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he period from 2 August 7990, when Iraqi forces entered Kuwait,
to early April 7997, when hundreds of thousands of Iraqi refugees
streamed across the borders into Turkey and Iran, was marked by many
tragic events, but also by a host of initiatives to alleviate the suffering
of civilian and military victims.
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The Middle East crisis and the ensuing conflict were characterized by
the large number of States directly involved. Right from the start, the
International Committee of the Red Cross took a firm stand while at the
same time engaging in its traditional humanitarian diplomacy, the purpose
being to remind the parties of their obligations under the 7949 Geneva
Conventions.
The conflict was also characterized by the vast numbers of prisoners
captured, exchanged and repatriated and the multitude of civilians
displaced after the invasion of Kuwait. A large-scale assistance operation
therefore had to be set up as a matter of urgency. In Iraq itself, there
were mass population movements in the north after the international
conflict, while the south, still scarred by the Iran/Iraq war, suffered
further hardsh,.
The International Committee of the Red Cross met this major humani
tarian challenge, true to its mandate as a neutral humanitarian intermediary
and its role as a specifically neutral and independent institution. In so doing,
it received the full support and encouragement of the other components
of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement.

his year’s events in the Middle East plunged hundreds of thousands
of the region’s inhabitants into the nightmare of war. The plight of
all these women, children, old people, wounded servicemen and prisoners
prompted an Immediate response. Hundreds of people turned out to help,
all spurred on by the same ideal: to care for the wounded and safeguard
human dignity, especially that of men and women taken prisoner. More
than 130 years after the battle of Solferino, Henry Dunant’s message of
solidarity and humanity lives on in a world which has a greater need for
these values than ever before.
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Unlike the situation at Solferino, this time the necessary infrastructure
was in place and a wordwide network of goodwill immediately went into
action. From the early hours of the crisis the International Committee of
happen,
and probably would
the Red Cross anticipated what might
and prepared for the worst. That is part of the unique mandate conferred
on it by the international community. Initially, delegates were recalled
from other fields of operation, making quite sure that victims of conflicts
elsewhere in the world were not deprived of the assistance and protection
to which they were entitled. The choice was never an easy one, because
there are no good or bad victims, but simply victims, all of them in need
of help.
—

Jean de Courten
Director of Operations,
International Committee
of the Red Cross

—

ICRC delegates could not have accomplIshed their task without the
invaluable support of the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies.
Offers of money, food and material aid, medical assistance and trained
personnel poured in as the National Societies mobilized to contribute, each
according to its means, to the humanitarian work of the International Red
Cross and Red Crescent Movement. Through their federation, the League,
they were naturally represented on the ICRC ‘s special task force. Here I
should ilke to take the opportunity to express the ICRC’s deep gratitude
for their help, with a particular word of appreciation for the quality of
their services.
Future developments remain uncertain; Humanitarian needs persist and
other requirements covered by the ICRC’s specific mandate may emerge.
This is why, although the guns have been silent for several months, the
ICRC maintains a sizeable presence in the region.
The time has now come to heat what those directly involved have to say.
What follows are the personal accounts of 20 delegates, both men and
women, who worked in the field and at ICRC headquarters in Geneva.
Their reports also recount the experiences of hundreds of their colleagues
who took part in this humanitarian operation. Thus we can share their
moments of doubt, anxiety, joy and gratitude.
Today, much remains to be done. Our attention and our compassion for
the victims must not wane. Consequently, the ICRC must be able to
count not only on its delegates’ commitment but also on the support of
the international community.
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• top priority: returning people
to their home countries

throughout August:
Hundreds of thousands of foreign
nationals leaving Kuwait and Iraq,
many of them crossing into
Jordan.

72.09.90
Communication to the press (90/20):
Camp opens near Azraq
E < 30,000 capacity (ex Sha’alan I)
E ICRC: food + medical costs
JRC: medical activities

24.08.90
Communication to the press (90/15):
Joint Jordan Red Crescent(JRC)/
ICRC Operation
E reception and first-aid centre
opens at Ruweished
2 additional centres to open in
coming days

29.77.90
Security Council tR. 678) sets
deadline of 15. 1.91 for Iraqi
withdrawal.

for “International Action of the
Red Cross! Crescent Movement”
under the general direction of
ICRC.
77.07.97
Coalition forces begin air
bombardment of Iraq and Kuwait.
Gulf Task Force becomes
operational. Press Conference by
ICRC President. Launch of appeal
for Gulf action: 141 million Swiss
francs.
Press release (1658):

24.0 7.97
Communication to the press (91/6):
Forward deployment of ICRC staff
advance preparedness posts
established in Jordan, Iran,
Syria and Bahrain
E Central Tracing Agency network
established in region
ii preparation for field hospitals
E 140 delegates deployed; 600
stand by
Communication to the press (9 1/7):
ICRC visits 7 Iraqi POWs in Saudi
Arabia

02.08.30
Event
Iraqi forces enter Kuwait.
ICRC action

Nicolas Sommer
Press Officer
Special Gulf Task Force

Press release (1640):
“ICRC stands ready”
E ICRC contacts Iraqi and Kuwaiti
governments
reminds them of their
obligations under the Geneva
Conventions
special emphasis on protection
of sick
ready to dispatch delegation to
Kuwait
“Gulf Desk” becomes operational.

25.08.90
74.12.90

Airlift of relief supplies to Jordan.

Press release (1657):
ICRC diplomatic activity intensified
E contacts with ALL States party
to Geneva Conventions re:
E respect for international
humanitarian law (IHL)
E access for ICRC to Iraq and
Kuwait
E ICRC still unable to discharge
mandate

28.08.90
Iraq declares Kuwait its 19th
province.

29.08.90
Communication to the press (90/1 7):
President C. Sommaruga to
Baghdad to meet with Tariq Aziz
on 2.9.90 to discuss “problems
of humanitarian concern”.

UN Security Council imposes
economic embargo on Iraq and
Ku wait.
07.08.90
US announces dispatch of air and
land forces into region.

ICRC approaches all parties
militarily present in the Gulf region
and reminds them about the
essential laws of war.

78.01.9 7
73,07.97

Build up of coalition forces
continues...

05.09.90

Beginning of Iranian and Iraqi
POW repatriation.

while diplomatic efforts are
stepped up.

Communication to the press (90/1 3):
reinforcement of Iran delegation
to expedite all POWs
4,989 POWs repatriated in 2
days

n

chemical and bacteriological
weapons
reminder that use of nuclear
weapons is “incompatible” with
IHL
call for access to victims
availability for other
humanitarian services
appeal for negotiated solution

US/Iraq talks in Geneva fail.

77.08.90

79.08.90

09.07.97

0 7.09.90

Iraq annexes Ku wait.

First ground battle at Khafji,
Saudi/Ku waiti border.
37.07.9 7
Communication to the press (9 1/8):
First ICRC convoy to Iraq
1 9 t of medical and surgical
supplies by road from Iran with
4 delegates

• respect for medical personnel

28.72,90

40 t of relief supplies sent to
Jordan, to meet needs of 30,000
people.

Communication to the press (90/18):
More supplies to Jordan
camp to open at Azraq, run by
JRC/ICRC

08.08.90

• care for wounded/sick
combatants

29.07.97

E reminder re prohibition of

37.08.90
06.08.90

ICRC reminds states of their
obligations
E solemn reminder of
commitments
“good reason to fear for
civilians”
E note verbale to parties involved:
• necessary precautions re
civilians

Communication to the press (91/4):
ICRC stands ready
77 delegates in region, + 50
on stand-by + 50 reservists
emergency stocks built up
E plan: to deploy 9 mobile
medical teams and set up
camps for up to 300,000
displaced people
contact made with chiefs of
staff of forces present re IHL
obligations and measures to
identify POWs and exchange
family messages

Communication to the press (90/19):
Current situation
25 delegates working at 3
camps tAzraq, Ruweished,
Sha’alan)
• Sha’alan: more than 500
medical consultations per day;
35,000 inhabitants

I

First Iraqi missiles fired against
Israel.
Communication to the press (91/5):
ICRC sends supplies to the Golf
E aircraft flies to Bahrain with
6 ICRC delegates + 1 League
delegate and 3.3 t of medical
supplies
79.07.91
Start of RC relief airlift from
Europe to Jordan, Syria, Iran and
Bahrain.

76.0 7.31

23.07.97

ICRC/League sign Memorandum of
Understanding creating framework

Visits begin to 61 civilian
internees and 2 POWs in UK

07.02.97
Press release (1659):
ICRC appeals to belligerents
warning of widespread
destruction
D “millions of civilians” without
shelter or protection from
occupation or bombing
arms build-up is “presage of
irreversible devastation”
D “when the veil of censorship is
lifted, the full horror of
suffering [.1 will be
revealed...”
E danger of IHL being “swept
aside”
reminder that choice of
methods and means of warfare
is not unlimited; warning over
indiscriminate and
disproportionate effects and
damage to the environment
E “solemn appeal” for
humanitarian considerations
07.02.9 7
Communication to the press (91/9):
Assistance for civilians in Iraq
E announcing planned relief
convoys to Iraq
5
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73.02.91
Bombing of shelter/bunker in
Baghdad, hundreds killed.
78.0Z91
Communication to the press (91/10):
ICRC concerned about plight of
civilians
worsening conditions in
Baghdad; shortage of drinking
water
ICRC to send sanitation
equipment and engineers, and
survey other cities

Communication to the press (91/11):
ICRC in Kuwait
U to survey needs
U concerned over protection of
civilians without diplomatic
representation
03.03.97
40 journalists reported missing in
Iraq.
1st convoy from Jordan to
Baghdad: 4 t medical and sanitary
supplies, 18 t fuel, 2.2 t
equipment.

24.0Z91

04.03.9 7

Coalition forces launch land battle.

Communication to the press (9 1/12):
10 POWs handed over to ICRC
U 6 Americans, 3 British, 1 Italian
released and taken by road to
Amman

Press release (1661):
ICRC appeal
warning of “devastating effect”
urges creation of neutral zones
+ evacuation of non
combatants
U demands free passage of
supplies essential to the survival
of the population
U renews offer of services

26.02.97
Press release (1662):
Protection of P0Ws
U delegation in Saudi Arabia
reinforced
U ICRC points out that it has not
yet received any notifications
for P0Ws in Iraqi hands (and is
not yet authorized to visit them)
U appeal to Iraq to “remedy” this
lack of respect for the Third
Geneva Convention

Kuwait liberated by coalition
forces; destruction of fleeing Iraqi
column; suspension of hostilities.

05.03.97
(civil unrest and fighting erupt in
northern and southern Iraq)
Communication to the press (91/1 3):
35 POWs handed over to ICRC
U 1 5 Americans, 9 British, 9
Saudi Arabians, 1 Italian, 1
Kuwaiti
to be flown to
Riyadh when weather allows
—

02.03.97
(coalition forces occupy about
75% of Iraq)

Communication to the press (91/19):
ICRC President, accompanied by
President of American Red Cross,
received by US President George
Bush
U discussion of operations and
respect for IHL
U meeting with General Powell

09.03.9 7

27.03.9 7

05.04.9 7

shortages
U ICRC in contact with UN.
Repatriation: 500 Iraqis to
Baghdad

Relief flight to Baghdad
Repatriation: 1 ,000 Iraqis
679 Kuwaitis

UN Security Council adopts
Resolution 688:
U condemns “repression” of
civilians in several parts of Iraq
U calls for access by international
organizations and for major
relief efforts

Communication to the press (91/1 5):
Repatriation of POWs
U 35 (handed over on 05.03)
flown to Riyadh
U 294 Iraqis flown to Baghdad

Report of UN Under-Secretary
General: “Near-apocalyptic
results” of war on Iraq. Food
sanctions should be “immediately
removed”.
Repatriation: mortal remains of
1 member of the coalition forces

Communication to the press (9 1/16):
Riyadh talks

22.03,97

72.03.9 7

27.03.97

Communication to the press (91/21):
Assistance increased in Baghdad
U 2 water purification units and
repair equipment arrived from
Tehran and Amman
U 1 field hospital and 100 t food
for vulnerable groups especially
in hospitals
U more than 500 t relief arrived
since 17.1.
U plans for expanding assistance

Repatriation: 1,148 Kuwaitis from
Iraq via Saudi Arabia

73.03.97

1st direct relief flight to Baghdad
(ex Europe).
Repatriation: 499 Iraqis to
Baghdad

17.03.97

07.03.97

Repatriation: 1,000 Iraqis
Communication to the press (91/25):
U survey in southern Iraq
U water is priority No. 1
U medical and food assistance
needed

Relief flight to Baghdad

Repatriation: 5,388 Iraqis

Repatriation: 1 ,000 Iraqis

22.03.97

Week-end 6-7.4.91

UN Security Council eases
restrictions on import of essential
supplies.
23.03.9?
Start of visits to security
detainees in Kuwait.
Repatriation: 1 ,1 57 Kuwaitis

0 7.04.97
During first week of April, military
operations in northern Iraq result
in displacement of hundreds of
thousands of civilians, many going
to the borders with Turkey and
Iran...
Repatriation: 1 ,000 Iraqis

24.03.9 7

02.04.3 7

Communication to the press (9 1/23):
U visits in Kuwait
U latest repatriation: 997 Iraqis

Repatriation: 4,943 Iraqis
03.04.97

25.03.97
“International Red Cross and Red
Crescent Action” (ref. memo of
16.1.91) terminated at request of
League; ICRC/ League to pursue
separate actions.
Repatriation:
907 Kuwaitis
998 Iraqis

26.03.97
Repatriation:

Press release (1668):
ICRC gravely concerned over
effects of conflict on civilian
population
U sub-delegation opened at Basra
U warning of “immense” public
health catastrophe in south
(diarrhoea, epidemics, need for
greater means to prevent a
disaster)
U effects of internal conflict in
north
ICRC sends survey
team and will provide
assistance
U calls for free flow of aid and
humanitarian measures
—

37.03.97

79.03.9 7
Press release (1664):
ICRC warns of major food crisis in
Iraq
U wider action urgently needed

3rd round of Riyadh talks chaired
by ICRC re repatriation and
“missing” cases; parties agree to:
U speed up repatriation of Iraqis
from 2.4.91
U establish sub-commission on
“missing” cases

29.03.3 1

Repatriation of 1 2 Saudi prisoners
and 14 mortal remains to Riyadh.

