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.. No matter how complete an appraisal of humanitarian activities 
may be., it cannot give more than an incomplete picture of 
reality. And it is not possible to draw up a listing of the 
physical and moral suffering endured., by men and women, or 
of what relief they can be given.

It has become a common place. to say that, during the. more than 
one hundred years of its history, the ICRC has never-been 
committed pn so majay fronts and in so many countries at the 
same time - except during the second world war. That was 
true four years ago; it is still true today, and, alas, is 
likely to be true tomorrow,-as we see that conflicts between 
States and within Stqtes proliferate in this world of.crisis.

With your permission, we are now. goings' to make together a 
quick survey of the hot points where, the ICRC has inter
vened to'ensure that those person's who have been left without 
protection and assistance in the wake of wars, civil wars 
and internal troubles and tensions have their rights recog
nized and are protected and given help.



Since the Twenty-third International Red Cross Conference, 
a score of countries have" had the sad distinction of 
becoming the setting of new armed conflicts or have seen 
older antagonisms flare up again and spread.

In Africa, urgent situations developed in Chad (end of 1977), 
in the province of Shaba in Zaire (May 1978), and in Uganda/ 
Tanzania (October 1978). The continued fighting in Ogaden, 
the rekindled conflicts in Eritrea, the intensified war in 
Rhodesia/Zimbabwe (which sent shock waves into the neigh
bouring countries: Botswana, Mozambique, Zambia), the armed 
clashes on the Angola-Namibia frontier, the military 
operations in Western Sahara: all of this meant that the 
Red Cross had to greatly increase its services on that 
continent.

In Latin America, two particularly ferocious conflicts 
irrupted: first there was Nicaragua (August 1978), and 
now it is El Salvador that demands our immediate attention. 
The situation prevailing in that country is a particularly 
clear illustration of the great difficulties confronting 
the ICRC in its effort to break the vicious circle of blind 
violence and cruelty.

In Asia, we saw three separate conflicts develop in 1979 
alone: in Kampuchea (January); the clashes between the People' 
Republic of China and the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam 
(February); and, finally, in Afghanistan (December).

In the Middle East, a bloody war broke out between Iraq and 
Iran in September 1980. We have been permanently engaged 
in this part of the world since the war of 1967, more par
ticularly in Israel and in the occupied territories, in 
Egypt, Jordan and Syria. Lebanon has been in the throes 
of tragic conflict ever since 1975, and the ICRC has been 
active in each of these crises marked by savage confronta
tions.

There are two hopeful glimmerings of light in this dark 
sky: the settlement of the Rhodesian problem has enabled 
the ICRC to withdraw from Zimbabwe, Botswana and Zambia.
And only a few months ago, our delegation in N'Djamena closed 
its doors, as the humanitarian needs in Chad no longer cons
tituted an emergency.
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I am not going to try to detail what the Red Cross has done 
during the past foiir years to bind up the physical and moral 
wounds, to feed the starving, to house the homeless, and to? 
comfort the families that have been split up: our annual re
ports and the half-yearly report for 1981 (copies of which you 
have received) adequately cover these matters. Instead, I am 
going to put the emphasis on what we were not able to accomplish: 
the major obstacles that thwarted us, the blockages that barred 
our way, and the failures we sustained - failures which, in the 
last analysis, should be felt by the very powers that investeds 
the ICRC with the authority it exercises in protecting, defen
ding and aiding victims of armed conflicts, which is to say by. 
virtually all of the countries of the world: the 150 States 
parties to the 1949 Geneva Conventions.

As matters stand, the situation now prevailing in Afghanistan, 
following upon the upheavals which are shaking that country,- 
continues to be a matter of deep concern to the ICRC. In spite 
of constantly renewed appeals to all the parties engaged in 
the military conflict, in spite of the repeated assurance that 
it wished to act on behalf of all of the victims - both civilian 
and military - the ICRC has not been authorized since June 1980 
to exercise from Kabul its activities of protection and assis
tance. On the other hand, we are carrying on our medical aid 
to Afghan refugees in Pakistan. j.-.sq?;: '

When it comes to the conflict in the western part of the Sahara, 
where the ICRC has been involved since 1975, there has been a 
suspension, for much too long a time, of our activities under 
the Geneva Conventions. In spite of the fact that all the 
parties involved were contacted many times, the ICRC has not 
been allowed to visit the Moroccan and Mauritanian prisoners 
held by the Polisario Front since 1976; and it has not been able 
to visit Algerian and Polisario Front prisoners held by the 
Moroccans since 1978.



