
1 

 

 

The ICRC and the Korean War: 

Upholding principles of Neutrality, Impartiality and Independence in 

Humanitarian Action 

 

By Jun-Ki Lee* 

 

 

Introduction 

 

At the outbreak of the Korean War, the International Committee of the Red Cross (hereinafter “ICRC”) 

offered its humanitarian services - including relief for war victims - to both the Republic of Korea 

(hereinafter “RoK”) and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (hereinafter “DPRK”)1.  

 

Throughout the Korean War, the ICRC’s presence and its operations remained limited to the RoK, 

despite its continuous efforts to engage with the DPRK directly and via China and the Soviet Union, 

into accepting the ICRC’s presence and humanitarian operations in its territory. According to one 

author, this is primarily because the ICRC was not perceived as a neutral humanitarian agency, but 

rather as an appendage of the capitalist West, by countries who upheld communism at the time since 

Switzerland was not allied with many of the States in the Communist East2. 

 

Moreover, the Korean War was the first armed conflict of international scope, against a backdrop of 

ideological tensions between communism and capitalism, which occurred after the adoption of the 

1949 Geneva Conventions. At the time of the Korean War, the 1949 Geneva Conventions were new to 

all parties to the armed conflict. 

 

Through experiences from the Korean War, international humanitarian law further evolved, and so did 

the ICRC’s operational modalities. In particular, discussions on how to interpret certain articles of the 

                                                           
* Mr. Jun-Ki Lee is Legal Adviser in the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) Mission, based in Seoul. 
This article was written in a personal capacity and does not necessarily reflect the views of the ICRC. 
1 Common Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions of 1949. 
2 Tightrope of Neutral Humanitarianism, Barbara Ann Rieffer-Flanagan, Human Rights Quart Volume 31 (2009), 
p. 908. 
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Geneva Conventions of 1949 took place. Meanwhile, the ICRC’s operational modalities became more 

refined, as it learned lessons on taking pragmatic approaches to emerging challenges, in keeping with 

the fundamental principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. 

 

This article addresses the ICRC’s activities in the RoK during the Korean War and analyses the ICRC’s 

efforts in upholding the Fundamental Principles of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent, 

particularly Neutrality, Impartiality and Independence3. 

 

 

Outbreak of the Korean War 

 

The Korean Peninsula was under Japanese rule for 35 years, until the latter surrendered on 15 August 

1945 and accepted the terms of the Potsdam Declaration. Afterwards, the peninsula was divided into 

occupation zones by the United States in south of the 38th parallel and the Soviet Union in north of the 

38th parallel. There was an implicit understanding that the division was merely a temporary 

arrangement until an international trusteeship for Korea could be established.  

 

However, various factors led to the division of the country into two different ideologies, 

democracy/capitalism versus communism4. In 1948, two separate authorities were established; in the 

RoK, Syngman Rhee was elected as the first President, and in the Democratic People’s Republic of 

Korea (hereinafter “DPRK”), Kim Il Sung became the Premier of the Cabinet. They each proclaimed 

themselves as a nation: the RoK was instantly recognized by the US and by many other countries5 

whereas the DPRK was recognized by the Soviet Union and its allies including the People’s Republic of 

China (hereinafter “China”) and Yugoslavia6.  

 

                                                           
3  Humanity, Impartiality, Neutrality, Independence, Voluntary service, Unity and Universality: these seven 
Fundamental Principles are at the core of its approach to helping people in need during armed conflict, natural 
disasters and other emergencies. 
4 See The Korean War: An international History (1995), William Stueck, p. 3. 
5 General Assembly Resolution 195, A/RES/195(III), para. 2, available at https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/195(III). 
6 From Yalta to Dien Bien Phu: History of the International Committee of the Red Cross 1945 to 1955 (2007), 
Catherine Rey-Schyrr, p. 476. 

