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The rage of war, however mitigated, will 
always fill the world with calamity and 
horror; let it not then be unnecessarily 
extended; let animosity and hostility 
cease together; and no man be longer 
deemed an enemy, than while his sword 
is drawn against us.

Samuel Johnson

This pamphlet gives general information about the protection which virtually 
all States in the world have agreed shall be provided to the lives and safety of 
victims of armed conflict, both civilian and military. The essential rules to which 
States have thus bound themselves by accepting the Geneva Conventions are 
outlined, and the connections between the Conventions and the Red Cross 
movement which originally promoted them are briefly traced. Seekers of more 
detailed information will find references to assist them.

Achieving the humanitarian aims of the Conventions depends in no small 
measure upon their key features becoming ever more widely known by people 
in all countries. This publication is a contribution by the Red Cross in Britain 
to a world-wide Red Cross commitment to that goal.
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PART I

THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS AND THE RED CROSS

INTRODUCTION

Definitions
The Geneva Conventions are inter
national treaties binding on all States 
which have accepted them: the Red 
Cross is an international humanitarian 
movement.

Historical Background
The experience of one man, a citizen of 
Geneva called Henry Dunant, led to 
both the foundation of the Red Cross 
and the first Geneva Convention. 
Dunant witnessed the aftermath of the 
Battle of Solferino in 1859 and was 
horrified by the sight of the thousands 
of wounded lying helpless and aban
doned with no one to care for them. 
He helped to look after them, calling 
on the local population to assist, and 
afterwards described his experiences in 
a book called A Memory of Solferino. 
In this book he suggested the establish
ment of voluntary relief societies who 
could be trained during peacetime 
ready to care for the wounded in time 
of war and called for an international 
agreement to be drawn up to protect 
the wounded and those who looked 
after them.
Four Genevese citizens joined Dunant 
and established a committee with the 
aim of putting his suggestions into 
practice. In 1863 they organised an 
unofficial international conference at 
which it was agreed each country 
should form relief societies capable of 
assisting the Army Medical Services in 

wartime. This was the beginning of the 
Red Cross.
The following year the Committee 
invited Governments to send repre
sentatives to a diplomatic conference 
and this resulted in 12 European 
nations signing a treaty stating that 
in future wars they would care for all 
sick and wounded military personnel, 
regardless of nationality, and recognise 
the neutrality of medical personnel, 
hospitals and ambulances identified by 
the emblem of a red cross on a white 
background. This treaty was called the 
Geneva Convention.
It was concerned only with soldiers 
wounded on the battlefield but over 
the years it has been expanded to cover 
everyone caught up in conflicts but not 
actually taking an active part in the 
fighting. There are now four Geneva 
Conventions drawn up in 1949, cover
ing armed forces on land, at sea, 
prisoners of war and civilians, which 
have been accepted by virtually every 
State in the world.
The United Kingdom ratified those 
four Conventions in 1957, and U.K. 
legislation relating to them, and pro
viding for the punishment of offenders 
against them, is contained in the 
Geneva Conventions Act 1957.
In addition, two new Protocols were 
drawn up in 1977 at a diplomatic 
conference (attended by the United 
Kingdom). The First Protocol extends 
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the Conventions, taking into con
sideration modern means of warfare 
and transport and aiming to give 
additional protection to civilians. The 
Second Protocol provides a code of 
minimum protection for the com
batants and the civilian population 
during internal conflicts. Because the 
process of ratification is time-con
suming it is likely that some years 
will pass before they are incorporated 
into the legislation of the majority of 
countries.

Content
The Conventions are long and compli
cated, but the underlying principles 
can be simply stated:

The human dignity of all individuals 
must be respected at all times.

Everything possible must be done, 
without any kind of discrimination, 
to reduce the suffering of those who 
take no direct part in the conflict or 
have been put out of action by sick
ness, wounds or captivity.

They are essentially a series of “do’s” 
and “don’ts” to apply during conflict 
to protect vulnerable and defenceless 
individuals.
Although the actual Conventions 
should always be referred to when 
information on any particular point is 
required, the following is a brief sum
mary of the main points which will 
give you an understanding of the rights 
and the duties they involve. For ease 
of reference, the relevant Articles are 
listed at the back of this pamphlet and 
reference numbers given after each 
point.