Til® ICRC faced unsurmount able obstacles in the Ogaden conflict, 
too, as well.: as in its consequences. All the initiatives 
attempted since 1977 in Somalia to develop protection and 
tracing activities have had absolutely•no results so far.
In the Eritrean conflict too, the ICRC is unable to work: it 
is not permitted to visit any prisoner captured by either
party, most of whom it has not visited for several years.

■ j r ’j;. • * ’■ * * ■ • ’ ’ ‘

In the war between Iran and Iraq, the ICRC has had to insist
with both parties that .they respect their treaty obligations. 
In Iran, prisoners of war were held for several months in 
places of detention that did not meet the requirements of 
the Third Convention. Some medical facilities could not always 
be set up in time. From the end of August to the beginning of 
October 1981, the Red Cross delegates were prevented from 
speaking with war prisoners without having a witness present, 
in defiance of Article 126 of the Third Convention. However, 
since 12 October the visits have again taken place in keeping 
with the provisions of the Conventions. In Iraq, from the start 
of the conflict, the JCRC was permitted to visit Iranian pri
soners of war, but we are forced to state that an unknown num
ber of them were .simply kept out of reach of ICRC protection, 
and that notifications of prisoners taken were incomplete and 
generally delayed. It was necessary to take repeated steps 
to remedy this situation." Other steps were necessary to improve 
the material and above all the psychological conditions of 
detention of Prisoners of War. Civilians, children, women and 
old.people who had been evacuated at the time of the first 
offensive were being held in prisoner-of-i-war camps in spite of 
repeated representations by the ICRC. However, a number of them 
have: recently been repatriated, and others soon will be.
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But it is not only the military and civilian prisoners who need 
protection. In the climate of blind violence that characterizes 
our time and spawns new methods of combat, the ICRC attaches 
vital importance to the respect due to civilian populations and 
to their protection against the effects of hostilities. Rules 
on this subject are now set forth/ in particular, in the 
Protocols of 1977.

In this connection it is essential to remember that the parties 
to a conflict should at all times distinguish between civilian 
population and objects, on the one hand, and combatants and 
military objectives on the other. The civilian population as 
suph and civilian persons and objects should not be attacked, 
and should not be used to shield combatants and military 
objectives from attacks.

Furthermore, under all circumstances, the parties should take 
all feasible precautions with a view to avoiding or minimizing 
civilian loss and damage. They should refrain from any attack 
which may be expected to cause loss and damage which would 
be excessive in comparison to the concrete and direct mili
tary advantage anticipated.

The ICRC intends to press for these rules whenever it is 
necessary and it reserves the right to take all steps likely to 
ensure or strengthen respect for them.

Paralleling its action on behalf of the victims of. armed conflict, 
the ICRC, on the grounds of its right of humanitarian initiative, 
a’s laid down in the International Red Cross statutes, has extended 
its protection and assistance to tens of ■'thousands of individuals 
deprived of liberty for reasons of a political nature, and to 
their anguished families, so often condemned to poverty. Our 
experience in this field grows with the years, but the difficul
ties keep pace. Governments do not always respond with the 
co-operation, that we have the right to expect. And, for the 
300,000 prisoners of this category visited since the end of 
the Second World War in more than 75 countires, how many further 
hundreds of thousands are waiting for the ICRC to bring them 
a ray of hope in the darkness of their prison world!

*
* *
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Every conflicts and disturbance involves a displacement of 
the population and draws heavily on our Central Tracing L 
Agency. Wherever there are dispersed families, missing 
persons to be traced, messages to be delivered, the role of 
this ICRC department is of capital importance. Its 50 
million file cards, containing data on persons who have been 
or who' still are being looked for, bear witness to an activity 
that has continued for more than one hundred years.
The increase in the cases handled by the Central Tracing 
Agency in situations as complex as those created by the 
tragedy of the "boat people", or by the desperate adventures 
of the "domestic refugees" wandering from one region to 
another in their own country, is reflected in a considerable 
extension of its work load. It was necessary to be able to 
cope with two new problems at the same time: first, to find 
qualified staff for the area, and second, to deal with the 
overload brought about by systems that were in constant 
evolution and required setting up modern means of data 
processing, and of filing and communications equipment. In 
order to give you a general idea js let me point out that in 
the space of 18 months, that is between 1 January 1980 and 
30 June 1981, the Central ‘ TrSciiig Agency forwarded more than 
1,760,000 family messages. The Agency gained valuable 
experience through its work with the South-East Asian refugees 
and was therefore able to provide technical assistance for 
setting up and staffing mailing and tracing services in a good 
many National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. This 
sharing of experiences with an increasing number of National 
Societies will be the basis of a seminar to be held in Geneva 
next autumn.
Today, represented by its delegates in more than fifteen 
offices throughout the world, the Central Tracing Agency is 
active in Africa, Latin America, Asia and the Middle East. It 
employs 125 persons, some thirty of whom are on mission, aided 
by more than 200 assistants recruited locally.

