
26th INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

OF THE RED CROSS AND RED CRESCENT

Geneva, 3-7 December 1995

REPORT OF COMMISSION II

Geneva, 1995



FINAL DRAFT

26TH INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE OF THE RED 
CROSS AND RED CRESCENT

Geneva, 3-7 December 1995

REPORT OF COMMISSION II



1.1. ELECTION OF CHAIRMAN, VICE-CHAIRMEN, AND RAPPORTEUR.

The following were elected by acclamation as the office holders of Commission 2:

Chairman: Mr Ousmane Diagne, President of Senegal Red Cross

Vice chairmen: Mr Kenneth Montplaisir, President of St Lucia Red Cross
Amb. Ludwik Dembinski, Permanent Representative of Poland in 
Geneva

Rapporteur: Mr Jaime Yambao, Deputy Permanent Representative of Philippines in 
Geneva

1.2. OPENING REMARKS BY THE CHAIRMAN

1. Mr Diagne reminded the Commission that the interventions by speakers would be made 
according to the speakers' list. Speakers were asked in their statements to address the 2 
substantive items on the agenda and any other business. He recalled that speakers had been 
asked by the chairperson of the Conference that interventions should be kept to 5 minutes, 
and asked that this be respected.

1.3. INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT BY THE INTERNATIONAL FEDERATION

2. Lady Limerick, speaking in her capacity as one of the Federation's vice-presidents, noted 
that the work of Commission 2 dealt with a broad panorama of humanitarian issues and 
practice. She briefly outlined the main issues covered in the two background papers. Noting 
the ever-increasing numbers of those forced to flee their homes, she underlined the 
importance of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement achieving the correct operational 
relationship with States and international organisations. The Principles and Rules for Disaster 
Relief was a key document that guaranteed for States the quality and transparency of Red 
Cross and Red Crescent operations. This concern for setting high standards of professional 
behaviour and practice in humanitarian work was also reflected by the Code of Conduct. The 
Code aimed to ensure that relief work also helped build local strengths and capacities. The 
Conference was therefore being asked to find ways of funding and implementing such an 
approach.

3. Turning to the question of economic sanctions, Lady Limerick stated that States were 
being asked to take all possible measures to minimise the undesirable side effects, and the 
Movement reaffirmed its obligation to provide assistance whenever and wherever needed. 
The final element of the first background document was the need to respect the neutrality and 
impartiality of humanitarian assistance.

4. The second background document focused on national issues and discussed the nature and 
role of national societies as important locally based institutions that engaged in both 
community services and relief work. The Movement's unique Fundamental Principles guide 
the actions of 128 million volunteers and staff world-wide and were a powerful contribution 
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to the widespread public confidence in the Red Cross and Red Crescent. Every government 
was encouraged to make better use of its National Society and to ensure that it had the 
necessary resources. While the special relationship national societies enjoyed with their 
government conferred special public duties and responsibilities, their integrity needed to be 
safeguarded by ensuring a correct balance between their auxiliary nature and the principle of 
independence. It also had to recognise that serious inequalities existed in the resources and 
capacities of this global network of National Societies. Governments were consequently 
urged to recognise the importance of committing funding to programmes to strengthen 
National Societies at home and overseas.

1.4. INTRODUCTORY STATEMENT BY ICRC

5. Mr Roethisberger, vice president of the ICRC, drew attention to the wide range of 
humanitarian concerns covered by this Commission. He recalled ICRC's important work in 
favour of internally displaced, notably in Rwanda, Chechnya and former Yugoslavia. ICRC's 
work however involved not only with the displaced but all victims to a conflict. ICRC was 
centrally involved with questions of international humanitarian law (IHL) and worked 
ceaselessly to ensure respect for its provisions by all parties to a conflict. If IHL were better 
respected, there would be considerably fewer refugees and internally displaced. Noting the 
primary role of ICRC as the guardian of IHL and the complementary role in this field played 
by National Societies and the Federation, he emphasised that the primary responsibility was 
with States to respect their legal obligations.

6. In the changing world environment where humanitarian and political, military and 
economic issues were becoming ever more confused, Mr Roethisberger stressed that it was 
vital that the actions of the Movement continue to be guided by its Fundamental Principles, 
and particularly those of neutrality, impartiality and independence. The Code of Conduct 
aims to reinforce the professionalism and credibility of humanitarian work. Concerning the 
complex and delicate issue of economical sanctions, the ICRC noted that it was ever more 
necessary to analyse carefully their effects, always keeping in mind the need to reduce the 
suffering of the victims.