Repatriation: 500 Iraqis to
Baghdad
Communication to the press (91/1 7):
ICRC Clarification
U re statement in Safwan that
missing journalists and 2,000
Kuwaiti civilians would be
handed over to ICRC

—

Iraqi/Coalition talks (2nd round) in
Riyadh under ICRC auspices, re
repatriation.

15.03,97
ICRC-sponsored talks open in
Riyadh between Iraq and the
coalition forces. Aim: define
repatriation procedures.

28.03.9 7

20.03.9 7

Registration of 1 ,1 00 Kuwaitis
returning from Iraq

06.03.9 7

07.03.97
7 ICRC delegates and 1 League
delegate arrive in Kuwait City.

Communication to the press (9 1/18):
POWs and journalists freed
U 2 USA POWs + 40 journalists
handed over to ICRC in
Baghdad
U ICRC to arrange transfer

U whole population faces

27.03.

07.03.91
28.02.97

08.03.97

UN Security Council adopts
Resolution 687:
U Cease-fire terms Iraq-Coalition
(2 mentions of ICRC)
ICRC finalizes revised emergency
sanitation programme for southern
Iraq: calls on National Societies
for specialized medical teams.
Repatriation: 5,000 Iraqis
04.04.9 7

998 Iraqis
1,149 Kuwaitis

Relief flight to Baghdad
Repatriation: 4,961 Iraqis

Iraqi refugees crossing Turkish and
Iranian borders; western
governments commence airlift of
relief supplies.
U Survey begins in northern Iraq

(Mossul, Kirkuk); food and
medical supplies distributed;
U Survey begins in Iran, at Iraqi
borders; distribution of medical
supplies to Kurdish doctors;
mobilization of more reception
facilities for Iraqi refugees
(capacity now more than
60,000); daily deliveries of food
and medicines begin;
U Mission to Turkey for talks on
assistance programme. ICRC
teams continuing visits to Iraqi
military internees;
U Red Cross/Red Crescent
Societies begin dispatch of
emergency supplies.

07.04,97
Communication to the press (9 1/28):
ICRC help for civilian population
U Summary of ICRC activities in
the region.
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•ANKARA

Hospital

Refugee camp (ICRCINat. Soc.)

• Other presence

Logistic base

E1 Logistic base

• RIYADH

l Hayy.

Baqubah.
Ramadi.
BAGHDAD
Karbala• I HiIIah

Kirkuk
Tikrit.

• Rawanduz.

ICRC sub-delegation

ICRC Delegation

IRAQ

SAUDI ARABIA

SYRIA

Diyarbakir.

TURKEY

• Iabriz

TEHRAN

45
18
Kuwait

Turkey

Tunisia

1

2

2

27

7

Total: 356 (including 172 seconded by
National Societies)
Situation as at 23 Apr11 7997

14
Jordan

.

Israel and
occupied
territories

na

Saudi
Arabia

131
Iraq

s

Lebanon
109
Iran

ICRC staff in the field:

Co-ordinated
ICRC-National
Society operations
in the Middle East

:E.

Early in the morning of 2 August
1 990 the BBC announced that
Iraqi troops had invaded the whole
of Kuwaiti territory. From then
until March 1991, when the ICRC
was at last able to take effective
action, our road was long and
weary.
On the first day, before political
complications arose, the ICRC
unequivocally qualified the
situation resulting from Iraq’s
action as an international armed
conflict, and stated that the
Geneva Conventions of 1949
were applicable. The Kuwaiti
government, in exile at Ta’if in
Saudi Arabia, quickly asked for
our support, but the Iraqi
authorities not only refused to
allow the ICRC to carry out its
humanitarian activities in Kuwait,
but even denied that the conflict
was an international one.
Angelo Gnaedinger
Delegate General for
the Middle East and North A ft/ca,
Department of Operations

In detaining foreigners against
their will the Iraqi government
was contravening international
humanitarian law (IHL). The
coalition countries applied to the
ICRC, in particular to obtain the
release of their. nationals detained
in Iraq. The ICRC of course
expressed its willingness to do all
it could to help the thousands of
such innocents who had become
embroiled in the conflict against
their will, but it also pointed out
that a total embargo depriving the
Iraqi people of all imports of food
and medicines would be contrary
to IHL. Afterwards the ICRC was
sharply critized for the first time,
among others by the British Prime
Minister, Mrs. Margaret Thatcher.
It was nevertheless able to
reaffirm its own specific
independence and neutrality
as
qualities which are indispensable
for the conduct of humanitarian
activities.
—

In mid-August 1990 the ICRC
sent me to Baghdad to get a
dialogue going again. The head of
our Baghdad delegation, Andreas
Wigger, and I spent several nights
in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
in interminable discussions trying
to find a workable compromise

that would bridge conflicting legal
points of view. We were anxious
to be actively present in Kuwait,
and the Iraqi authorities were
interested in our offer of service
as a neutral intermediary for
supplying Iraq with food and
medicine. The discussions were
encouraging and the President of
the CRC joined us in Baghdad.
A draft agreement was drawn
up and approved by the Minister
of Foreign Affairs, Tariq Aziz,
who sent it to his President for
the final go-ahead and left for
Moscow for talks with President
Gorbachev. It was arranged that
we should meet him again in 48
hours to sign the documents, and
I accompanied our President on a
flying visit to Tehran. A few hours
before we were due to return to
Baghdad we were told that the
Iraqis had cancelled the meeting.
On his return to Geneva our
President did not hide his
disappointment, but also made
it clear that we had no intention
of giving up our efforts.

no substantial progress there, but
we did feel that Iraq had no
desire to break with the ICRC and
would need our help.
I was sure that our own best
course was to keep the dialogue
going, rather than fall into the
trap of a facile denunciation. I
therefore got in touch with my
Iraqi contacts again, a few hours
after the breakdown of the talks
between the American Secretary
of State James Baker and Tariq
Aziz on 9 January 1991 in
Geneva. One of them told me on
the telephone: “You are welcome
to come to Baghdad, but events
may well prevent you”.
And indeed, ten days later the
bombing had started and my mission
was postponed for several weeks.
From then on we concentrated on
practical activities, visiting Iraqi
prisoners of war in Saudi Arabia,

taking over a hospital in Gaza
whose team of expatriate
surgeons had fled, and sending
the first relief convoys to Baghdad
via Tehran.
Iraqi diplomacy was in a state of
chaos. The Iraqi diplomats we met
in various capitals were well
disposed towards us, but could
not give us any reply from their
government as to whether it
would respect its obligations
under the Geneva Conventions.
Only Baghdad could tell us this,
so off we went to Baghdad! In
mid-February the ICRC sent a
mission to Baghdad of which I
was a member, but we tried in
vain to get a clear answer; the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs had
moved into scret shelters which
was impossible for us to reach.
I left our seven-man delegation on
1 6 February empty-handed but

convinced that we should have
plenty to do there. The bombing
had brought the country to a
standstill, knocking out its
communications system and
depriving it of electricity; worst
of all, there was no longer any
domestic water supply.
I returned to Baghdad a fort
night later and found that our
delegation there now numbered
more than 1 20 expatriates and
that Iraq was willing to co-operate
with us. Again I spent night after
night in the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, this time organizing the
repatriation of coalition prisoners
of war, visits to Kuwaiti civilian
detainees, the arrival of the first
relief aircraft, and the first
tripartite meeting between the
coalition, Iraq and the ICRC.
We could get down to work at
last.

On mission in Jordan: President Sommaruga and Delegate General Angelo Gnaedinger.

In October we made contact with
all the governments still in direct
touch with Baghdad and pressed
them to persuade the Iraqi
leadership that we were right in
maintaining that the political crisis
could not be solved until the
problems of humanitarian concern
had been resolved.
Baghdad nevertheless remained
intransigent. On 29 November
1990 the Security Council
adopted Resolution 678 auth
orizing member States to liberate
Kuwait by force of arms from
15 January 1991 onwards.
As warlike preparations were
stepped up, the ICRC reminded
the 166 High Contracting Parties
to the Geneva Conventions of
the humanitarian principles
involved. It dispatched
representatives from its Geneva
headquarters to Washington,
London, Paris, Tehran, Riyadh,
Damascus, Amman and Cairo.
I was sent to Baghdad with our
Director of Operations. We made
11

In the early morning of 2 August an
emergency meeting took place in the
office of the Director of Operations
following the radio announcement
that Iraqi troops had entered
Kuwait during the night.
The situation was clear. For the
ICRC this was undeniably an inter
national armed conflict. It decided
to deliver a note verbale to both
parties on that very day, qualifying
the conflict as an international
armed one, drawing their attention
to their obligations under international
humanitarian law, and stating that
the Geneva Conventions of 1949
were applicable and that it was
the duty of both parties to
respect them.
But whereas Iraqi troops quickly
took control of the whole Emirate,
the Baghdad authorities refused
the ICRC permission to enter the
occupied territory that Kuwait had
meanwhile become.

Christophe Girod
Head of the Gulf Sector
Department of Operations

In September, Cornelio Sommaruga,
President of the ICRC, met Tariq
Aziz, Iraqi Minister of Foreign Affairs,
in Baghdad, but despite three days
of discussion the Iraqi authorities
refused to allow the ICRC to work
in Kuwait. The ICRC Director of
Operations, Jean de Courten,
made a similarly unsuccessful
application in December.
Meanwhile the international
community lined up against Iraq,
and the United Nations Security
Daily meeting of the task force

Council adopted a series of
resolutions imposing an embargo
and military blockade on the
country. In November, it called
upon Baghdad to withdraw
its forces from Kuwait and
authorized the multinational force
then being formed on a war
footing in Saudi Arabia to take
action if the situation remained
unchanged.

On Christmas Day, 25 December
1 990, I was enjoying the peace
and quiet of the mountains, taking
a few days off from emergencies
to think things over alone and
undisturbed. Then the telephone
rang. Something important,
evidently.., and indeed, it
was ICRC headquarters ordering
the formation of the Gulf task
force that had been planned
for some time in case tension
in the Middle East became
acute.

The ICRC, fearing the immea
surable human suffering that
would be caused by a Gulf war,
drew the attention of all the
States party to the Geneva
Conventions to the situation in
a memorandum reminding them
of the obligations of the parties
to a conflict.
Early in January 1991 the ICRC
set up a task force in its Middle
East Zone, headed by Peter Fuchs
and comprising the people in
charge of all units at ICRC
headquarters, to co-ordinate ICRC
activities in preparation for the
dreaded outbreak of the Gulf war.
At 1 a.m. on 17 January 1991 the
atmosphere at ICRC headquarters
was tense with foreboding. Some
of the task force knew when they
went to bed that the coalition
forces had attacked, others were
awakened by their colleagues with
the news. What all of them had
most feared had happened: the
first of many innocent victims
were already dead.