 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/195(III)
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On 25 June 1950, with approval and material aid from the Soviet Union, the DPRK armed forces crossed 

the 38th parallel and launched a surprise attack on the RoK forces. In approximately three days, the 

DPRK forces managed to occupy Seoul, the capital of the RoK7.  

 

On 27 June 1950, the United States entered the war to assist the RoK, and the United Nations (UN) 

Security Council adopted Resolution 83, recommending that UN Members States furnish assistance to 

the RoK as may be necessary to repel the armed attack by the DPRK and to restore international peace 

and security in the area8. 

 

On 7 July 1950, by adopting Resolution 84, the UN Security Council authorized the formation of the UN 

Command (hereinafter “UNC”) led by the United States9. In the end, 21 countries contributed their 

troops to the UNC10 although 90% of the UNC forces were from the United States. On 14 July 1950, the 

RoK forces were placed under the UNC as well11. 

 

Notwithstanding that China never officially deployed its national armed forces, the People’s Liberation 

Army, during the Korean War, the People’s Volunteer Army (PVA)12, on 16 October 1950, crossed the 

Yalu River (China-DPRK border) and subsequently participated in the armed conflict.13.   

 

In addition, information suggests that the Soviet Union Air Force conducted military operations in the 

peninsula, during the Korean War14. 

 

                                                           
7 If the North Korean forces did not stay four days in Seoul during the Korean War (1 July, 2010), Kyu-jin Ham, 
Hankyoreh 21, available at http://h21.hani.co.kr/arti/special/special_general/27645.html. 
8 Resolution 83 (27 June 1950), UN Security Council, available at http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/83. 
9 Resolution 84 (7 July 1950), UN Security Council, available at http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/84. 
10 Not Forgotten: Joint Mission Searches for Korean War MIAs, Asia Pacific Defense Forum Volume 34, Issue 1 
(2009), Matthew Chlosta, p. 41. 
11 Korean War Chinese Invasion: People’s Liberation Army Crosses the Yalu October 1950 – March 1951 (2020), 
Gerry Van Tonder, P. 6. 
12 See China’s foreign minister is in North Korea(4 September, 2019), The Canberra Times(the PVA consisted of 
the Chinese expatriate troops who “volunteered” to fight in the Korean War, and the dispatch of the PVA, instead 
of PLA, was to prevent an official war with the United States), available at 
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/6367443/chinas-foreign-minister-is-in-north-korea/?cs=14232. 
13 Explaining China’s Intervention in the Korean War in 1950, Interstate-Journal of International Affairs 2015, Vol. 
2014/2015, Bangning Zhou, P. 1, available at http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/articles/1069/explaining-chinas-
intervention-in-the-korean-war-in-1950. 
14 Last Surviving Soviet Ace of Korean War Opens Up on Clandestine Ops Against US Air Force (Feb 16, 2020), Ilya 
Tsukanov, Sputnik, available at https://sputniknews.com/military/202002161078330230-last-surviving-soviet-
ace-of-korean-war-opens-up-on-clandestine-ops-against-us-air-force/. 

 

http://h21.hani.co.kr/arti/special/special_general/27645.html
http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/83
http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/84
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/6367443/chinas-foreign-minister-is-in-north-korea/?cs=14232
http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/articles/1069/explaining-chinas-intervention-in-the-korean-war-in-1950
http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/articles/1069/explaining-chinas-intervention-in-the-korean-war-in-1950
https://sputniknews.com/military/202002161078330230-last-surviving-soviet-ace-of-korean-war-opens-up-on-clandestine-ops-against-us-air-force/
https://sputniknews.com/military/202002161078330230-last-surviving-soviet-ace-of-korean-war-opens-up-on-clandestine-ops-against-us-air-force/
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Acceptance of ICRC in the Korean Peninsula 

 

Just a day after the Korean War broke out, on 26 June 1950, the ICRC sent identical telegrams to both 

the DPRK and the RoK offering its services to assist victims of the armed conflict, based on the two 

1929 Geneva Conventions for amelioration condition, one for the amelioration of the condition of the 

wounded and sick in armies in the field and the other relative to the treatment of Prisoners of War15. 