7. Mr Roethisberger stated that the Movement's capacity to assist and protect the most 
vulnerable was also an essential element of humanitarian action in the world. He urged States 
to support their National Society in order that the they could better assist victims of conflict 
and other disasters, as well as the marginalized in society. The ICRC encouraged and 
supported the work of the Federation and National Societies in their efforts to work for the 
development of sister Societies around the world. For its part the ICRC continued to mobilise 
financial and human resources to support development programmes, notably in the fields of 
IHL dissemination, first aid, tracing services and preparations for situations of conflict. In 
particular the resolution called for legal and financial measures to create a beneficial national 
environment in which societies could develop and fully discharge their proper mandate.

COMMISSION'S SUBSTANTIVE AGENDA

8. The following is a summary of the main points made by delegations in Commission 2 
relating to the subject of the Commission, "Humanitarian values and response to crisis," and 
to the substantive items on the agenda of the Commission, namely:
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9. Item 2. Principles of and response in international humanitarian assistance and protection.

10. Item 3. Strengthening the Movement's capacity to assist and protect the most vulnerable 
groups.

GENERAL REMARKS

11. Many delegations cited the importance of the Red Cross Movement and the humanitarian 
values it represents. Four delegations from different continents mentioned the harmony of 
these values to traditional humanitarian values of their countries. A number of delegations 
paid tribute to the work of the Red Cross and Red Crescent societies and the dedication of 
their members and volunteers, especially to those who had sacrificed their lives. Delegations 
condemned the targeting of Movement personnel and called for improvement of their 
security.

12. Several delegations cited the International Conference as a unique opportunity allowing 
governments and national societies to speak on the same platform in the interests of civil 
society.

13. A number of delegations remarked that the world had seen a great number of changes 
since the last International Conference. Manmade and natural disasters had been on the 
increase. Humanitarian nightmares had taken place in several parts of the planet.

14. Many delegations mentioned the need to reaffirm the Fundamental Principles of the 
Movement. Several delegations cited the crucial role of education in the promotion of those 
principles and various measures to establish an international humanitarian culture. One 
delegation drew attention to the importance of the ethical and religious dimension to inspire 
respect for humanitarian values and solidarity with victims.

15. Many government delegations affirmed their support for the Movement. One government 
delegation announced a donation of 2 million sterling to help cover the ICRC deficit and 
urged other governments to respond also. In order to reinforce the presence of international 
delegates in situations where breaches of international law might take place, one government 
delegation pledged a substantial additional amount.

AGENDA ITEM 2. PRINCIPLES OF AND RESPONSE IN INTERNATIONAL 
HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE AND PROTECTION

2.1. SUPPORT FOR DRAFT RESOLUTION

16. A considerable number of delegations expressed support for the draft resolution under 
Agenda Item 2.
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2.2. REFUGEES AND INTERNALLY DISPLACED PERSONS

17. A number of representatives of governments and national societies called attention to the 
dramatic increase in numbers of refugees and internally displaced persons due to and the 
number of countries affected by conflicts and other types of disasters. One government 
delegation called for a crisis strategy to deal with the problem, with all actions based on the 
Fundamental Principles of the Movement.

18. Several delegations cited the primary responsibility of the government in the observance 
and implementation of international humanitarian law.

19. The importance of the humanitarian access of the different components of the Movement 
and other humanitarian agencies to victims, especially women and children was emphasized 
by a number of delegations.

20. One delegation reaffirmed the principle of non-refoulement. of refugees.

21. Several delegations underlined the burden borne in particular by refugee women, who 
were left to care for their families and were subject to various forms of abuse, as well as 
children and elderly.

22. While calling on third country governments to respond positively to requests for asylum, 
delegations called attention to the need to solve the problems of refugees and displaced 
persons, including repatriation in appropriate cases.

23. Several delegations spoke of the need for cooperation and coordination among different 
agencies in addressing the needs and problems of refugees and displaced persons. One 
delegation recalled the important role played by the Representative of the Secretary General 
of the United Nations on internally displaced persons. Another delegation said that the 
ICRC's special mandate under the Geneva Convention and its Protocols should in particular 
be respected.

24. Some delegations mentioned that failing states constitute a major new challenge to the 
international community.

25. One government delegation welcomed the intention of the ICRC to organize a meeting on 
situations where state structures had disintegrated as a result of non-intemational armed 
conflict. Another delegation felt this matter required further consideration.

26. A number of delegations mentioned the need for the elimination of landmines which 
among others endangered returning refugees and displaced persons.

