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LEAGUE OF RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT SOCIETIES 
in cooperation with the International Committee 
of the Red Cross and the Henry Dunant Institute

Development of National Societies 
as a contribution to national development

INTRODUCTION

Strategy for the Eighties

In Manila, November 1981, the League General Assembly adopted a 
Strategy for the Development of National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies in the Eighties. The declared objective was "the existence 
of a self-reliant Red Cross or Red Crescent Society in every country 
of the world, prepared to perform efficiently its task as a 
voluntary organisation acting as an auxiliary to the public 
authorities".

The Strategy won the approval of the XXIVth International Conference 
of the Red Cross, also in Manila, November 1981. Governments and 
other organisations were invited to cooperate with the Movement by 
giving their support to the implementation of the Strategy.

The "Strategy for the Eighties" emphasised the need to strengthen 
structure and management of Societies in developing countries. It 
envisaged both effective emergency action and the development of 
services contributing to overall national development.

Results since 1981

It is too early to say whether the objectives of the Strategy will be 
fulfilled. However, some observations can be made.

The number of Societies has grown faster than in any other period in 
the Movement's history. There are more voices and diverse 
interests to satisfy than ever before. There are also more needs 
unmet.

There were 59 recognised National Societies in 1945, and 137 at the 
beginning of 1986, with another 23 in various stages of formation.

The objective of creating a world-wide Movement seems to be well 
within reach as far as numbers are concerned.

Commendable improvements have also been made in recent years by some 
Societies with regard to services and organisational development.

However, others have shown little progress, and for various reasons 
are still too weak to deliver services on their own.



Efforts and resources have been inadequate for the implementation of 
the Strategy's objectives. There has been a lack of concrete support 
from many of the Societies' own governments as well as from external 
sources.

The Eighties have seen an increasing recognition of the ability of 
voluntary agencies, especially those indigenous to developing 
countries, to meet local needs. For some agencies their involvement 
in disaster response has provided an opportunity to get more support 
for long-term development activities.

While contributions to the League's relief operations went up 
dramatically from 1982 to 1985, funds for the development of National 
Societies declined during the same period, as shown in Diagram A.

Diagram A. The disparity between funds for League 
relief operations and development programmes

Given the financial constraints, the League's Finance Commission has 
emphasised that the Secretariat must give priority to "services of 
universal value" and discontinue "services of little value". The 
Commission noted with concern ir April 1986 that statutory bodies and 
National Societies had multiplica their demands for major services 
from the Secretariat with a disregard for the costs implicit in such 
requests.
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Beyond the Eighties

The "Strategy for the Eighties" gave comprehensive guidelines on how 
National Societies in developing countries should be established and 
how they could be strengthened. Its goal and general direction are 
still valid, but it is now time to look beyond the Eighties and 
identify a common purpose in this development.

With regard to its future priorities the League has to come to terms 
with the resources at hand and determine what implications this will 
have on its preparedness to respond to emergencies and its capacity to 
provide development services to National Societies. The ability to 
meet these needs depends on the level of commitment and support the 
Movement as a whole can mobilise. Questions that need answers now are 
therefore

(1) Which National Societies are most in need of assistance?

(2) What type of services should be developed? (The main direction of 
work will have a strong influence on the Societies' structure and 
external support needed.)

(3) What kind of assistance is most effective in creating 
long-term operational self-sufficiency?

(4) To what extent should assistance be multilateral under League 
coordination?

(5) What type of assistance would be better accomplished on a 
Society-to-Society basis?

As the Red Cross/Crescent has an important role in disaster response, 
it is vital in setting priorities to pay due attention to the current 
trends in major disasters.

It is equally important to identify which aspects of national 
development the Societies will participate in, once they are properly 
establi shed.

These two aspects are interrelated.

This document gives priority to disaster-related services. Priorities 
discussed concentrate on immediate disaster response as well as 
disaster-related development on a more continuous basis. It bears in 
mind that National Societies, the League and ICRC are the trustees of 
the Movement's heritage and credibility, even as they adjust to 
changing needs.