The ICRC also called on the two parties to comply with the humanitarian principles enshrined in the 

1949 Geneva Conventions, emphasizing the terms of the Common Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions 

which is also applicable to a non-international armed conflict and offered to send a Delegate to meet 

with them to discuss the possibility of providing assistance for war victims16. 

 

In the RoK, by 24 July 1950, the ICRC’s accreditation of Frédéric Bieri, the first Delegate to the country, 

and its offer of service to protect Prisoners of War was accepted by both the President of the RoK, 

Syngman Rhee, and by the UNC17. 

 

In the DPRK, despite numerous attempts and efforts made by the ICRC (by sending telegrams to the 

DPRK government and initiating diplomatic engagements with China and the Soviet Union who were 

actors of strong influence over the DPRK government, to gain access to the country, particularly to 

prisoner-of-war installations), the DPRK did not approve the request for access, nor accreditation, of 

the ICRC’s Delegate in relation to the Korean War. 

 

 

Application of Geneva Conventions 

 

The four Geneva Conventions of 1949 updated the terms of the two 1929 conventions and added two 

new conventions; one for the amelioration of the condition of wounded, sick and shipwrecked 

members of armed forces at sea and the other relative to the protection of civilian persons in time of 

                                                           
15 Supra note 6 at 482. 
16 Id. 
17 Supra note 6 at 488. 
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war. The 1949 Geneva Conventions were signed by roughly 60 States and they came into force on 21 

October 1950, almost four months after the Korean War had broken out18. 

 

From a treaty law perspective, the 1949 Geneva Conventions did not apply to the Korean War because, 

at the time of the war, they had not been acceded or ratified by the main parties to the war to any 

extent: the RoK, the DPRK, United States, Soviet Union, and China19. Furthermore, the DPRK and the 

RoK had not even been parties to the 1929 Geneva Conventions as the Korean peninsula was under 

Japanese rule at that time20. 

 

In response to the ICRC’s request that the basic principles enshrined in the 1949 Geneva Conventions 

be respected and complied with, on 3 July 1950, the RoK committed itself to comply with them and 

formally signed the Common Article 3 of the 1949 Conventions21. On 5 July 1950, the United States 

also replied that it would be guided by the humanitarian principles enshrined in the 1949 Geneva 

Conventions, particularly the Common Article 322. In November 1950, the UNC assured the ICRC that 

its commanders and troops were familiar with, or at least, informed of the basic principles stipulated 

in the 1949 Geneva Conventions and had been observing them23.  

 

In a message dated 13 July 1950 addressed to the UN Secretary-General, Trygve Lie, the DPRK 

announced that its forces had been strictly complying with the 1949 Geneva Conventions in relation 

to Prisoners of War without referring to other parts of the 1949 Geneva Conventions24. 

 

On the other hand, the PVA never expressed a view on complying with the 1949 Geneva Conventions 

nor replied to the ICRC’s offer of service based on the 1949 Geneva Conventions25.  

 

 

ICRC’s activities in the RoK 

                                                           
18 Id at 481. 
19 Id at 482. 
20 Id. 
21 Id at 483-484. 
22 Telegram of 5 July 1950 from the US secretary of state to the ICRC – ICRC Archives, B G 17 (172). Rec. doc. I, 
No. 12, p. 13-14. 
23 Letter of 5 November 1950 from UNC headquarters to the ICRC delegation in South Korea – ICRC Archives, B 
G 17/172. Rec. doc. I, No. 51, p. 40. 
24 Telegram of 15 July 1950 from the UN secretary-general to the ICRC – ICRC Archives, B G 17 (172). Rec. doc. I, 
No. 16, p. 16. 
25 See supra note 6 at 485. 
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Central Prisoners of War Agency 