2.3. TECHNOLOGICAL DISASTERS

27. Concerning technological disasters, one national society delegation recalled the 
Chernobyl disaster ten years ago and recounted the grave consequences on the health of two 
thirds of the population in the area. The delegation thanked the international community for 
the assistance provided so far, but stressed the need for follow-up and further international 
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assistance. Two national society delegations suggested that the Movement and national 
societies be more aware of the possibility of technological disasters and while the primary 
responsibility for the prevention, relief, and rehabilitation of victims rested with the 
government, national societies could contribute through the establishment of appropriate 
programs. One delegation called for an end to the race in various forms of weapons that could 
cause technological disasters.

2.4. PRINCIPLES AND RULES FOR DISASTER RELIEF

28. On the principles and rules for disaster relief, several delegations indicated their full 
support for the resolution of the Federation at Birmingham. The need to clarify relations of 
the movement with other agencies including those of the United Nations on the subject of 
disaster relief was mentioned by one national society. Another national society delegation 
cautioned that the proliferation of UN agencies and NGOs with disaster relief operations 
could cause inefficiencies in the use of limited resources.

2.5. BUILDING IN LONGER-TERM DEVELOPMENTAL PERSPECTIVES

29. Several delegations spoke of the importance of building longer-term developmental 
perspectives into humanitarian assistance. A number of them called for the involvement of 
those affected and local organizations because of the limitations of international interventions 
and its future preventive effect. The need for close collaboration among concerned agencies 
was also mentioned to ensure an effective transition from relief to rehabilitation as well as the 
efficient use of increasingly limited resources.

30. A call was made for adequate funding of disaster preparedness programs, including 
support for the training programs of national societies. One delegation asked international 
financial institutions to better adapt their support to the developmental relief needs of 
countries.

2.6. CODE OF CONDUCT

31. A large number of delegations welcomed the Code of Conduct promoting professional 
norms for relief organizations and focusing on the needs of victims. Delegations from 
governments and national societies underscored the relevance of the Code to their 
humanitarian efforts. Its usefulness in training aid workers was mentioned.

32. A government delegation pointed out that the Code could be instrumental in reducing 
unnecessary friction between humanitarian and political actors and a number of national 
societies said that it could facilitate dialogue with governments.

33. It was reported that the Code had gained adherents among NGOs in a number of 
countries.

34. One national society delegation proposed that governments consider the Code as a factor 
in allocating resources for relief agencies.
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2.7. ECONOMIC SANCTIONS

35. Several delegations expressed concern for the humanitarian consequences of economic 
sanctions, particularly on the most vulnerable. One delegation described the magnitude of the 
sufferings inflicted on the latter segments of the population in its targeted country. The 
national society delegation appealed to the Conference to assist the civilian population of 
countries under economic sanctions. Another delegation pointed out that adverse 
humanitarian consequences of sanctions were not limited to the target country but also 
affected neighboring countries whose economies were closely linked to the former. An 
observer delegation appealed for particular attention given to the effects on children.

36. One delegation spoke of the ultimate responsibility for the well-being of the civilian 
population as resting on the target government.

2.8. INDEPENDENCE OF HUMANITARIAN ACTION IN TIMES OF CRISIS.

37. Several delegations spoke of the need to keep humanitarian action distinct and 
independent from political and military actions. In the field, a too close relationship between 
political, military, and humanitarian actions can lead to humanitarian action being politicized 
and can jeopardize the fundamental principles and personnel of the Red Cross and Red 
Crescent movement.

38. One government delegation asserted that political and humanitarian issues could not be 
easily separated from each other. Another pointed out that humanitarian action could not be a 
substitute for the necessary political action by governments and stressed the importance of 
political action to help prevent conflict and lessen the need for humanitarian assistance. A 
national society delegation said that political and humanitarian actions could occur in parallel 
but not at the acute stages of an emergency.

39. A government delegation, supported by three delegations from other countries, proposed 
the establishment of a group of experts, governmental and non-governmental, to elaborate a 
set of recommendations for consideration in the next International Conference to give clear 
guidance on how to separate humanitarian activities from political and military ones.

AGENDA ITEM 3: STRENGTHENING THE MOVEMENTS’ CAPACITY TO 
ASSIST AND PROTECT THE MOST VULNERABLE GROUPS

3.1. SUPPORT FOR DRAFT RESOLUTION UNDER ITEM 3

40. A considerable number of delegations also expressed support for the draft resolution 
under Agenda Item 3.

3.2. INCREASING CHALLENGES FACING NATIONAL SOCIETIES

41. A number of national society delegations spoke of their programs and activities to assist 
and protect vulnerable groups, and some of them from developing countries cited the 
increasingly inadequate resources at their disposal to address a widening array of needs and 
problems of these groups. One delegation pointed out that as auxiliary to the government 
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national societies while playing relief roles in times of emergencies render manifold social 
services in normal times. Several delegations mentioned their work in many new areas such 
as "street children," HIV/AIDS, new epidemics such as Ebola fever, and others.

