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FOREWORD

The following report is a brief summary of the activities conducted by the International Committee 
of the Red Cross (ICRC) from January 1981 to the end of December 1985. It is therefore not 
exhaustive.

The reader wishing to study any aspect of these activities more closely should refer to the five cor
responding annual reports, published by the ICRC in English, French, Spanish, Arabic and German.



Alexandre Hay, President of the ICRC
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INTRODUCTION

INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW:
A LIMIT TO THE EXERCISE OF BRUTAL FORCE 

AND OPPRESSIVE POWER

From its beginnings, the ICRC has set itself the task of pro
tecting victims of armed conflicts by taking direct action at 
the very scene of the fighting and by formulating a complete 
body of law inspired by the principles of humanity and capa
ble of safeguarding disabled persons or those not taking part 
in the hostilities. The rules in question have been regularly 
revised to extend progressively to all victims of armed conflicts 
(the wounded, sick and shipwrecked, prisoners of war and 
civilians in enemy hands) and, in 1977, they were adapted 
to cover new forms of conflict, such as guerrilla warfare and 
to better protect noncombatants against the effects of 
hostilities.

Today, the Geneva Conventions of 1949 and their Additional 
Protocols of 1977 contain nearly 600 articles. Strict compli
ance with these articles by belligerents should offer non- 
combatants real protection against the tragic hazards of war. 
Through the Conventions the international community has 
adequate legal means to limit violence and its excesses and 
to render less cruel those conflicts that cannot be avoided.

What should emerge from this report on five years of ICRC 
activity (1981 to 1985) is the hope that international 
humanitarian law will be respected, ICRC action facilitated 
by leaders determined to take greater account of humanitarian 
requirements and, even, that the number of conflicts will 
diminish. Indeed, as the ICRC declared during the Second 
World Red Cross and Red Crescent Conference on Peace, 
which took place in Aaland and Stockholm in September 
1984, “Humanitarian action, well planned and intelligently 
used by governments can provide them with a breathing space 
which they should make full use of to seek, in a spirit of 
peace and conciliation, political solutions which could, in 
their turn, put an end to problems caused by disregard of 
humanitarian principles and law.”

Respect for international humanitarian law: 
a challenge to be taken up

Unfortunately, the following pages only too soon reveal that, 
despite its universality and remarkable development, interna
tional humanitarian law does not — at least not yet — consti
tute a barrier strong enough to stem the flood of blind vio
lence and misuse of power. This is not because the legal 
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provisions are inadequate or incomplete, although they may 
be far from perfect — it should be borne in mind that they 
are the outcome of long and difficult negotiations between 
States — but because the way in which States themselves 
apply them often leaves much to be desired.
During the five years under review, humanitarian rules have 
been gravely breached in numerous countries. Far too often, 
in the ever growing number of conflicts, the methods and 
means employed to injure the enemy have contravened the 
most basic rules of international humanitarian law (summary 
execution of prisoners, individual or collective acts of ter
rorism, the capturing and execution of hostages, indiscrimi
nate bombardments, the use of prohibited weapons etc.). 
These repeated violations, of which innumerable human 
beings were the victims, have even prejudiced the credibility 
of international law in many people’s eyes. The ICRC has 
doubly felt the effects of this regrettable tendency. First, the 
increasing requirements of victims have obliged it to step up 
its activities in some areas and intervene in a greater number 
of theatres of operations. Here, the figures speak for them
selves: from 1981 to the end of 1985 the number of its delega
tions rose from 26 to 36 and the number of personnel 
employed both at headquarters and in the field from 1,700 
to 3,570, while its financial commitments more than tripled, 
from 168.5 to 535.9 million Swiss francs. Second, witnessing 
grave and repeated violations of the most elementary 
humanitarian laws, the ICRC more than once had to alert 
the international community, reminding it of its joint respon
sibility to enforce international humanitarian law.

Although it has received regular support in the form of finan
cial contributions, food supplies, or medical or logistic aid 
from a number of States and National Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies, the ICRC sometimes felt isolated when it 
came to proposing concrete solutions to problems posed by 
non-compliance with the provisions of international humani
tarian law. The effectiveness of its humanitarian action would 
undoubtedly have been enhanced if it had encountered among 
the international community not only greater understanding 
but a greater willingness to join forces with it in order to 
make the needs of humanity prevail over all else.

The definition of conflicts, 
an eminently political issue

A first obstacle to the effective implementation of the provi
sions of the Geneva Conventions is the definition of armed 
conflicts. A primary point of issue is whether a conflict 



actually is of an international character, in which case inter
national humanitarian law as a whole is applicable, or of a 
purely internal nature and thus covered only by Article 3 com
mon to the four Geneva Conventions (and, possibly, also by 
Protocol II, if it has been ratified). Debate may likewise arise 
over whether it really is a case of armed conflict or merely 
of internal tension or troubles, situations which the commu
nity of States wished to exclude from the field of application 
of international humanitarian law. Quite often, the parties to 
the conflict themselves give contradictory answers to these 
questions. But although the designation of such situations 
may be a political issue, it does not prevent them from being 
the cause of immense suffering to their victims, primarily 
civilians. Because of this, the ICRC offers its services to all 
parties involved in these various conflicts, always and above 
all emphasizing, in its approaches, the humanitarian needs 
of victims.

In spite of this fact, the ICRC sadly has to admit that it has 
been unable to convince some of the parties to these various 
conflicts that humanitarian requirements do not conflict with 
those of security. It deplores the tendency towards politiciza
tion of humanitarian affairs, on which the Institution com
mented at the Twenty-fourth International Conference of the 
Red Cross in Manila in 1981, during the initial speech by its 
President.

Respect for obligations under the Conventions

A second obstacle to the effective implementation of the pro
visions of international humanitarian law is the laxity of 
several parties to armed conflicts in observing obligations 
which they nevertheless do not contest. In these cases, it is 
not a matter of evasiveness regarding the applicability of inter
national humanitarian law but of serious infractions of their 
commitments, “justified” by political, ideological or security 
motives. In violation of the most elementary rules, prisoners 
thus left without protection are killed, tortured or manipu
lated, their families plunged into agonies of uncertainty and 
entire populations bombarded or displaced.

The obligations imposed by international law appear to be 
regarded as only one consideration among others in the 
balance of interests: their inviolate nature seems to be forgot
ten and the fact that the consensus surrounding them in itself 
represents the hard-won fruits of compromise seems to be 
unknown. Not only the universal character of the principles 
of humanity are at stake here but also the primacy of law 
in international relations.
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The fact that non-international armed conflicts are today far 
and away the most frequent does not alter this statement. 
Clearly, Article 3 common to the four Geneva Conventions, 
which covers these situations, in some cases in conjunction 
with Protocol II, does not state very precise requirements and 
does not stipulate the acceptance of organizations such as the 
ICRC. But the gravest violations, such as summary executions 
or torture, occur during these often particularly cruel con
flicts. There is no need to be a lawyer to understand that 
such acts are also strictly prohibited by Article 3.

Natural disasters and armed conflicts

One of the features of armed conflicts since the Second World 
War has been that the great majority have taken place in 
countries where the economic situation was shaky even before 
the fighting began.

Quite apart from the people who are direct victims, these 
armed conflicts consequently have disastrous side effects on 
the civilian populations, upsetting the fragile equilibrium in 
which they live, particularly as far as food and hygiene are 
concerned. Such situations can only be dealt with globally: 
it would be impossible to look after prisoners of war and 
remain unaware of people suffering from hunger around the 
camps. These situations have therefore logically led to large- 
scale relief operations.

During the past five years, this tendency has been dramati
cally accentuated in countries affected by armed conflict and 
simultaneously stricken with veritable natural disasters. As a 
result, the ICRC has had to mount two of the largest relief 
operations that it has undertaken since the Second World War. 
These operations have highlighted the importance of two 
factors.

First, the “protection” involved in any assistance programme 
in territories affected by conflicts: beyond the material relief 
provided, it is in fact essential to protect in every way possible 
distraught civilians who are often subjected to extortion, 
indiscriminate attacks or inhuman administrative measures.

Secondly, the need for efficient management and supervision 
and strict control over such operations by a neutral and 
impartial organization, since relief supplies in regions in con
flict can become a political issue if they are diverted to the 
combatants and away from the victims for whom they are 
intended.
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Backing of the international community

In accepting the difficult tasks assigned to it by the Geneva 
Conventions, the ICRC expects in return that the interna
tional community will provide it with all the necessary sup
port, not only financial and material — several governments 
do this on a regular basis — but also moral and diplomatic, 
so that it may properly discharge its mandate, particularly 
in the following ways:

— visiting prisoners of war and civilian detainees or 
internees;

— protecting civilians, particularly in the occupied territories 
and, if necessary, providing assistance in the form of food 
or other basic necessities;

— tracing missing persons, reuniting families and transmit
ting family messages to prisoners of war and civilians;

— with the agreement of the parties to the conflict, undertak
ing any other humanitarian activities deemed necessary;

— ensuring the application of international law.

It was with a view to gaining this support that the ICRC, 
through its President, launched a public appeal in January 
for a “humanitarian mobilization”, stating that “everyone 
must realize the urgent and drastic need for a great upsurge 
of humanity and solidarity, which has become indispensable 
in view of the present and potential madness of human 
violence.”

The ICRC quite rightly expects a great deal. First, it hopes 
for a vigorous reaction from the international community in 
cases of grave violations of international humanitarian law. 
But it also hopes for solid support enabling it, on the one 
hand, to operate wherever it might be able to alleviate the 
suffering of victims of conflicts and, on the other hand, to 
handle all humanitarian problems within its competence in 
such situations. The fact is that while the ICRC’s offers to 
provide assistance to civilians have generally been accepted 
by the authorities, its requests for access to places of detention 
have not always been so well received.

Internal tension and troubles

Making use of its right of humanitarian initiative, universally 
recognized and confirmed in the statutes of the International 
Red Cross, the ICRC offered its services to numerous States 
affected by internal tension and troubles, particularly with a 
view to visiting the places where the persons arrested on 
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account of the events were detained. Although this is outside 
the field of application of international humanitarian law, it 
has become a traditional ICRC activity and it has developed 
considerably over the past five years. The figures speak for 
themselves: since the Second World War, the ICRC has visited 
about 500,000 persons detained by their own authorities in 
such situations in 95 countries. In each of these cases, the 
governments agreed to open the doors of their prisons or 
internment camps to ICRC delegates and to allow them to 
visit, in their places of detention, all persons detained on 
account of the events, to renew such visits at regular intervals 
and to talk to whichever detainees they pleased without wit
nesses. The ICRC has submitted reports on its visits to the 
detaining authorities alone. The content of these reports, 
which are not intended for publication, has thus remained 
confidential.

Becoming better known to achieve greater efficacy

Apart from its actual protection and assistance work in the 
various theatres of operation, the ICRC has attached great 
importance during the last five years to the dissemination of 
the basic principles of the Red Cross and international 
humanitarian law, aware that the first requisite for effective 
implementation of humanitarian laws is that these should be 
known and understood by the very people who are supposed 
to apply them, primarily the combatants.

The ICRC has also become aware of the fact that its activities 
and the principles guiding them should be better known by 
the people and authorities with whom the delegates are in 
daily contact. Indeed, it has realized that the degree to which 
it is accepted, and accordingly its efficacy, is directly linked 
to the confidence it inspires not only among those in positions 
of authority whom it meets but also among the victims for 
whom it cares. Moreover, the safety of its delegates (as well 
as that of voluntary workers from the National Red Cross 
or Red Crescent Society accompanying them) obviously also 
depends on this confidence. Daily evidence of practical action 
certainly fosters such confidence but it will be all the more 
firmly consolidated if the principles behind this action are 
known and fully understood.

This is the aim of the dissemination of international humani
tarian law and Red Cross principles which the ICRC has 
endeavoured to step up over the last few years, primarily in 
the countries affected by armed conflict but also in all other 
countries, it being vital to impart knowledge of humanitarian 
principles before conflicts erupt.
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Towards an ever more universal law

If knowledge — and therefore dissemination — of interna
tional humanitarian law is at the very basis of its effective 
implementation, it is also vital that States ratify the cor
responding texts. As far as the 1949 Geneva Conventions are 
concerned, this is virtually a fait accompli since nearly all 
independent States are parties to these four treaties (162 at 
the end of December 1985). The situation is less satisfactory, 
however, with regard to the two Additional Protocols of 1977 
which only one third of these States have ratified to date.

Confronted with the cruel reality of contemporary conflicts, 
better protection of civilians against attacks and the effects 
of hostilities is absolutely essential. The 1977 Protocols are 
particularly concerned with this urgent need. Numerous coun
tries have appreciated this and acceded to the Protocols, but 
very few of the major powers have followed their example: 
only one of the permanent members of the Security Council 
has so far ratified the two Protocols. The ICRC is nevertheless 
optimistic that it will soon be joined by others. The fact that 
the ICRC contacted 85 countries between 1981 and 1985 with 
a view to speeding up ratification procedures shows the great 
importance it attaches to this question.

In this connection, the National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies have a decisive role to play by making direct 
approaches to their governments concerning this issue 
whenever possible.

A United Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
confronting a divided world

The grave problems encountered by the ICRC in the course 
of the last five years in its struggle to safeguard human beings 
in periods of international or non-international armed con
flicts, internal tensions or troubles, have emphasized how vital 
is the need for solidarity within the Red Cross and Red Cres
cent Movement itself. Although each component of the Move
ment (National Societies, ICRC, the League) has its own tasks 
and powers and is administered autonomously, the very fact 
of belonging to an entity which is founded on the same basic 
principles implies a collective moral responsibility. The ICRC 
has thrown all its forces into the battle for the supremacy 
of international humanitarian law and the effective implemen
tation of its provisions. The success or failure of this difficult 
enterprise will be that of the Movement as a whole.

To strengthen this solidarity, the ICRC has sought over the 
last few years to tighten its links with the National Societies,



in order to get to know them better and to become better 
known by them, to increase the degree of mutual understand
ing of its own and their own aims and problems. The ICRC 
has endeavoured not only to keep these Societies informed 
about all its operations — in which several of them have, 
in any case, played a major part — but also to acquaint them 
with its thinking and concerns, seeking their advice either 
individually or collectively with a view to establishing fruitful 
and lasting co-operation. This co-operation has in fact 
extended well beyond the operations currently in progress. It 
has developed to a gratifying extent, especially with regard 
to the provision of information to the public, dissemination 
of Red Cross principles and international humanitarian law, 
the Central Tracing Agency and medical activities, to name 
but a few. This co-operation has also made it possible to pre
pare — on the League’s initiative — new draft statutes for 
the International Red Cross, a long-term project to which the 
three component bodies of the Movement have associated 
themselves in a constructive spirit.

Finally, the ICRC has attached great importance to a matter 
of concern to the entire Movement: the question of its contri
bution to peace. The success of the Second World Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Conference on Peace held in Aaland and 
Stockholm in September 1984 was largely due to a spirit of 
open-mindedness and conciliation which has enabled the 
Movement to speak with one voice and express itself calmly 
on a problem that nevertheless deeply divides the world, thus 
demonstrating that it represents a unique factor for interna
tional friendship, mutual understanding, co-operation and 
consequently for peace between peoples.
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AFRICA

Throughout the entire period under review, Africa 
continued to be the main theatre of operations for 
the ICRC, both in terms of the number of armed 
conflicts and situations of internal trouble or ten
sion requiring its intervention, and in terms of the 
number of delegates deployed in the field.

The plight of the victims was often aggravated by 
climatic conditions. The ICRC was therefore called 
upon to give particular attention to civilians who 
were victims of both conflict and drought. Forced 
by the fighting and scarcity of food to flee their 
villages, these people constituted a very vulnerable 
category, in need of protection as well as food and 
medical aid.

Large-scale relief operations were consequently 
launched in Angola, Uganda and Ethiopia. Their 
progress was, however, frequently impeded by seri
ous security problems and logistic difficulties, par
ticularly in Angola and Uganda, and by the reluc
tance of certain governments to allow the ICRC 
to operate in accordance with its customary 
procedures.