How could we fail to express our deep concern for the tragic 
destiny of thousands of boat, people victims of acts of 
piracy on the China Sea and the Gulf of Thailand. Alarmed 
by the serious proportions of this problem, the ICRC felt.



7

called upon to take most urgent measures, in close co-operation 
with the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees and with the support of the League of Red Cross 
Societies and UNICEF, in appealing to the governments which 
are bound by the obligations of the law of the sea, to remind 
them of their responsibilities and urge them to take more 
energetic deterrent and police measures than in the past.

The spread of conflicts throughout the world has reguired 
more and more interventions by the ICRC, and of course, .
this has had its repercussions in every branch of our 
activities. Four years ago we had 18 delegations in the 
field: now we have 30 in as many countries in Africa, Latin 
America, Asia and the Middle East.

Taking into account the ad hoc missions carried out through
out the world, we can say that the IC^C was present in 70 
countries during the past few years. Expressed in terms of 
personnel, we had 251 people on our staff at headquarters 
in 1977: now, their number has reach 428, and half of them 
take a direct part in field operations.

The number of personnel on mission varies around 400, and 
there are about as many locally recruited persons who 
should be added to the count. In these endeavours we have 
benefited from the valuable co-operation of many National 
Red Cross Societies, which have supplied us with highly 
qualified medical teams. I will return to this subject 
later on.
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There is ..another very definite subject which I must now take up: 
this subject, the financing of the ICRC, is of major importance 
to us.

In 1977, at'the time of the last International Red Cross Confer
ence, the annual disbursements of the ICRC on the regular budget 
amounted to a little less than 11.5 million dollars. Today 
these same outlays come to abcut 22.5 million dollars (in the 
1982 budget), and the figure will probably top 25 million 
annually from 1983 to 1985.

Of course., the ICRC always has done and.'always will do its utmost 
to limit the growth of expenditures. But it must be recognized 
that this increase is basically the reflection of the expansion 
of its activities.

For the past few years, governments and National- Societies 
have helped meet these growing expenses to a large extent,’ 
and thanks to new contributions and to substantial increases 
from established sources, the ICRC has been able to keep moving 
ahead in spite of the costs of its multiplying activities.

Nevertheless, it is true that the source of contributions to 
the ordinary budget of the ICRC does not give a complete 
picture of the world-wide ramifications of the Red Cross move
ment. The fact is that more than 40. per cent of the 151 States 
Parties to the Genova Conventions of 1949’have not'yet made any 
contribution to the ICRC. We can only hope that the promises 
are worthy of the expectations, if we want to avoid being forced 
into an agonizing review of some of our actions, which could 
only result in penalizing the very victims that the ICRC is 
committed to protect.

For the years ahead, the situation remains troubling. I think 
that it is important to recall that during the Diplomatic Confer
ence of 1949, the governments pledged themselves to finance 
the ICRC so that it might be ready, at all times and under all 
circumstances, to fulfill the tasks assigned to it by the Geneva 
Conventions.
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The next question that I want to bring up vzith you concerns 
the humanitarian obligations that the States have formally 
accepted as being binding upon them.

In 1977, the Bucharest Conference had the satisfaction of 
learning that the Diplomatic Conference of Geneva had finally 
adopted the Additional Protocols to the Geneva Conventions, 
after lengthy deliberations. Since then, these Protocols have 
come into force. Today, 18 States are bound by Protocol I, 
and 16 by Protocol II.

Faithful to the mandate given it by Resolution III of the 
Bucharest Conference, the ICRC has made great efforts to 
get the States accede to the Protocols. ICRC staff members 
have visited a large number of capitals and our delegates abroad 
have spoken whenever they could about the significance of the 
Protocols and the need to ratify them. What is the situation 
today?

Let us face the fact; 18 ratifications signed four years after 
the Diplomatic Conference is not an’impressive score. The ICRC 
is concerned about the slowness of ratification in some 
countries! We are well aware that several provisions of both 
Protocols demand careful analysis, mainly because of military 
imperatives. Nevertheless, this exploration of matters which 
had been intensely debated for more thhn ten years before being 
adopted in 1977 should not cause an exaggerated delay in the 
acceptance of texts that carry a humanitarian message of 
unquestionable value, and that are also well-balanced and 
realistic. The ICRC is convinced that the governments are not 
going to disavow a decision adopted without vote by their rep
resentatives in Geneva on June 8, 1977. '..I have every reason
to hope that the Protocols will be as widely accepted as the 
1949 Conventions.