42. National society delegations called for increased support from the government and 
increased overseas assistance.

3.3. ROLE AS COST EFFECTIVE SERVICE PROVIDERS

43. Some delegations touched on the role of national societies as cost effective service 
providers. One government delegation underscored the role of national societies in disaster 
preparedness. Another spoke of the role of national societies in post conflict situations 
involving the demobilisation of combatants.

44. A number of delegations touched on the need to take innovative approaches because 
traditional responses were no longer adequate. A delegation called for the involvement of the 
vulnerable themselves in the solution of their problems.

45. One mentioned the need for national societies to adapt their services to changing 
conditions such as taking into account ecological concerns.

3.4. CREATING A FAVORABLE OPERATING ENVIRONMENT

46. National society delegations called for support of governments by strengthening the legal 
bases of the work of national societies. There were several appeals for funding support.

47. A number of delegations reported on the enactment of new laws guaranteeing the 
independence of action by national societies. Two government delegations mentioned the 
passage of a law on respect of the Red Cross emblem.

3.5. STRENGTHENING NETWORK OF NATIONAL SOCIETIES

48. Two government delegations underlined the importance of supporting the Federation's 
efforts in developing national societies. Several delegations called for the strengthening the 
organizational structure and activities of national societies around the world.

49. Several delegations underscored the important complementarity of the work of the 
Societies and the support provided by sister Societies from the outside, particularly in times 
of disaster. They mentioned cooperation among national societies within a region as an 
effective way of promoting a favorable environment for national society development and 
responsiveness to the needs of vulnerable groups. Some delegations reported on their 
activities in this regard. Regional conferences can serve as important elements in ensuring 
commitment to joint plans and activities for strengthening the work of the Movement.

50. Several delegations called on strong national societies to help the weak ones.
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3.6. STRENGTHENING OWN CAPACITY

51. Several national society delegations stated that the responsibility for strengthening of the 
capacity of national societies rested with the national societies themselves.

52. The Federation's institutional development programmes were welcomed by delegations. 
One national society delegation said that the "Characteristics of a Well Functioning Society" 
model promoted transparency of functioning and brought a better understanding of the nature 
of a national society on the part of government and public.

4. FINAL REMARKS

53. The President of the Commission asked the rapporteur to make an initial summing up of 
the previous two days of the Commission's proceedings. He then invited the Federation and 
ICRC representatives to make their concluding remarks.

4.1. FEDERATION CONCLUDING REMARKS

54. The Federation representative thanked the Conference for the strong support and 
encouragement given to the whole Movement. He urged governments to provide the support 
that had been expressed for the development of national societies. He was also encouraged by 
the commitment of governments to protect the integrity and independence of national 
societies. The Federation would do its utmost to promote the endorsement of the Code of 
Conduct by all humanitarian organizations in order to improve the overall quality of 
humanitarian assistance. The proposal by one government to establish an expert group on the 
separation of humanitarian and political and military issues was strongly supported by the 
Federation. In its future work the Federation would give particular importance to working to 
improve the situation of the most vulnerable and promoting human dignity, Red Cross and 
Red Crescent principles, as well as protecting the Movement's independence of action. 
Finally, he thanked the President of the Commission for the manner in which he had chaired 
the meeting.

4.3. ICRC CONCLUDING REMARKS

55. The ICRC representative offered his thanks to the chairman of the Commission for his 
chairmanship of the Commission. He also commended the quality of the report made by the 
rapporteur. He recalled the specific neutral role of the ICRC in conflict and other situations of 
violence. With the National Societies they play a crucial role. He recalled the importance of 
the role and support for National Societies and the need to avoid duplication among different 
organisations that should work in complementarity. He declared the readiness of the ICRC to 
accept the offer of one government to create a group of experts and organise a reflection in 
collaboration with the Federation on the separation of humanitarian and political and military 
issues, and recalled the paramount importance of the dissemination of IHL. Finally, he shared 
his concern on the effects of economic sanctions on the most vulnerable sections of the 
population.
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4.4. CHAIRMAN'S CONCLUDING REMARKS

56. The chairman of the Commission thanked the delegations for the cooperation and support 
that they had extended to the chair.

***
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