PART 11

SUMMARY OF CONVENTIONS

GENERAL RULES

There are a number of general rules for the protection of the victims of inter
national conflict, namely wounded, sick or captured members of the armed 
forces, or enemy civilians. No one may renounce, or be forced to renounce, the 
protection accorded him by the Conventions. Anyone breaking or ordering 
someone else to break the rules of the Conventions is guilty of an offence and 
must be tried and punished. A breach or alleged breach of the Conventions by 
one party to an armed conflict does not justify a corresponding breach by 
another party: the rules are not reciprocal. In certain circumstances the general 
rules listed below are also applicable in civil wars and internal conflicts.
All protected persons MUST be:

Treated humanely
Collected and cared for if sick or wounded
Allowed access to the Protecting Power (a neutral State responsible for safe
guarding their interests) or to the International Committee of the Red Cross 
or any other qualified humanitarian agency which is performing the function 
of a Protecting Power

They must NOT be:
Attacked
Murdered 
Mutilated 
Tortured
Used for medical or scientific experiments
Taken hostage
Humiliated or degraded
Executed without regular trial
Discriminated against because of race, colour, religion, sex, birth or wealth 
Made the victim of reprisals

Each of the four Geneva Conventions also contain articles which cover the 
specific needs of the persons they protect as shown in the following pages.
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PROTECTIVE EMBLEMS

+c
The distinctive emblems defined in the Geneva Conventions are the red cross 
or the red crescent on a white background. In order to retain their protective 
status in wartime, these emblems may not be used either in peace or war except 
to indicate or to protect the medical personnel, establishments and material 
protected by the Conventions. National Societies may, in accordance with their 
national legislation, make use of the emblem for their other peacetime activities, 
but in wartime they may not use the emblem in such a way as to signify that 
“protection” is conferred by it, unless specifically authorised to do so by their 
Governments.



1
 First Geneva

Convention for the 
Amelioration of the 
Condition of the 
Wounded and Sick in 
Armed Forces in the 
Field
and

2
 Second Geneva

Convention for the 
Amelioration of the 
Condition of Wounded, 
Sick and Shipwrecked 
Members of Armed 
Forces at Sea

These two Conventions are similar, but the First covers conflicts on land and 
the Second those at sea. The term Shipwreck also includes having to make a 
forced landing at sea by or from aircraft.
They embody the main idea which led to the founding of the Red Cross: that 
if a member of the armed forces is wounded or sick and therefore in no condition 
to take an active part in the hostilities, he is no longer part of the fighting force 
and becomes a vulnerable person in need of protection and care.
In addition to the general rules, the main points of these two Conventions are: 

The sick, wounded and shipwrecked must be collected and cared for 
adequately1
Belligerents must treat members of the enemy force who are wounded, sick 
or shipwrecked as they would their own2
All efforts should be made to collect the dead quickly; have death confirmed 
by medical examination, identify the bodies and protect them from robbery. 
They should then be buried in marked graves unless cremation is necessary 
for religious or other reasons, and their belongings forwarded through the 
authorised channels to their next of kin3
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STATUS AND PROTECTION OF MEDICAL PERSONNEL AND UNITS 
AND CHAPLAINS ATTACHED TO THE ARMED FORCES

The personnel, buildings, vehicles and medical supplies belonging to the 
Military Medical Services, the National Red Cross or other Relief Societies 
concerned with the sick or wounded, and chaplains attached to the armed 
forces shall be respected and protected and identified by one of the distinctive 
emblems defined in the Conventions4
Such personnel may bear arms and use them to defend themselves and the 
wounded or sick5
Such personnel are not combatants and if captured they may only be retained 
in so far as the state of health, the spiritual needs and the number of prisoners 
of war require. They must be released and repatriated as soon as possible if 
their help is no longer needed6
Civilians must be allowed to care for the wounded or sick and give them 
shelter7
Medical equipment must not be intentionally destroyed and medical establish
ments and vehicles must not be attacked, damaged or prevented from operating 
even if, for the moment, they do not contain patients8
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3 Third Geneva 
Convention Relative to 
the Treatment of 
Prisoners of War

This covers members of the armed forces who fall into enemy hands and thus 
become prisoners of war. They are in the power of the enemy State but not of 
the individuals or troops who have captured them.
Prisoners of war MUST be:

Treated humanely with respect for their persons and their honour9
Enabled to advise their next of kin and the Central Prisoners of War Agency 
(I.C.R.C.) of their capture10
Allowed to correspond regularly with relatives and receive relief parcels10
Allowed to keep their clothes, feeding utensils and personal effects11
Supplied with adequate food and clothing12
Provided with quarters which are not inferior to those of their captor’s 
troops12
Given the medical care their state of health demands13
Subjected to the discipline and the military code of the capturing State (called 
Detaining Power)14
Allowed to state their case before sentence if accused of breaches of the law15 
Paid for work16
Allowed to be attended by clergymen of their own religion17
Entitled to elect a spokesman to act for them with the authorities of the 
Detaining Power and with welfare organisations assisting them18
Repatriated if certified seriously ill or wounded, although they may not then 
afterwards take up active military duties19
Released and repatriated without delay once hostilities cease20
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Prisoners of war must NOT be:
Compelled to give any information other than their name, age, rank and 
service number21
Deprived of their money or valuables except against receipt and these must 
be handed back at the time of release11
Given individual privileges other than for reasons of their health, sex, age, 
military rank or professional qualifications22
Held in close confinement except for breaches of the law, although their 
liberty can be restricted for security reasons23
Compelled to do military work, nor work which is dangerous, unhealthy or 
degrading24