In accordance with its basic aims, the ICRC also 
concerned itself with the plight of prisoners of war 
resulting from conflicts in southern Africa (the 
Namibian frontier), in Ogaden and Chad. There, 
too, its scope of action was limited, in particular 
because it was not always granted regular access 
to all prisoners.

Finally, although it was able to discharge its man
date on behalf of security detainees in numerous 
countries, the ICRC was not authorized to visit 
persons arrested on account of internal troubles or 
tension in many others.

Enormous logistic resources were deployed to convey relief 
supplies to civilians in Angola (photo Y. Muller).
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Southern Africa

ANGOLA

In Angola, ICRC activities were concerned with the 
fighting taking place in the highlands of the prov
inces of Benguela, Huambo and Bie (Planalto), as 
well as with the international conflict on the 
Namibian frontier, in which Angolan troops and 
SWAPO (South West Africa People’s Organization) 
opposed the South African armed forces.

Planalto

Since 1980, the ICRC has endeavoured to assist the 
displaced civilian groups in the Planalto region 
where fighters of UNITA (National Union for the 
Total Independence of Angola) have been operat
ing. To escape from attacks and the danger of 
mines, populations of entire villages abandon their 
lands to seek security near th.e towns, where they 
find themselves bereft of resources.

From April 1980, the ICRC launched programmes 
of food and medical assistance on the Planalto. But 
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these were seriously hampered by totally inadequate 
security and the absence of safe and reliable means 
of transport. The ICRC was consequently com
pelled on several occasions to suspend its activities 
for months on end. The problems encountered 
included abduction of an expatriate nurse and four 
Angolan employees of the ICRC in 1982 and armed 
attacks on installations and an ICRC convoy the 
same year.

On the strength of an agreement reached with the 
parties concerned, the ICRC was finally able, in 
1984, to launch the large-scale operation required 
by the number and condition of the victims. The 
aim was to provide the aid necessary to ensure the 
survival of 200,000 out of some 600,000 displaced 
persons on the Planalto. Distributions of food, 
which started in October 1984, continued until the 
end of 1985, together with distributions of seed.

In a country where roads and railways were often 
impassable because of hazardous conditions, where 
airport runways were sometimes damaged and har
bours congested, the ICRC found itself faced with 
complex problems of transport. In fact, 90% of 
the relief supplies arriving at the ports of Lobito 
and Namibe were transported by cargo aircraft 
from airports in Benguela and Namibe to the capi
tals of the provinces. For this purpose, the ICRC 
had three cargo planes and six smaller aircraft for 
carrying relief material and personnel between 
these capitals and provincial towns, as well as some 
70 trucks and other vehicles. The ICRC also had 
to transport all the fuel it needed from the coast.

Medical teams carried out regular medico-nutritional 
surveys to monitor the evolution of the nutritional 
situation amongst the most vulnerable sections of 
the population (children under six). These surveys 
enabled the ICRC to adapt distributions accurately 
to the varying needs and, where necessary, to open 
feeding centres for children suffering from serious 
malnutrition. During its busiest period, the number 
of these centres rose to 22, treating between 5,000 
and 12,000 children on average.

ICRC medical teams were also very active in pro
viding treatment for the sick and in the realm of 
public health.

Finally, in conjunction with the Angolan Ministry 
of Health, the ICRC continued to run the ortho
paedic centre in Bomba Alta, on the outskirts of 
Huambo, which is operated under the responsibility 
of two prosthetists and one physiotherapist pro
vided by the ICRC.
12

Children are the victims hardest hit (photo Y. Muller).

Protection and dissemination

Side by side with its relief activities, the ICRC 
offered its services to the Angolan Government 
with a view to visiting people detained under the 
state security law. By the end of 1985, these 
approaches had still met with no success.

The ICRC also kept in constant touch with UNITA, 
both in order to obtain the safety guarantees 
indispensable to the delegates’ activities, and also 
to gain access to prisoners in the hands of this 
movement. Since 1983, the ICRC has been able to 
carry out regular missions to southern Angola, dur
ing which it visited persons detained by UNITA. 
These missions also resulted in the release of about 
300 people of various nationalities, who were sub
sequently repatriated by the ICRC.

Since 1983, the ICRC has been conducting a 
programme to disseminate knowledge of interna
tional humanitarian law and the principles of the 
Red Cross among the Angolan civilian and military 
authorities, youth movements, teachers, medical 
personnel and members of the Angolan Red Cross, 
chiefly in those provinces where the ICRC operates. 
By means of brochures, posters, slides and films, 
it also endeavoured to explain to as wide an 
audience as possible the role, principles and criteria 
for action of the Red Cross.

Southern Angola

Since the nutritional situation of the population 
affected by the fighting on the Namibian border 



proved more satisfactory than in the Planalto 
region, the ICRC concentrated its activities on 
medical matters: treating the sick and wounded and 
attempting to re-establish an organized medical 
service. But, as in the Planalto region, it came up 
against major problems of security and logistics 
which led to the suspension of its activities from 
March 1984.

Between 1981 and 1985, as a result of long negotia
tions with the governments and movements con
cerned, the ICRC arranged for the repatriation, in 
eight different operations, of the following:

— 144 Angolan prisoners of war, 2 Cubans, 5 mor
tal remains and 1 Soviet prisoner in South Afri
can hands (all these prisoners had been visited 
by the ICRC in the course of their detention);

— 305 nationals of various countries detained by 
UNITA;

— 1 South African prisoner of war, 3 sailors and 
2 mortal remains, as well as 3 American citizens 
in Angolan hands.

Until his repatriation, which was arranged indepen
dently of the ICRC, a South African prisoner of 
war detained in Angola by SWAPO received regular 
visits from the ICRC.

Finally, following the capture of a South African 
officer in May 1985, the ICRC approached the 
Angolan authorities with a view to visiting him. 
By the end of the year, it had not gained access 
to this prisoner in accordance with its customary 
procedures. However, it did manage to arrange for 
the prisoner’s wife to come to Luanda for a visit 
which took place in the presence of the Angolan 
authorities and a delegate from the Central Tracing 
Agency.

OTHER COUNTRIES

In South Africa, the ICRC continued the protec
tion and assistance activities which it has been car
rying out since 1979 for certain categories of secu
rity detainees. It renewed its negotiations with a 
view to extending its activities to other categories, 
but without success. In addition, a co-operation 
programme with the National Society was drawn 
up, providing for Red Cross activities in the town
ships and zones inhabited by black South Africans.

In Namibia/South West Africa, the ICRC also 
visited certain categories of security detainees but 
it did not gain regular access to all persons arrested 
in connection with the conflict, particularly to 

SWAPO combatants captured carrying arms. Since 
October 1985, a delegate has been permanently 
assigned to Owambo.

The ICRC offered its services, but without success, 
on behalf of persons arrested on account of the 
events in Zimbabwe (troubles in Matabeleland), of 
those detained following the armed hostilities in 
Mozambique, as well as security detainees in 
Malawi and Zambia. In Lesotho, it had access to 
a few detainees in 1982.

In Mozambique, the ICRC drew up an assistance 
programme for civilian victims of the conflict situ
ation prevailing in certain provinces. Despite the 
urgency of the situation, this work could not be 
undertaken because no agreement could be reached 
with the authorities on how it should be carried 
out. In 1985, however, a programme of medical 
assistance was set up for dispensaries and hospitals 
in the affected zones. But this programme had to 
be interrupted in July 1985 following a serious 
security incident which occurred in the centre of 
the country.

Finally, as part of its programme in aid of the war 
disabled, the ICRC opened an orthopaedic centre 
in Maputo in 1981 and another at Bulawayo in 
Zimbabwe in 1985.

East Africa

UGANDA

Interrupted by serious security problems, and 
sometimes hampered by the refusal of the authori
ties to allow it to discharge its mandate, the activi
ties of the ICRC in Uganda can be divided into 
three periods: in 1981, they were mainly concen
trated in the West Nile Province, where there were 
numerous displacements of civilian groups as a 
result of the clashes between the Ugandan army 
and the opponents of the regime; from 1983 
onwards, the regions to the north and northwest 
of Kampala, namely the three districts of Luwero, 
Mpigi and Mubende (the “triangle”) were the main 
scene of troubles, leading the authorities to set up 
camps for displaced persons; finally, following the 
coup d’état of July 1985, the critical area extended 
to the southwest of the country, to the region con
trolled by the National Resistance Army.

Established in Uganda since 1979, the ICRC con
tinued its activities in 1981 on behalf of some 5,000 
people still detained without defined status (“de
tainees”), following the conflict between Uganda 
and Tanzania. It set up a large-scale food and medi

13



cal aid programme since there were major deficien
cies in the provision of food supplies and medical 
care and with regard to conditions of hygiene in 
prisons. Over 3,000 detainees were amnestied in the 
course of the year. When disturbances broke out 
in the West Nile District, the ICRC set about 
improving the plight of the civilian population. Its 
delegates arranged for the evacuation of civilians 
trapped in the danger zones, and any instance of 
injury or extortion that came to their knowledge 
was notified to the authorities. Emergency relief 
supplies were given to some 100,000 recently dis
placed people and to others returning to their vil
lages. The ICRC assisted 25 hospital establish
ments, providing medicaments, medical care and 
arranging for the evacuation of casualties. Finally, 
a system was set up to enable the tracing of missing 
persons, the exchange of family messages and the 
bringing together of separated families.

In June 1981, a serious incident occurred at 
Ombachi. The Mission of the Verona Fathers, 
which served as a base for the ICRC delegation 
in the West Nile District, and where some 10,000 
people had sought shelter, was attacked by armed 
bands. Sixty people were killed and more than a 
hundred others injured. Extremely alarmed by this 

development, the ICRC launched an appeal to all 
parties concerned, exhorting them to observe and 
enforce humanitarian principles.
At the end of 1981, the Ugandan authorities 
informed the ICRC that they wished it to hand over 
its assistance activities to the National Society or 
to other Ugandan organizations and to cease its 
visits to places of detention. As the Ugandan 
government’s decision was irrevocable, the ICRC 
handed over its aid programme to the Ugandan Red 
Cross in March 1982, the deadline fixed for the 
closing of its delegation.
In August 1983, the ICRC resumed its activities in 
Uganda, having obtained authorization to evaluate 
the situation of displaced persons in the districts 
of Luwero, Mpigi and Mubende. These people had 
been transferred by the authorities to 18 camps 
owing to the armed operations taking place in the 
region. The actual assistance programme, which 
was conducted in co-operation with the Ugandan 
Red Cross and the League, as well as other organi
zations, began in October. By the end of the year, 
it was benefiting nearly 90,000 persons who 
received food distributions each week, supplemen
tary feeding programmes being organized for peo
ple suffering from malnutrition.

About 100,000 people were assisted in Uganda (photo L. de Tolédo).
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During almost the entire first six months of 1984, 
the emergency action taken by the Red Cross 
provided assistance and medical care to some 
100,000 people per month. But, once again, serious 
problems concerning safety arose: at the end of 
1983 and the beginning of 1984, two incidents had 
already occurred, costing the lives of two Ugandan 
Red Cross workers. In July, August and September, 
other difficulties arose, endangering the Red Cross 
delegates and halting activities in the danger zones. 
Negotiations took place which allowed for the 
resumption of activities in these zones providing 
a dissemination campaign was simultaneously con
ducted to explain the aims and principles of the 
Red Cross to the armed elements. However, this 
programme also had to be suspended for lack of 
necessary co-operation with the authorities con
cerned.

Following fresh discussions, the ICRC was autho
rized to resume some of its activities in the “trian
gle” during the first half of 1985. Visits to places 
of detention, which had been interrupted at the end 
of 1981, were resumed at the beginning of 1984 and 
continued thereafter.

After the coup d’état of July 1985, negotiations 
were conducted with all parties concerned in order 

to guarantee the protection of civilians, to facilitate 
their transfer if necessary, as well as to visit all 
those who had been arrested on account of the sit
uation.
The ICRC continued its activities in the “triangle”. 
In addition, it set up a bureau in Kasese, in the 
southwest of the country, in the zone controlled 
by the National Resistance Army. The first missions 
of assessment began at the end of October, together 
with visits to places of detention, while delegates 
working in the Central Tracing Agency organized 
the exchange of family messages between the two 
zones.

ETHIOPIA

The ICRC came to Ethiopia in 1977 and carried 
out activities arising from the conflict in Ogaden. 
From 1983, however, its work has been chiefly con
centrated on assistance to victims of internal con
flicts in the north of the country (Tigray, Eritrea, 
North Wollo, North Gondar) whose plight has been 
considerably aggravated by the drought.

Protection

After an interruption of two years, the ICRC was 
authorized to resume visits to the Somali prisoners

Ethiopia: the biggest relief operation mounted by the ICRC in 1985 (photo D. Gignoux).
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The fight against malnutrition (photo C. Peduzzi).

of war in Harrar in February 1983. Subsequently, 
these visits took place on a regular basis, the num
ber of prisoners varying around 200. From 1984 
onwards, the ICRC also had access to 10 prisoners 
interned at Awasa (Sidamo).

In line with Article 110 of the Third Convention, 
the ICRC submitted a formal request to the Ethio
pian and Somali authorities for the repatriation of 
some 20 seriously wounded or sick prisoners. 
Although this request was subsequently repeated, 
no results had been achieved by the end of 1985.

Assistance

In 1983, at the beginning of the terrible drought, 
the ICRC and the Ethiopian Red Cross had already 
significantly stepped up their joint relief operations 
in aid of displaced persons in the conflict zones 
(Eritrea, Tigray, Gondar, Balé, Sidamo and Har- 
rarge). Originally planned to cover the needs of 
50,000 persons, these relief operations were actually 
benefiting 130,000 people by the end of this same 
year. But this was to be merely a beginning, the 
16

continuation of the hostilities and the persistence 
of the drought creating an extremely serious situa
tion, especially in the north of the country. By the 
end of 1984, monthly distributions of food were 
being made to 270,000 people and the numbers 
were constantly increasing, reaching 800,000 per
sons in October 1985. A total of 106,000 tonnes 
of relief supplies were distributed in 1985, two 
thirds of this amount in the provinces of Tigray 
and Eritrea.

From May 1985 onwards, the monthly food distri
butions were accompanied by supplies of seed, in 
order to enable the assisted population to become 
self-supporting more rapidly, this being part of a 
resettlement programme undertaken by the Ethio
pian authorities on behalf of victims of the famine.

In view of the scale of the assistance requried, as 
well as the frequently inadequate degree of safety, 
most of the relief supplies had to be transported 
by air.

The ICRC also launched a therapeutic feeding 
programme for children suffering from serious mal
nutrition, and for their mothers. At the height of 
this programme, nine intensive feeding centres were 
operating, mainly in Tigray and Eritrea, treating 
some 6,000 children. From September 1985, surveys 
revealed a marked improvement in the situation 
and several of these centres were gradually closed.

In conjunction with the Ethiopian Red Cross, the 
ICRC started an enquiry into families separated as 
a result of the resettlement programme set up by 
the government. This enquiry had not, however,

At the centre for war-disabled in Debre Zeit (photo 
T. Gassmann).



been completed by the end of the year, the Red 
Cross delegates not having been authorized to visit 
certain resettlement zones.

Hospitals and dispensaries in the zones benefiting 
from the joint relief operation (JRO) were regularly 
supplied with medicaments and medical material.

In June 1982, the ICRC handed over to the Ethio
pian Ministry of Health the centre for war disabled 
at Debre Zeit. Since it opened in January 1979, this 
centre had treated some 950 disabled persons, 
amputees and paraplegics.

At about the same time, an agreement was signed 
between the ICRC and the Ethiopian authorities 
concerning the establishment of two rehabilitation 
centres for disabled civilian victims of the hostili
ties. One, located in Asmara, opened in November 
and the other, in Harar, in March 1983. As it had 
already done for similar projects, including the one 
at Debre Zeit, the ICRC based its programme on 
the training of local personnel and on making the 
best possible use of material resources available on 
the spot for the manufacture of prostheses. These 
two centres were taken over by a governmental 
organization in 1985.