It should be remembered that, to date, 151 States are Parties 
to the 1949 Geneva Conventions. Since the beginning of this 
year, six newly independent States have also signed or have 
acceded to them by a declaration of succession. The ICRC is 
gratified to note that almost all of the members of today's 
international community have agreed to these texts which provide 
for effective protection of the individual against the consequences 
of armed conflict. Let us hope that it will be the same for the 
Additional Protocols to these Conventions!
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But it is not enough to ratify humanitarian law: it still has 
to be made known in order to be applied and respected. That 
is the real objective of the dissemination drive of the whole 
of our movement.

Since the Bucharest Conference, the activities of the Red Cross 
world and of the-governments involved has shown a very positive 
balance. To give you a quick idea - a whole cycle of regional 
conferences on dissemination was held between 1977 and 1981, 
covering every region of the globe. The first ICRC-League action 
programme with respect to dissemination ran from 1978 to 1981 
and has now been followed by a second similar programme extending 
from 1982 to 1985. For their part, the National Societies, or 
at any rate a considerable number of them, have made very real 
efforts in this direction. In fact, many of. them have been 
able to urge their respective governments into forming inter
ministerial committees assigned to supervise the dissemination 
of information in their countries; others have organized national 
or regional seminars on the problem.

Still others have taken on the difficult task of training qua
lified personnel and publishing appropriate material. In 
certain governments we also note a growing awareness of the 
importance of publicizing international humanitarian law. Now, 
some of the armed forces are receiving suitable training, and 
a number of officers have attended the course for military 
personnel given by the ICRC at San Remo acting within the 
framework of the International Institute of Humanitarian Law.

All of this is surely very encouraging, but it must be said 
with equal force that it is still far from enough. The number 
of National Societies that have really put their shoulders to 
the wheel represents only a minority of the Red Cross community. 
Furthermore, ICRC delegates in every part of the world can 
testify that the government officials they speak to, both civilian 
and military, are too often either badly informed or not informed 
at all about humanitarian law.
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This is a deficiency that all the States that are bound by the 
Geneva Conventions must remedy or else incur the risk of running 
counter to the provisions of these Conventions. We have said it 
before, and we say it again: respect of international humani
tarian law begins with the teaching of that law. If possible, 
this teaching should take place in time of peace. Unfortunately, 
it is very often necessary to undertake it in time of war, 
which makes things much more difficult. The Red Cross family 
has put a lot of energy into this effort, but it cannot do 
everything alone. The fact is that in each of the 151 countries 
now bound by the Geneva Conventions, there are seven categories 
of persons that must be reached: the armed forces, the National 
Red Cross Societies, the ministries, the universities, the schools, 
the medical profession and the general public. Consequently, 
it is obvious that we have a huge task before us.

r') . V ’ »

The ICRC is doing everything it can to encourage the National 
Societies to continue their efforts and, in the case of those 
which have not yet begun, to make a start. It is giving even 
more emphasis to encouraging the many governments that have 
not yet come to grips with this problem, and it remains available 
to them for counsel, if needed.

I am now coming to a very important part of the report on ICRC 
activities. It concerns the relations of the ICRC with the 
rest of the Red Cross. Over the past several years we have 
developed more numerous and still closer working ties with the 

■League. In addition to our periodic institutional meetings -
Standing Commission, joint monthly sessions - several committees 
and working groups, both permanent and ad hoc, maintain a high 
level of mutual co-operation. Here are a few specific cases:

the three Joint Working Groups on Assistance, 
Red Cross Development and Information, 
following up on the Tansley report, which 
have just finished their work:
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the Joint Commission on the Statutes of 
National Societies, which is establishing the 
files of Societies preparing for recognition 
by th'e ICRC and for admission to the League. 
At the same time, pursuant to Resolution VI 
of the Teheran Conference, it is checking that 
changes made by National Societies in their 
Statutes are in conformity with the conditions 
for recognition and admission?

- the Joint Commission of the Empress Shoken Fund 
and, since the nomination of the Nursing Advisor 
of the League, the Florence Nightingale Medal

i , Commission? :

the commissions and working groups that bring 
the representatives of the League and the ICRC 
into contact with the delegates of various 
National Societies/ such as the Commission on 
the Red Cross and Peace, the Working groups on 
the Emblem, on the Dissemination of International 
Humanitarian Law, etc.