 

At the outset of the Korean War, the ICRC offered the service of a Central Prisoners of War Agency in 

accordance with Article 123 of the third Geneva Convention of 1949, which states that the role of the 

agency is collecting all the information relevant to Prisoners of War through official or private channels 

and transmitting it to the country of origin of the Prisoners of War as soon as possible26. In addition to 

the role stipulated in the third Geneva Convention of 1949, the Agency also conducted activities of a 

humanitarian character, including restoring family links through the exchange of Red Cross messages 

and obtaining information on the fate and whereabouts of missing persons27. 

 

Until 14 September 1950, the Agency received 51 names of the DPRK Prisoners of War (from the UNC) 

and 110 names of American Prisoners of War (from the DPRK) and transmitted them to their country 

of origin, the DPRK and the United States, respectively28.  Thereafter, the UNC continued to send the 

Agency information on the DPRK and Chinese Prisoners of War they were detaining until the end of 

the hostilities, whereas, the DPRK refrained from sending a further list29. The ICRC continued its effort 

to obtain as much information as possible on Prisoners of War being held in the DPRK and missing 

persons by proactively approaching  the Chinese Red Cross and the China Peace Committee,  which 

was aiming to establish a mechanism to exchange messages between Prisoners of War and their 

families, and by communicating over 1,000 tracing requests concerning persons who had gone missing 

allegedly in the DPRK30. However, the ICRC did not receive a reply from the DPRK or the Chinese 

organizations31. 

  

In this process, the DPRK Prisoners of War did not wish their names to be sent to the authorities of the 

DPRK, their country of origin, because they feared that there would be reprisals against their families 

in the DPRK once the authorities become aware of their capture by an enemy force32. In other words, 

                                                           
26 Art. 123, Geneva Convention Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War (1949). 
27 Art. 123, Commentary of 2020 to the Geneva Convention Relative to the Treatment Prisoners of War (2020), 
available at https://ihl-
databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Comment.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=394610EB27AB3426C
12585880034EC1D 
28 Supra note 6 at 502-503. 
29 Id. 
30 Id at 503-504. 
31 Id at 504. 
32 Telegram of 11 August and Note BL/569 of 10 August 1950 from F. Bieri – ICRC Archives, B G 17 (172). 

 

https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Comment.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=394610EB27AB3426C12585880034EC1D
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Comment.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=394610EB27AB3426C12585880034EC1D
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Comment.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=394610EB27AB3426C12585880034EC1D
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the individual wishes of the DPRK Prisoners of War were contrary to the function of the Agency 

prescribed under Article 123 of the third Geneva Convention of 1949, which is to transmit all the 

information the Agency collected respecting Prisoners of War as rapidly as possible to the country of 

origin of the Prisoners of War or to the Power on which they depend.  

 

Confronted with this issue, legal advisers of the ICRC expressed their view that the Agency had an 

obligation to transmit all the names of the DPRK Prisoners of War to the DPRK government33. Common 

Article 1 of the 1949 Geneva Conventions requires parties to respect the provisions of the Conventions 

“in all circumstances”34. However, withholding their names could easily open a door to non-compliance 

of this principle of reciprocity as a State could unilaterally notify that none of the Prisoners of War at 

its hand wish their names to be communicated to their country of origin35. Ultimately, the ICRC opined 

that the individual wishes could not “outweigh the provisions of an international treaty that had been 

accepted by the belligerent parties.36” 

 

 

Prisoners of War Camp Visits 

 

The ICRC visited Prisoners of War in the RoK from 26 July 1950 to August 1953 until the armistice 

agreement came into effect, except for a two-month suspension, due to a series of riots at the Koje-

do prisoner-of-war camp in May and June 195237. During the period, the ICRC enjoyed access to the 

base camps, the military hospitals, and the transit camps, carried out more than 160 visits, and 

distributed relief supplies including hygiene articles, leisure items, and educational material for the 

Prisoners of War38. The Prisoners of War consisted largely of Koreans and the rest were Chinese39. 