Dissemination

To facilitate the expansion of activities and ensure 
the protection of Red Cross staff, a large-scale dis
semination programme was conducted by the ICRC 
and the National Society from 1984 onwards. 
Numerous lectures on international humanitarian 
law, the Red Cross Movement and respect for the 
emblem were delivered to various sections of the 
community in Addis Ababa and in regions assisted 
by the ICRC.

OTHER COUNTRIES

Side by side with its activities on behalf of Somali 
prisoners of war in Ethiopia, the ICRC has also 
sought since 1977 to fulfil its mandate by helping 
Ethiopian prisoners of war in Somalia. Apart from 
three such prisoners visited in 1980, it was only 
from 1982 onwards that the ICRC had regular 
access to some 210 Ethiopian prisoners of war (and 
1 Cuban) interned in the Gazira camp, at the main 
prison in Mogadishu and in the prison in Afgoi. 
From 1984, however, the ICRC was no longer able 
to visit these prisoners in accordance with its estab
lished criteria, the principle of interviews without 
witnesses being contested. Nevertheless, the ICRC 
managed to keep in regular touch with the 

prisoners through medical visits and the distribu
tion of relief supplies.

The ICRC made repeated requests to extend its 
visits to all prisoners of war, as well as to obtain 
the repatriation of the sick and wounded under the 
terms of Article 10 of the Third Convention. By 
the end of 1985, these approaches had achieved no 
results.

From Sudan, the ICRC supplemented its pro
gramme of food and medical aid on behalf of 
prisoners and civilian victims of the conflicts in 
Tigray and Eritrea. In 1984, it opened an ortho
paedic centre in Kassala, near the Ethiopian front
ier, for war disabled including especially victims of 
the fighting in Tigray and Eritrea.

The ICRC also offered its services, without success, 
to help persons arrested following the attempted 
coup d’état of August 1982 in Kenya.

Chad prisoners of war filling in capture cards (photo 
C. Bellmann).
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Central and West Africa

CHAD

In Chad, where it has been present since 1978, the 
ICRC endeavoured to carry out its mandate on 
behalf of victims of the clashes between the Chad 
National Armed Forces (FANT) and those of the 
Government of National Unity (GUNT), adapting 
its personnel and activities to a very fluid situation.

This changing situation affected its work particu
larly in the realm of protection, where the ICRC 
sometimes had access to prisoners of war in the 
hands of GUNT, sometimes to those in the hands 
of FANT, but rarely to both simultaneously. Since 
March 1984, it has made regular visits to some 700 
prisoners held by FANT in the capital and in the 
provinces, supplying them with food and medical 
aid. However, it had to suspend its activities in the 
north of the country in May 1984 because of 
difficulties in gaining access to all prisoners of war 
held by GUNT.

Mainly in 1981 and 1982, the ICRC distributed 
foodstuffs and opened nutritional centres for 

civilians affected by the fighting, and whose situa
tion was aggravated by climatic conditions. This 
work was subsequently taken over by other organi
zations. Finally, as and where it was needed, the 
ICRC provided medical aid, ranging from the dis
tribution of medicaments and medical equipment 
to the sending out of surgical teams. From 1981 
to 1983, it gave technical and financial support to 
the orthopaedic centre of the Catholic Mission in 
N’Djamena on behalf of the war disabled.

OTHER COUNTRIES

Throughout the years under review, the ICRC car
ried on its protection and assistance work in the 
places of detention in Zaire. From 1983, however, 
it concentrated its protection activities on detainees 
and their families through the exchange of family 
messages.

The ICRC also obtained authorization to visit secu
rity detainees in Burundi, Cape Verde and in Gam
bia. Its offers of services with a view to gaining 
access to persons arrested following the coup d’état 
of December 1981 in Ghana were not accepted.
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LATIN AMERICA

In Latin America, the ICRC concentrated its activi
ties chiefly on protection work, while simultane
ously setting up and expanding assistance pro
grammes for civilians affected by the armed opera
tions in El Salvador and Nicaragua.
In accordance with its mandate under the Geneva 
Conventions, the ICRC carried out its mission of 
protection during and after the South Atlantic con
flict in 1982, with the full agreement of the parties 
concerned. It should be pointed out that this con
flict saw the first large-scale application of the 
Second Convention relating to the protection of 
wounded, sick and shipwrecked members of the 
armed forces at sea since its adoption in 1949. The 
conflict demonstrated the need to adapt medical 
transport facilities (hospital ships, medical helicop
ters) to modern identification and communications 
techniques.
In 1983, the ICRC was also active in Grenada, fol
lowing the intervention of a multinational force on 
the island.
Finally, it carried out visits to security detainees 
in nine countries.

SOUTH ATLANTIC CONFLICT
Following the landing of Argentine forces on the 
Falkland-Malvinas* Islands on 2 April 1982, the 
ICRC offered its services to the Argentine and Brit
ish governments, reminding the two sides of their 
obligations under the Geneva Conventions. Both 
parties accepted this offer.

Hospital ships

Medical transport facilities, and particularly hospi
tal ships, played an important role in the South 
Atlantic conflict, a large part of the hostilities tak
ing place at sea and great distances separating the 
British fleet from its home ports. These ships, 
whose purpose is strictly humanitarian, are pro
tected subject to a number of conditions, in partic
ular with regard to notification, identification, 
marking and the right to control and search, which 
are laid down in the Second Convention and which 
were all met in this case.
Four British and two Argentine hospital ships were 
in service during the conflict. At the request of 
both parties, the ICRC dispatched an expert to the 
South Atlantic to visit these ships and check that 
their installations complied with the requirements 
of the Second Convention. This mission revealed 
that the classic methods of marking — hulls

* In this report, the Islands are designated by the name “Falkland- 
Malvinas" in accordance with ICRC policy in such matters: in the 
case of several different parties claiming and giving different names 
to a territory, it is not for the ICRC to decide on which name should 
be used. It will therefore use jointly the names actually employed 
by the parties concerned, placing them in alphabetical order.

The South Atlantic conflict demonstrated the need to improve 
the identification of maritime medical transports (photo 
L. Chessex).
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painted white with red crosses, Red Cross flags — 
are inadequate for modern techniques of naval 
warfare and unfavourable weather conditions. New 
provisions should consequently be drawn up to 
cover the identification of medical transport facili
ties. The mission also demonstrated the usefulness 
of the technical Regulations concerning this iden
tification, annexed to Protocol I additional to the 
Geneva Conventions, and the necessity for making 
them better known. It should be pointed out, 
however, that neither Argentina nor Great Britain 
had ratified the Protocols at the time of the 
conflict.

Prisoners of war
One of the main activities of the ICRC consisted 
in visiting and registering prisoners of war, some 
on land, others aboard hospital ships, mostly dur
ing repatriation operations.
Both parties had in fact expressed the wish to 
repatriate prisoners of war very quickly, in some 
cases even before the end of active hostilities, 
thereby reducing the suffering that would have been 
involved in lengthy detention in very unfavourable 
climatic conditions.
The British soldiers and civilians captured by the 

Argentine forces which landed on the island of 
South Georgia and the Falkland-Malvinas 
archipelago were thus released almost immediately. 
The ICRC played no part in this initial handing 
over of prisoners.
During and after the hostilities, the ICRC partici
pated in eight repatriation operations involving a 
total of 11,715 Argentine prisoners of war.
The ICRC Tracing Agency in Buenos Aires sent full 
information on prisoners of war and soldiers who 
had died to the authorities of the country of origin 
of the men concerned. It also arranged for the 
exchange of messages between 800 prisoners and 
their families.
The Central Tracing Agency in Geneva, which cen
tralizes and co-ordinates all information, also 
worked closely with the national information office 
opened in London by the British Government at 
the outbreak of war.

Civilians
As a preventive measure, and with the agreement 
of the parties concerned, the ICRC had taken steps 
to set up, both on the Patagonian coast and on 
the archipelago itself, medical and safety zones and 

Disseminating humanitarian rules among the armed forces (photo E Winiger).
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a neutral zone, in order to ensure the protection 
of civilians in case of danger. Active hostilities 
came to an end, in fact, before it became necessary 
to make use of these zones.

EL SALVADOR
The ICRC continued its activities on behalf of vic
tims of the internal conflict which has been ravag
ing El Salvador since 1980. Greatly alarmed by the 
atmosphere of violence reigning in this country — 
disappearances and murders of civilians in their 
thousands — it has repeatedly expressed its con
demnation of these practices which violate the most 
elementary rules of humanitarian law.
It also launched a large-scale campaign to dis
seminate the fundamental principles of the Red 
Cross and international humanitarian law, with 
which the National Society was closely associated. 
The aim of the campaign was to promote respect 
for the civilian population, the wounded and 
prisoners, and to ensure that the activities of the 
Red Cross, which is founded on the principles of 
humanity, impartiality and neutrality — and mem
bers of which had been killed on two occasions 
— should be facilitated in all circumstances. Regu
lar meetings and a series of lectures were therefore 
organized on this subject for all ranks of the Sal
vadorean armed forces and for the security forces. 
Similar activities were arranged for combatants of 
the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front 
(FMNL). The general public was also made more 
aware of the ICRC through an information cam
paign on the radio, television and in the press.
These efforts proved successful: the ICRC’s role of 
neutral intermediary was gradually better under
stood, its visits to security detainees became more 
effective and the number of displaced persons able 
to benefit from its assistance increased.

Detainees
In 1979, the ICRC had obtained permission — 
which was subsequently endorsed by succeeding 
juntas — to visit all the permanent and temporary 
places of detention, both civilian and military, 
without prior notice and as often as necessary, to 
talk to all detainees without witnesses and to give 
them material assistance in accordance with their 
needs.
From 1981, the ICRC concentrated on visiting tem
porary places of detention several times each week 
with the aim of registering and protecting persons 
detained on security grounds as soon as possible 
after their arrest. However, this activity ran into 
difficulties, the delegates often being refused entry 

to such places of detention run by the security 
forces, as well as to those in military barracks and 
garrisons. On the other hand, ICRC visits at about 
the same time to penal centres controlled by the 
Ministry of Justice were conducted in satisfactory 
conditions.
In 1982, the authorities agreed to set up a notifica
tion procedure whereby ICRC delegates would be 
systematically informed of the identity of detainees 
immediately following their arrest. After a shaky 
start, this procedure was applied with constantly 
increasing strictness. From 1984, as a result, ICRC 
delegates were granted access to detainees from the 
eighth day following their arrest and were allowed 
to speak freely with them. To this end, most tem
porary places of detention kept a record of arrests 
made and informed the ICRC of each arrest made 
on grounds of security.
As part of its protection activities on behalf of 
detainees, the ICRC constantly appealed to the 
responsibility of the authorities, emphasizing that, 
to be fully effective, its visits should be followed 
up by practical measures and that the competence 
to decide on such measures lay solely with the 
government as a party to the Geneva Conventions 
and the two Additional Protocols.

From 1981 to 1985, the ICRC conducted a total 
of 7,955 visits to 300 places of detention and 
registered 7,301 new detainees.
Simultaneously, the ICRC approached the FMNL 
with a view to visiting members of the governmen
tal forces in its hands. Having received this authori
zation in August 1981, the ICRC was nevertheless 
unable to begin its visits until a year later, since 
it had not previously obtained from the Sal
vadorean authorities the safety guarantees neces
sary for visiting the combat zones.

As it was FMLN policy to release almost all sold
iers taken prisoner shortly after their capture, 
several hundred prisoners were handed over to the 
ICRC during the years under review, others being 
released independently of the ICRC.
The ICRC was not, however, allowed access to ten 
officers of the Salvadorean army who were de
tained by the FMLN for a prolonged period.

In 1984, at the request of the parties concerned, 
the ICRC on two occasions took charge of the 
practical arrangements for simultaneous release 
operations involving eight army officers detained 
by the FMLN and 64 mostly seriously wounded 
FMLN fighters, who were evacuated to other 
countries.
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Finally, assuming its role of neutral intermediary, 
the ICRC intervened on three occasions to success
fully obtain the release of dozens of civilians who 
had been taken hostage.

Tracing Agency
The Tracing Agency registered detainees visited by 
the ICRC, kept in contact with their families and 
traced persons missing or presumed detained. 
Between 1981 and 1985, it received 12,485 tracing 
requests, 5,315 of these cases being settled.
The Agency also arranged for the transmission of 
family news between soldiers detained by the 
FMLN and their families.

Displaced Persons
With the help of Salvadorean Red Cross personnel 
and with the National Society’s logistic support, 
the ICRC carried out assistance activities on behalf 
of civilian groups displaced because of the fighting. 
Those concerned were mostly rural families forced 
to leave their lands and to resettle in safer areas.

Assistance to displaced persons in the region of Suchitoto 
(photo T. Gassmann).

In 1981, 25,000 people benefited from ICRC aid. 
In spite of certain remaining difficulties, this num
ber rose to 100,000 in 1985, the dissemination cam
paign having greatly helped to improve the safety 
conditions for the delegates, thereby making it eas
ier for them to move about. Co-ordinating its 
action with that of other organizations, the Red 
Cross concentrated its efforts on the combat zones 
where it alone could go. Making use of regular 
assessments of the nutritional situation, it set up 
distributions of food — supplemented, where 
necessary, by clothing, blankets and other basic 
necessities — and, from 1984 onwards, organized 
a special feeding programme for young children.
At the same time, medical teams gave consultations 
(and later dental care), evacuated emergency cases 
under the protection of the Red Cross emblem, 
supplied medicaments and medical equipment to 
the different health centres and launched a 
programme of education in public hygiene.

NICARAGUA
In Nicaragua, the ICRC continued its protection 
and assistance activities on behalf of detainees and 
their families. In conjunction with the National 
Society, it also launched an emergency aid 
programme in 1983 for displaced persons and 
civilians living in areas affected by the fighting.

Detainees
During the period under review, the ICRC visited 
between 3,200 and 3,700 detainees each year. These 
consisted of members of the former National 
Guard taken prisoner at the fall of the Somoza 
regime in July 1979, civilians who had collaborated 
with the previous government, as well as persons 
arrested after the installation of the new govern
ment and accused of counter-revolutionary activi
ties or of activities prejudicial to State security, 
including people captured during military opera
tions. These detainees was held in places of deten
tion under the authority of the National Peniten
tiary Services (SPN), mainly in Managua. Apart 
from an interruption from late August 1983 to late 
January 1984 — the authorities having wished to 
introduce new visiting procedures, which were 
judged too restrictive by the ICRC — these places 
of detention were visited at regular intervals in 
accordance with customary ICRC criteria.
Despite repeated approaches, however, the ICRC 
was refused access to the interrogation centres con
trolled by State security services.
As in El Salvador, all the detainees visited were 
registered. In addition to its protection work, the 
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ICRC started a food and medical assistance 
programme for all detainees. Monthly food parcels 
were distributed and about a thousand detainees’ 
families in financial difficulties also received provi
sions each month.

Displaced persons
In September 1983, because of clashes between 
governmental forces and counter-revolutionary 
organizations, the ICRC started an emergency food 
and medical aid programme, in co-operation with 
the Nicaraguan Red Cross, to help displaced 
civilians and those living in areas affected by the 
fighting. Since then, some 7,000 persons on the 
Atlantic coast, cut off from their sources of supply, 
and 3,000 others living on the banks of the Rio 
Coco on the Honduran frontier have benefited 
from distributions of food and medical supplies.

GRENADA
Its offer of services having been accepted by all 
the parties concerned, the ICRC sent a mission to 
Grenada a few days after the landing of a multina
tional armed force on the island on 25 October 
1983. ICRC delegates proceeded to visit and 
register all the Grenadian and Cuban prisoners in 

the hands of the multinational force. In the course 
of nine operations which were carried out until 
mid-November, 669 Cubans and the mortal remains 
of 24 others were repatriated under the auspices 
of the ICRC.
In 1984 and 1985, the delegates returned to the 
island to conduct three series of visits to a few 
dozen Grenadian nationals still under detention.