On 27 December, almost an
ordinary working day in spite of
the Christmas holidays, we all met
in Geneva and decided on the
form the special task force was to
take. To pool all possible expertise
and give it a maximum decisionmaking capacity, it had to
comprise the heads of all the
various services at headquarters
involved
the Director of
Operations, the Delegate General
for the Middle East, Relief
Division, Medical Division,
Principles and Law Department,
Human Resources Department,
Telecommunications Department,
Press Division, Language Division,
the Central Tracing Agency,
Administration Department,
representatives of the League of
Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies, and External Resources
Division.
—

Dr. Peter Fuchs
Head of the Gulf Task Force
Department of Operations

This was the start of the
preparatory phase of a war of
which advance notice had been
given; a phase full of cynicism
and a depressing count-down,
in which, however, everybody
realized the challenge which the
International Committee of the
Red Cross might have to face.
Its imperative duty to protect
prisoners of war and assist and
protect the civilian population,
the impossibility of predicting how
far the conflict might spread and
its political consequences, and
the highly complex situation all
called for a political concept, an
operational plan and a plan for
co-ordinating the International
Red Cross and Red Crescent

Movement that would ensure
maximum flexibility and readiness
for all eventualities without
wasting material or human
resources.
The ICRC made political re
presentations to one government
and armed force after another,
and sent officials to the capitals
concerned to draw the attention
of their political and military
leaders to their obligations in
case of war. National Societies
accepted an ICRC programme
of action co-ordinating their
contributions in personnel and
equipment. The task force got
into its stride and formed small
working groups to prepare its
decisions.
At 1 a.m. on 17 January 1991
the illusions of the optimists who
still believed a political solution
was possible were shattered.
Lights went on in ICRC offices.
The task force met for the first
time at 3 a.m., two hours after
the war had started. The
operations room went into action
and became the hub of a major
operation.
It housed the “hard core” of the
task force and worked night and
day. This office with its staff
of four became the nerve centre
of all co-ordination, planning,
communications, information and
personal contact. In this room the
concept of action was expanded
and adapted, working groups were
formed, and plenary sessions of
the task force prepared. These
plenary sessions were held as
the occasion demanded
at
first every three hours, then
three times a day, and finally
once daily.
—

Those taking part in them gave
of their best, their energy and
enthusiasm spurred by awareness
of the tremendous humanitarian
challenge facing them. The hard
core of the task force saw to it
that decisions were carried out,
co-ordinated the Baghdad,
Amman, Riyadh, Bahrain, Kuwait
and Tehran delegations, replied
13

about to go on mission, co
ordinated the deployment of
personnel, and acted as the
“Complaints Office” on the rare
but inevitable occasions when one
was needed.

to government representatives,
liaised between all ICRC services,
absorbed information received

from the field, kept all relevant
personnel fully up to date on
developments, briefed delegates

Much was expected of them, but
they did not lack reward. The
first convoys that got through to
Baghdad at the height of the war,
bringing supplies essential to the
survival of the civilian population
such as water purification
equipment, the first assistance
flights to Baghdad, the first
releases of prisoners of war and
the first repatriation flights were
all great occasions, each signalling
the start of a big programme. The
right supplies were ready at the
right time and place. The concept
progressively became a reality,
and this slight satisfaction
rewarded unremitting labour.
Everyone worked enthusiastically
and pulled together; everyone did
their utmost to build up a sound
and efficient operation to help
those suffering from the direct or
indirect effects of a disastrous
war that should have been
avoided.

‘-iction
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The ICRC delegation in Amman
gave thousands of haggard and
thirsty evacuees shade, water and
medical assistance. It had never
engaged in this type of activity
before the Gulf crisis.

Evacuees, and
Logistics for
Assistance in Iraq

Werner Kaspar
Head of the ICRC delegation
in Amman, Jordan

When Kuwait was invaded,
hundreds of thousands of
foreigners, mainly Asians and
Egyptians, fled to Jordan en route
for their home countries.
The delegation went into action
on 20 August in the Ruweished
area, on the border between Iraq
and Jordan. The ICRC, the Jordan
National Red Crescent Society and
the Jordanian authorities jointly
decided that facilities should be
set up for the reception of
evacuees, but the scale of the
exodus very soon exceeded the
most pessimistic forecasts. The
plan of assistance agreed on
became obsolete within 24 hours
of the opening of the Sha’alan
centre, the first of the transit
camps. It was intended to hold
3,000 persons but soon contained
10,000, and only a few days later
the number had already swelled
to 20,000 and then to 60,000.

Conditions for these tens of
thousands of “prisoners of the
desert” were so appalling that the
ICRC built a new camp, near the
Azraq oasis. This was opened on
12 September 1990; within a few
days a city of tents for 25,000
people rose as if by magic in the
middle of the hot, dusty, windy
plain, and the site of Sha’alan 1
again became empty and austere.
Its place was taken by T 1/28,
a new transit camp opened on
1 October 1990, the only one
near the border.
This assistance programme to
evacuees in transit proved its
worth. By the time Azraq camp
was handed over to the League of
Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies on 1 5 November 1990,
it had sheltered nearly 70,000
Indian evacuees whose average
stay there was four days.

From November 1990 onwards
the massive influx of evacuees
gave way to small, unorganized
groups for whom no evacuation
plan had been made. The del
egation, at first concerned with
assistance, now gave protection
as well. Thus since the begin
ning of the Kuwait evacuee
programme” the ICRC gave direct
assistance to nearly 250,000
people in Sha’alan 1, Azraq 1 and
T 1/28 camps.
One result of the opening of the
Amman-Baghdad road at the
beginning of March 1991 was
that the main logistics centre of
assistance in Iraq was opened in
Amman. In March and April 1991
in all, 340
eighteen convoys
vehicles
took nearly 3,800
tonnes of goods to Baghdad.
—

—

1) and up to the end of March 1991 (Ed.)

Relief convoy en route.

Over 25,000 food rations were
distributed to a population
averaging about 10,300, and
more than 72,000 evacuees were
also given shelter and assistance
in camp T 1/28.

Convoy carrying food and other relief supplies from Amman to Baghdad.
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Everything went well at first.
True, the finishing touches were a
little behind schedule, the water
tanks were not quite full, and a
few tents had still to be erected
in their assigned places.

In Transit
at Ruweished:

All around the camp built by the
ICRC, the Jordan National Red
Crescent Society and the
Jordanian authorities there was
only sun-baked desert. Never
mind! It was not the middle of
nowhere for the first displaced
persons arriving from Kuwait.
They had reached Jordan, and
they were fervent in their
expressions of relief.
At least, the first few were. For
all too soon the delegates who
were putting the finishing touches
to this camp for 5,000 people
could feel that potential disaster
was very near. The camp was
already full, but the horizon
towards Iraq was chock-a-block
with lorries, cars and buses on
their way to this first safe haven.
Safety already? For how long?

Gabriel de Montmollin
Delegate at fluweished
Jordan,
from August to December 7990

In no time the supply facilities set
up on the fringes of the camp
became the only places not to be
shunned. They had water to give
respite from thirst and still the
first stirrings of panic, water from
the purification plant; that rare
blessing, shade from the sun; and
certainly a place to bury one’s
head in the sand.
As more and more people arrived
and none left, resentment grew
between the various ethnic
groups. It was aggravated by the
burning sun, scorpions, food
shortages, and the water-tanker
lorry delayed or diverted. All these
were the other man’s fault. The
Bangladeshis accused the Thais,
the poor accused the well-to-do,

A 73-point account of a

and everyone who was hungry
blamed the delegate. More
refugees kept crowding in.
“Excuse me, Sir, they put me
down here, but I have nothing to
do with these people. There’s
some mistake, I have a visa and
an air ticket”
this from a fairly
distinguished-looking man who had
been living in the same clothes for
only 48 hours, who was looking
forward to booking in at the hotel
promised him when he left Kuwait,
the hotel a mere stone’s throw
from Amman airport. At first he
would not and could not realize
until some
how things stood
parched, exhausted individual told
him of his own ordeal
five
days of struggling to survive after
the very same disappointment in
places just like this.

quest for an answer
All of us had a job to do and
many of us were assigned
abroad. All of us centrally co
ordinated, knowing where we
were heading but not how we
were to get there. Of course we
had been on the alert since the
summer, but this time the
flashpoint had been reached as all
sides brought tension to a peak.
That Friday evening the war had
been raging for three days when
we seven delegates of the
International Red Cross boarded
our plane, impatient and
wondering.

—

—

—

At last, without warning, empty
lorries and buses pulled up at the
camp. There was a mad rush to
get out of this hell before anybody
else. Cauldrons of simmering
rice and half-chopped onions were
abruptly forsaken. Within a few
days 60,000 wretched people had
fled, leaving behind them only the
bleak setting of a tragedy
narrowly avoided. In the final
analysis, a good camp is an
empty camp, but it still echoes
with the memory of its noise and
bitter complaints. Farther on,
lower down, the fleeing crowds
reached a more tolerable
purgatory. The ICRC gave them
enough to ease their waiting until
their plane came. That plane was
the only thing that could put an
end to their nightmare.
A fortnight after the camp was
deserted, thirteen camels entered
its ruins. They survived only long
enough to leave it and die with
quiet dignity elsewhere.

Queuing for water at Sha ‘a/an transit camp.

Gian-Battista Bacchetta
Head of Operations
in Bahrain and
later in Kuwait,
January-March 1991

From Geneva to Manama, on
Bahrain Island. The DC 9-15,
call-sign RED 330, took off at
8.30 a.m. for a 25-hour flight,
with two Norwegian doctors, five
Swiss delegates and two pilots on
board. It was extremely comfort
able and this rather reassured us.
Flying over the Mediterranean and
the Libyan and Egyptian deserts
was delightful and encouraged all
sorts of pleasant fantasies. A
collateral benefit, so to speak. But
we were still tense; we knew that
there would be no escaping the
horror awaiting us at the end of
this long journey. The three and a
half tonnes of medicines filling the
plane were an insidious reminder
that the time for miracles was
past, that the war had begun. We
landed at Cairo, Aden and Muscat
for a few hours, and at Bahrain
for 40 days. Destination Kuwait.
On Sunday at 11.24 a.m. the
plane landed. Because of its
mission it had just got through
the iron curtain surrounding the
war zone. We disembarked from
the only civilian plane allowed
to enter the great theatre of
Operation Desert Storm.
Amidst a blur of impressions that
instant of time was imprinted on
my mind by the sight of Filipinos

unloading crates of medicine
among sinister but beautiful war
planes, not far from the eastern
coast of Arabia Felix, and of allied
flags and soldiers, a scene set for
war on that tiny island between
two seas, transformed into an
aircraft carrier. But the Red Cross
badge on my chest held me back
from any flight of fantasy towards
a mirage of Colonel John Wayne
and the burning Arab sun
reminded me that it was cooler
in a Geneva cinema. The two
colleagues who had left a week
before as an advance guard met
us at the airport, and the
Bahrainis gave us a friendly
reception.
We got down to work.
Objective: to organize an
evaluation mission to Kuwait
jointly with the League and the
Kuwait Red Crescent Society, and
with the support of the Bahrain
National Society. Purpose of the
evaluation: to identify urgent
needs for medical, nutrition and
other assistance, and the need for
protection-related activities once
we were allowed into Kuwait
City; to submit suitable replies
to the task force in Geneva and
make arrangements for reception
of the equipment, and of the staff
to be sent out later. Working
method: to identify local partners
in the evaluation process and
together with them to work out
the various possible and probable
scenarios, harmonizing, where
necessary and desired, the
planning and activities scheduled
by agencies other than the Red
Crescent and Red Cross.
Important: any conflicting priorities
were to be reconciled in the true
Red Cross spirit.
Our flying accommodation:
nine rooms on the seventh,
ninth and thirteenth floors of a
hotel in the capital and only town
of the State of Bahrain. Roomy
and pleasant, with a view on to
the Manama skyline to the west
and the sea to the east.
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aircrew and ground staff. We
hardly knew each other and didn’t
seek each other’s company; their
job was not ours, although ours
complemented theirs. Even before
the news came through on CNN,
we soon heard when one or
another of them had not returned
to base. Whether he was dead or
a POW mattered to us, quite
apart from its being of
professional concern.

The delegation’s offices: A small
windowless conference room on
the mezzanine floor, bearing the
name “Abu Nawwas”, where we
met daily at 8.30 a.m. We had
with us a few of the Red Cross
and Red Crescent Movement’s
basic texts, two personal
computers and a suitcase full of
office supplies. Our communi
cations with the outside world,
to Riyadh, Amman and Geneva,
were via the satellite FAX
set up in room 1321, which was
occupied by the technical
delegate.

Outside the hotel, on the other
side of the Ring Road, were the
headquarters of the Bahrain Red
Crescent Society, which housed
the exiled Kuwait Red Crescent
Society and the other members
of the Movement, the League
and the ICRC.
All this on a piece of land hardly
bigger than a handkerchief.

Plenty of meetings and
discussions with one contact
and partner after another, but still
time to get bored now and then.
Once we had put together the
evaluation mission’s convoy and
bought the vehicles and
equipment, all we had to do was
to put the finishing touches to the
Movement’s contingency plans
for work in Kuwait when the
time was ripe; in other words,
once all the authorities involved
had given their permission,
security was adequate, and so on.