APPROACH

Disaster - a changing concept

Until recently disasters 
short-lived events that 
actions, both national 
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Recent experience has shown that this perception has become less 
valid. The main lesson of the Eighties is that the majority of 
disasters have become open-ended. They occur and reoccur in the same 
areas, with increasing frequency and intensity. It is no longer 
possible for relief agencies to get in and out quickly. Many 
disasters have become unceasing processes of growing vulnerability and 
gradual deterioration of human conditions. An increasing number of 
victims, predominantly in the poorest communities of developing 
countries, are affected by such disaster processes.

It has also been recognised that disasters affecting the largest 
number of people are often the least spectacular ones. They are 
usually not characterised by any sudden, sensational "trigger" event, 
but evolve quietly until large-scale displacement of victims or 
outright famine conditions make them obvious.

Violent natural phenomena, harsh climatic conditions and environmental 
disadvantages are frequently important elements of disasters.

However, human factors tend to be more important underlying causes.

Some of the most important, often interlinked, factors which gradually 
cause major disasters are (without any order of priority)

* growing human vulnerability, resulting from 
poverty and unequal sharing of limited resources

* environmental degradation, due to poor land use

* population growth, especially among the poorer 
sections of the populations

* political instability and armed conflict.
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In large parts of Africa, Asia and Latin America environmental 
hazards, partly created by growing populations, have begun to 
dominate the disaster scene. This is most obvious in the marked 
increase in drought and flood victims, as shown in Diagram B.

Diagram B. Average number of people affected per year by disasters

This alarming tendency has been exacerbated in the Eighties. The same 
trend is likely to dominate the disaster pattern in the next decade.

This, in turn, increases the risk of conflict and large-scale 
displacement of destitute people, not only within their own 
countries but as refugees in neighbouring countries.

Because of the interlinked human factors which are increasingly 
responsible for disasters in developing countries, the distinction 
between "natural" and "man-made" disasters has become less relevant.

From an operational point of view, it is more important to 
differentiate between short-term emergencies and prolonged disasters. 
Response actions to these two types of disasters differ in nature and 
duration.

For the Red Cross/Crescent, it is also relevant to define whether the 
above disasters occur in a conflict or a non-conflict context. 
International assistance to disasters in non-conflict areas is 
coordinated by the League. The coordination of international response 
actions in situations of armed conflicts or internal strife is the 
responsibility of the ICRC.

However, after agreement with the ICRC, the League is in many cases 
coordinating assistance to refugees in countries bordering on 
situations of armed conflict or internal strife. Any type of 
emergency or prolonged disaster can occur in a conflict area, 
including those produced by the conflict itself. The coordination of 
international response actions in these cases is the responsibility of 
the ICRC, or may be subject to agreement between the ICRC and the 
League.
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Response - improvements needed

The tendency of major disasters to become prolonged processes has 
obvious implications for the relief response. The concept of helping 
the victims back to "normal" conditions with quick and short-lived 
emergency relief actions is alone rarely sufficient.

A slowly emerging disaster can usually only be adequately met by a 
long-term rehabilitation and development programme, able to reverse 
declining conditions in the vulnerable communities. Since the 
capacity to cope with adversity gradually diminishes among vulnerable 
populations, a monitoring capability and preparedness to give early 
response to needs must be built up parallel to the traditional 
emergency preparedness. This requires the presence of a locally based 
and functioning organisation.

There is an increasing focus on the more effective utilisation of 
existing human and environmental resources. In terms of approach and 
methodology, increased emphasis is placed on the need to plan with 
(and not for) local communities, and to provide from the outside only 
those missing key resources identified by the communities themselves.

Disaster response must also be seen in the context of development, 
especially in the long term. Efforts to prevent disasters are needed 
as part of a process towards sustainable development, self-reliance 
and peace.

Given the enormous needs that exist among large populations at risk in 
many countries, national authorities and international organisations 
must jointly tackle the real causes of disasters in order to achieve 
lasting results.

The ability of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent to act as 
a reliable partner both of governments in developing countries and of 
donors has been amply demonstrated in relation to emergency relief 
over many years.

More recently, the Movement has also recognised its obligation to 
participate actively in monitoring early indications of needs 
(particularly in areas vulnerable to famine), in rehabilitation of 
disaster victims, and in long-term development aiming at disaster 
prevention.



- 7 -

National Societies - potential partners

A National Red Cross/Crescent Society, adequately developed and 
soundly based in the community, can be an effective partner in 
disaster response, in services to vulnerable people and, thereby, in 
national development.