OTHER COUNTRIES
The ICRC also visited security detainees in the fol
lowing nine countries: Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, 
Colombia, Haiti, Paraguay, Peru, Suriname and 
Uruguay (from 1983). Where necessary, these visits 
were accompanied by assistance programmes in aid 
of detainees and their families.
The process of liberating detainees having begun 
in Argentina (where 1,700 detainees were visited in 
1981) and in Uruguay (700 detainees at the begin
ning of 1984), the ICRC was able to withdraw its 
teams responsible for visiting places of detention 
in the two countries at the end of 1985. As regards 
Argentina, the ICRC voiced its concern about the 
missing persons on several occasions. In 1983, it 
contacted the National Commission on Missing 

Writing home rekindles hope (photo R. Bigler).
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Persons which had been set up by the new civilian 
government and gave it a copy of the lists relating 
to 2,307 cases of missing persons which had been 
presented by the ICRC to the Argentine authorities 
on various occasions between 1977 and 1981. These 
lists concerned only those cases of which the ICRC 
had been informed by close relatives of the missing 
persons. The ICRC therefore pointed out that the 
numbers on its files were far from comprehensive, 
only a limited number of families having come for
ward with information.

In Chile and Peru, on the other hand, the ICRC 
stepped up its visits, maintaining permanent 
delegates in these two countries from 1984. In Peru, 
it had access to the places of detention under the 
authority of the Ministry of Justice and Ministry 
of the Interior (temporary detention centres of the 
“Policia de Investigaciones del Peru”). Up to the 
end of 1985, despite several approaches, the ICRC 
had not been authorized to visit those regions 

which had been placed under a state of emergency. 
This considerably limited the scope of ICRC activi
ties. In 1985, it carried out a total of 67 visits to 
34 places of detention and 3 hospitals, where it 
registered 1,095 detainees for the first time.
In Chile, where it re-opened its delegation in 
November 1984 following resumption of the state 
of emergency, the ICRC continued its visits to 
places of detention under the authority of the 
Ministry of Justice, as well as to others under the 
control of the “Policia de Investigaciones”. In 1985, 
its delegates visited 300 detainees in 40 places of 
detention, and 200 others in 16 places of confine
ment and relegation.
Finally, greatly concerned about the situation in 
Guatemala, the ICRC made further approaches to 
the authorities of this country with a view to dis
charging its mandate on behalf of the victims 
(detainees and civilians affected by the fighting) but 
without success.

Registration of Cuban prisoners by an ICRC delegate (photo ICRC).
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ASIA AND THE PACIFIC

The conflicts in Afghanistan 
and Kampuchea, as well as 
the aftermath of the Viet
nam war and situations of 
unrest in East Timor and 
the Philippines formed the 
focal points for ICRC 
activity in Asia. These 
activities were not always 
free of obstacles, either 
because the ICRC was not 
able to act in certain coun
tries, such as Afghanistan, 
or because in certain other 
countries it was not granted 
access to all categories of 
victims covered by its man
date. Moreover, its offers of 
services were refused with 
respect to the conflict 
between China and Viet 
Nam, and in Sri Lanka.

CONFLICT IN AFGHANISTAN
I

From the outbreak of the conflict, the ICRC made 
numerous and pressing approaches to the Afghan 
and Soviet governments with a view to fulfilling 
its humanitarian mission on behalf of persons cap
tured during the fighting or arrested on security 
grounds, as well as the war-wounded and civilians 
affected by the hostilities. Apart from two brief 
missions in 1980 and 1982, during which its 
delegates had access to part of the Puli Charki pri
son in Kabul and distributed urgently required 
material to various hospitals, the ICRC has not 
been authorized to intervene in Afghanistan. In a 
press release issued in May 1984, it publicly

ICRC hospital at Peshawar (photo P. Daudin).

expressed its grave concern to the international 
community and once again notified all parties to 
the conflict that it looked to them to give it every 
facility to protect and assist all victims, wherever 
they may be, in full accordance with international 
humanitarian law and principles. By the end of 
1985, the ICRC had still not received authorization 
to discharge its mandate in Afghanistan.

Internment of Soviet soldiers in a neutral country 

Negotiations conducted with the Afghan opposi
tion movements, Pakistan, the USSR and Switzer
land did, however, result in an agreement for intern
ment in a neutral country of captured Soviet 
soldiers. From 1982 to the end of 1985, therefore, 
11 Soviet soldiers taken prisoner by the Afghan 
movements were transferred to Switzerland under 
the aegis of the ICRC. They were interned there 
under the responsibility of the Swiss authorities for 
two years, this duration having been agreed upon 
by the parties concerned. The ICRC has subse
quently kept a regular check on conditions of 
detention.

PAKISTAN

Protection

The ICRC maintained regular contact with the 
Afghan movements concerning not only Soviet 
prisoners but also members of the Afghan regular 
army and civilians in their hands.
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Medical activities CONFLICT IN KAMPUCHEA

Since 1980, the ICRC has been conducting a medi
cal aid programme in Pakistan on behalf of Afghan 
victims of the fighting in their country. This 
programme has grown and diversified considerably 
in the years under review, and in agreement with 
the Pakistan authorities and other humanitarian 
organizations the major responsibility taken on by 
the ICRC is that of war surgery. To this end, it 
opened two emergency surgical hospitals, one in 
Peshawar (the North West Frontier Province) in 
1981, and the other at Quetta in Baluchistan two 
years later.

By mid-1985 the capacity of the Peshawar hospital 
had already been increased but, faced with a big 
influx of casualties at this time, it needed to be 
reinforced further and a fully equipped field hospi
tal was flown in for this purpose.

In order to transport the wounded from the frontier 
to the hospitals, the ICRC together with the 
Pakistan Red Crescent set up first-aid teams 
equipped with ambulances. It also organized first- 
aid courses for Afghan nationals with the aim of 
training them to prepare the wounded for their 
journey from the scene of the fighting to the 
frontier.

As an extension of the Peshawar hospital, the 
ICRC opened a prosthesis workshop for war ampu
tees. Its also set up temporary premises in which 
to treat paraplegics. In view of the large number 
of cases, it subsequently proposed to the authorities 
and the Pakistan Red Crescent setting up an 
independent rehabilitation centre. This centre, situ
ated on the outskirts of Peshawar, opened early in 
1984. In May 1984, a blood collection and transfu
sion centre was set up in the Peshawar hospital in 
order to make it self-sufficent in blood supplies.

In carrying out the activities described above, the 
ICRC benefited from the help of numerous 
National Red Cross Societies.

Dissemination

The ICRC made great efforts to disseminate, 
among Afghans at the frontier, the principles of 
the Red Cross and the basic rules of international 
humanitarian law protecting civilians and wounded 
or captured combatants. Lectures on these subjects 
were given to various groups of people, such as 
combatants, hospital patients and their families, as 
well as during the first-aid courses mentioned 
above.

The joint action taken by the ICRC and UNICEF 
in Kampuchea and on the Khmer-Thai frontier 
came to an end on 31 December 1980. Launched 
15 months earlier, it had achieved its primary objec
tive: to save the Khmer people from famine and 
restore the basic conditions necessary for survival. 
No political solution had been reached, however, 
and the frontier problem remained, with some 
200,000 persons living in camps, trapped between 
opposing forces. In co-operation with other organi
zations, the ICRC and UNICEF therefore needed 
to consolidate the work that had been begun, 
though concentrating on their own specific tasks.

Between 1981 and 1985, therefore, taking into 
account its mandate, fluctuations in the situation 
and current needs, together with the work that 
could be undertaken by other organizations, the 
ICRC has made progressive adjustments in the 
programmes and staffing of its activities in Kam
puchea.

These activities would not have been possible 
without the support of the international commu-

Learning to walk again with prostheses (photo P. Gondrand).
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nity since they necessitated numerous contacts, 
often at the highest level, both with the parties to 
the conflict and the United Nations Organization, 
voluntary organizations and donor governments.

Lastly, the ICRC is indebted to many National Red 
Cross Societies for their indispensable help in 
providing both qualified personnel and financial 
support.

ACTIVITIES IN KAMPUCHEA

Assistance and logistic support

During the first few months of 1981, the ICRC 
gradually withdrew the medical teams which had 
been provided by the National Societies and which 
were still working at Takmao, Kompong Speu, Svay 
Riyeng and Kompong Cham. These teams left 
behind them hospitals restored to good working 
order and fully able to function with the local nurs
ing staff they had trained.

Nevertheless, the need for medical assistance 
remained very great. Until the end of 1985, there
fore, the ICRC continued to provide emergency aid 
to numerous health posts, dispensaries and hospi
tals in the provinces and the capital. According to 
individual needs, this aid ranged from distributing 
medicaments and basic medical material to 
renovating buildings, laying on essentials such as 
water and electricity, improving conditions of 
hygiene and providing basic medical and surgical 
equipment.

In 1984, when fighting along the Khmer-Thai front
ier was particularly intense, the ICRC suggested to 
the Kampuchean authorities placing one or several 
teams specializing in war surgery in the worst 
affected provinces. This proposal was not accepted.

While implementing its medical aid programme, 
the ICRC provided emergency relief to dozens of 
orphanages particularly in need of help.

In order to provide transport for personnel and 
relief — not only for its own needs but also those 
of other organizations — the ICRC organized over 
200 shuttle flights between Bangkok and Phnom 
Penh between 1981 and July 1982. These shuttle 
flights were subsequently replaced by a weekly 
airline service from Bangkok to Ho Chi Minh City, 
whence a DC-3 chartered by the ICRC conveyed 
passengers and supplies on to the Cambodian 
capital.

Will he find his family? (photo L. Winiger).

Tracing Agency

One category of refugees had especially attracted 
the attention of the Tracing Agency in the camps 
run by the High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) in Thailand: that of “unaccompanied 
minors”, children under fifteen years of age who 
had been separated from their families. In co
operation with the UNHCR, the ICRC set up a 
tracing programme with the aim of identifying and 
locating the parents of about 700 children, before 
subsequently arranging for families to be reunited 
within Kampuchea. In July 1982, the ICRC was 
obliged to abandon this programme, not having 
received authorization to make direct contact with 
the presumed parents in Kampuchea in order to 
establish their relationship with the children.

Protection

A memorandum summarizing the ICRC’s role 
regarding protection and requesting permission to 
visit certain categories of prisoners — persons cap
tured carrying arms, civilians arrested in connec
tion with the events and foreign citizens having no 
diplomatic protection — was handed to the Phnom 
Penh authorities in January 1981. The ICRC raised 
this issue on repeated occasions but without suc
cess. The ICRC also reminded the authorities in 
Kampuchea that civilians living near the combat 
zones should be protected and should not be the 
target of attacks, the same applying to the medical 
teams and first-aid posts and field hospitals work
ing on the frontier.
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ACTIVITIES IN THAILAND

Protection

One of the constant concerns of the ICRC has been 
the protection of Khmer civilians concentrated 
along the frontier. It has urged the Thai authorities 
to ensure greater safety on the frontier and a clear 
separation between civilians and armed elements in 
the camps.

There has been a marked improvement in these 
points over the years, thanks to close co-operation 
between all the parties concerned. The Thai 
authorities having agreed in principle to the tem
porary transfer to their territory of endangered 
civilians, they worked with the ICRC and UNBRO 
(United Nations Border Relief Operation) to decide 
on suitable sites, and emergency plans for the rapid 
evacuation of civilians living in the combat zones 
were drawn up. This procedure has been in full 
operation since 1984.

During the first few months of 1985, there were 
such violent clashes that at the end of June the 
entire population of some 240,000 persons concen
trated along the frontier was evacuated to 11 sites 
in Thailand. Fresh approaches were made to the 
Thai authorities with a view to transferring these 
people to safer places, further inside Thai territory, 
with the result that several groups were moved in 
the second half of the year. In October 1985, with 
the full backing of the United Nations, the ICRC 
reaffirmed that it would continue to assume chief 
responsibility for protection activities along the 
frontier, in accordance with its traditional mandate.

Among these people was a particularly vulnerable 
group: the Vietnamese refugees or “land people”. 
After surviving the perilous journey across Kam
puchea, they found their way blocked on their 
arrival at the frontier and themselves at the mercy 
of often hostile Khmers. The ICRC made regular 
approaches to the Thai authorities with a view to 
transferring and regrouping these Vietnamese in 
safe places inside Thailand and also to arranging 
for other countries to give them asylum.

Following these approaches, the Vietnamese refu
gees were gradually admitted to different camps 
from April 1980 onwards, being kept meanwhile at 
various points on the frontier. ICRC delegates 
responsible for their protection were permanently 
present in these camps and provided the refugees 
with food and medical aid. During 1985, after the 
large-scale transfer of civilians to evacuation sites, 
these refugees were finally installed further inside 
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the country, in a demarcated section of a Khmer 
camp. In 1985, UNBRO assumed responibility for 
material assistance, the ICRC remaining responsi
ble for the protection of persons in this category. 
In 1984, in collaboration with the HCR and the 
Intergovernmental Committee for Migration (ICM) 
and in agreement with the Thai authorities and 
representatives of the governments concerned, a 
new procedure was set up to facilitate the selection 
of refugees and to ensure them permanent asylum. 
Between 1981 and 1985, 8,769 Vietnamese were 
accepted by host countries, about 4,000 cases 
remaining pending at the end of 1985.

Finally, the ICRC endeavoured to develop a third 
aspect of the protection activities arising from its 
mandate, namely systematic access to arrested 
persons.

Until 1984, delegates had access to several places 
of detention in various Khmer camps on the front
ier. However, these visits, which consisted of a 
general observation of conditions of detention, 
could scarcely be considered as visits in accordance 
with traditional ICRC criteria since interviews 
without witnesses were not allowed. Repeated 
approaches having had no effect, the ICRC sent 
a memorandum to factions of the coalition govern
ment in August 1984, pointing out the need for it 
to be able fully to carry out its protection activities 
on behalf of the categories of prisoners specified 
in its mandate (captured Vietnamese and Kam
puchean military personnel, Khmer security 
detainees). From the end of August 1984 and in 
1985, Khmer and Vietnamese prisoners in the 
hands of FUNCINPEK and FNLPK were visited 
at various places on the frontier. These visits had 
to be suspended several times on account of the 
fighting, however. Moreover, access to certain 
prisoners was not granted regularly. Similarly, until 
the end of 1985, the ICRC made weekly visits to 
the “illegal immigrants” held by the Thai authori
ties in the military prison of Aranyaprathet, but 
these visits did not include interviews without wit
nesses. Moreover, the ICRC had no access to Viet
namese soldiers taken prisoner during clashes at the 
border and held in Thai hands. The ICRC therefore 
sent a memorandum to the Thai authorities also, 
requesting permission to visit, in accordance with 
standard ICRC criteria, all persons detained on 
account of the events on the Khmer-Thai border.

Tracing Agency

With thousand of Khmers separated from their 
families, the tracing of persons either in host coun
tries or refugee camps was one of the main activi



ties of the Agency in Thailand. From 1981 to 1985, 
37,774 tracing requests were received and informa
tion was obtained on 8,644 of these cases. The 
Agency’s work also included reuniting families and 
transferring persons to the transit centre of Panat 
Nikom with a view to resettlement in a host coun
try. The Agency transmitted a considerable volume 
of Red Cross messages: 736,922 letters were 
exchanged during the period under review, mostly 
between Khmer civilians, Vietnamese refugees and 
their families.

Medical assistance

The co-ordination of medical activities carried on 
by the ICRC until July 1981 was then handed over 
to the Border Medical Co-ordination Group, an 
organization officially recognized by the Thai 
authorities and to which the ICRC, as well as other 
organizations, belongs. During the years under 
review, the ICRC gradually withdrew its medical 
personnel from the frontier, finally retaining only 
a mobile medical team. On the other hand, it has 
increased the size of its emergency surgery team. 
Since 1983, it has actually been the only organiza
tion in the region taking charge of emergency and 
war surgery and evacuating the wounded to hospi

tals by means of its fleet of about a dozen 
ambulances.

