, notably within 
'the framework.of the Seminar jointly organised in Frunze in 1979 by the 
■Alliance of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies of the USSR and the League.

In addition and at the request of the General Assembly of the 
League (Geneva 1979), a paper on the League’s development strategy for 
the eighties was elaborated and this marks an important stage in the 
League’s future rule and function. This paper has a practical approach 
and further underlines the need for integrated action in all the community 
services in which National Societies are involved.

3. The present situation

The following brief summary of the health and social welfare 
situation relates to Resolutions Nos. XV and XVII of the XXIIIrd Inter
national Conference of the Red Cross: No. XV was on the "Joint effort of 
National Societies and governments for improving health and social 
well-being”,and No. XVII on ‘'The Red Cross, health and social welfare'’.
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Resolution No. XV appealed to governments to Intensify their programmes:

(a) to provide health education aimed at reducing Infant 
and child mortality,

(b) to expand and broaden health education opportunities, 
especially mother and child ca/te for women,

(c) to provide primary health care,
(d) to make opportunities available to increase the 

vocational ¿kZOi and the earning opportunities of 
low-income groups, and

(e) to raise the status o;j women socially end economically
by providing opportunities for learning and for leadership.

Urges National Societies to participate with their governments 
tn these programmes tn conformity with recognised Red Cross 
alms.

Resolution No. XVII recommended that:

1. national. Societies embark on genuine evaluation of their 
activities tn the field of health and social welfare tn the 
light of the remarks and recommendations made tn the final 
Report - An Agenda for Red Cross,

2. National Societies improve their planning processes, determine 
their objectives and priorities based on needs, their methods 
of recruitment of leaders and of volunteers, and their 
training,

3. at national and International level the greatest attention- — 
be paid to community work, owing to which activity develops 
from within, according to the needs felt by the people

, cancemed,
4. the professionals and the volunteers be given full recognition 

both at national and international level, so that their skills 
and knowledge be adequately mobilised In the planning and 
Implementation of alt humanitarian and development activities.

Regarding the reduction of infant mortality the League has 
strengthened its programmes in maternal and child health in line with 
the policies being followed by WHO and UNICEF, with whom there has always 
been close collaboration.

A particular thrust has been in the promotion of breast-feeding. 
All National Societies hove by now received information and guidelines. 
Furthermore it is now accepted that feeding bottles are not used in 
disaster relief. Where no maternal milk is available or supplementary 
feeding has to be given, the use of a cup and spoon is instituted.



4

In the same framework of mother and child care several National 
Societies have developed family spacing programmes whiGh have made an 
important contribution to the well-being of the families concerned.

Health education programmes are an important element of the 
services of most National Societies but with the realisation that in 
order to achieve good health there must be a more comprehensive approach 
at the community level, ,and that if an impact is to be made then emphasis 
must be placed on improving the human environment, the production of 
food, communications, the marketing of products and other such areas 
of importance to all of us.

The question of the improvement of the environment has been further 
dealt with in a separate report as has also primary health care.

Accident Prevention and First Aid

There is an increasing need for the Red Cross to keep pace with 
the present demand for up-to-date first aid knowledge among the public in 
general. The largest possible number of individuals should be able to 
intervene with safety and efficiency at the scene of accidents with which 
they may be confronted. To achieve this target, emphasis has been put 
on education and training. The League and many National Societies have 
organised courses and produced first aid guidelines and teaching aids 
both for instructors and for the public in general.

Nursing

A great number of National Societies, if not all, are involved 
in nursing activities, in one way or anotherj training and education 
programmes are being planned according to the services required. Some 
Societies provide a full professional training, others are concerned with 
the training of Red Cross volunteer nursing personnel. The importance 
of the latter group must not be underestimated for it is this personnel 
who provide a higher proportion of Red Cross nursing care, in hospitals, 
in communities, with refugees, in epidemics and disasters and so on, than 
does any other group.

In the 1970'sit was recognised that programmes for the training 
of nursing personnel gave little place to knowledge concerning community 
development, and to overcome this, a resolution was passed recommending 
that an understanding of community needs and the development of community 
services should form an integral part of training programmes for all 
categories of nursing personnel.
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The. Boand ofc Govennon*

necognt*tng the note pZayed by NattonaZ Soctette* tn nun*Zng 
education necommend* that education pnognarme* fcon aZZ 
categonZe* ofc nun*Zng peuonneZ ZncZude a *tudy ofc communZty 
development wZth *pectaZ empka*Z* on the pnZncZpZei and 
method* ofc Znve*tigatZon Znto cunnent need*, *tne**Zng Zn 
thZ* connection the Zmpontance ofc team wonk wZth the memben* 
ofc the communZZy theimeZve*.
(Boand ofc Govennon*, XXXl*t Se**Zon, Mextco, 1971, Re*oZution 
No. XXIV).