Things weren’t always as
humdrum as this. My
evenings and nights in the hotel
were luring me on to the border
between fiction and real life.
I was living comfortably and
peacefully in a luxury hotel, but
every moment of my life was
pervaded by an awareness of the
Desert Storm operation, in which
the whole world was playing a
part either actively or as
onlookers. There in Manama we
20
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thought of nothing but the war.
I could not get away from the
scenes and noise of war. I had a
direct view of the war, either its
CNN version on TV or through the
hotel windows, and both versions
were equally unreal. The first was
a “super bowl” martial arts show
for a world audience, souped-up
air-conditioned media show-biz, all
victims decently out of sight,
wounds and death an indecorous
intrusion. Virtual reality. Our other
view of the war had the same
hallucinatory effect. Two or three
times a day I saw from my
window squadrons of bombers
taking off, heading north to
Baghdad or Kuwait City perhaps,

amid the thunderous roar of their
engines. Up on the seventh floor
of the hotel which was my
staging-post on the way to
Kuwait I imagined, with the help
of CNN, their military objectives
and the “collateral damage” we
would be working on the next day
or week or month.

We were continually meeting
our Kuwaiti and American
partners, and our work with them
was strangely arduous; we had to
imagine what conditions would be
like in Kuwait when we eventually
started work there. Would we be
capable of doing our job, when
confronted with the horrors of
some of the situations we
imagined. We asked Geneva to
make its appeal to the belligerents
strongly worded and urgent, so as
to spare the 200,000 or 300,000
civilians in Kuwait. How could a
massacre possibly be avoided,
how would we be able to prise
open the jaws of the mantrap that
gripped the population of Kuwait
City? By a neutralized zone or
rescue corridors, perhaps? We
hoped and feared. The hardest
thing to bear was that however
bad we thought things were going
to be they could very well be
worse. Every one of us was
perpetually appalled and dismayed.
Yet every day we relaxed for an
hour at the swimming pool
a
queer sort of peace.
—

Habit is an insidious thing.
Our gas masks, for example.
We took them with us every
where, dreamt about them even.

They were there for us to use if
there was an air raid warning.
And yet, although some missiles
did fall not far from us fear itself
became unreal; the strident jingle
warning of imminent danger was
heard but not taken in, and the
gas mask stayed in its case. The
curiosity and alarm conveyed by
CNN took us elsewhere, especially
to Baghdad where danger and
death were imminent, visible or
terribly likely. Colleagues and
friends of ours were working or
taking shelter there. Or we
thought of the sprawling targets
of Tel Aviv and Riyadh. We were
filled with profound affection for
the victims, present or future,
civilian or military, and helpless
rage against the inevitable horrors
of this war. Nevertheless it made
us think lucidly about the work
we would have to do in Kuwait,
after leaving our staging post in
Bahrain.

In the last week in February,
after the land war had
begun, the spectre of war was
more palpably real. We could
more easily imagine its horrors
the hand-to-hand fighting which
can only end in death, wounds or
all
the humiliation of captivity
our concern. Our departure from
Bahrain was drawing near. We
still did not know what awaited
us, but the omens were dismal:
the sea was polluted by the oil
that stained its beaches, the sky
was blackened by the smoke of
burning oil wells. Human flesh,
and nature itself, were torn and
crushed by perverted strategies
that proclaimed that their cause
was just. My own cause was
modest, but might be derided.

Was the war really over? It
had lasted only 43 days, and
on the 44th day we set out on
the last stage of our journey,
to Kuwait via Saudi Arabia, in
a convoy of eight vehicles,
among them two lorries carrying
medicines and blood products.
Only four of the team that
boarded the plane in Geneva in
mid-January were still together.
The others had gone to Baghdad,
Riyadh or Tehran. Our Kuwaiti
counterparts accompanying us as
guides were impatient and worried
once they got over their enormous
relief at knowing that Kuwait
City had been spared, and that
destruction had stopped at its
gates. We Faranjis were relieved
at being able to go out into the
field at last, keen to get down to
work but also tensely apprehensive.
Kuwait City had indeed been
spared the land war, but it had
been occupied for six months and
had suffered greatly. Now it
would want to get its own back,
in a post-war count-down that
might take a heavy toll; and, as
usual, the victims were defenceless. Was the war really over?

—

—

point thirteen. I left for the
Gulf at the beginning of
1991, thirteen years, almost to
the day, after I entered the
service of the ICRC. I shall always
remember my thirteen days in
Kuwait, seeking to provide an
ICRC response to the most urgent
needs, and especially concerned
for the fate of other, future
victims
victims of the inevitable
revenge of the newly liberated
population. It was the most
difficult period in all my time as a
delegate. The way to Kuwait does
not stop there. It still lies ahead...
—

—

There within missile range
lived a wartime population.
The tourists and tradesmen had
left ages ago. The only people still
there were soldiers, journalists and
Red Cross and Red Crescent
delegates. We shared the hotel
cafeteria with British airmen, both
21
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Eye-4i’itnesses
ancLc:
People in’harge I

March 1991. Kuwait City is
without water or electricity. The
shops are shut fast behind steel
shutters, or their shattered
windows are barricaded with
planks. The check-points that
slow down the traffic and the
military vehicles patrolling the
streets remind me of Beirut, but
in March in Beirut the Lebanese
spring brings strollers out on to
the corniche. Here entry to the
beaches is prohibited
soldiers
are there, removing mines.
—

There are few people in the
streets; it’s hardly the weather for
a stroll, for the city lies under a
pall of smoke from burning oil
wells. When there is no wind a
thick metal-grey fog hangs about
all day. You’d think it was dawn
after a nuclear explosion. Kuwait
the Day After.

Francoise Derron
Delegate in Saudi Arabia
and Kuwait,
March-April 1991

The ICRC delegation, sixteen
strong, has its offices in a little
house in the centre of town.
Always crowded, mainly by
Kuwaiti, Iraqi or Palestinian
women wanting help to find
relatives
a Kuwaiti soldier
who has not been repatriated
and may be a prisoner of war,
or a young Palestinian who is
missing, perhaps dead or in prison.
—

Hundreds of tracing requests are
coming in from the ICRC del
egations in Cairo, Amman and
Scores of ofiwells blaze non-stop.

22

elsewhere for missing relatives in
Kuwait. The frontiers are closed
and communications are cut. Here
I am, a Swiss ICRC delegate who
arrived in Kuwait a fortnight ago.
How do I go about finding a
family in a city I don’t know,
where all the street names have
been obliterated, passers-by won’t
talk because they are afraid, and
people are paying off old scores?
Paul is the delegate who looks
after protection in Palestinian
neighbourhoods. Every day he
goes out with an interpreter,
scouring the streets to deliver
family messages. People often
stop his car to tell him how their
neighbour or their brother was
arrested. He takes down what
they have to say, asks them for
details and explains what the
ICRC does, what it can do and
what it cannot do. He says time
and time again that the ICRC will
be able to answer questions once
its delegates can visit the prisons.
And indeed, when the ICRC
delegation arrived in Kuwait three
weeks ago, one of the first things
its head, Walter, had to do was
to persuade the authorities to
allow the ICRC to visit places of
detention.
The Kuwait Red Crescent Society
runs a tented camp at Abdali,
on the Kuwait-Iraq border, which
several thousand people are

waiting to leave. Some of them
are Iraqis who have fled their
country and want to enter
Kuwait; others may be Egyptians
or Somalis or Jordanians or
nationals of other countries, all
wanting to leave Kuwait.
Everyone of them has a different
story, but all of them want only
to get away!
The delegate visits this camp
daily, listens to applicants and

out ways of helping them. The
great difficulty for the ICRC
delegation is to find authorities
who can take a decision, for in
this country the present seems
to depend on a future in which
nothing can be taken for granted.
For the time being the delegate
has to find a way of explaining
to all these people in hopelessly
complicated situations that they
have to wait.

said it would be. And now the
war is over. The media are talking
about an allied withdrawal,
reconstruction contracts and an
international conference.

Since 2 August the media have
made Kuwait the hub of the
world, devoting to it months of
comment, reports and speculation
about what was going on there.
For months we have been
wondering whether there would
be a war, and ever since the war
started, dreading that it might be
the apocalypse that some people

My days go by in looking for
families, listening to women
who tell me how their children
went missing, making lists,
and negotiating with authorities
some of whom don’t much care,
so that I can do at least a
little something to make these
people feel that the war really
is over.

Now I am back in Kuwait as an
ICRC delegate three weeks after
the end of fighting I feel, even
more than before, excited, moved
and awed to find myself where
history is being made.

Midday: as dark as night.

tells them that they may if they
wish write family messages to
relatives, so that somebody,
somewhere, knows that they are
alive and where they are.
It is one thing to note down all
these individual cases, each of
them a human tragedy, but quite
another to find responsible
authorities with whom to work
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On 17 January 1991 at 3 am.
in Riyadh texactly 24 hours after
our arrival) all the sirens in the
city started blaring. The war had
started! We spent all our time
watching the CNN television
programme, deafened by the
planes roaring overhead one
after another, interminably.

Jean Rigopoulo
Head of Operations
i’i Saudi Arabia,
January-April 1991

At sunrise we started contacting
the officers commanding the
forces of the coalition countries,
particularly Saudi Arabia, the
United States, the United Kingdom
and France. We told them: ‘We
represent the ICRC. You have
undertaken to respect the Geneva
Conventions. Let’s get organized”.
Their great worry, and ours, was
the anticipated prisoners of war
(POWs). The authorities we
contacted estimated their number
variously at from 100,000 to
250,000. No POW camps had
been built and nobody really knew
where they would be. After all,
no POWs were expected before
the land battle, we had time to
get organized.
We found ourselves acting as
consultants, an unusual role for
ICRC delegates. We were all the
time at meetings or on the
telephone or considering plans
submitted. “Can we build here,
can we do this or that, is this in
accordance with the Third Geneva
Convention?” From all sides we
were asked for the text of the
Conventions in all available
languages. The media scrambled
for it. It was almost the “Book
Choice of the Month”. Any
number of soldiers and journalists
we passed were carrying it.
The allied forces gradually got
organized. We were informed that
only four of the coalition
countries, Saudi Arabia, the
United States, the United Kingdom
and France, would hold prisoners
of war. Any prisoners of war
made by the other armed forces
would be handed over direct to
Saudi Arabia. It was also decided
that after questioning their POWs
the British and French would
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transfer them to the Americans,
who would in turn transfer them
to the Saudis. The arrangement
therefore was for the host country
to be the only Jetaining power
once the necessary procedure had
been gone through. All the signs
were that the conflict, and
therefore the period of captivity,
would be a long one.

•

A week later the American High
Command informed us that its
forces had captured the first Iraqi
POWs on a little island off the
Kuwaiti coast. There were seven
of them, all slightly wounded, and
they were in a military hospital
near Dahran. The ICRC delegates
were free to visit them. We went
there the following day. They
were in a tented, fully airconditioned field hospital. The
ICRC delegates were obviously
thought to be “inspectors’; before
we set eyes on the POWs
everybody told us that they were
being well treated. We put things
straight and explained that we
had not come on a tour of
inspection. We knew very well
that our future relations with the
detaining powers would depend
largely on our attitude, which
would certainly be reported, on
that first day.

-

POWs grouped together before being taken to a camp.

for the seven POWs to speak to
us in their own language, to know
that the ICRC had noted their
identity, and to be able to fill in
message forms for their families.
We arranged to visit them again,
either in hospital or in a POW
camp.

The first thing we found out
about the POWs was that they
knew about the ICRC. All of them
had relatives who had fought in
the Iran-Iraq conflict and some of
them had received several family
messages via the ICRC. They
knew that the ICRC had taken an
active part in their repatriation.
Two of them had brothers who
were “missing in action”, whose
names they gave us so that we
could try to trace them.
We asked our escorts to leave
us alone with the POWs so that
we could interview them without
witnesses. They agreed but
stayed in the tent at a respectable
distance from us. After the
interviews they said to us “Well,
at least you cheered them up’;
and indeed it was a great relief

IT
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The ICRC delegates visited all the
camps regularly. The knowledge
they had acquired following the
Iran-Iraq conflict, and the presence
of Arabic-speaking delegates,
facilitated their relations with the
POWs.

Meanwhile the POW camps
were getting built and receiving
inmates, the first of whom
were deserters, considered by
the western forces as POWs
and by the Saudi Arabian forces
as “military refugees”. Most
of the deserters refused to fill
in a capture card, fearing for
the safety of their families if
the Iraqi authorities found out that
they had deserted.

All the detaining powers
demonstrated their firm intention
to respect the Third Geneva
Convention to the full. The initial
difficulties arose mainly from
cultural differences and the
language barrier due to a lack of
Arabic speakers. Many of the
ICRC delegates were familiar with
Arab culture and the Arabic
language, and this did much to
help the smooth running of the
camps for Iraqi prisoners of war.

The first group of POWs were
captured in the battle of Khafji,
and particular care was taken that
there should be no difficulties
between deserters and
combatants.