The Khao-I-Dang hospital, chosen as a rear base 
for the medical activities carried out along the 
frontier, therefore continued to play this role, giving 
priority to the treatment of the war wounded.

As a result of intensified fighting and with the 
departure of medical teams belonging to other 
organizations, the number of ICRC surgical teams 
had to be increased from one to two and then to 
four surgical teams. In January 1983, moreover, the 
ICRC opened a second emergency hospital at Kab 
Cherng in the province of Surin. In the middle of 
1985, this hospital was transformed into a first-aid 
post although its surgical facilities have been main
tained so that it could come into action again in 
a matter of hours in case of emergency. The Khao- 
I-Dang and Kab Cherng hospitals have been run 
by surgical teams provided by about 20 National 
Societies and assisted by about 100 locally recruited 
Thai and Khmer medical personnel.

Mobile teams gave medical attention to the dis
placed civilians, visiting camps, hospitals and dis
pensaries along the frontier and supplying them 
with medical relief supplies. During military opera

The Kab Cherng hospital opened in January 1983 (photo Y. Muller).
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tions, they sorted the casualties into treatment 
categories, gave first aid and evacuated the seri
ously wounded to the hospitals. They took part in 
visits to detainees in the military prison at 
Aranyaprathet and in the camps on the border. 
From July 1985, the medical supervision of 
civilians on the frontier was taken over by UNBRO.

In addition, the ICRC continued to give financial 
support to the Thai Red Cross in its programme 
to help people living near the frontier and affected 
by the events.

Dissemination

The ICRC concentrated on the dissemination of 
international humanitarian law along the frontier 
among refugees in the camps, Khmer combatants 
and the Thai army. Lectures and courses were 
arranged, literature was handed out and there was 
even a stage production played by a Khmer group 
in a refugee camp.

Sorting mail at the Malaysian Red Crescent office in the Pulau 
Bidong camp (photo C. Chatelain).

REFUGEES IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

As mentioned in the last section, the ICRC has 
helped Vietnamese refugees (the “land-people”) 
arriving at the Thai frontier after travelling through 
Kampuchea on foot. But it has also concerned 
itself with those Vietnamese fleeing their country 
by sea (the “boat people”), assisting them mainly 
through its Central Tracing Agency in Geneva.

This Agency has continued to co-ordinate the 
activities of the Tracing and Mailing Services net
work set up in 1979 among the following Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies: Indonesia, Malaysia, 
the Philippines, Singapore (until the end of 1983), 
Thailand, as well as the branches of the British Red 
Cross in Hong Kong and the Portuguese Red Cross 
in Macao (until the end of 1983).

Since it started, the volume of work handled by 
this network first of all diminished, then gradually 
began to increase, after a period of stabilization 
from 1983 to 1984. In 1985, 3,283 new tracing 
requests were received and 310,808 family messages 
exchanged by these tracing offices.

In addition, the ICRC has paid close attention to 
the grave problem of piracy. In 1981, in close associ
ation with the UNHCR and with the support of 
the League and UNICEF, it took the initiative of 
approaching the countries bound by the Law of the 
Sea to remind them of their responsibilities and 
request them to protect these refugees. At the same 
time, it urged the international community to give 
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coastal countries, especially Thailand, the technical 
and financial resources required to combat piracy, 
mainly in their territorial waters. In July 1982, 
Thailand officially resumed its anti-piracy 
programme, the UNHCR since then being the 
organization competent to deal with questions on 
this issue.

INDONESIA

East Timor

In April 1981, eighteen months after the joint 
ICRC-Indonesian Red Cross assistance programme 
was launched, there was a marked improvement in 
the food supply and state of health among the dis
placed civilians in East Timor. Some 80,000 people 
living in fifteen villages had benefited from this 
programme. However, in order to consolidate these 
results, the ICRC and the Indonesian Red Cross 
decided to continue a limited assistance programme 
and this decision was maintained owing to the poor 
harvest in 1982. Because of restrictions imposed by 
the Indonesian authorities on the delegates’ move
ments on the main island of East Timor, this 
programme had to be suspended in July 1983, just 
when a mission of assessment had confirmed the 
need for it to be continued. It was only in 1985 
that fresh missions of assessment could take place.

In addition, the ICRC and the Indonesian Red 
Cross had set up a specific programme for several 
thousand displaced people on the small island of 



Atauro, near Dili, to which they gained access for 
the first time in 1982.

In view of the malnutrition prevalent in this popu
lation, general distributions of food were organized 
and intensive feeding centres opened for the most 
vulnerable groups, while medicaments were sup
plied by the ICRC to the Indonesian Red Cross 
Society to combat the most common diseases. This 
programme continued without interruption until 
the end of 1985.

Apart from its assistance programme, the ICRC 
also approached the Indonesian government with 
a view to gaining access to all those detained owing 
to the internal situation in East Timor. The first 
visits took place in 1982 to the displaced persons’ 
camp on the island of Atauro, as well as to two 
places of detention in East Timor. These visits con
tinued in 1983 but had to be suspended following 
the restrictions imposed in July by the Indonesian 
government on delegates’ movements on the main 
island. Since then, repeated requests were made by 
the ICRC to the Indonesian government for per
mission to carry out its protection and assistance 
work as soon as possible. Although it could not 
begin assistance activities until 1985, the ICRC was 
able to resume protection work on East Timor in 
1984.

Several series of visits thus took place until the end 
of 1985 during which 395 detainees were seen in 
8 places of detention in Jakarta, West Timor and 
East Timor.

In order to help families who had been separated 
as a result of the events, the ICRC gave the Indone
sian Red Cross technical and financial assistance 
in setting up a tracing service for missing persons 
and for the exchange of family messages. It also 
arranged for 351 persons to travel to Portugal and 
155 others to go to Australia as part of the 
programme of family reuniting and repatriation.

PHILIPPINES

From 1976 in the case of Mindanao, and 1980 in 
the case of Samar, the ICRC, in close collaboration 
with the Philippine National Red Cross, provided 
emergency assistance to rural civilians displaced by 
the internal troubles affecting these two islands. 
Regular missions of assessment were carried out 
and this programme was constantly being expanded 
owing to the deteriorating situation. On several 
occasions, for example, the ICRC had to organize 
limited but urgent relief operations outside Minda
nao and Samar.

Initially, this assistance programme was confined 
to general distributions for a limited period of rice, 
donated by the EEC, to newly displaced persons. 
The ICRC also provided the National Society with 
basic medical supplies. From 1982 onwards, these 
distributions were accompanied by a supplemen
tary feeding programme for the most vulnerable 
groups of the population, involving the setting up 
of feeding centres. It subsequently became neces
sary to step up existing programmes still further, 
both from the point of view of quantity and 
quality.

In 1985, the ICRC opened four general warehouses 
in Mindanao and provided the National Society 
with lorries and vans for transporting relief to the 
displaced persons.

ICRC warehouse in Mindanao (photo T. Gassmann).

Having gained access to all places of detention, 
which are administered either by the Ministry of 
Defence, Ministry of Justice or the provincial 
authorities, the ICRC also considerably increased 
its protection activities on behalf of persons 
arrested for violating public order. From July 1984 
to May 1985, it carried out the first regular series 
of visits : these visits were resumed in August 1985. 
In this way, the ICRC visited 552 detainees in 59 
places of detention in 1984 and 756 detainees in 
111 places of detention in 1985.

Finally, apart from its dissemination work among 
the armed forces, the ICRC launched a large-scale 
campaign in schools in Mindanao and various 
other regions of the country, in co-operation with 
the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports. Two 
hundred and eighty thousand copies of a series of 
six cartoon strips were produced for this purpose.
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Feeding centre at Iloilo: 50 children fed once a day (photo T. Gassmann).

OTHER ACTIVITIES

As a neutral intermediary, the ICRC continued to 
organize the repatriation to Taiwan of Chinese 
nationals without diplomatic representation in Viet 
Nam. Eleven flights took place between 1981 and 
1985, bringing to 5,394 the total number of persons 
repatriated since September 1976, the date of the 
first flight.
The ICRC even intervened when Taiwanese boats 
were intercepted by the Vietnamese authorities in 
May and September 1984. Thirty-one Taiwanese 
sailors were repatriated under its auspices in August 
1985.
The ICRC acted as an intermediary in the repatria
tion of six Taiwanese fishermen whose boat sunk 
in the East China Sea in August 1985. The six 
castaways, three of them seriously injured, were 
handed over by the Chinese Red Cross to the ICRC 
who organized their transport from Beijing to 
Taipeh.

Apart from East Timor and the Philippines, the 
ICRC visited places of detention in Indonesia (per
sons arrested following the attempted coup d’état 
of 30 September 1965), in Thailand and in Malay
sia. In the latter two countries, its visits were sus
pended in 1982 and 1983 respectively, access to all 
places housing persons detained on security 
grounds having been denied.

SRI LANKA

Following the intercommunity clashes which took 
place in July 1983, the ICRC offered its services 
to the government of Colombo to provide 
assistance to victims of this conflict and protection 
for persons arrested under the emergency regula
tions. Discussions between the ICRC and the Sri 
Lanka authorities took place both in Colombo and 
Geneva but, by the end of 1985, the ICRC had still 
not received authorization to operate in this 
country.
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MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA

In the Middle East, Lebanon remained one of the 
principal theatres of operations for the ICRC. In 
co-operation with the Lebanese Red Cross, it car
ried out its work there in often hazardous condi
tions, anxious to ensure the safety of the civilians 
who have suffered severely in an ever-recurring 
fight where civilians and combatants are closely 
mingled. Moreover, its activities there increased 
considerably after the intervention of the Israeli 
forces in June 1982.
Very grave violations of international humanitarian 
law, and in particular of the Third Geneva Conven
tion relating to the treatment of prisoners of war, 
also occurred in the conflict between Iraq and Iran, 
to such an extent that the ICRC was compelled on 
several occasions to appeal to the community of 
States to take action to enforce humanitarian law 
in this war. However, these appeals did not enable 
the ICRC to pursue its protection work in Iran; 
its visits to prisoner-of-war camps, which had been 
suspended by the Iranian authorities in October
1984, had still not been resumed by the end of
1985.
In the Western Sahara, after years of negotiations, 
the ICRC was finally allowed access in 1984 to 210 
Moroccan prisoners in the hands of the Polisario 
Front and 99 Algerian soldiers in Moroccan hands. 
In 1985, a second group of 200 Moroccan prisoners 
was visited. However, these constituted only a frac
tion of the prisoners detained by the different par
ties to the conflict and the ICRC has to admit that 
the results achieved fall far short of the protection 
to which prisoners are entitled under the terms of 
the Geneva Convention.
Finally, the ICRC made regular visits to security 
detainees in Jordan and the Yemen Arab Republic, 
although it no longer had access to persons 
detained in Iran since September 1981 on account 
of the internal situation. It also offered its protec
tion services to Tunisia, which did not accept them.

LEBANON

Work in connection with clashes 
between different factions
To mention only the most important of its activi
ties, the ICRC took action during the siege of Zahle 
(beginning of April to end of June 1981); during 
the war in the Chouf, in September 1983, and the 
siege of the village of Deir-el-Kamar; in Beirut in 
September 1983, and during the particularly fierce 
fighting in February 1984; in Tripoli in November 
1983, August 1984 and October 1985; in Sidon in 
March 1985, and then in Jezzine and Marjayoun,

A L

as well as in the Palestinian camps on the southern 
outskirts of Beirut in May and June 1985.
In order to carry out its mission in the midst of 
intense fighting, the ICRC was obliged on several 
occasions to appeal to the parties to the conflicts, 
reminding them of their humanitarian obligations, 
so that the civilian population could be protected 
and the emblems of the red cross and red crescent 
respected.
During clashes, the ICRC negotiated temporary 
truces to allow for passage of relief convoys and 
the evacuation of wounded combatants and 
civilians, particularly when towns were under 
blockade, or to cross the “Green Line” in Beirut. 
It declared hospitals to be neutral zones, dispatched 
surgical teams and set up field hospitals when the 
existing infrastructure was out of action or inade
quate. It supplied quantities of medicines and med
ical equipment to the Lebanese Red Cross, the 
“Palestinian Red Crescent” and numerous hospitals 
and dispensaries. Finally, it distributed foodstuffs, 
kitchen utensils and blankets to tens of thousands 
of people fleeing from the fighting.
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The ICRC also had access to several hundred 
prisoners held by various parties to the Lebanese 
conflict: the Lebanese Forces, the Amal movement 
and the Progressive Socialist Party.

Activities following the intervention of the Israeli 
armed forces (6 June 1982 — 10 June 1985)
On 7 June 1982, concerned to safeguard the civilian 
population, as well as the prisoners taken by the 
various forces involved, the ICRC launched an 
appeal to the combatants engaged in hostilities, 
reminding them of their obligations under existing 
international humanitarian law. The ICRC repeated 
its appeal on several occasions, particularly during 
the blockade of West Beirut in the summer of 1982, 
when the shelling was so intense that the Commit
tee even called on all States party to the Conven
tions to put an end to the suffering inflicted on 
the civilian population.
For its part, the Palestine Liberation Organization 
(PLO) officially announced that it had decided to 
respect the Geneva Conventions and Additional 
Protocol I of 1977.

Deir-el-Kamar 1983: evacuation of beleaguered civilians (photo 
L. Winiger).

One of the 94 wounded evacuated from Tripoli to Cyprus for 
hospital treatment (photo T. Gassmann).

Protection of civilians in the territories occupied 
by the Israeli army
As soon as the Israeli troops entered Lebanon, the 
ICRC considered that the Fourth Convention rela
tive to the protection of civilians was applicable in 
the zones controlled by Israel. Israel did not sub
scribe to this view.

Concerned by the dire consequences subsequently 
suffered by the civilian population (arrests, sum
monses, the destruction of houses, confiscations, 
incitements to collaborate), the ICRC constantly 
reminded the occupying Power of its humanitarian 
obligations and endeavoured to obtain the applica
tion of the Fourth Convention. Israel, however, has 
indicated that it cannot admit the applicability of 
the Fourth Convention in southern Lebanon, due 
to the temporary nature of its presence in this 
region and the absence of an administrative infras
tructure and facilities. Moreover, the Israeli 
authorities have denied all responsibility for the 
actions of the South Lebanese Army.



Protection of civilians in southern Lebanon (photo J. Mohr).

In practice, the presence of the ICRC often meant 
protection for the civilian population. For example, 
during the early days of the intervention of Israeli 
forces, about 10,000 inhabitants of Tyre sought 
refuge at the delegation and were installed on the 
beach next to the ICRC premises.

Unfortunately, this was not the case at Sabra and 
Chatila. ICRC delegates used to make daily visits 
to the southern suburbs of Beirut to provide 
assistance and protection for the civilian popula
tion until access to that zone, in which the Palestin
ian refugee camps were situated, was denied to 
them by the Israeli army with effect from 15 Sep
tember 1982. They were not able to re-enter the 
precincts of the camps until 18 September, although 
the massacres had begun on the 16th.

On 18 September, the ICRC addressed an appeal 
to the international community in which it con
demned the fact that, according to reports from 
its delegates, “hundreds of children, adolescents, 
women and old people have been killed in the 
Chatila quarter in Beirut, their corpses lying scat
tered in the streets. The ICRC has also ascertained 
that wounded patients have been murdered in their 
hospital beds, while other patients and doctors have 
been abducted” The appeal ended with these 
words: “The ICRC solemnly appeals to the interna
tional community to intervene to put an immediate 
stop to the intolerable massacre perpetrated in 
Beirut on whole groups of people and to ensure 
that the wounded and those who treat them be 
respected and protected and that the basic right to 
live be observed”. At the same time, the ICRC 
reminded the occupying authorities that, under the 
provisions of the Fourth Geneva Convention, it was 

their duty to restore and ensure public order and 
safety.