This report will feature two specific examples of the collaboration 
between the two institutions. First, I want to mention the 
League strategy for the development of National Societies 
during the decade from 1980 to 1990. The.League wanted to 
go further than simply inform the ICRC about ’.this very important 
project, a concrete manifestation of the solidarity.of the 
Societies among themselves. It wished to invite our institution 
to participate in the realization of the plans. n I am happy ■ 
to be able to thank it here, and at the same, time express the 
great interest we have in this major undertaking, as well as 
our desire to co-operate in it, particularly in fields where 
the experience acquired by the ICRC may prove valuable to 
Societies which have to be better prepared for the tasks they 
might be forced to face in case of conflict.

And, secondly, I want to highlight the importance that the ICRC 
places on the activities of the Joint ICRC-League Commission on 
National Societies, by working to ensure that each one observes 
the rules established by common consent, this Commission and the 
Societies, too, which collaborate with it to implement Resolution 
VI of the Twenty-second International Red Cross Conference, are 
contributing to the internal cohesion of the International Red 
Cross. They are thus strengthening it to carry on its work 
for humanity and peace, in spite of the elements of divisiveness 
and fragmentation that are tearing apart the fabric of our 
environment.
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All of this illustrates the increasingly close working relation
ships that have been established between the ICRC and the League. 
And we have not even touched on the many operational sessions 
related to specific aid programmes, on information or on the 
daily contacts at every level between League and ICRC staff.

Does this mean that we are moving, little by little, toward a 
merger of the two bodies? Of course not, since the specific 
quality of each of them does not derive from a historical 
quirk, but it is based on the very nature of present-day 
international society. Our movement is characterized pre
cisely by this enriching bi-polarity, the representative role 
of the League and the independence of the ICRC, and without 
a doubt, much of our effectiveness can be traced to this. 
It is, therefore, to be preserved, for it is in everyone's 
interest.

What appears to us to have changed in the relationships between 
the League and the ICRC, reflected in a growing collaboration, 
is essentially a better appreciation at every level, of the 
individual and irreplaceable function of each of the partner
organizations. This insight is a valuable asset, also to be 
cherished and enriched.

*
* *

The ICRC has made it a point to emphasize the importance it 
places on maintaining direct and regular ties with the National 
Societies in the course of its frequent contacts with them 
over the past years. I have had the privilege of visiting 
many Societies since I came into office at the head of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross. I have become 
increasingly convinced of the need for a frequent exchange 
of views on obstacles opposing the humanitarian action of 
the Red Cross in general and•the ICRC in particular, as well 
as on the means of overcoming them.

The League's strategy for the development of the National 
Societies and the work of the Joint League-ICRC Commission 
that we have just mentioned should also develop within the 
framework of our shared obligation to work permanently for 
closer ties among the members of the International Red Cross.



14

One more aspect that should certainly be stressed in this part 
of my report is the support that .many National Societies have 
given to. the ICRC1s activities in the event of armed conflicts. 
The staff that was made available, particularly medical per
sonnel , enabled the ICRC to cope with urgent needs which would 
otherwise have been beyond our possibilities. And, furthermore 
a very close co-operation has been worked out between the ICRC 
and the National Societies for the training of this personnel. 
The ICRC has. taken part in seminars organized by National 
Societies and it, in turn, has set up various meetings among 
which we might mention particularly the first seminar of the 
International Red Cross on emergency medical actions which 
was held in Geneva in February of this year.

There is a good reason for ending this report with special 
emphasis on the participation by National Societies in the 
emergency actions of the ICRC and on the co-operation that 
has been built up on the training of the staff that takes 
part in these actions: better than just words, it is the 
proof., that, behind the various organizations, there exists 
a real world of the Red.Cross, united by common ideals.

I should like to add just a few. more words in conclusion to my 
account of the ICRC's involvement throughout the world.
There is always a two-fold aspect to a report on the activities 
of our institution: on the one hand, it outlines the most 
cruel hardships endured by mankind - wars, disturbances, mass 
migrations - and on the other, it describes the humanitarian 
activities which, in spite of everything, the ICRC has 
succeeded in carrying out under such circumstances.

I

One may still cast a doubt as to whether the situations facing 
the ICRC in the world today are not more impervious than ever

► to the glimmer of hope that the Red Cross tries to raise as it
puts out its hand to the victims.

It would be wrong, however, for us to lose heart. The vital 
thing is that we should have faith in our task. The ICRC - 
Iand I insist upon this - is more than ever determined to do 

its utmost to discharge the duties it considers it must 
fulfill towards these victims......

• •
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