 

The ICRC found the initial condition of the prisoner of war camps to be generally adequate, while 

noting that major logistical problems existed with respect to transferring and housing a large number 

of prisoners40. However, a more difficult situation lied with the ideological differences of the Prisoners 

                                                           
33 Supra note 6 at 504. 
34 Art. 1, Geneva Convention relative to Treatment of Prisoners of War (1949). 
35 Supra note 6 at 503. 
36 Id. 
37 Id at 507. 
38 Id. 
39 See id. 
40 Id. 
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of War at the camps.41 The ideological differences led to a split of the Prisoners of War into two groups, 

communist group versus anti-communist group or those claiming that all of them must be repatriated 

to the DPRK or China versus others claiming that the repatriation must be voluntary, if repatriation 

took place42.  

As the armistice was being discussed in mid-1951, in order to segregate the Prisoners of War with 

different wishes regarding repatriation, the detaining power conducted screening operations to 

determine, among the Prisoners of War in their hands, who wished to be repatriated to the DPRK or 

China and who did not 43 . The ICRC considered that forcible repatriation would be against the 

Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, “which prescribed respect for 

the human person and, consequently, for the wishes of the individual”, however, it did not object to 

separating the Prisoners of War which would prevent further escalation of violent clashes between the 

two groups44. The ICRC Delegates were involved only in very limited cases, for example, where a 

prisoner of war claimed that he/she had been wrongly classified, and they did not take part in 

supervising the screening operation as a whole45, which is likely to have been the ICRC’s efforts to 

maintain its neutrality and its role as a neutral humanitarian organization.  

  

 

Status change from Prisoner of War to civilian internee 

 

In late 1951, after discovering that over 37,000 DPRK Prisoners of War held by the UNC had been living 

in the RoK territory prior to the Korean War, the UNC reclassified them as civilian internees46.  

 

Such change in status could have the effect of depriving their rights and privileges guaranteed as 

Prisoners of War under the third Geneva Convention of 1949. The ICRC, however, did not make any 

statement on the change in status mainly because the ICRC Delegates enjoyed continued access to the 

Prisoners of War and the Delegates perceived that, regardless of the change in status, the internees 

continued to have the rights and privileges as Prisoners of War47.  

 

                                                           
41 Id. 
42 Id. 
43 Id at 507-508. 
44 Id at 508. 
45 Id. 
46 Id at 509. 
47 Id. 
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Through the reclassification, the DPRK partisans (guerilla fighters), were also reclassified as “civilian 

internees” and were transferred to a camp under the United States Military Advisory Group to the RoK 

in Kwangju48. It was alleged that the guerilla fighters did not bear a distinctive sign and/or observe the 

laws and customs of war49; which are two of the four required conditions for the members of a militia 

or volunteer corps, or organized resistance movements to obtain the Prisoner of War status under 

Article 4(2) of the third Geneva Convention. Accordingly, the ICRC was also of the view that “neither 

Article 4 of the Third Geneva Convention nor Common Article 3 was applicable to guerrilla fighters 

from a strictly legal point of view”, however, in accordance with the principle of impartiality, it 

approved its Delegates’ requests, of the RoK Ministry of Foreign Affairs, that the guerrilla fighters who 

fulfilled the all four conditions under Article 4 of the Third Geneva Convention be granted with the 

status of Prisoner of War50.  

 

 

Riot in Koje-do POW Camp  

  

On 18 February 1952, in Koje-do POW Camp (where there had been continuous engagement in 

hostilities between anti-communist internees and communist internees), a riot arose, and it resulted 

in 69 deaths, including the death of a United States soldier51. As a result, the communist group seized 

the camp. Three days after the riot, the ICRC Delegates drafted a report on the incident based on an 

oral statement made by the prisoners’ spokesperson and an interview with the camp commander and 

his predecessor52.  