Very soon after the land war
started it became clear that the
existing infrastructure of the POW
camps was inadequate. Nobody
had expected to capture some
thing like 65,000 prisoners of war

within three days. The greatest
problems were overcrowding and
the logistics needed to supply
food and water. Also, prisoners
could not be registered (nor,
accordingly, could the detaining
powers pass on information about
them to the ICRC) fast enough to
keep up with new arrivals.
Shortly after the cease fire, at a
meeting between coalition
members and the Iraqi forces in
southern Iraq, it was decided to
repatriate the POWs held on both
sides. Iraq insisted that the
repatriation should take place
under the auspices of the ICRC,
which it had learned to trust as a
result of its experience after the
Iran-Iraq conflict. It was also
decided that there should be a
symbolic repatriation immediately
from both sides. The ICRC agreed
to organize this repatriation and
insisted on interviewing the
prisoners of war without
witnesses, in order to make sure
25
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that they were choosing of their
own free will to be or not to be
repatriated.
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The symbolic repatriation took
place by plane. Thereafter, at the
first of many meetings in Riyadh
between the principal parties to
the conflict, it was decided that
repatriation should take place
overland at the frontier post of
Juddayadat Arar, which is nor
mally used by Haj pilgrims to
Mecca. It was agreed that three
groups, each of 500 Iraqi POWs,
would be repatriated at two-day
intervals until the system was
working smoothly. At the fol
lowing meeting the number of
repatriations was increased to
1,000 POWs a day.
At the same time we received
five groups of approximately
1,000 Kuwaiti POWs or civilians
detained in Iraq, who were
brought by bus to the Saudi
frontier, spent the night in a
school and left for Kuwait by
plane the next day. The ICRC
delegates were at Arar airport so
as to make sure that none of
them was turned back to Iraq.
At the next multipartite meeting
at Riyadh, following the Iraqi
authorities’ refusal to accept
repatriation by air, it was de
cided to increase the number of
overland repatriations to 5,000
daily. The ICRC reinforced its
team at the border so that it
numbered 22, including eight
Arabic speakers. At that rate
repatriation had to go on round
the clock. Two teams were
formed, one working from
midnight to noon, and the other
from noon to midnight.
The prisoners were brought by
bus from their camps to the
frontier (on average a fourteenhour journey), grouped in sections
specially set up for them and
taken one after another to Arabicspeaking delegates who asked
them: “Do you agree to return to
Iraq?” Persons answering yes had
their identity card stamped by the
ICRC. Persons answering no or
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Full Name

J.aii

,

Refugee camps, one run by the Iranian Red Crescent, the other by the ICRC.

When the Security Council
delivered its ultimatum to Iraq
calling upon it to withdraw from
Kuwait by 15 January 1991, the
ICRC had to decide at once
whether to leave its fifteen
delegates in Baghdad to carry on
the activities made necessary by
the Iran-Iraq conflict, although
most of the diplomatic corps and
all United Nations staff were
leaving the country. It had to
decide how to ensure their safety
in spite of the general fear that
prohibited weapons or weapons
of mass destruction would be
employed. It had to find a means
of regular communication between
Geneva and Baghdad, for the Iraqi
government had never allowed the
ICRC to set up its own radio link.
And it had to decide how to for
ward any necessary medical relief.

POW No
)L

Oj

]

Please keep this card with you while in detention
POW identity card, used for repatriation.

hesitating were discreetly taken
on one side for a detailed
interview without witnesses. If
they confirmed that they did not
want to be repatriated they were
sent back to their camp.
Repatriation started at 8 a.m. and
8 p.m. by batches of 2,500
POWs. A senior Saudi Arabian
officer and a senior Iraqi officer
were present during the whole
operation. Iraqi buses were lined
up at the edge of the no man’s
land between the two countries.
The POWs advanced in single file.
An ICRC delegate inspected each
man’s POW identity card, which
was used for their repatriation,
checked that it bore an ICRC
stamp showing that he had been
interviewed without witnesses
and had agreed to be repatriated,
and kept the card (see above).
The withdrawal of the card
showed that the POW had been
repatriated. Then the POWs
entered the buses, being counted
on entry by an ICRC delegate, a

Saudi Arabian official and an Iraqi
official. If they could not agree
on the number
a moment of
distracted attention was enough
to miss counting a man, or to
count him twice
there was
a recount. The total number of
repatriated POWs was calculated
and the ICRC delegate prepared
two handover certificates. The
first of these stated that on such
and such a date the Saudi
Arabian authorities had handed
over a specific number of Iraqi
prisoners of war to the ICRC. The
other stated that on that same
date the ICRC had handed over
the same number of POWs to the
Iraqi authorities. These certificates
were signed by the respective
authorities of each country and
by the ICRC delegate in charge
of the operation.
—

—

By midnight 2,500 POWs were
on their way home, and another
team of ICRC delegates took over.
Work on the next batch had
already started.

Michel Schroeder
/CRC delegate
in Jordan and Iraq,
March-April 1991

It decided to maintain a reduced
staff of eight volunteer delegates
in Baghdad, with supplies of food
and drinking water and means of
personal protection against atomic
and chemical weapons, and to
seek permission from Iran and
Jordan to send in relief supplies
by road should hostilities take
place.
Finally, all parties to the conflict
were notified of the location of
the ICRC delegation in Baghdad
and of the private addresses of
the ICRC delegates.

The last telephone conversation
was at 2 a.m. on 17 January
between Andreas Wigger, our
Head of Delegation in Baghdad,
and Angelo Gnaedinger, the
Delegate General in Geneva.
Andreas Wigger reported that the
allied air bombardment of Baghdad
was beginning. Thereafter there
was silence.
The contingency plan for this
situation therefore had to be put
into force. It was for direct
contact to be maintained between
our delegates in Iraq and the
delegates in Iran at Khanaqin, a
border post 1 80 km from
Baghdad.
On 20 January the first news
from Andreas Wigger in Baghdad
arrived at ICRC headquarters. It
was “Three delegates are at the
delegation premises. The others
are in two adjoining residences”.
The ICRC quickly found that in
the phase of allied air bombard
ment its Baghdad delegation
could do nothing at all. Liaison
with the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs was by messenger, and
like the rest of the population,
the Iraqi officials were mainly
concerned with their own and
their family’s survival. There were
no more communications, no more
fuel, and therefore no more water,
electricity or food distribution.
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The hospitals were still empty,
and the first allied prisoners of
war had been shown on television
but not notified to the ICRC.
The delegation accordingly decided
that four delegates should stay
in Baghdad and the others be
evacuated to Iran.
Meanwhile the ICRC was setting
up its rear bases in Amman,
Jordan, and Bakhtaran, Iran. Each
of these had a full team of four
delegates (the head of delegation,
a doctor, an Arabic-speaking
delegate and a technician),
batches of medicines in
accordance with the requirements
estimated on 16 January by
André Musy, the ICRC’s medical
administrator in Baghdad, vehicles,
petrol, water and food.
On 30 January the first convoy
crossed the Iran-Iraq border at
Khanaqin, followed by twelve
convoys in February. The AmmanBaghdad road was opened on 1
March, and for logistic reasons
was the only route used from that
date onwards.
These arrangements were not
made without difficulty. Firstly,
the consent of the UN Sanctions
Committee had to be obtained for
the dispatch of relief that was not
purely medical; that is, of fuel to
power hospital generators and
vehicles, chlorine gas to purify
water, and food for the now
crowded hospitals. And the ICRC
had to give 48 hours’ advance
notice to the allied military forces
to ensure the safety of land
journeys or air transport to
Baghdad, where the first ICRC
plane landed on 14 March.
As soon as the hostilities were
suspended on 28 February 1991
ICRC activities in Iraq could follow
the institution’s traditional dual
approach: protection and
repatriation of prisoners of war,
and assistance to the civilian
population. Things were happening
very quickly. As soon as the ten
allied POWs were released in
Baghdad and transferred by road
by the ICRC to Amman, the first
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thousand Iraqi POWs in Saudi
Arabia had to be repatriated by
land.

On 30 January 1991 Baghdad
became a village. The cacophony
of car horns, calls to prayer and
cries of itinerant vendors that are
the usual noises of an eastern
town was stilled.

In Baghdad no more petrol,
drivers, or buses were available.
An enormous toad transport
system of 50 buses, petrol and
food was accordingly organized
from Jordan. Delegates were to
repatriate Kuwaiti POWs from
Mosul, Baquba and Ramadi to
Saudi Arabia, via Arar which
became the sole transit point.
By 15 May 1991 this large-scale
POW repatriation operation
returned 5,067 Kuwaitis and
64,000 Iraqis to their own
country.
Relief operations expanded just as
fast. The number of ICRC
delegates in Baghdad was quickly
increased from four to eight, from
eight to 50 and finally to over
100 delegates. They tackled the
formidable task of providing a
rudimentary drinking water supply
by means of waterlines (mobile
plant for the production of
drinking water). They assisted in
the first stages of restoring the
public water-distribution service,
supplying chlorine and aluminium
sulphate for purification and fuel
and spare parts for emergency
generators, and installing Oxfam
type reservoirs for the “dry” parts
of the city. Concurrently, they
helped to get the sewerage
system going again, knowing that
in this emergency phase the
greatest danger to the population
was epidemics of diarrhoea and
possibly cholera.
The delegation also did its best, in
the first stages of the emergency
in Baghdad, to supply the hospi
tals with medicine, medical staff
and a few hours’ electricity. It
also distributed food to vulner
able groups.
In the second phase the Baghdad
delegation went on to work in
southern Iraq, where intercommunal clashes had caused
terrible destruction in the towns.
The initial destruction by coalition
air bombardment was aggravated

I

-

and the Advent of
Humanitarian Aid

Bird song, interrupted several
times a day by sirens followed by
staccato unnerving Iraqi AA fire
and allied aircraft, was the most
usual sound in this Baghdad
January. The city of a Thousand
and One Nights was held fast in
the high-technology trap.
Baghdad used to be like a
European city
until suddenly it
had no electricity or fuel, its
refrigerators stopped working, and
no perishable goods were to be
had. The water supply became
irregular and reached only a single
ground floor tap. Washing
machines stopped working, hot
water was a luxury, gas for
cooking was scarce, market prices
rocketed. Eighteen million Iraqis
were back in the pre-industrial
era. No more communications; no
telephone, no postal services. No
more petrol to visit friends and
relatives. The Iraqis had no idea
what was going on in their
country. Even when they listened
to the BBC or other foreign
stations, they all knew the news
was censored and biased. The
—

Iranian Red Crescent distributing food in
Abadan.

by Shiite dissidents who
systematically destroyed all
government buildings and
equipment, and finally by the
army’s violent repression.
ICRC work in the south followed
the Baghdad pattern (water
supply, sanitation, and help for
hospitals and vulnerable groups)
but of course in more difficult
conditions because the local
situation was much worse. The
ICRC could not start work there
before 5 April 1991, and the
emergency period was probably
longer than in Baghdad.

Andreas Wigger
Head of the ICRC delegation
in Baghdad,
June 1989 to April 1991

ordinary conveniences of modern
life were going, had gone, were
not coming back. For six weeks,
millions of women in Baghdad
were awakened three or four
times every night by the “clean”
war and had to comfort their
terrified children.
We ICRC delegates were in the
same trap. All the same, we led
the life of privileged onlookers.
We could still travel about and
contact our opposite numbers in
the Iraqi Red Crescent and the
government, because we imported
a few jerrycans of petrol from
Iran. We could still communicate
with Geneva by sending
handwritten messages to the
Iranian frontier and handing them
over to our colleagues from
Tehran. So we could at least tell
headquarters what water,
medicine, food, fuel, generators,
and so on were needed.
We knew that our Movement was
backing us up to an unpre
cedented extent, and we did
our utmost to make good use of
the enormous resources in pers
onnel and equipment deployed
around the battlefield for humani
tarian purposes. We were there to
help the Iraqi population.
The imported machines for
purifying drinking water were a

Kurdish and Iranian refugees passing on news for their families.

The third phase, ICRC activities in
northern Iraq, began only on 10
April. The type of work was much
the same, also covering a refugee
population. It was greatly compli
cated by the number of humani
tarian agencies involved. There
was the allied troops’ “military
intervention for humanitarian
purposes” in a zone under
western control, then the zone
controlled by the Kurdish rebels,
and lastly the UN operation. None
of this was made any the easier
by the atmosphere of “humani
tarian competition” accentuated
by the media.
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IF
electricians, organized assistance
on what was soon a large scale.

The sudden Iraqi decision to go
ahead and repatriate the prisoners
of war taken in the Iran-Iraq
conflict came as a real surprise to
me. Just after the cease-fire in
1988 I had worked as a desk
man on this repatriation. Every
eventuality had been considered
and prepared for, except of
course that particular one. The
Iraqi offer and its acceptance by
Iran created a new situation that
obliged us to organize an overland
repatriation. I had always been
against this, regarding it as
impracticable. To my mind
repatriation by air was much
better.