ACCESS TO THE CONVENTION

The text of the Convention must be posted up in each camp so all prisoners 
know their rights and duties. When the representatives of the Protecting Power 
and delegates of the International Committee of the Red Cross visit the camps 
prisoners must be allowed to tell them, either direct or through representatives, 
about their treatment and make any complaints or requests25
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4 Fourth Geneva 
Convention Relative to 
the Protection of 
Civilian Persons in 
Time of War

This covers all individuals who do not belong to the armed forces, take no 
part in the hostilities and find themselves in the hands of the Enemy or an 
Occupying Power.
Protected civilians MUST be:

Treated humanely at all times and protected against acts or threats of 
violence, insults and public curiosity26
Entitled to respect for their honour, family rights, religious convictions and 
practices, and their manners and customs26
Specially protected, for example in safety zones, if they are wounded, 
sick, aged, children under 15, expectant mothers or mothers of children 
under 727
Enabled to exchange family news of a personal kind28
Helped to secure news of family members dispersed by the conflict28
Allowed to practise their religion with ministers of their own faith29
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Civilians who are interned have the same rights as prisoners of war. In addition 
they may ask to have their children interned with them, and wherever possible 
families should be housed together and provided with the facilities to continue 
normal family life30
Wounded or sick civilians, civilian hospitals and staff, and hospital transport 
by land, sea or air must be specially respected and may be placed under 
protection of the emblem31
Protected civilians must NOT be:

Discriminated against because of race, religion or political opinion26
Forced to give information32
Used to shield military operations or make an area immune from military 
operations33
Punished for an offence he or she has not personally committed34
Women must not be indecently assaulted, raped, or forced into prostitution26
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The Convention places civilians in enemy hands in two categories:

(a) Protected Persons in Enemy Territory
All persons who find themselves in enemy territory when hostilities break out 
have the following rights:

To leave the territory, unless their departure is contrary to the national 
interests of the State, taking with them sufficient funds for the journey and 
a reasonable amount of personal effects35
To appeal, if their first application to leave is refused, and have their case 
impartially reviewed35
To be provided with satisfactory conditions for their journey out of the 
country as regards safety, hygiene and food36

If they are not allowed to leave they MUST be:
Enabled to receive any individual or collective relief sent to them37
Given similar medical attention to the nationals of the State concerned37
Authorised to move to the same extent as the indigenous population if the 
area they live in is particularly exposed to danger37
Granted the opportunity to find paid employment if they have lost their job 
as a result of war, and be given support if prevented for reasons of security 
from finding paid employment38
Compelled to work only to the same extent as the indigenous population, 
e.g. to ensure the feeding, sheltering, clothing, transport and health care of 
the community but nothing which is directly related to the conduct of 
military operations39

If civilians in enemy territory are, for security reasons, interned or placed in 
assigned residence their case must be regularly reviewed and details of their 
internment given to the Protecting Power40
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(b) Protected Persons in Occupied Territories
The civilian population must be allowed to continue life as normally as 
possible.
Therefore the Occupying Power MUST :

Maintain the health and welfare services11
Ensure adequate food, clothing and medical supplies are available. If not 
obtainable in the normal way, the Occupying Power must allow the entry and 
distribution of relief consignments under supervision of the Protecting Power, 
I.C.R.C. or another impartial body12
Pay a fair price for any requisitioned goods13
In general, allow public and private institutions to function as usual11
Take all necessary steps to identify children under 12, record their parentage 
and ensure they are cared for and educated, if possible by persons of their 
own nationality, language and religion15

The Occupying Power must NOT :
Destroy any property unless absolutely necessary for military operations16
Alter the status of public officials or judges17
Forcibly deport or evacuate civilians unless necessary for their own safety 
or imperative military reasons or make anyone undertake journeys or live 
in conditions detrimental to their health or safety18
Separate civilians from members of their own family19
Compel civilians to serve in the armed forces of the Occupying Power 
or undertake work of a military nature50
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PART HI

THE RED CROSS AND THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS

Just as the Red Cross and the Geneva Conventions both 
sprang from the same seed, so their growth has remained 
intimately interwoven ever since. As the arena of con
flicts has widened and methods of warfare changed, 
putting whole populations at risk rather than just 
battalions of soldiers, so the Conventions have been 
expanded to give wider protection to more categories of 
vulnerable persons, including civilians, and this in turn 
has led to the need for more Red Cross members, trained 
in a wider range of skills, to provide assistance.