There are a number of examples of how National Societies have 
interpreted local needs and produced innovative programmes. A growing 
number of them now work in community-based development among people 
who are particularly exposed and vulnerable to disasters.

These programmes have in many cases centred on the health sector but 
have recently been widened to cover, among others, market gardening, 
reafforestation, spring protection and occupational training.

Thus strengthening the capacity of National Societies becomes 
essential, particularly in countries where disaster victims and 
vulnerable populations need their services.

It is they, first and foremost, who must demonstrate their 
determination to improve their own effectiveness and services. Other 
National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies must increase their 
efforts to support them, as outlined in the "Strategy for the 
Eighties".

At the same time, Governments and others are urged to make increased 
contributions.
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PLAN OF ACTION

Criteria for support

Support as outlined in the "Strategy for the Eighties" will be given 
to National Societies according to needs. Priority will be given 
though (a) to Societies in particularly disaster prone countries with 
the'most vulnerable populations, and (b) to Societies in the least 
economically developed countries.

An additional priority has been established for ICRC support. It is 
primarily, but not exclusively, directed to Societies in countries or 
regions affected or running a high risk of being affected by conflict.

The "Strategy" stressed that support to National Societies should be 
based on an integrated approach. The establishment of effective and 
efficient Societies must go hand-in-hand with the development of 
services relevant to each country's and community's needs. The 
following support priorities need particular attention.

Regarding the capacity of National Societies

(a) recruitment of the minimum core staff and development of 
professional planning and management skills to support the work of 
volunteers

(b) establishment of self-sustaining local units, particularly in 
rural areas

(c) preparedness to respond to emergencies and early indications of 
needs, particularly in terms of well trained manpower

(d) generation of regular income to cover recurrent corecosts in the 
first place and, ultimately, costs of the total activity.

Regarding the services of National Societies

(e) information systems, complementing government early warning 
systems, in order to monitor health and nutritional needs, 
particularly in communities vulnerable to famine

(f) programmes to strengthen the capacity to cope with hardships among 
sections of the populations most exposed and vulnerable to 
disasters, and to improve their environment

(g) essential health services which are not adequately provided by 
national authorities or other organisations.

National Society development plans reflecting the above priorities 
will be given priority for external support. Moreover, priority will 
be given to low-cost services, with optimal utilisation of local 
resources. High-cost equipment and supplies to services which 
Societies cannot sustain on their own will be discouraged.
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Distribution of responsibilities

The developing Societies themselves have the principal responsibility 
for building up their capacity, implementing their programmes and 
working towards self-reliance and independence. The League, and in 
certain matters and circumstances the ICRC, have important obligations 
to support the development of National Societies, and they play vital 
•roles in emergency assistance.

Other National Societies have in recent years taken on an increasing 
role in supporting developing Societies. The Eighties have seen a 
marked increase in direct Society-to-Society cooperation. In 
addition, many Societies have increased their direct cooperation with 
governments and other organisations.

A description of the 
assistance within the 
cooperation in League 
the General Assembly 
guidelines are reflected below.
Dunant Institute and governments have been added to them.

main roles and responsibilities regarding 
League was presented in the "Framework for 
operations and programmes" (Fourth Session of 

of the League in Geneva, October 1985). These 
The role of the ICRC, the Henry

The role of National Societies

Normally, project support to operational capacity and service 
programmes shall be based on National Society development plans. 
Under certain circumstances, however, support for projects such as an 
extension of emergency response or rehabilitation activities may be 
justified.

The development plans shall not only contain such programmes for which 
external support is sought. They shall describe the Societies' 
overall activities, their structure and level of financial 
self-reliance as a whole.

Support for the implementation of development plans and projects shall 
be presented to the League and in certain matters and circumstances 
also to the ICRC. If support is needed mainly for the development of 
service programmes, this can be requested either through the League or 
directly from other National Societies.

Societies in countries other than those of operation are asked to 
respond with assistance to disaster appeals launched by the League or 
the ICRC. They may respond with financial, material or technical 
(personnel) assistance.