Prisoners of war
From the outbreak of the conflict, the ICRC 
endeavoured to obtain, from the various parties 
involved, notifications of capture and authoriza
tion to visit prisoners.
Wounded Syrian prisoners of war in Israeli hands 
were visited by ICRC delegates as early as 1982. 
Unwounded prisoners interned in Israel, 297 in all, 
were registered on 17 August and received regular 
visits until their repatriation on 28 June 1984 under 
ICRC auspices. Six of these prisoners had already 
been released earlier on medical grounds, at the 
request of the ICRC.
Wounded Palestinian combatants, captured by the 
Israeli armed forces, were also visited in hospitals 
from June 1982 onwards. From 18 July, the ICRC 
began visiting the Ansar camp in southern Leba
non, where Palestinian, Lebanese and foreign com
batants taken prisoner since 6 June had been 
assembled. It remained there continuously until 24 
November 1983, when almost all the prisoners were 
released. During this time, it registered nearly 9,500 
prisoners, thousands of these being released while 
others arrived at the camp each month.
It should be stressed that the Israeli authorities 
refused to grant prisoner-of-war status to the 
detainees at the Ansar camp. The ICRC, on the 
other hand, maintained that combatants captured 
during the Israeli intervention should enjoy this sta
tus and that other persons arrested should benefit 
from the protection of the Fourth Convention and 
be treated as civilian internees.

The ICRC started visiting the Ansar camp in July 1982 (photo 
R. Sidler).
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On 24 November 1983, after months of negotia
tions conducted by the ICRC with Israel on the 
one hand and with the PLO on the other, a large- 
scale operation was carried out, resulting in the 
release of some 4,400 prisoners held by Israel (most 
of the detainees at Ansar, persons arrested in Leba
non and detained in Israel and in interrogation 
centres in southern Lebanon, and 63 detainees in 
the territories occupied by Israel since 1967) and 
of six Israeli soldiers held by the PLO. In spite of 
all the precautions it had taken, the ICRC found 
that, at the end of the operation, at least 218 
prisoners who should have been released by the 
Israeli authorities had not been freed. The ICRC 
appealed to the Israeli government to free these 
prisoners and thus observe the terms of the agree
ment that had been concluded.

At the end of 1982, as it seemed certain that numer
ous prisoners had not been declared to the ICRC, 
and therefore never visited, steps were taken to put 
an end to this violation of the Geneva Conventions. 
In 1983 and 1984, the ICRC asked the Israeli 
authorities to be notified of all arrests made in 
southern Lebanon, and permission to visit any such 
detainees in the interrogation centres, where it had 
no access. In September 1984, the Israeli authorities 
introduced the following procedure: notification of 
an arrest within 24 days, a first visit after 30 days 
and subsequent visits every 15 days until the release 
or transfer of the detainee to the Ansar camp, 
which had been reopened in December 1983. Since 
then, the ICRC has had access to the interrogation 
centres in southern Lebanon with the exception of 
the Khiam centre in the hands of the South 
Lebanese Army.

Lebanon, the main ICRC theatre of operations in the Middle 
East (photo R. Sidler).

The ICRC also had access to the detainees trans
ferred from southern Lebanon to Israeli prisons, 
where most of the ex-prisoners from Ansar who 
should have been released in November 1983 were 
then held.
On 2 April 1985, the Israeli authorities informed 
the ICRC of the closing of the Ansar camp. The 
following day, they handed over to the ICRC 752 
released detainees and transferred over a thousand 
others to Atlit in Israel. The ICRC, which had 
already protested on several occasions against this 
kind of practice, announced publicly that this 
transfer constituted a violation of Articles 49 and 
76 of the Fourth Convention, which stipulate that 
protected persons accused of offences should be 
held in the occupied country and that deportations 
are forbidden.
On 20 May 1985, a further repatriation operation 
took place under the auspices of the ICRC, involv
ing 1,150 Palestinian and Lebanese prisoners 
released by Israel, on the one hand, and three 
Israeli soldiers in the hands of the Popular Front 
for the Liberation of Palestine/General Command, 
on the other.
Finally, in the course of five operations spread over 
the period from 3 July to 10 September 1985, the 
733 persons still detained in Atlit were released.
At this time, the ICRC nevertheless remained con
cerned about the plight of persons who disappeared 
during the Israeli occupation of southern Lebanon, 
and pursued its inquiries with all the authorities 
concerned.
The three Israeli prisoners of war in Syrian hands 
were visited from August 1982. However, it should 
be noted that the first visits took place away from 
the place of detention, which is contrary to the 
Third Geneva Convention. From mid-June 1984, 
they were joined by three other Israeli soldiers.
These six Israeli prisoners of war were repatriated 
on 28 June 1984, at the same time as the Syrian 
prisoners of war.

As for the Israeli prisoners in Palestinian hands, 
an Israeli pilot captured at the beginning of the 
Israeli intervention and visited by the ICRC on 
three occasions was repatriated on 20 August 1982, 
together with another Israeli soldier captured two 
days earlier.
In addition, the ICRC visited six Israeli prisoners 
in the hands of the PLO until their release on 24 
November 1983. It should be noted that the first 
three visits were held outside the place of detention 
and permission to interview the prisoners without 
witnesses was granted only from the third visit.
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Distribution of relief supplies at Tahmin Tahta (photo 
J. Mohr).

Finally, the ICRC had access to three Israeli 
prisoners in the hands of the Popular Front for 
the Liberation of Palestine/General Command 
(PFLP/GC), but only many months after their cap
ture; the first visits were not in the place of deten
tion and did not include interviews without wit
nesses. These three prisoners were repatriated under 
the auspices of the ICRC on 20 May 1985.

Material and medical assistance
From the time the Israeli forces entered southern 
Lebanon, ICRC delegates on the spot supplied the 
necessary assistance, in the form of blankets and 
food, to civilians fleeing the combat zones. They 
also helped to evacuate the wounded and, through
out the summer of 1982, conducted an intensive 
programme of medical activities in close co
operation with the Lebanese Red Cross and the 
“Palestinian Red Crescent”, to which large amounts 
of medicines and medical supplies, as well as 
ambulances, were given.
Medical and surgical teams provided by the 
National Societies were quickly sent to Lebanon 
and deployed in the south, in West Beirut, Tripoli 
and the Bekaa Valley. Three field hospitals were set 
up: in West Beirut (subsequently at Baalbek), at 
Zahle and in Tripoli.
From the outset, the ICRC had organized a com
plete system for forwarding relief supplies, enabling 
large quantities to be sent by air and sea, using 
Larnaca, Damascus and Tel Aviv as logistic bases.
The number of displaced persons increased rapidly, 
reaching some 170,000 persons by the end of July, 

mostly in the Bekaa Valley. At this time, further 
outbreaks of fighting and the blockade prompted 
the ICRC to organize 30 food convoys to West 
Beirut up to the end of August, permission for the 
passage of each convoy having to be negotiated 
with the various parties to the conflict.
Between June and September 1982, a total of 
250,000 persons had benefited from ICRC 
assistance in this way.

Tracing Agency
In order to deal with the new situation created by 
the intervention of the Israeli armed forces, the 
ICRC established a network of Tracing Agency 
offices throughout the country. Seven “antennae” 
(in West Beirut, Jounieh, Tyre, Sidon, Ksara, Baal
bek and Tripoli) handled an increased number of 
tracing requests and family messages, both inside 
Lebanon and to or from other countries. By 31 
December 1982, the Agency had handled over 
25,000 requests for inquiries concerning persons 
reported missing and had arranged for the 
exchange of about 135,000 family messages.

ISRAEL AND THE OCCUPIED TERRITORIES
In Israel, and more particularly in the occupied ter
ritories, the ICRC pursued its activities on behalf 
of civilians protected by the Fourth Geneva Con
vention. It should be recalled that the ICRC con
siders that the conditions for the application of the 
Fourth Convention are fulfilled in the case of the 
conflict between Israel and the Arab countries. The 
Israeli authorities have stated their willingness to 
observe, in practice, certain provisions of the Con
vention.
In January 1984, the ICRC handed the Israeli 
authorities a document listing the humanitarian 
problems encountered in the occupied territories 
since 1967 and calling on the State of Israel to 
resolve them in accordance with the provisions of 
the Fourth Convention.

Protection of the civilian population
In 1982 and 1983, the West Bank, and, to a lesser 
extent, the Gaza Strip were in a state of considera
ble tension and agitation following the establish
ment, in November 1981, of a civil administration 
in the occupied territories. There were frequent 
demonstrations, sometimes brutally suppressed 
with the aid of firearms, and leading to various 
measures such as curfews and collective punish
ments (for instance, severe limitations on the move
ment of traffic, affecting entire towns and villages). 
ICRC delegates visited the civilian population more 
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frequently to keep better informed about living 
conditions in the occupied territories, and 
requested the lifting of curfews to allow food sup
plies to reach the population and the wounded to 
be transferred. While performing this practical 
work, the ICRC notified the Israeli authorities of 
its concern in the face of such a situation.
Settlements and the destruction of houses
The ICRC delegates carried out a fresh survey of 
the humanitarian consequences of Israeli settle
ments in the occupied territories. By the end of 
1983, about 30,000 Israeli citizens had been settled 
in some 80 towns and villages specially built for 
them in the West Bank, Gaza and the Golan. In 
East Jerusalem, the Israelis continued to settle in 
massive numbers, to such an extent that they 
almost equalled the city’s Arab population. The 
ICRC viewed with concern the conditions under 
which the land needed for these settlements was 
being expropriated or purchased and also studied 
the effects of this colonization on the agricultural 
system, the water supply and employment in the 
occupied territories. This colonization has been the 
cause of numerous violent incidents between the 
Arab population and the Israeli inhabitants of the 
occupied territories. The ICRC considers that the 
policy of colonization, carried out with the Israeli 
authorities’ support, constitutes a violation of the 
Fourth Convention, in particular of Articles 27, 47 
and 49.
From 1981 to the end of 1985, the ICRC recorded 
200 cases of houses being destroyed or walled up 
as acts of reprisal in the occupied territories. It 
repeated its protests against such acts, which are 
contrary to Article 53 of the Fourth Convention.

Persons arrested
The ICRC continued to visit security detainees 
under interrogation to whom it had had access 
since 1978, as well as other categories of detainees 
— convicted persons and those awaiting trial — 
whom it has visited since 1967. It also had access 
to persons arrested by the Israeli army during 
demonstrations and held in military barracks.
In accordance with an agreement concluded with 
the Israeli athorities, the ICRC is entitled to receive 
notification of arrests within 12 days and to have 
access not later than 14 days after their arrest to 
detainees arrested on security grounds and under 
interrogation, and subsequently once every 14 days 
during the period of interrogation. The notification 
system operated unsatisfactorily and often visits 
could not be carried out within the agreed time 
limits.

During the years under review, the ICRC made 
regular visits to about 30 prisons and police sta
tions in Israel, the West Bank, Jerusalem and in 
the Gaza sector, where nearly 4,000 detainees on 
average were held. It approached the Israeli 
authorities to obtain improvements in the condi
tions of detention, overcrowding remaining one of 
its major concerns.
Finally, the ICRC arranged for several hundred 
people, mostly detainees who had been released, to 
cross the demarcation lines on their way to or from 
Lebanon, Syria and Jordan.

CONFLICT BETWEEN IRAQ AND IRAN
In this conflict, the ICRC encountered grave and 
repeated breaches of international humanitarian 
law, leading it to make no fewer than six public 
protests between May 1983 and May 1985, concern
ing the treatment of prisoners of war, the bombard
ment of civilian zones and the use of prohibited 
weapons. Having found it impossible to put a stop 
to these violations, which not only endangered the 
life and dignity of tens of thousands of victims of 
the conflict but which, moreover, assailed the very 
essence and fundamental principles of international 
humanitarian law, the ICRC felt compelled on 
three occasions to launch appeals to all the States 
party to the Geneva Conventions (9 May 1983, 13 
February and 23 November 1984). Invoking Article 
1 common to these Conventions, which obliges 
States not only to respect but also to enforce 
respect for the Conventions, the ICRC called on 
governments to raise, in the course of bilateral or 
multilateral relations with the two belligerents, the 
humanitarian question of prisoners of war and the 
civilian victims of the Iran-Iraq conflict.
As far as prisoners of war were concerned, despite 
certain remaining difficulties, the Iraqi authorities 
gradually began implementing the Third Geneva 
Convention. This was not the case in Iran where, 
after a brief resumption, ICRC visits to prisoner- 
of-war camps were again suspended from October 
1984.

Prisoners of war
Apart from an interruption from February to May 
1984, ICRC delegates in Iraq carried out monthly 
visits to Iranian prisoners of war. From the begin
ning of hostilities, in September 1980, until the end 
of 1985, the ICRC had registered some 10,500 
prisoners in nine camps as well as in hospitals.
One of the main concerns of the ICRC was the 
plight of the persons captured — mostly at the 
beginning of the conflict — to whom it had not
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Repatriation of the severely wounded (photo T. Gassmann).

had access despite constant requests. The ICRC 
gave the Iraqi authorities lists of names proving the 
existence of several hundred concealed prisoners, 
but only a few dozen of these were finally registered 
and visited in the camps.
The ICRC also drew the attention of the Iraqi 
authorities to the fate of Iranian civilians, including 
children and old people, great numbers of whom 
are detained in the camps.
Finally, it approached the authorities concerning 
conditions of detention — particularly regarding 
the sometimes brutal disciplinary methods — 
which have considerably improved over the years. 
In Iran, until their suspension by the Iranian 
authorities in October 1984, ICRC visits to 
prisoner-of-war camps were frequently interrupted, 
delegates not obtaining the facilities they wanted 
from the authorities and being unable to work in 
accordance with ICRC criteria. Only some of the 
prisoners were seen in circumstances that accorded 
with these criteria (in 1983, for example, 5,000 out 
of a total of over 41,000 registered since the begin
ning of the conflict). Among the violations encoun

tered were the fact that the ICRC was not granted 
access to certain categories of prisoners of war, 
such as officers, also prisoners not of Iraqi nation
ality, and, above all, the ideological and political 
pressures to which the prisoners were subjected. 
These pressures, in fact, had caused divisions 
among the prisoners, creating tensions that 
degenerated into violent clashes, as was the case 
at the Gorgan camp during the visit by ICRC 
delegates on 10 October 1984. This serious incident 
caused Iran to suspend ICRC protection activities 
once more. At this date, the number of Iraqi 
prisoners of war registered by the ICRC in Iran 
totalled 45,541 while the Iranian authorities 
reported 50,000.

From 1981 to 1985, in the course of 14 operations, 
the ICRC organized the repatriation of 613 Iranian 
and 166 Iraqi POWs, all seriously sick or wounded. 
In addition, Iran arranged for the repatriation of 
225 Iraqi prisoners, via Ankara, in co-operation 
with the Turkish Red Crescent.
In this connection, it should be recalled that in 
both countries Mixed Medical Commissions, 

39



including ICRC doctors, were set up to establish 
lists of prisoners entitled to repatriation under Arti
cle 110 of the Third Convention. Between 1981 and 
1985, 5,289,703 family messages were transmitted 
between prisoners and their families through the 
Central Tracing Agency. Over 59,983 requests for 
inquiries concerning civilians or military personnel 
reported missing were transmitted to the authorities 
concerned; only about 20% of the cases were 
resolved.

Civilian population
From the second half of 1983, the ICRC was able 
to fulfill its mandate in Iraq in favour of civilians 
protected by the Fourth Convention. It carried out 
regular visits in accordance with ICRC procedure 

to several thousand Iranian families from 
Khuzistan, interned in camps in the region of Mei- 
san, as well as to Iranian Kurdish civilians who had 
sought refuge in Iraq and were later moved to a 
camp near Ramadi.
In Iran, although its delegates sometimes had 
access to Iraqi Kurdish civilians who had taken 
refuge in Iranian territory, the ICRC was unable 
to carry out regular and systematic work to assist 
them in accordance with customary ICRC 
procedures.
Several offers of assistance were made to the Ira
nian authorities for Iranian civilians displaced on 
account of the fighting and suffering under the 
bombardments, whom the ICRC had been invited 
to visit. These offers were usually declined.
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EUROPE AND NORTH AMERICA

Following the imposition of martial law in Poland 
on 13 December 1981, the ICRC and League 
undertook a joint assistance programme for 
civilians in this country, which continued until 
February 1984. As regards its specific tasks, the 
ICRC was also able to carry out protection activi
ties on behalf of people interned following the 
introduction of martial law, but not on behalf of 
other categories of detainees imprisoned subse
quently.