History was being made, and we
were there in the thick of it. Once
again, after so long, an ICRC
plane landed at Baghdad airport.
ft was one more symbol of soli
darity and a sign of peace.
An ICRC plane repatriated the first
group of prisoners of war (POWs)
captured in the Gulf war. And later
I travelled on an ICRC plane with
an Iraqi delegation to the Riyadh
talks with the representatives of
the coalition forces.
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Kurdish and Shllte uprisings bring devastation and looting.

great success enthusiastically
welcomed by the people of
Baghdad. The drinking water
produced was a mere drop in the
ocean of their needs, but it stood
for aid and human sympathy.
People felt that they were not
forgotten, not back in the Middle
Ages. Ultramodern sophistication
was back in Baghdad.
We worked out a joint venture
with our Iraqi Red Crescent
friends for the extension of our
assistance to the whole of Iraq.
The civilian population was
Water-purifying machines, symbols of
solidarity.

suffering from the economic
blockade and the terror of the air
war. We had to help.
The only real way of helping these
eighteen million people was the
indirect way: Geneva would have
to lobby the UN to get the embargo
on food raised unconditionally.
Meanwhile our food assistance
was confined to hospitals.
This twofold approach became our
watchword. To import large
quantities of chlorine, aluminium
sulphate, medicines and food, well
knowing that it was not enough
for eighteen million people, was
only half the battle. The states
enforcing the embargo had to be
told what conditions were actually
like, and persuaded to lift it. The
people hardest hit by these
unprecedented living conditions
were the elderly, mothers and any
number of children.
The end of the war brought a
spate of work. Everything
happened at once. There were
soon a hundred ICRC delegates in
Baghdad, and the Novotel Hotel,
where they lived and worked,
quickly became a nerve centre
co-ordinating assistance and
protection throughout Iraq. A
group of professionals, among
them doctors, sanitary engineers,
nutritionists, logistics experts and
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After months of frustration when
the ICRC was not allowed to visit
either Kuwaiti civilians or Kuwaiti
or allied POWs, we could at last
do this essential part of its work
as a neutral intermediary. And it
went on. A group of experienced
delegates sent out from Geneva
for only three weeks organized
from start to finish the repatri
ation of over 5,000 Kuwaiti POWs
and civilian internees, who were
transferred to the Saudi Arabian
border in several dozen Jordanian
buses accompanied by full petrol
tanker lorries and refrigerated
lorries laden with food.
Then there were journalists from
all the big western news agencies
who could not get out of southern
Iraq and were handed over to the
ICRC in Baghdad. And at last
there were more talks in Riyadh.
It would be wrong to talk about
the Gulf war without mentioning
the Shiite and Kurdish revolts in
Iraq. These uprisings and the
reactions of the Iraqi army
aggravated the disastrous living
conditions caused by the embargo
and the international conflict.
Nearly all the infrastructure of
southern Iraq, including its hospi
tals, water supply and schools,
was destroyed or thoroughly
looted, and there was a mass
exodus in the north. The ICRC
rose to this formidable occasion.
It was the first humanitaritan
agency to take note of it and do
useful field work to relieve it.

Bernard Pfefferlé
Head of the /CRC delegation
in Tehran, Iran

Then there was the appalling heat
(45°C in the shade on the IraqIran border, except that there
wasn’t any shade). Heat, thirst,
dust and whole nights spent
conducting interviews without
witnesses are what I remember
most about this repatriation. It
was a tiring time but fantastically
busy. I shall never forget it.
I had already spent 1 5 months in
Iran in 1 982/83 when I visited
prisoners of war and places of
detention. We had enormous
difficulties at the time, and
delegates making visits were at
risk. Bars of soap and stones
were thrown at them, and one of
our colleagues was beaten up. I
once went to a camp to answer
questions from four or five
hundred prisoners of war. They
weren’t in the least interested in
our answers, but only in staging
an incident. In the end we
delegates, three or four of us, ran
together for the exit with a horde
of prisoners after us. Something
out of the ordinary in the way of
memories! The people who had
pelted us with bars of soap and
stones and shouted anti-ICRC
slogans acted in a completely
different way when we met them
again on the border a few months
ago. This time we all talked to
each other and most of them
apologized.
It was then that they told us how
they had had to make a show of

enmity towards the ICRC. That
was a consolation. What was new
was the attitude of the Iranian
authorities. They now let us go
around in the prisoner of war
camps without hindrance, so that
I felt the repatriation made up for
some of the past difficulties.
When the Iranian and Iraqi
prisoners of war were still being
repatriated hostilities broke out.
The Baghdad delegation could no
longer keep in direct contact with
Geneva, and communications
were by a messenger from
Baghdad to the border, then by
another messenger from the
border to Tehran. This made me
think of Friedrich Dürrenmatt’s
book La Panne, which shows that
it only needs some small thing to
break down to upset everything
and land us back in the Stone
Age. That is what happened in
Baghdad. There was no more
electricity, no telephone service,
no power, absolutely no way we
could communicate with other
countries. I was frantically busy, I
was being pressed by the whole
body of international public
opinion, as well as by the ICRC,
for information on what was
happening “over there”. All the
international organizations except
the ICRC had left Iraq, so that we
were the only people who knew
what was going on in Baghdad
and the rest of the country. It
was hard to keep the pressure on
us within bounds. Or, indeed, to
bear it.
We used the reliable contacts
made in the repatriation operation
that had started in the previous
August to get to the border and
contact our colleagues.
Unfortunately things often went
wrong. Our colleagues waited
three days at the border while we
were trying to get official per
mission to go there, and when we
got there for the first time they
had just left for Baghdad. This, of
course added to the strain we
were under all this time.
When after another three days
contact was at last re-established,
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1
we could almost heat Geneva’s
sigh of relief.
During the air war the ICRC
true to its mandate
promptly
organized road convoys of
emergency relief supplies from
Tehran to Baghdad. We could
never be sure that our colleagues
travelling with these convoys
were not risking their lives, but
my colleague the head of the
Baghdad delegation was surely
more worried about safety matters
than I was, for it was he who
had to send his delegates to the
border to meet the convoys we
organized. Of course some of our
colleagues from the Tehran
delegation also went to Baghdad.
But one has to be able to judge
the circumstances and decide
accordingly. And so it was. The
moment it seemed possible for
a convoy to get through, the
decision was made. After that,
“lnsh’ Allah” as they say here.
—

—

Public opinion in Europe may have
been surprised to hear that Iran
was allowing such convoys to
leave its territory for a country
with which it had been at war
barely two years before. The
reason was that the Iranian
authorities wanted to show the
Iraqi people that Islam was
humanitarian. There was
consequently common ground
between the ICRC’s objectives
and those of the authorities. This
explains at least partly why we
Rehydration centre at Piranshahr hospital.
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were allowed so many facilities
in organizing these convoys.
At the end of March 1991 the
Kurdish exodus from Iraq to Iran
started. It was the fourth phase
of the conflict situation that had
changed so often since it began in
the previous August. The
extraordinary thing about this
exodus was its scale. The Kurds

Iranian camp in Abadan.

had been in difficulties before, but
never before had they fled their
homes in such numbers to take
refuge in neighbouring countries.
I found out how hard it was to
conceive what bringing emergency
assistance to nearly a million
people really involved. It is terribly
difficult even for experienced relief
administrators to realize what that

means, and I am not an
experienced relief administrator.
No one organization can cope
with such an exodus. It cannot
meet the humanitarian needs
involved. It was therefore
extremely important that several
organizations should share the
work between them. Immediate
needs are being overcome by the
present international humanitarian
response to the plight of the
Kurdish refugees and displaced
persons, but the people taken into
the camps may after all have to
stay there for more than a few
months.
To sum up, it is too early1 to say
what is going to happen in the
coming months. There is already
talk of the Kurds returning to Iraq,
but we don’t know whether they
will return in large numbers. If,
unfortunately, they have to stay
in these tented camps for more
than four months in regions near
the border they will have to be
moved to places where they can
live during the winter. Where they
are now the winter temperature
can be as low as minus 20°C or
minus 30°C. The present
arrangements are unsatisfactory,
even in the medium term. The
ICRC has faithfully carried out its
mandate to bring emergency
relief, but the subsequent
responsibility obviously falls to
other organizations, such as the
UNHCR.

Early in January 1991, when the
outbreak of a conflict appeared
increasingly inevitable, the ICRC
sent two delegates to Ankara
to discuss with the Turkish
authorities possible humanitarian
activities either in Turkey, or using
a base in Turkey but working in
the countries directly affected.
Among the possibilities discussed
were the transit of relief through
Turkey towards the conflict zone,
support for the Turkish Red
Crescent Society in the form
of equipment and supplies, and
Central Tracing Agency activities.
The ICRC also asked to be
notified of any foreign military
personnel interned on Turkish
soil.

Dieter Pfaff
Regional Delegate for Europe,
Department of Operations

One of the first tasks of the
delegate who was posted almost
permanently in Turkey was to
accompany a convoy of 27
German Red Cross lorries through
Turkey to the Iranian border. Fiftytwo German volunteers interrupted
their usual occupations to take
the module of a camp for 10,000
refugees or displaced persons
from Germany to the Middle East.
It was good to see how this
humanitarian purpose welded the
group into a inspired team whose
enthusiasm overcame every

obstacle in the way of the
“Orient Express”, as they called
their convoy.
The convoy arrived intact in
Tehran. Some of the volunteers
then drove the lorries up to the
Iran-Iraq border so as to help
provide shelter for the refugees.
In March-April 1991 the ICRC
reinforced the Red Crescent
Society’s operational capacity
by supplying it with five vehicles
to transport blood.
Early in April, following
negotiations with the Turkish
authorities, the ICRC was given
permission to visit members of
the Iraqi armed forces interned in
Turkey. The ICRC’s customary
criteria for such visits were
accepted, namely that it must be
able to register all persons, have
interviews without witnesses with
them, and make repeated visits.
Meanwhile a team consisting of
two delegates, an interpreter and
a doctor visited some 1,200
internees. In May the ICRC
delegation in Baghdad asked me
to try out the direct road from
Turkey to Baghdad which crossed
the allied-controlled area in
northern Iraq, to see whether
it was feasible for the ICRC
delegates in Iraq to take.

German Red Cross convoy crossing Turkey.

1) end of Apr11 1991 (Ed.)

Waiting to go home to their own country.
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The border was reopened in April
after being closed for several
months by the embargo and the
conflict. Meanwhile the coalition
forces had taken control of the
northern part of Iraq with the
intention of creating favourable
conditions for the Kurdish
refugees to return home.
On leaving the frontier post at
Habur in Turkey I crossed a
provisionally repaired bridge in
a car clearly marked with the
Red Cross emblem and a flag.
I found no representative of
any authority on the other side,
only an occasional little boy
peddling helmets and gas
masks.
My first allied military checkpoint
was about 20 km into Iraq. After
trying the soldiers in vain in
English, French, Italian and halting
Dutch, I found out they were
Spanish. Then came two
American road-blocks, and finally
the two-kilometer-wide strip of no
man’s land between the allied
troops and the Iraqi army.
An American soldier by the name
of Teufelhonden (believe it or
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Relief supplies for Iraq leaving Ankara.

not!), on the look-out behind
sandbags, told me where to find
the nearest Iraqi road-block and
wished me luck.
As I approached it a soldier
motioned to me, courteously but
firmly, to go back to where I
came from. Luckily another soldier
shouted “Salib el-ahmar” (Red
Cross) and “Ahlen wa sahlen”
(welcome). All I then had to do,

here as at the other military road
blocks, was to show my ICRC
identity card. “Do you want to
see my passport and visa?” I
asked, but all the soldier said was
“Ma lazem” (no need).
Again I realized how important
symbols were, remembering that
everything the ICRC does depends
in the last resort upon the
credibility of the Red Cross
emblem.

RELIEF FOR THE GULF, AUGUST 1990
ARTICLES
Family tents (unIts)
Admin. & medical tents (units)

KUWAIT

-

Blankets (units)

-

Cooking utensils (units)

Impressive

JORDAN

2002

16402

1 757

60

200

94

354

2

1

12

1

16

20,000

133,456

535,073

108,180

796,709

1 821
—

8,000

51,800

Stoves (units)

3,000

7,784

23,894

2,015

36,693

Clothing/footwear (tonnes)

1.5

77

175.6

Soap/detergent (tonnes)

5

40

42

20,160

27,088

123,800

Food (tonnes)

All of these were remarkable for
their scale and their unusual and
hitherto unknown features.
One of the Relief Division’s first
tasks was to persuade our policymakers to think in this case in
terms of relief and logistics, the
Middle East Zone having always
been regarded as a sort of reserve

It is interesting to note that
previous relief operations in the
Middle East came to little more
than 10% of those in the other
geographical areas, whereas we

FLIGHTS OF CHARTER PLANES, JANUARY TO MAY 1991
TYPE OF FLIGHT

Freight
Passengers/Repatriation

TOTAL

IRAN

IRAQ

GULF

106

24

2

—

106

—

24

17
19

TOTAL

132*
J7**
149

Including 59 ICRC-chartered freight flights
Excluding flights in the Gulf region by
two ICRC-chartered planes, from January to May 1991

36

—

—

—

Tarpaulins (units)
TOTAL (metric tonnes)
ESTIMATED VALUE (Swiss francs)

5
—

—

937

2,639

17,620

21

39

2,483.6

3,156.5

121

44

1,665

254.lt.