National Societies also have a major role in providing support to the 
structure and services of Societies in developing countries. When 
giving longer-term assistance, they should keep in mind the integrated 
approach advocated by the "Strategy for the Eighties", and accordingly 
consult with the League or the ICRC as the case may be. Disaster 
response as well as service programmes should be used as opportunities 
to strengthen the capacity of the operating Societies.
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The role of the League

The general objective of the League, as defined by its constitution, 
is to inspire, encourage, facilitate and promote humanitarian 
activities by the National Societies with a view to preventing and 
alleviating human suffering and thereby contributing to the 
maintenance and the promotion of peace in the world.

the League should therefore gather, compile and present information in 
a retrievable form on the activities of National Societies, as well as 
trends in disasters and development. It is also a League 
responsibility to develop policies and procedures and provide 
training. It shall act as the permanent body of liaison, 
coordination and study among National Societies.

When the League launches appeals on 
coordinates emergency 
be such that, besides 
possibilities for rehabilitation and prevention are foreseen.

Societies andbehalf of National
the quality of the appeals must 

immediate requirements, the needs and
assistance, 
the

Another task of the League is to assist in the creation and 
development of National Societies. This includes the establishment 
and implementation of development plans and evaluation of 
results.

The League also assists the ICRC in the promotion and development of 
international humanitarian law and collaborates with it in the 
dissemination of this law and of the Fundamental Principles of the Red 
Cross among the National Societies.

These tasks have implications for the League's own structures and 
capacity. Its Secretariat must be able to maintain a minimum core 
staff of a high standard at all times. To facilitate large-scale 
operations and programmes, the League also needs to set up 
delegations in countries of operation.
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The role of the ICRC

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) assists the 
creation of National Societies and helps to strengthen their 
operational capacity in peacetime as well as in conflict situations. 
In the Eighties the ICRC has increased its assistance, particularly, 
though not exclusively, to Societies in countries affected by conflict 
■and in areas where there is a high risk of conflict.

The ICRC contributes to the development of National Societies mainly 
in the following sectors

(a) legal and technical assistance in the creation and organisation of 
National Societies, including drawing up statutes and achieving 
official recognition

(b) promoting and supporting dissemination of humanitarian law and 
principles, including help in appointing responsible personnel and 
organising national seminars and training courses

(c) assistance in implementing the Geneva Conventions and in 
protecting the emblem

(d) preparing the Societies for their activities in case of armed 
conflict, including setting up tracing and information services 
and training relief and health personnel.

In some conflict situations the ICRC has to invest considerable 
resources of staff and equipment in order to perform its protection 
and assistance activities properly. Such situations, which normally 
require the extensive mobilisation of the resources of a National 
Society, can often provide an opportunity for the ICRC to intensify 
its efforts in the spheres mentioned above, in order to reinforce the 
operational capacity of the National Society. Moreover, the 
experience acquired by the teams of specialists made available to the 
ICRC during international relief operations helps to improve the 
operational capability of participating Societies.

The ICRC should always be consulted when National Societies draw up 
their development plans. This enables greater coordination and more 
efficient use of resources available for the Societies' development.
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The role of the Henry Dunant Institute

The Henry Dunant Institute (HDI) contributes to the development of the 
Movement through information seminars, training courses, studies and 
publications.

To meet the need for a review of the impact and quality of Red 
Çross/Crescent activities, a new programme was introduced at the 
institute in 1986. The HDI will carry out case studies on developing 
Societies and, among other things, compare the development strategy of 
the International Red Cross and Red Crescent with those of other 
organisations.

The role of Governments

Governments in developing countries have a major part to play in 
making the partnership with their National Societies real and 
effective. Governments can provide moral support; cooperation in 
programmes, material and financial support.

Moral support can be given by the demonstration of governments' 
respect for the Principles of the Movement and the integrity of 
National Societies. In particular, they can increase their efforts to 
protect the use of the emblem.

In terms of cooperation in programmes, much depends on the willingness 
of governments to incorporate National Society development projects 
within the framework of national development plans.

Material and financial support may include direct financial assistance 
and, for example, customs exemption for relief materials, free 
postage and telephone facilities, donations of land and buildings, 
granting of monopolies on the sale of certain products, and others.

Governments in industrialised countries often provide support through 
their own National Societies, particularly towards emergency needs. 
They should extend their cooperation to include long-term support, not 
least to strengthen the developing Societies' capacity, and enable 
them to become full partners in their countries' national development.