 

Until then, the ICRC had been sending its reports to both sides, the DPRK and the US/RoK, and it was 

the ICRC’s intention to submit the report on the incident to the DPRK as well53. The UNC in Tokyo, on 

the other hand, objected to sending the report to the DPRK claiming that the incident did not concern 

the DPRK, as the internees were no longer Prisoners of War, but civilian internees54. It was a dilemma 

for the ICRC because sending the report to the DPRK against the UNC’s request could jeopardize the 

                                                           
48  Have you heard of “partisan prisoner of war camp”? (17 September 2019), OhmyNews, 
https://news.v.daum.net/v/20190917141503255 
49 Supra note 6 at 524. 
50 Id at 524. 
51 Id at 509. 
52 Id at 510. 
53 Id. 
54 Id. 

 

https://news.v.daum.net/v/20190917141503255
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ICRC’s access to Prisoner of War and civilian internee camps in the RoK, whereas granting the UNC’s 

request would be against the principle of neutrality and may lead to a condemnation that the ICRC 

concealed the incident55. In the end, the ICRC published the main points of the report in its own journal, 

Revue international de la Croix-Rouge emphasizing to both sides that the information could not serve 

as evidence for an inquiry and that the ICRC was not in the position to determine any violation of the 

Geneva Conventions, unless there was an unanimous consent to do so by all the parties to the conflict56. 

The ICRC undertook this course of action after much deliberation, to preserve its neutrality throughout 

the war57. 

 

After the riot, the ICRC resumed its visits to the Koje-do POW Camp and found the detention 

conditions deficient with regard to housing, heating, sanitation, clothing, diet and medical 

care58. The ICRC’s subsequent recommendations for improving the detention conditions were 

soon accepted and the detention conditions were recovered to satisfactory level again by the 

end of 195259. 

  

 

Civilian Detainees 

 

In late 1950, the ICRC Delegates observed “pitiful processions of men and women (many carrying 

children on their backs), attached by the wrists to one another, four by four, and to a large central rope. 

Armed guards used the butts of their rifles to hit these poor people without the slightest provocation. 

Gaunt and emaciated, their clothing in tatters, they could hardly put one foot in front of the other.60” 

The delegates had addressed this issue to the RoK Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs who responded that 

they were all “criminals, suspects, traitors and collaborators” and that the RoK authorities did not 

detain any civilian for reasons of ideology or political opinion61. 

 

                                                           
55 Id. 
56 Id at 511. 
57 Id. 
58 Id at 513. 
59 Id. 
60 Monthly report No. 1, 25 September-25 October 1950, J. de Reynier – ICRC Archives, B G 17 (172). 
61 Letter of 6 November 1950 from the South Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the ICRC delegation for 
South Korea – ICRC Archives, B G 44/172. Rec. doc. I, No. 222, p. 164. 
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On 12 December 1950, with permission from the RoK Minister of Justice, the ICRC Delegate, Jacques 

de Reynier, visited two prisons in Seoul where over 9,000 civilians were detained and directly 

requested President Syngman Rhee to improve the conditions of detention and to free all civilians 

detained solely for political reasons62. Between December 1950 and the end of May 1952, the ICRC 

Delegates also carried out more than 20 visits in other places of detention under the authority of the 

RoK Ministry of Justice63. One of the main objectives of these visits was to assist civilians whose 

detention conditions were dire, including women and infants, and were detained solely for reasons of 

ideology or political opinion in line with the principles of impartiality and neutrality64. 

 

 

Protection of Civilians  

 

Soon after the Korean War broke out, the ICRC raised the idea of establishing safety zones to protect 

specific categories of civilians (women, children, the elderly) from the effects of war65. In December 

1950, the ICRC Delegate in the RoK, de Reynier, once again, suggested the establishment of neutralized 

zones on either side of the 38th parallel, where civilians could be evacuated to and provided with relief66. 