—

16

343

—

—

Water tanks (units)

for protection-related activities, in
which so-called non-traditional
activities must on no account be
conducted. All the persons
concerned quickly adapted
themselves to this change, and so
completely that the Relief Division
soon found itself acting as a
moderator, concerned with
keeping assistance plans realistic
and viable in relation to all the
ICRC’s relief programmes.

21,000

—

25,741

Generators (units)

It can hardly be doubted that the
ICRC operation in the Gulf will
take its place in history as one of
the great assistance operations,
like our operations in Biafra,
Cambodia or Africa in the
mid-i 980s.

21 982units

12,561

Jerrycans (units)

At the logistic base in Amman, food stocks destined for Iraq.

21,000

—

—

TOTAL GULF

5,498

Plastic sheets (units)

Andreas Lendorff

IRAQ

Kitchen sets (units)

Candles (units)

Head of Relief Division,
Department of Operations

MAY 1991

IRAN

Storage tents (units)
—

—

—

—

1,131.1
—

—

103 t.
171,048

units

1,280
20,259
60
6,771 .2t.
170 units

542

2,207

152.6

3,559.4

6,104.2

1,774.5

11,590.7

2,348,397

10,551,937

32,008,369

8,674,849

53,583,552

Exclusive of goods in transit. This particularly affects the figures for Iraq.
estimate that the ICRC’s assist
ance in the Gulf region, in the
first four months of 1991 alone,
greatly exceeds the annual
average for the whole of the
ICRC’s medical and material aid
programmes over the last few
years.
From August 1990 onwards the
ICRC had to mount several
operations for a large number of
refugees, first of all in Jordan and
then, beginning in February 1991,
on two occasions in Iran. Building
and administering camps, and
ultimately handing them over,
were clearly new activities for
most ICRC officials and
technicians. It was therefore not
surprising that the first projects on
the border with Jordan were not

immediately a complete success.
But the ICRC technicians learned
by their mistakes and went on to
build AZRAQ I, a camp so nearly
perfect that it will be a model for
future operations of this kind.
Another unfamiliar feature was
the very long preparatory period
for the ICRC and other
humanitarian organizations,
extending from the autumn of
1990 to the beginning of
hostilities in mid-January 1991.
Like so many other human
tragedies, the exodus of foreigners
to Jordan in August 1990 had
come as a surprise to everybody.
But now we almost resented
having so long to prepare for the
coming war. No-one would have
understood if the ICRC had failed

to bring up adequate supplies, or
make adequate logistic
arrangements to cope with a
refugee influx when the coalition
forces attacked on 17 January
1991. We should probably have
incurred criticism from the same
sources had we made vast
preparations costing tens of
millions of francs. At present we
can claim to have found a happy
medium; we made reasonable
preparatory arrangements without
exorbitant expense.
We used various methods of co
operation with donor National
Societies, who ate vital to this
kind of large-scale assistance
programme. From the very first
we tried to arrange ways for them
to help that would conciliate
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political and media pressure on
them, and be consonant with their
operational capacity, which had
steadily grown over the previous
few years. We chose the
“Modular Camp” method, in
accordance with which we
submitted complete projects to
about a dozen National Societies.
Besides relieving us of some tasks
and their cost, this had the
advantage of enabling these
Societies to join in some very
specific programmes. This new
form of co-operation was much
appreciated, and enabled us to co
ordinate the whole operation
effectively and without attempts
at bilateral intervention taking
place as they did in Romania.
Another point worthy of mention
is the highly impressive logistic
capacity of certain National
Societies working hand in hand
with the ICRC, particularly the
Iranian Red Crescent Society
(IRC), which early in April 1991
very efficiently met the needs of
scores
indeed hundreds
of
thousands of Kurdish refugees
from Iraq. The IRC’s efforts were
supported by the help on an
—

—

In preparing for the contingency
of a Gulf conflict the ICRC
followed the provisions of the
Geneva Conventions requiring
each of the parties to the conflict
to set up an official information
bureau for prisoners of war
(Article 122 of the Third
Convention).

ROAD CONVOYS TO BAGHDAD FROM JANUARY TO MAY 1991
ITINERARY

CONVOYS

Tehran-Baghdad

LORRIES

TONNAGE (kg)

7

56

307,150 kg

Amman-Baghdad

27

424

3,312,871 kg

TOTAL

34

480

3,620,021 kg

GROWTH OF THE POOL OF VEHICLES: AUGUST 1990 TO MAY 1991
TYPE OF VEHICLES

JORDAN

SAUDI ARABIA KUWAIT IRAN IRAQ TOTAL

Ambulances

—

11

11

—

Cars

3

6

6

4

6

25

Station wagons

6

5

8

17

48

84

2

3

5

19

26

146

17

12

29

5

5

100

305

Light vans

—

101*

Lorries

—

Trailers

—

Minibuses
TOTAL
*

—

—

110

Hired.

11

14

—
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In addition a convoy of buses was hired for repatriations.

enormous scale mobilized by the
ICRC with the assistance of its
donors. For future co-ordinated
operations of this kind we shall
have to use the experience thus

•rrecision
and toretbought

gained to improve the allocation
of responsibilities, definition of the
duty of those taking part to
consult each other, and the
monitoring and reporting systems.

Establishment of National
Information Bureaux (NIBs)
Starting at the end of November,
Central Tracing Agency (CTA)
representatives were sent to the
armed forces in Washington,
London and Paris. Their
instructions were to impress on
the members of the coalition:
E the importance of establishing

1•
Viviane Cagneux
Head, Middle East Sector,
Central Tracing Agency,
Department of Operations

NIBs and forwarding notifications
of capture to the CTA, giving full
particulars of the prisoners of war
(POWs) in their hands;
E the right of every POW to make
out a capture card in his native
language so that his family can be
informed of his capture;
E the duty of the detaining Power

to enable POWs to send and
receive family messages.
Since we were to work in the
Middle East, we emphasized how
important it was to take down
names correctly. Arab names have
rules of their own. They comprise
four names whose customary
order (forename, father’s name,
grandfather’s name and family
name) must be respected to avoid
confusion.

The CTA knew that its great
problem was going to be the
transcription of names, for the
POW would give his name in his
native language, Arabic. Years of
experience in that part of the
world had led the CTA to
standardize the transcription of
names, since the file of any
person appearing in its manual
and computerized card indexes is
accessed, inter alia, alphabetically.
It was consequently important
that a name should be transcribed
in the same way wherever it
appeared, and for this purpose a
dictionary of Arab names was
prepared.
The operation proved to be more
complicated than had been
expected. The notifications
forwarded were not always clear
or detailed enough for certain
identification, the names of POWs
were not always given in the
proper order, and transcriptions
were not systematically based on
the dictionary.
Fast processing essential
in wartime
The CIA, its delegates locally and
the NIBs had to cope within a
few days with a mass influx of
prisoners of war whose numbers
were variously estimated at
50,000, 100,000 and 180,000.
Whether or not these figures were
accurate, an enormous flood of
information had to be dealt with
very quickly.

CTA activities in connection with the Middle East conflict:
A FEW FIGURES
(as at 15 May 1991)
E By mid-May 1991, more than 71,000 Iraqi prisoner-of-war (POW)
and civilian internee (CI) capture cards had been received by the
ICRC.
Between 6 March and 9 May 1991, more than 64,000 Iraqi POWs
were repatriated under ICRC auspices.
E More than 1 7,000 family messages from Iraqi POWs were forward
ed to the Iraqi authorities through the ICRC.
5,067 Kuwaiti POWs and CIs were repatriated from Iraq to Kuwait
under ICRC auspices.
Since the beginning of the conflict 2,212 “anxious for news” mes
sages concerning 3,416 persons have been forwarded to Iraq, and
1,757 such messages concerning 2,189 persons have been for
warded to Kuwait.
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At the beginning of January, press
reports and comment in diplomatic
circles on the meeting between
James Baker and Tariq Aziz at the
Hotel Intercontinental in Geneva
five minutes’ walk from the
ICRC
gave the impression that
nothing could avert the impending
military confrontation.
—

—

At the ICRC, the External
Resources Division stepped up its
preparations to mobilize financial
resources, equipment and
personnel from governments and
National Societies without delay.
An appeal, based on a preliminary
budget, was drafted in the
expectation that the ICRC and the
Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement might soon have to go
into action.

Christian Kornevall
Head, External Resources
Division

Each item of personal data is carefully taken down during individual interviews.

The NIBs in Saudi Arabia
forwarded to the CTA lists of
names of prisoners of war, and
the coalition forces required POWs
in their transit camps to fill in
capture cards. But the process
was very slow and had hardly
started when talk of repatriation
began.
In Geneva the CTA got organized
to process the information arriving
from the capitals and from the
field so that all the notifications
received could be computerized.
Fifty or so temporarily-engaged
Arabic translators working seven
days a week assiduously
transcribed the capture cards
coming in from the camps, using
the standardized dictionary. Sixty
data-capture operators
another
link in the chain
entered all the
sets of names thus transcribed in
a centralized computer system
(IBM 38).
—

—

Repatriation was decided on at
the first meetings between the
coalition members and Iraq in
March. It was planned to carry
out regular overland repatriations,
the first tew at the rate of 1,000
POWs daily, the rest at the rate
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of 5,000 POWs daily. Neither the
coalition forces nor the ICRC had
been informed of the names of all
the POWs. Also, since the ICRC
was involved in the repatriation
operation, it particularly wished to
interview each POW without
witnesses, to make sure that he
was going home of his own free
will.
In the first days of March the
ICRC decided to hold a census in
all the POW camps in Saudi
Arabia to find out the number of
people held there and their
identity.
In Riyadh a large team of
delegates thereafter had only one
thing in mind: to register the
name of each POW on a special
card and give him an ICRC
registration number (see photo on
page 26 of the registration card
which was used for repatriation).
Each prisoner of war was given
one half of the card
the ticket,
so to speak, for his return journey
the delegates keeping the other
half. On repatriation day each
POW handed his card to a
delegate, who compared it with
the corresponding half of the card
—

—

in his possession, put the two
halves of the card together and
forwarded them to the CTA. This
was the proof that the POW had
been seen and registered by the
ICRC and had been repatriated in
accordance with his own wishes.
And in Baghdad?

Meanwhile the delegates in
Baghdad were trying to get
access to the allied prisoners of
war detained by the Iraqi
authorities to register them and,
since there was no national
information bureau, to notify the
CTA of the prisoners’ identities:
the CTA would then have passed
this information on to their
powers of origin, so that the
prisoners’ families could be told.
It was not possible, however, to
follow this procedure, but on their
release the 59 POWs and civilian
23 American,
internees (Cls)
1 2 British, 2 Italian, 1 Kuwaiti
and 10 Saudi Arabian POWs and
were
11 Saudi Arabian CIs
handed over to the ICRC in
Baghdad and travelled under its
auspices to Amman and Riyadh
for their subsequent repatriation.
—

—

The Medical Division and Relief
Division held several meetings to
decide what help would be
necessary from the National Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies.
As always in such circumstances,
these two Divisions had to co
ordinate contributions in cash and
in the form of medical equipment
and supplies. In discussions with
the Department of Operations, it
was agreed that the support of
the whole Movement would need
to be enlisted for this operation.
For the External Resources
Division this meant changing its
mailing list and including not only
National Societies in the Middle
East but also many governments
and National Societies elsewhere.
The list for this operation finally
comprised 173 addressees.
The ICRC launched an appeal on
the very day war broke out. This
appeal was a formal request to
governments and National
Societies for their support.
Plans were also made to keep
the Movement fully informed
by situation reports of the
development of operations and
progress made. At first an update
was sent daily, then every two
or three days, and later at longer
intervals.
The updates were finalized at the
end of the day so as to give
optimum coverage of the latest

developments. At the end of the
task force’s evening meeting, the
External Resources Division
prepared a draft text incorporating
information given by the League
of Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies. The text was then
approved by the head of the task
force and the Director of
Operations. Between 17 January
and 30 April our unit sent out 28
updates, two appeals and two
special reports, in all 1 24 pages
of text. The appeal of 1 7 January
was revised and again sent out on
9 April.
The updates produced by our
Division to keep National Societies
and donor governments informed
and encourage them to give their
support were also taken over for
internal use. All ICRC services and
field delegations were thus
informed every morning of the
most recent events.
The External Resources Division
also held meetings in Geneva for
donor governments and donor
National Societies.
Representatives of Permanent
Missions were invited on four
occasions to briefing sessions,
and a special session for National
Societies was held in January.
We also held several telephone
conferences with the principal
donor National Societies.
As soon as the operation began,
the ICRC decided to supply the
international community with
relevant figures, operational
information and full details of its
activities, and likewise sent its
situation reports to the United
Nations and other international
organizations. The parties to the
conflict of course also received all
the information sent to donors.
Governments and National
Societies responded very
generously indeed, making
contributions in cash and kind and
supplying means of transport and
personnel. The ICRC was at once
able to gather sufficient funds to
cover the day-to-day expenses of
the operation. The number of
donors was also greater than
usual and included many
newcomers.
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When hostilities broke out on 1 7
January 1991 the ICRC had 790
expatriate employees in 50
delegations throughout the world.
Human resources had been in
short supply since the autumn of
1 990, for several vacant posts
had not been filled. The
deteriorating situation in the
Middle East led us to fear the
worst, and we prepared for it as
best we could. In November, at
our request, each head of
department had given us the
names of a number of his staff
who were ready to leave at once
for the field should war break out.
This enabled us to attend to the
most urgent requirements.