During the period under review, the ICRC also had 
access to persons charged or sentenced under the 
anti-terrorist legislation in Spain, as well as those 
imprisoned as a result of events in Northern 
Ireland. On the other hand, its offers to help those 
detained because of events in Turkey were not 
accepted.

The ICRC kept in constant touch with most of the 
countries of Europe and North America — the 
major donors — chiefly in order to keep their 
National Societies and governments informed of its 
activities throughout the world.

Finally, it should be remembered that, since 1955, 
the ICRC has been in charge of running the Inter
national Tracing Service based in Arolsen (Federal 
Republic of Germany), which employs 243 people 
and is engaged in collecting, classifying, storing 
and making use of any individual documents and 
information relating to civilian victims of the 
National Socialist regime. Its main work consists 
in providing certificates (mainly of detention in 
labour or concentration camps) in response to 
requests from the persons concerned, their immedi
ate families, dependants or beneficiaries.

POLAND
Shortly after the imposition of martial law in 
Poland on 13 December 1981, the ICRC sent 
delegates there to evaluate the needs of the civilian 
population regarding protection and assistance, and 
to offer its services to the Polish authorities, who 
accepted this offer.
Even before 13 December, several National Red 
Cross Societies had already taken the initiative of 
sending relief supplies to the Polish Red Cross. 

Supplementary relief in Warsaw (photo ICRC).
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These operations were co-ordinated by the League 
of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. After the 
ICRC commenced its activities in Poland, it was 
logical for it and the League to draw up the agree
ment finalized on 23 December 1981, setting out 
the methods and procedure for international Red 
Cross action in Poland. Under this agreement, an 
ICRC delegation, including representatives of the 
League and the National Societies, was set up in 
Warsaw. At the same time, a joint ICRC-League 
bureau was opened in Geneva to co-ordinate opera
tions in Poland.

This working structure was maintained until 29 
February 1984 when the joint assistance 
programme came to an end.
The ICRC kept a permanent delegation in Warsaw 
until the end of 1984 in order to complete the medi
cal assistance programme.

Protection
After its offer of services on behalf of people 
interned following the proclamation of martial law 
had been accepted on 21 January 1982, the ICRC 
began protection activities at once. These continued 
until 23 December 1982 when martial law was lifted 
and the last internees were released. During this 
period, the ICRC carried out 79 visits to 24 places 
of detention, in accordance with its customary 
procedures, and saw 4,851 internees.

The ICRC tried to extend its protection work to 
persons arrested and sentenced under legislation 
which came into force with the introduction of 
martial law, as well as to those arrested subse
quently for politically motivated offences. To this 
end, it offered its services to the Polish Government 
on 18 May 1982 and later renewed this offer. The 
ICRC did not receive a positive response, but a 
general amnesty was claimed on 21 July 1984, lead
ing to the release of the persons that it wished to 
visit.

Material and medical assistance
Working closely with the Polish Red Cross, the 
League and the ICRC jointly conducted an 
assistance programme for the most vulnerable sec
tions of the civilian population, in 49 different 
voivodships.
Old people, the sick and disabled, new-born infants 
and their mothers, as well as children belonging to 
large families, thus received food and clothing. A 
special feeding programme was set up for 16,000 
sick children. During the summers of 1982 and 
1983, special food assistance programmes were 
organized in about a hundred holiday camps run 
by the Polish Red Cross, during which nearly 
40,000 needy or otherwise disadvantaged children 
received aid.
To facilitate the smooth running of the relief work, 
some sixty trucks were supplied to the Polish Red 
Cross. In the field of medical aid, a programme 
was undertaken to supply 411 Polish hospitals with 
sets of medicaments and medical material. The Pol
ish Red Cross also received medicaments.

Central Tracing Agency
Following the breakdown in communications 
between Poland and other countries, the ICRC’s 
Central Tracing Agency in Geneva (CTA) helped 
to restore family contacts. During the first few 
months, 7,170 Red Cross messages were transmitted 
via Geneva between Poland and a number of other 
countries, with the help of the Polish Red Cross. 
This activity decreased in the second half of 1982, 
after the Polish postal service was resumed.
The ICRC also served as an intermediary between 
the Polish authorities and Polish nationals abroad, 
transmitting requests aimed at re-uniting families. 
Up to the end of 1985, the CTA had received 
enquiries concerning 1,657 persons. Priority was 
given to children left alone in Poland; 221 people, 
including a number of children on their own, were 
able to join their relatives abroad.



INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW

Noting the increasing recourse to violence, repeated 
violations of basic humanitarian principles and 
international humanitarian law, and even the use 
of this law for political ends, the ICRC deemed 
it necessary to step up its efforts to promote respect 
and the development of international humanitarian 
law. It drew up an action programme envisaging 
the preparation of specific proposals with a view 
to the Twenty-fifth International Red Cross Confer
ence in 1986. This programme comprises four 
objectives:

□ the first is essential: it involves obtaining the 
effective application and respect of existing 
international humanitarian law, particularly by 
promoting better knowledge of this law, by 
analysing the reasons why it is not properly 
respected and by seeking, within the framework 
of exisiting legal instruments, measures likely to 
encourage its respect;

□ the second consists in persuading the greatest 
possible number of States to become party to 
the Protocols additional to the Geneva Conven
tions; this objective follows from the first, in 
that formal acceptance of those texts by a State 
also expresses the willingness of that State to 
comply with international humanitarian law;

□ the third consists, on the one hand, in examining 
possible developments of international 
humanitarian law in areas not touched upon 
when the Additional Protocols were drawn up 
by the Diplomatic Conference of 1974-1977 and, 
on the other, in facilitating the application of 
various provisions of international humanitarian 
law, taking into account technical developments, 
particularly in the identification and marking of 
protected persons and property;

□ the fourth is to improve the protection of the 
individual in situations of internal tension or 
troubles which are not covered by international 
humanitarian law.

The ICRC has set up an internal working group, 
specifically entrusted with promoting the 
implementation of the above programme. It has 
also been assured of the co-operation of several 
experts in international public law and of various 
political figures from different countries with 
whom private consultations have been held.

Respect for international humanitarian law
Apart from specific approaches made to States 
party to the Geneva Conventions concerning cur

rent conflicts - particularly in Iraq and Iran, 
Afghanistan, Kampuchea, Lebanon, in the territo
ries occupied by Israel, in the Western Sahara, 
Uganda and El Salvador — the ICRC has on 
several occasions called on States to respect interna
tional humanitarian law. In New York in November 
1983, for instance, its President addressed the mem
bers of the Independent Commission on interna
tional humanitarian issues in these terms:
“We, who are every day confronted with the vic
tims’ plight, would be grateful should you be able, 
with your command of political affairs, to conceive 
of ways and means to promote the acceptance and 
application of humanitarian law and its principles 
among political leaders and to bring awareness to 
the public opinion.”
Mr. Hay went on to urge members of this Commis
sion to intercede for the rapid ratification of the 
Additional Protocols, for a better knowledge of 
existing instruments of international humanitarian 
law, for the faithful application of these instru
ments in all circumstances and for better use of 
the mechanisms provided in actual law: collective 
responsibility of States party to the Convention, 
Protective Power, fact-finding commission, etc.
With the same end in view, the ICRC took the 
opportunity, during its President’s annual press 
conference on 10 January 1985, to launch an appeal 
for the mobilization of humanitarian interests, 
which was heard by a wide audience. Indeed, this 
appeal was sent to all Permanent Missions in 
Geneva and New York, to all National Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies, to the League, to all 
the media and to bodies such as the Independent 
Commission on international humanitarian issues, 
sometimes accompanied by a more detailed 
memorandum. The Secretary-General of the United 
Nations also received copies of these two docu
ments, which mark an important milestone in the 
process of making public opinion, governments 
and the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 
more acutely aware of the importance of universal 
respect for humanitarian law.
The ICRC appeal appeared in the International 
Review of the Red Cross, January-February 1985, 
the text of the detailed memorandum being pub
lished in the September-October issue the same 
year.

Moves to encourage ratification of the Geneva 
Conventions and the Additional Protocols of 
1977
The ICRC continued its approaches to States not 
yet parties to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 
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1949, with a view to their accession to these instru
ments. At the end of December 1985, 162 States 
were parties to the Geneva Conventions, 17 having 
become so between 1981 and 1985.
At the same time, the ICRC has intensified its 
efforts to encourage States to ratify or adhere to 
the Additional Protocols, so that these two new 
instruments — a fundamental adjunct to 
humanitarian law in vital areas such as the protec
tion of civilians from hostilities — should be as 
universally accepted as the Geneva Conventions. 
The ICRC spares no effort to inform or remind 
States of the existence of the Additional Protocols 
and to emphasize their humanitarian importance; 
it discusses specific problems that States may 
encounter when examining these legal instruments, 
in order to facilitate their adoption.

To this end, the ICRC has conducted numerous 
missions devoted specifically to the Additional Pro
tocols, in countries not yet parties to them: mis
sions by the President of the ICRC, by members 
of the Committee, by the Director of General 
Affairs and his key staff, including the legal adviser 
appointed at the end of 1982 by the ICRC with 
special responsibility for this task. The subject was 
also broached during missions whose aim was 
primarily operational or financial, during atten
dance at meetings within or outside the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement, and also on various 
occasions when important figures visited ICRC 
headquarters. Moreover, the ICRC has maintained 
a permanent dialogue on this subject with the 
authorities of countries where it has delegations.
The ICRC also remained in regular contact con
cerning this subject with the UNO and with leading 
regional organizations, notably the Council of 
Europe, inviting them to study the Additional Pro
tocols and to encourage their members to ratify 
them. In 1982, the United Nations General Assem
bly adopted a resolution encouraging States to 
become party to the Protocols, this resolution being 
reiterated by the 39th General Assembly in 1984. 
In 1982 and 1984, the Council of Europe also 
adopted recommendations requesting the govern
ments of member States to do their utmost to 
accelerate the ratification of or accession to the 
Protocols.

Finally, on 10 June 1984, on the occasion of the 
seventh anniversary of the signing of the Final Act 
of the Diplomatic Conference on the reaffirmation 
and development of international humanitarian law 
applicable in armed conflicts, the ICRC launched 
an urgent appeal to all States party to the Geneva 
Conventions, urging that those among them that 
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had not yet ratified the Protocols do so before the 
Twenty-fifth International Red Cross Conference. 
In its message, the ICRC stressed the fact that the 
Additional Protocols constituted an important 
development in international humanitarian law, 
since they proposed solutions to new humanitarian 
problems posed by present-day armed conflicts. By 
31 December 1985, 55 States were parties to Pro
tocol I and 48 to Protocol II of 8 June 1977.

The development of international 
humanitarian law
With regard to the development of international 
humanitarian law, the ICRC has focused its atten
tion mainly on the law of armed conflicts at sea 
and on the law of neutrality. These topics were 
debated during round-table meetings organized by 
the International Institute of Humanitarian Law at 
San Remo, during the International Lifeboat Con
ference (ILC) and during sessions of the Interna
tional Maritime Organization (IMO), all of which 
were attended by the ICRC. In addition, the ICRC 
has sought to draw conclusions from the experience 
of the South Atlantic conflict in 1982 regarding the 
marking, identification and protection of hospital 
ships and medical helicopters attached to them. 
This conflict demonstrated the need for solving 
technical problems linked to the application of cer
tain provisions of the Second Convention, and the 
ICRC is studying measures to achieve that 
objective.

Enforcing the application of humanitarian law by guerrilla 
fighters as well as by regular armies (photo Keystone).



DISSEMINATION OF INTERNATIONAL HUMANITARIAN LAW AND
THE PRINCIPLES AND IDEALS OF THE RED CROSS

Side by side with the steps taken to promote respect 
and development of international humanitarian 
law, the ICRC has concentrated on dissemination 
of this law; this forms part of the immense effort 
deployed by the Institution to achieve effective 
respect of this law. As recent conflicts have shown, 
ignorance of the basic rules of humanitarian law 
leads to serious omissions in ensuring protection 
of persons concerned and also impedes the smooth 
running of Red Cross operations. Disseminating 
knowledge of international humanitarian law, par
ticularly among the institutions responsible for 
implementing it, and making known the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement (its history, principles, 
activities and ideals) are thus interdependent 
activities.

The ICRC has defined eight groups that should 
have priority in its work of dissemination:
□ the armed forces, which are responsible, in times 

of conflict, for the practical application of 
humanitarian rules; this is not only a matter of 

making known international humanitarian law 
in military circles, but also of encouraging the 
introduction of its teaching in military training 
schools and of providing adequate teaching 
material and facilities;

□ the National Societies, who should be helped to 
disseminate knowledge of international 
humanitarian law by training their senior staff, 
so that they, in turn, may teach the fundamental 
principles of this law to other sections of the 
community and in so doing contribute to the 
efforts of the Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement as a whole, and those of the ICRC 
in particular;

□ government authorities, who have the responsi
bility of making international humanitarian law 
better known and ensuring that it is applied;

□ universities, some of whose students may in the 
future be appointed to posts of high responsibil
ity in government service and who may one day 
find themselves dealing with the ICRC;

Dissemination is an important part of ICRC work (photo T. Gassmann).
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□ schools, since it is important to open young peo
ple’s minds to the notion of peace and interna
tional understanding;

□ the medical profession, which has the duty to 
protect life and health and which contributes to 
one of the Red Cross missions;

□ the mass media, which have an undoubted 
influence on today’s world;

□ the general public.
In order to carry out the objectives it has set itself, 
the ICRC has made a considerable investment in 
personnel. Apart from the staff in its delegations, 
all of whom take part in dissemination work, it 
employs a dozen delegates specializing in dissemi
nation in the field and some fifteen others at head
quarters.
During the years under review, general dissemina
tion activities (ongoing or intermittent dissemina
tion) have necessitated numerous missions to the 
five continents. In particular, the ICRC has taken 
part, either as organizer or by providing lecturers, 

in a number of seminars, aimed at the various 
audiences enumerated above and described in its 
annual reports. In this domain, it has benefited 
from the collaboration of the League and it has 
remained in touch with bodies such as the Henry 
Dunant Institute as well as others outside the Red 
Cross and Red Crescent Movements, including the 
International Institute of Humanitarian Law at San 
Remo, the International Institute of Human Rights 
at Strasbourg, the United Nations International 
Law Commission and the Inter-American Institute 
of Human Rights.

Specific dissemination activities directly linked to 
operations in the field included emergency dissemi
nation programmes set up in co-operation with the 
National Societies concerned, especially those of 
Angola, Ethiopia, Uganda, Lebanon, Pakistan, the 
Philippines, El Salvador and Thailand. These dis
semination campaigns are adapted, in both lan
guage and content, to the different audiences to 
which they are directed, and require a huge range 
of back-up material (audio-visual, radio, television, 
press, posters, brochures and even strip cartoons).
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CO-OPERATION WITH THE NATIONAL RED CROSS 
AND RED CRESCENT SOCIETIES

As can be appreciated from the first part of this 
report, the work of the ICRC would be inconceiva
ble without the support of the National Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies. This is true not only 
for the Societies of countries involved in conflicts 
but also for others which are able to supply the 
ICRC with personnel, equipment and financial aid. 
Moreover, as mentioned earlier, the ICRC counts 
on the backing of National Societies in its efforts 
to disseminate knowledge of international 
humanitarian law and the principles and ideals of 
the Red Cross.
In 1981, the ICRC and the League, which is respon
sible for the development of the National Societies, 
jointly determined the areas in which the ICRC 
could make a specific contribution to this develop
ment. Apart from reinforcing the operational 
capacity of National Societies in countries involved 
in conflicts or experiencing internal tension, this 
programme provided for:

□ technical and legal assistance in the creation or 
reorganization of National Societies;

□ promotion and support of National Society 
projects relating to their information services 
and their programmes for the dissemination of 
international humanitarian law and the princi
ples and ideals of the Red Cross;

□ assistance in implementing the provisions of the 
Geneva Conventions and particularly the laws in 
force on the use of the red cross and red crescent 
emblems;

□ training supervisory staff of National Societies;

□ training National Society delegates and person
nel who undertake missions for the ICRC or the 
League.