This development has lead to an extension of the role of the 
nurse in the promotion of health, including primary health care. Of 
inmediate concern to the Red Cross movement is also the need to further 
develop mother and child care services.

Items (dj and te) of the first Resolution are clearly primarly 
government responsibilities, but some National Societies are also con
cerned with vocational training, earning opportunities of disadvantaged 
persons, and education for women.

This has enabled young people who for various reasons - usually 
financial and family ones - would not have learned a trade to undergo 
proper vocational training giving them a good start on a career; and this 
has been made possible by the National Society of the country often with 
the help of a sister Society.

Not only young people but also many physically handicapped 
persons are helped by their National Society to learn a trade or, other 
occupation. The Society's help may range from providing transport or 
lodging during training to a regular apprenticeship.

National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies pay special 
attention to the care of women and girls.

The economic status of women, and therefore their social status, 
are very low in many countries, and some National Societies are trying 
to improve this state of affairs.

As the Resolution implies, education is a key factor in social 
and economic status. Some National Societies accordingly include in their 
community services vocational training schools, sewing rooms, and 
instruction in embroidery and carpet weaving etc. at which in addition 
to manual apprenticeship girls are given schooling to improve their 
education if they have already attended school for a few years, or they 
are taught the rudiments of reading, writing and arithmetic.
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Some National Societies have instituted literacy classes for 
adults and are forming co-operatives for the sale of articles made by 
the Society’s protegees.

Thus National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies are helping 
to carry out their government’s economic, educational and health programmes, 
with particular emphasis on the needs of the underprivileged.

To draw up a suitable programme requires, however, the establish
ment of priorities and a planning system all based on knowledge of needs 
at all levels, as the second Resolution makes clear.

Only a few National Societies appear to have seriously evaluated 
their health and social welfare activities, but a growing number of 
Societies have drawn up a development plan or are in the course of doing 
so.

The Xlth Inter-American Red Cross Conference (Rio de Janeiro. 
1979) undoubtedly greatly helped to motivate the National Societies of 
the region for this purpose.

There is a growing tendency to regard the grass-roots community 
as the decisive factor in the programmes to be carried out. in which the 
people involved themselves play a predominant part in drawing up and 
carrying out the programme.

Bearing this in mind the League, jointly with the Netherlands 
Red Cross, held the Second European Regional Red Cross Nursing Seminar 
in 1978 on the theme: "Identifying and meeting the needs of people”, and 
jointly with the Belgian Red Cross in 1980 the Vllth Red Cross Seminar on 
Social Welfare Services - "In Search of a Better Integration within the 
Wide Variety of Community Services".

The League has also started to revise the 1974 Guide on Community 
Red Cross Work so as to give National Societies a reference document in 
line with the new trends in community work. . r

We have no wish to belittle the hard work done to give paid 
and trained unpaid workers the place they have earned by their practical 
and theoretical knowledge in the planning and implementation of humani
tarian and development activities; but it must be admitted that in actual 
fact such work is rare and intermittent.
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Conclusions

Examination of the follow-up given to Resolutions Nos. XV and 
XVII of the XXIIIrd International Conference of the Red Cross leads us 
to the following conclusions:

Recent concepts in the provision of community services 
including primary health care, demand a new approach in 
the methods of training Red Cross personnel. Courses need 
to be people oriented and not institution centered;

Before developing projects, the Red Cross needs'to address 
itself to analysing all available resources, both human 
and material. This will enable activities in line with 
community needs to be carried out according to cost
efficiency in these days when there is growing pressure on 
everyone’s time and resources;

Community members must themselves be involved in planning, 
determining priorities and decision-taking;

A closer integration is foreseen in the planning and implemen 
tation of community services at local and national levels 
between governments and the Red Cross.

For all these reasons, the Red Cross is confident that the 
general direction of its policy in community services is the right one 
but it has to keep its work under constant review, noting what is being 
done, evaluating efficiency, ensuring community participation in every 
aspect of its work, admitting success and failure and looking for areas 
of improvement. Only in this way can Red Cross make a major contribution 
to the development of community services.
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