At the same time, the ICRC had concerns that a proposal to establish neutralized zones close to the 

38th parallel when the DPRK and the PVA were advancing towards that direction would be perceived 

by the DPRK as the ICRC supporting the UNC’s military victory67. Against this backdrop, before taking 

any concrete action, the ICRC first engaged in discussion with Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai, the Chinese 

Red Cross, and the Chinese National Society, however, the proposal could not be materialized in the 

end68. 

 

   

Relief Operations 

 

Despite its presence and will to conduct relief operations for Prisoners of War, the wounded and the 

sick, and civilians including civilian internees in the RoK, the ICRC experienced difficulties in doing so 

                                                           
62 Supra note 6 at 507. 
63 Id. 
64 See supra note 6 at 527-528. 
65 ICRC Archives, B G 17/172. Rec. doc I, No. 61, p. 46. 
66 Supra note 6 at 525. 
67 Id at 526. 
68 Id. 
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as the UN claimed the exclusive right to provide relief for civilians in the RoK, through the UN Civil 

Assistance Command for Korea (UNCACK)69. Regardless of its source, all relief had to be: declared to 

the UN by its country of origin; officially accepted and; sent to the UNCACK pool in Tokyo70. Thereafter, 

relief parcels divested of their original markings and stamped with the UN logo were delivered to the 

RoK authorities for distribution in accordance with the UNCACK’s instruction71. 

 

In keeping with its Fundamental Principles and working modalities, it has been the ICRC’s practice to 

let donors know of the extent of the needs, to facilitate the delivery of relief and to distribute them 

under the supervision of its Delegates72. Moreover, Common article 9 of the Geneva Conventions 

provides for the ICRC to conduct humanitarian activities including relief operations, subject to consent 

of the Parties to the conflict concerned. Accordingly, the ICRC officially requested the UN’s permission 

to conduct an independent relief operation for the RoK, pursuant to its fundamental principles of 

independence, impartiality, and neutrality73. Once when a more flexible approach was taken by the 

UN, the ICRC launched a relief operation for civilian war victims which consisted of 150,000 Swiss francs 

worth of medical supplies and communicated 300 Braille watches to the Korean National Red Cross 

(KNRC) for distribution to the visually impaired74. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

From the outbreak of the Korean War, the ICRC offered its humanitarian services to both parties to the 

armed conflict, the RoK and the DPRK, as a neutral humanitarian organization irrespective of causes 

and responsibility of the Korean War.  

 

The ICRC continued its efforts, throughout the war, to seek the DPRK’s approval of the ICRC’s activities 

in the country by directly contacting the DPRK authorities and conveying its messages through 

authorities of China and the Soviet Union. 

 

                                                           
69 Id at 530-531. 
70 Id at 530. 
71 Id at 530-531. 
72 Id at 529. 
73 Id at 532. 
74 Id at 532-533. 
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In the RoK, the ICRC conducted various humanitarian activities to prevent and alleviate the suffering 

of victims of the armed conflict: Central Prisoner of War Agency service, protection for prisoner of war 

and civilian internees and relief operations. The ICRC faced situations where it had to make pragmatic 

decisions, while upholding its fundamental principles of neutrality, impartiality, and independence.  

From this experience, the ICRC could develop more sophisticated and elaborated working modalities, 

guided by a practical interpretation and respect for the Geneva Conventions. 

 

Today, the ICRC is present in both the RoK and the DPRK and continues to carry out diverse 

humanitarian activities, ranging from the provision of health, water and sanitation services, to the 

training of safe disposal of explosive remnants of the Korean War and the promotion of international 

humanitarian law, including the Geneva Conventions. In addition, the ICRC continues to offer its 

services in the reunification of separated families, as a result of the Korean War.  

 