Making its specific contribution to the development 
of National Societies an important objective for the 
years ahead, the ICRC created, in 1982, a post of 
delegate for co-operation with National Societies, 
responsible for co-ordinating — with the ICRC, the 
League and the National Societies — all the ICRC’s 
work concerning development. In 1983, this post 
was made a department. In addition, delegates were 
progressively placed in regional delegations espe
cially to promote knowledge of international 
humanitarian law and to co-operate with National 
Societies in matters of development.

Recognition of new National Societies
On the proposal of the joint League-ICRC Com
mission on National Society Statutes, and having 
ascertained that these Societies fulfilled all the rele
vant conditions, the ICRC announced formal 
recognition of the following 11 National Societies 
between 1981 and 1985: the Tonga Red Cross So
ciety, the Qatar Red Crescent Society, the Red Cres
cent Society of the Yemen Arab Republic, the 
Rwandese Red Cross, the Zimbabwe Red Cross 
Society, the Belize Red Cross Society, the Western 
Samoa Red Cross Society, the Barbados Red Cross 
Society, the Red Crescent Society of the People’s 
Democratic Republic of Yemen, the Red Cross of 
Cape Verde and the Sao Tome and Principe Red 
Cross. These recognitions brought to 137 the num
ber of National Societies that were members of the 
International Red Cross at the end of 1985.

Promoting co-operation through training seminars (photo Beatrice Plantier).
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CENTRAL TRACING AGENCY

The Central Tracing Agency (CTA) of the ICRC 
has worked unceasingly, both at headquarters and 
in the field, in connection with current conflicts 
and with the consequences of earlier conflicts or 
situations of internal tension and disturbances. Its 
work arises both from its treaty obligations towards 
civilian and military victims of armed conflicts and 
from the ICRC’s right to initiate humanitarian 
activities (registration of security detainees and dis
placed persons, tracing missing persons, transmis
sion of family news and reuniting dispersed fami
lies). In addition, it issues ICRC travel documents 
for refugees, displaced and stateless persons.

Statistics for the overall activities of the CTA from 
1981 to 1985, both at headquarters and in the field, 
are as follows:

□ 8,560,657 Red Cross messages were exchanged;

□ 251,809 requests for tracing missing persons were 
processed; the fate or whereabouts of 100,755 
of these missing persons was ascertained;

□ 115,257 capture cards for prisoners of war were 
received and 35,679 registration cards for 
detainees drawn up;

□ 34,500 certificates of captivity, sickness or death 
were issued;

□ 6,145 travel documents were provided for 8,490 
persons.

Attention should be drawn to the fact that, forty 
years after the end of the Second World War, 
almost 20% of the work of the CTA at head
quarters is still concerned with the after-effects of 
that conflict.

Practically all the data relating to current conflicts 
are now computerized, giving greater efficiency. 
Moreover, microcomputers have made it possible 
for data-processing to be decentralized and 
extended to activities in the field.

An event of major significance during the period 
under review was the organization in Geneva, in 
November 1982, of the first international technical 
seminar, attended by representatives of 53 National 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. The purpose 
of the seminar was to encourage National Societies 
to set up their own tracing services, and to discuss 
working methods in this field. In accordance with 
a recommendation made on this occasion, the CTA 
published a manual in 1985 on the standardization 
of working methods. This seminar also emphasized 
the need to urge governments, in co-operation with 
the National Societies, to set up National Informa
tion Offices as laid down in the Geneva Con
ventions.

From card-indexes to computers (photo B. Plantier). The new CTA building (photo B. Plantier).
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RELIEF

The ICRC undertakes assistance programmes, 
involving both material and medical aid, in cases 
of conflicts, internal tension and unrest, providing 
it is able to:

□ carry out assessments on the spot, in order to 
determine the urgency of the needs and to iden
tify the categories and numbers of beneficiaries;

□ organize and supervise the distribution of relief.

It should be pointed out that even when direct pro
tection is not possible (in the form of visits to 
camps housing prisoners of war, civil internees or 
displaced persons, or to places of detention) 
according to ICRC criteria, the aid provided consti
tutes, in itself, a form of protection, either because 
it enables those receiving it to survive or because 
the very presence of ICRC delegates among the vic
tims discourages their maltreatment.

From 1981 to 1985, the ICRC dispatched directly 
to the areas affected 366,425 tonnes of relief sup
plies valued at 552 million Swiss francs. This relief, 
covering 41 countries, was purchased by the ICRC 
or provided by donors in the form of contributions 
in kind and under food aid agreements concluded 
with various governments.

Medical assistance in the same period (see also 
below) amounted to 112.4 million Swiss francs.

Total assistance, including relief and medical aid, 
provided by the ICRC in the period under review 
was distributed geographically as follows:

<Vo
Africa ......................................................... 52
Latin America ................................................. 9
Asia .................................................................. 8
Middle East .................................................... 14
Europe ......................................................... 17
Total ................................................................... 100

The largest relief operations were conducted in 
Angola, Ethiopia and Uganda, in Nicaragua and 
El Salvador, in East Timor and the Philippines, in 
Lebanon and Poland and, concerning medical aid, 
in Pakistan and Thailand.

Dropping food supplies in Ethiopia (photo D. Gignoux).

To carry out its work of material assistance, the 
ICRC maintains a Relief Division at headquarters, 
whose tasks consist in:

□ organizing and supervising its assistance 
programmes;

□ obtaining the commodities required for its aid 
programmes, either through donations or pur
chases;

□ organizing the transport of relief, especially by 
chartering ships and aircraft;

□ keeping in contact with donor National Socie
ties, the UN specialized agencies, voluntary 
organizations, the EEC and the Swiss Confeder
ation (particularly regarding agreements con
cluded concerning food aid);

□ managing relief stocks in Geneva and near the 
areas of operation;

□ carrying out surveys in the field, both to assess 
needs and to study the local possibilities of buy
ing, storing and transporting goods;

□ taking part in the training of relief delegates 
appointed to direct the aid programmes in the 
field.
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ACTIVITIES RELATING TO DETENTION

While visits to prisoners of war and civilian 
internees are carried out by virtue of the Third and 
Fourth Geneva Conventions, those to persons 
detained on account of internal troubles or tension 
— sometimes called “political detainees” or “secu
rity detainees” — are outside the scope of these 
Conventions and their Additional Protocols. They 
are legally based on the Statutes of the Interna
tional Red Cross, which have been approved by the 
International Red Cross Conference, representing 
not only the National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies, the League and the ICRC but also the 
governments party to the Geneva Conventions. 
This means that the ICRC, as a neutral intermedi
ary, can offer its services to States without the risk 
of being accused of exceeding its competence or 
interfering in matters concerning national 
sovereignty. The States, however, are under no obli
gation to accept such offers and it is primarily on 
the basis of a relationship of trust that the ICRC 
is authorized to act.

The ICRC visits places of detention provided that 
its delegates are allowed:

□ to see all detainees and talk to them freely;

□ to have access to all places of detention;

□ to be able to repeat the visits.

In addition, the ICRC generally asks for a list of 
the persons to be visited or permission to draw up 
such a list during the visit, and to distribute, if 
needed, material assistance to detainees and their 
families.

The purpose of visits made by ICRC delegates is 
purely humanitarian: to examine the material and 
psychological conditions of detention and, if neces
sary, to request the authorities to improve these 
conditions.

These visits are the subject of confidential reports 
not intended for publication. The ICRC restricts 
itself to publishing the number and names of places 
visited, the dates of these visits, the number of peo
ple seen and indicates if the visits were carried out 
in accordance with the procedures enumerated 
above. It does not express any opinion on the

One of the ICRC conditions for visiting places of detention is 
to interview detainees without witnesses (photo T. Gassmann).

grounds for detention, nor does it publicly com
ment on the material or psychological conditions 
observed. If any government publishes part of an 
ICRC report, or quotes it inaccurately, the Com
mittee reserves the right to publish the report con
cerned in its entirety.

Whether by way of technical assistance or, as was 
much more frequently the case, of protection to 
victims of internal tension and troubles, the ICRC 
has since the Second World War visited more than 
half a million detainees in 95 countries, in situa
tions outside the scope of the Geneva Conventions. 
As regards the period between 1981 and 1985, its 
delegates carried out 1,100 visits to more than 
19,000 different places of detention and talked 
without witnesses to 80,000 detainees in this 
category.

The ICRC maintains a Detention Service, a techni
cal back-up department chiefly engaged in training 
visitor-delegates and in standardizing the proce
dures for visits.
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MEDICAL ASSISTANCE

The ever-increasing number of areas in which the 
ICRC is active has resulted in considerable expan
sion of the Medical Division over the last five years. 
The more comprehensive approach to the health 
problems of those needing assistance has led to 
diversification of paramedical functions and the 
creation of two new units (nutrition and sanita
tion). Greater stress has also been placed on train
ing medical and paramedical staff taking part in 
ICRC activities (both expatriate and local person
nel). A range of medical training material has been 
prepared and will be made available to National 
Societies.

Between 1981 and 1985, the ICRC sent into the 
field almost 2,000 members of the medical and 
paramedical corps (doctors, nurses, chemists, phys
iotherapists, orthopaedic specialists, nutritionists, 
technicians and sanitary engineers) to take part in 
medical assistance programmes set up in the course 
of its operations. In response to appeals, 25 
National Red Cross Societies placed 967 staff mem

bers at the disposal of the ICRC.

The Medical Division recruits, selects and prepares 
the medical personnel needed by the ICRC for its 
activities, whether concerned with protection (visits 
to prisoners of war, interned civilians or security 
detainees) or with assistance during or following 
a conflict (treatment of the sick and wounded, 
providing emergency medical relief, fitting artificial 
limbs and rehabilitation of war disabled).

The Medical Divison is also responsible for plan
ning all medical operations beforehand, drawing up 
an inventory of requirements, the number of people 
needing assistance, how and in what they are to 
be helped, taking into account local resources.

Teams specializing in war surgery have carried out 
an average of 10,000 operations each year.

Over 7,000 amputees have been fitted with artificial 
lower limbs in five years.

(photo Y Müller)
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PERSONNEL

As is apparent from the sections of this report 
relating to activities in the field, the personnel 
needs of ICRC delegations increased steadily dur
ing the period under review. This growth of field 
work also meant an increase in the headquarters 
staff.

From 1981 to 1985, the number of personnel sent 
to the field (“expatriate ” staff) from Geneva 
increased from 232 to 427. The rise in staffing level 
and its subsequent maintenance posed serious 
recruitment problems. Experience has shown that 
most ICRC delegates remain only a few years in 
the service of the institution, since field work- 
requires people who are comparatively young and 
virtually free from personal and family ties. Staff 
turnover is in any case very high, because of the 
very difficult and hazardous conditions in which 
most delegates have to work.

The ICRC is therefore extremely grateful to the 
National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies 
who have provided the necessary additional staff 
to help its delegations to carry out their duties.

In 1985, 284 persons from various National Socie
ties worked in ICRC delegations, especially in med
ical, paramedical and logistic activities.

Mention should also be made of the part played 
by staff recruited locally by the delegations. Their 
numbers vary considerably from year to year, totall
ing some 2,300 persons at the end of 1985. Local 
staff perform invaluable work, especially in para

medical duties, contacts with embassies and consu
lates, and general administration.

As mentioned above, the growth of field activities 
resulted in increased needs at headquarters, mainly 
in the sectors providing support for operations. 
During the period under review, the headquarters 
staff grew from 419 in 1981 to 550 by the end of 
1985. It should be pointed out that many staff 
assigned to headquarters have considerable experi
ence in the field, the ICRC strongly encouraging 
mobility and versatility among its staff. A consider
able number of executives and employees at head
quarters carry out short but frequent missions to 
various delegations.

Finally, it should be said that training has become 
a priority for the ICRC as time goes by. A few 
years ago, mindful of the greater requirements of 
posts in the field and at headquarters, the ICRC 
set up a large-scale continuous training programme 
for its delegates and for its Geneva staff. Regular 
courses are arranged, particularly for heads of dele
gations who are themselves responsible for training 
their new colleagues in the thick of the action. The 
traditional language courses continue alongside 
new programmes such as seminars on the use of 
computers, executive courses in human manage
ment, to say nothing of the permanent work of 
training in Red Cross doctrine and international 
humanitarian law. During the course of the last ten 
years, the ICRC has invested more in the continu
ous training of its personnel than during the first 
100 years of its existence.

52



ICRC 1985

STAFF
(as at 31 December)

2 310

427

550

3 571

Local employees
Staff seconded by> National Societies
Expatriate staff
Headquarters



7

FINANCE

Sources of finance for ICRC activities

By virtue of its status as a private and independent 
institution, the ICRC receives only voluntary con
tributions to cover its costs. This financing is de
rived essentially from three sources, namely:

□ the States party to the Geneva Conventions;

□ the National Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies;

□ donations, funds, legacies and income of various 
kinds.

These sources provide both for the regular budget, 
principally by means of annual contributions and 
for special budgets through “ad hoc” contributions 
in cash or kind made as a result of special appeals 
for large-scale operations relating to current events.

The ICRC’s regular budget is mainly intended to 
cover the general running of the institution and its 
traditional activities in the field, as well as its per
manent duties, particularly in situations of internal 
tension and unrest, limited or “forgotten” conflicts.

□ Central Tracing Agency

□ action in favour of political detainees

□ regional delegations

□ promotion and dissemination of international 
humanitarian law

□ information.

The regular budget also covers administrative 
activities such as:

□ the recruitment, training and management of 
staff

□ fund-raising

□ general administration (financial management, 
book-keeping, general management, etc.) 

Special budgets cover the financing of large-scale 
operations necessitated by the trend of events in 
conflicts or grave internal tensions or unrest. These 
special budgets are the object of ad hoc appeals 
addressed to the international community, as well 
as to a number of National Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies.

Evolution of ICRC finances

The growth of ICRC activities, which are summa
rized in this report, led to a sharp increase in expen
diture, which more than tripled between 1981 and 
1985. In consequence, considerable efforts have had 
to be exerted in the realm of fund-raising.

As regards the regular budget, a number of States 
signatories to the Geneva Conventions have regu
larly increased their annual contributions, in partic
ular the Swiss Confederation, whose contribution 
of 40 million Swiss francs covers approximately 
half this budget.

The special budgets, however, have shown the 
highest increases, due to events occurring during 
the five years under review, particularly in Africa 
(Ethiopia, Angola), Lebanon, Poland, on the 
border between Thailand and Kampuchea, etc.

Financial supervision

To optimize its financial management, to monitor 
its resources and prove that they are used for the 
purposes specified by the donors, the ICRC has set 
up financial supervision services manned by 
specialized staff in all its delegations. Financial 
activities are monitored on a monthly basis under 
the supervision of the Finance Department at 
Headquarters, and accounts audited yearly by two 
firms of external auditors. In addition, the ICRC 
has a Management Controller on its staff.

The ICRC gives the donors and the public an 
account of its financial activities in the reports it 
publishes periodically on every significant opera
tion, and in its annual report.
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EXPENDITURE
cash, kind and services
(in millions of Swiss francs)

Europe I North

(cash headquarters and field)

1985

1982

377.4

77.2

186.7 ■353.1 M 223.8 M 305.3 M 555.6
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and assistance to the victims of international and civil wars and of internal distur
bances and tension, in this way making its contribution to peace in the world.
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