The International Committee of the 
Red Cross
The Committee of Five, who drew up 
the First Convention in 1864, has con
tinued as the International Committee 
of the Red Cross (I.C.R.C.), a com
pletely neutral independent body based 
in Geneva, membership of which is still 
restricted to Swiss citizens. There are 
two sides to the work of the Committee. 
On the one hand it is constantly striv
ing to develop, update and publicise 
the Conventions, drawing up proposed 
new additions, promoting the conven
ing of diplomatic conferences and 
publishing material to help spread 
knowledge and understanding of the 
Conventions.
The other side of its work is of a 
practical nature. Whenever a conflict 
breaks out it offers to act as “an 
impartial and neutral instrument of 
protection forthe individual”. l.C.R.C. 
delegates, also Swiss citizens, assist the 
authorities to protect and help non- 
combatant individuals as set out in the 
Conventions. With local Red Cross 
members and support from other

National Societies they arrange for 
medical care and distribution of relief 
supplies, but they alone undertake 
sensitive tasks, such as negotiating the 
exchange of prisoners of war, which is 
only possible through the I.C.R.C.’s 
reputation as a totally neutral, inde
pendent body.
When a conflict arises between States 
which have signed the Conventions 
and agree they apply to the conflict in 
question, the l.C.R.C. has a right to 
assist. Increasingly, however, conflicts 
arise between States and movements 
which are not qualified to sign the 
Conventions or in which there is debate 
over whether the Conventions should 
apply. In these cases the l.C.R.C. offers 
its help “in the spirit of the Conven
tions” and this is often accepted 
because of the I.C.R.C.’s reputation 
and the fact that most Governments or 
movements, while they may deny the 
relevance of the actual Conventions, 
will not care to deny the humanitarian 
principles on which they are based.
In all such instances the l.C.R.C. deals 
directly with the Parties concerned. It
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is, however, one of the primary duties 
of National Societies to support the 
International Committee in its work 
whenever possible.
Another important part of the 
I.C.R.C.’s work is the Tracing Service. 
Records of all prisoners of war and 
internees, completed in accordance 
with the Geneva Conventions, are sent 
to a Central Tracing Bureau in Geneva 
and form the core of a service operated 
by the I.C.R.C. and National Societies 
which has reunited several hundred 
thousands of families separated by war.

The National Societies and the League 
of Red Cross Societies
A National Society can only become 
internationally recognised if its 
Government has agreed to the Geneva 
Conventions and has passed local 
legislation naming the Society as the 
only Red Cross Society in that country 
and recognising it as a Voluntary Aid 
Society as defined in the Geneva Con
ventions. This implies it must always 
have trained personnel ready to help 
the medical services of the armed 
forces and care for the civilian popu
lation in times of conflict.
The National Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies, which today have 
over 200 million members around 
the world, grew from the original 
Voluntary Aid Societies formed in 
accordance with the First Convention 
to provide trained personnel able to 
help the wounded on the battlefield. 
After the First World War it was 
realised that the skills acquired by 
these members to help the victims of 

conflicts could be put to practical use 
during peacetime to improve health 
and prevent disease, and it was to 
assist in this aim that the League of 
Red Cross Societies was formed in 
1919. Within their own countries and 
as members of their World Federa
tion—the League—National Societies 
now provide many important health 
and welfare services and combine to 
give relief to victims of natural 
disasters when such occur.

Use of the Emblems by National Societies 
As stated in Part II, National Societies 
are permitted to use the Emblems of 
the Red Cross or Crescent to indicate 
their personnel, buildings, stores, trans
port and equipment, but may not, un
less so authorised, use either Emblem 
in its “protective” sense. The difference 
between the two is primarily one of 
size: in the “indicative” use the 
Emblem is kept small and unobtrusive, 
usually accompanied by the Society’s 
name or badge. When denoting 
“protection” it is displayed as large 
as possible, on roofs of buildings, on 
ships, on aircraft and vehicles in such 
a way as to ensure the maximum 
visibility. This use is normally reserved 
for the I.C.R.C. and Governments.
Nevertheless, so universal has the Red 
Cross movement now become, that the 
display of the Emblem by National 
Societies in any way places a certain 
responsibility on the Societies to act 
always within the spirit of the Conven
tions and to uphold the humanitarian 
principles on which both the Geneva 
Conventions and the Red Cross move
ment itself are based.
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