Michel Cagneux
Head of Operational Personnel,
Operations Department

However, after a fortnight’s
hostilities it became clear that
needs were on a scale unknown
since the Thailand-Cambodia
operation of ten years ago. Even
emergency situations as in
Romania, Ethiopia and Angola had
not made such heavy demands on
our Division. All forecasts very
soon proved inadequate, and each
geographical zone had its own
operational priorities. To overcome
occasional reluctance we had to
use diplomacy, perseverance,
sometimes even authority or all
three together, for we had to
make choices
though without
ever neglecting humanitarian
—

situations that were just as tragic
but did not make the headlines.

The Gulf war was not one conflict
but three, each one leading to the
next.

We therefore had to summon up
all our resources, internal and
external, including former ICRC
staff who were, we found, as
deeply devoted as ever to our
cause. Many ICRC delegates on
the spot during the first weeks of
the conflict were, then, former
colleagues. They had lost none of
their operational skills, and formed
our first wave of human
resources, backing up the staff
we sent into the field from
headquarters, some of them for
the first time. At the height of the
operation early in March 1991 the
ICRC had 370 people in the field.
They included 170 members of
National Red Cross or Red Crescent
Societies, and 110 ICRC staff
members who normally worked at
its Geneva headquarters or were
on mission elsewhere than in the
Middle East.
During this period of intensive
recruitment, calling on people
from a wide variety of
professional domains, the ICRC
may momentarily have faltered in
its ongoing or long-term tasks.
The experience has, however,
enabled us to gauge the
motivation of all its members,
whatever their position or duties,
by their willingness to help.

On 2 August 1990 Iraq invaded
Kuwait. The international
community’s reaction was
immediate; on the same day the
United Nations Security Council
denounced Iraq’s aggression and
ordered it to evacuate the
Emirate. The Security Council later
imposed economic sanctions, and
finally authorized the use of force
to free Kuwait.
Hostilities were resumed on 17
January 1991. The offensive, led
by a coalition of many nations,
prominent among them the United
States, the United Kingdom,
France, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait,
continued until 28 February 1991
and ended with the liberation of
Kuwait, the capture of more than
60,000 prisoners of war and the
occupation of part of Iraq.
François Bugnion
Deputy Director,
Department of Principles, Law
and Relations with the Movement

The Iraqi defeat led to the Shiite
uprising in southern Iraq and the
Kurdish uprising in the north. Both
were crushed in March and April
1991. Hundreds of thousands of
refugees fled and the coalition
forces again intervened, this time
in northern Iraq.
*

*

*

*

*

Iraq and Kuwait were party to the
Geneva Conventions of 12 August
1 949 for the protection of war
victims (see box be/ow).
These Conventions accordingly,
apply to the conflict of 2 August
1990 and its after-effects.
Nevertheless Iraq, having annexed
Kuwait, was opposed to any
activities there by any humanitarian
institutions. In spite of repeated
representations, the ICRC’s

One of the 370 ICRC staff members sent out to the field.

The Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949
The Geneva Convention for the C The Geneva Convention for the
Amelioration of the Condition of
Amelioration of the Condition of
Wounded, Sick and Shipwrecked
the Wounded and Sick in Arm
ed Forces in the Field (First Con
Members of Armed Forces at Sea
vention);
(Second Convention);
C The Geneva Convention Relative to
C The Geneva Convention Relative
to the Treatment of Prisoners of
the Protection of Civilian Persons in
War (Third Convention);
Time of War (Fourth Convention).
These Conventions apply ipso jute to international armed conflict. They
also contain an article which is common to all four Conventions
Article
3
and which applies to non-international armed conflicts.
1

—

—
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persistent efforts to come to the
aid of prisoners of war and the
population of Kuwait were met by
stubborn refusals. So were its
repeated requests to be allowed
to come to the aid of foreigners
interned in Iraq as a reprisal
against the embargo imposed by
the Security Council.
The threat of a much greater
conflict soon loomed on the
horizon. To limit its effects the
ICRC approached all the
governments involved to remind
them of their humanitarian
obligations, especially the rules
relating to the conduct of
hostilities and the protection of
victims of the fighting. It reiterated
this appeal in the night of 16-17
January 1 991, whilst the first
missiles were landing on Baghdad.
Iraq and all the members of the
coalition were bound by the
Geneva Conventions. The coalition
members could not in any
circumstances evade their
humanitarian obligations by
pleading that they were acting
with the agreement of the
Security Council, for any steps
taken to restore the authority of
international law had, a fort/on, to
conform to that law.
This conflict involved practically
all aspects of humanitarian law,
including the protection of the
wounded and sick of the armed
forces, of prisoners of war, and of
the civilian population suffering
from the effects of the war and
the blockade. It was undoubtedly
the conduct of hostilities,
however, that gave the most
cause for alarm, because of the
intensity of the air bombardments,
the threat to use chemical
weapons, and the latent threat of
resort to nuclear weapons.
To halt the headlong advance
towards disaster, on 1 February
1991 the International Committee
of the Red Cross solemnly
appealed to all the belligerents on
1 February 1991 (see box in left
column of next page).
The ICRC followed up this appeal
by contacting the principal
belligerents directly and taking
practical measures to facilitate the
application of the Geneva
Conventions, setting up relief
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Press re/ease No. 1659
1 February 7991

ICRC APPEALS
TO BELLIGERENTS
Geneva (ICRC)
The conflict now
raging fri the Middle East will ih
evitably bring widespread destruc
tion, perhaps on a scale unpre
cedented in this part of the world.
Millions of civilians have been
caught up in the violence, without
shelter or protection against occupa
tion and bombing. Growing numbers
of combatants are falling into enemy
hands. Hundreds of thousands of
ground troops
most of them
young men
are preparing to meet
fri a deadly confrontation. The deter
mination of the parties in conflict and
the build-up of awesome means of
destruct/on are a presage of frrever
sible devastation. When the veil of
censorship is lifted, the full horror
of the suffering inflicted on the
peoples of the regisn and on com
batants and their families will be
revealed for all to see.
—

—

—

One of the most disquisting aspects
of this conflict is the possibility that
the law of war, which is the expres
sion of the most basis and universal
principles of humanity and of the
dictates of the public conscience,
might be swept aside by the
political, military or propaganda
demands of the moment.
The riiht to choose methods or
means of warfare is not unlimited.
Weapons having indiscriminate ef
fects and those likely to cause
disproportionate suffering and
damage to the envfronment are pro
hibited.
The wounded whether civilian or
military, and prisoners must receive
special consideration and protection
in compliance with specifis rules
which the entfre international com
munity has undertaken to respect.
The International Committee of the
Red Cross I/CRC) therefore solemn
ly appeals today to all bell1gerents,
is the name of all civilian and military
victims, to have due regard for
humanitarian considerations. To
show respect for the victims and
treat them humanely, in the spfrit of
the Geneva Conventions, is to
recognie a heritage common to all
mankind and thus pave the way to
reconciliation. It is also the last
chance of averting a tragedy even
greater than the use of force.
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operations for the bombed and
blockaded Iraqi population, visiting
prisoner-of-war camps and
organizing the prisoners’
repatriation.
The Shiite and Kurdish uprisings
and their repression were covered
by Article 3 common to all four
Geneva Conventions of 1 2 August
1949. This article is almost a
convention in itself. It contains
essential rules that apply to noninternational armed conflicts (see
box on the right).
On this basis the ICRC, with the
help of the National Red Cross
and Red Crescent Societies, had
to launch a large-scale relief
operation for the Iraqi population
affected by the uprising and its
repression. The operation covered
food aid, the supply of drinking
water, sanitation and medical
care. Conversely, ICRC requests
for access to persons arrested as
a result of the events have
hitherto been without avail.
The Kurdish exodus also led to an
armed intervention by the coalition
forces, with the purpose of
setting up a safe haven in the
north of Iraq in which the Kurds
could gather under the protection
of the coalition forces.
Was this merely an instance of
the use of force, made possible
by the weakening of Iraq and an
exceptional political constellation,
or was it a new departure in
international law which some
would like to see formally
acknowledged as a “right of
humanitarian intervention’? It is
still too early to say.
*

*

*

*

*

The Gulf war aroused such
passionate feeling that at first it
appeared likely to be a severe
setback for humanitarian law. As
things turned out, however, this
law was invoked more than ever
before. Not that it was always
respected
far from it; there
were breaches of it so serious
that they could not possibly be
passed over. But for tens of
thousands of victims humanitarian
law was an infinitely precious
protection which saved their lives.
—

Article 3
In the case of armed confllct not
of an international character occur
ring in the territory of one of the
High Contracting Parties, each
Party to the conflict shall be bound
to apply, as a minimum, the follow
ing provisions:
(7) Persons taking no active part
in the hostilities, including
members of armed forces who
have laid down their arms and
those placed hors de combat
by sickness, wounds, deten
tion, or any other cause, shall
in all circumstances be treated
humanely, without any adverse
distinction founded on race,
colour, religion or faith, sex,
birth or wealth, or any other
similar criteria.

The Press and
Humanitarian
Activities: a Unit in
Heavy Demand
-

=

—--‘

To this end, the following acts
are and shall remain prohibited
at any time and in any place
whatsoever with respect to the
above-mentioned persons:
(a) violence to life and person,
in particular murder of all
kinds, mutilation, cruel
treatment and torture;
(b) taking of hostages;
(ci outrages upon personal
dignity, in particular, humi
liating and degrading
treatment;
(di the passing of sentences
and the carrying out of exe
cutions without previous
judgment pronounced by a
regularly constituted court,
affording all the judicial
guarantees which are reco
gnized as indispensable by
civilized peoples.
(2)The wounded, sick and sh,o
wrecked shall be collected and
cared for.
An impartial humanitarian body,
such as the International Commit
tee of the Red Cross, may offer
its services to the Parties to the
conflict.
The Parties to the conflict should
further endeavour to bring into
force, by means of special agree
ments, all or part of the other pro
visions of the present Convention.
The application of the preceding
provisions shall not affect the legal
status of the Parties to the
conflict.

Paul-Henri Morard
Head, Press Division

Throughout the crisis and the
subsequent Gulf war the Press
Division, traditionally responsible
for ICRC relations with the media,
was in exceptionally heavy
demand. All staff rose to the
occasion, working under constant
pressure and handling particularly
sensitive subject matter with great
skill. As from 2 August 1990 the
ICRC stepped up its appeals and
representations to the governments
and general staffs involved,
reminding them of their obligations
to respect international humanitarian
law in the event of armed conflict.
Its diplomatic representations were
frequent and complex and obliged
its official spokesmen and women
to put its case firmly but
circumspectly, for public opinion
varied greatly from one country to
another and was everywhere
quick to take offence.
The ICRC prepared for war but
was reluctant to dramatize a
deadline that it refused to accept.
a strange situation that
compelled press officers to be less
than forthright and sometimes
downright obscure. The ICRC
spokesmen and women carried
out these arduous duties without
stint for nearly six months,
convinced that they were serving
a good cause, but both in coalition
countries and in the Arab world
the press at times failed to appreciate
the reasons for their restraint.
—

At 4 a.m. on 17 January 1991
the President of the ICRC held a
press conference in Geneva. For

the past two hours allied air
forces had been attacking Iraq
and Kuwait. Uninterruptedly over
the next three months, by day
and by night, the Press Division
informed public opinion all over
the world of the activities of the
ICRC delegates in a wide area of
the theatre of war.
Nearly all the principal world
media supported one side or
another and thereby lost some of
their credibility. The ICRC
remained neutral, independent and
impartial. It reminded Great
Britain, appalled by the plight of
its captured airmen, that the
civilian population in Iraq and
Kuwait was having to endure
massive air raids. The same
with
message was put over
difficulty, but it got through
via
the broadcasting systems of the
coalition countries, which
suddenly developed a greater
interest in the Third Geneva
Convention on prisoners of war
than in the Fourth Convention on
the inalienable tights of civilian
persons in time of war. The ICRC
press officers dispassionately
explained the importance of their
neutrality, not once but a hundred
times, to unreceptive journalists.
many of whom knew nothing of
international humanitarian law or
the Geneva Conventions, and who
took a very different approach.
—

—

The ICRC’s Press Division gave
hundreds of interviews and made
its voice heard all over the world.
It promptly told people of all

The Gulf War and the Press Division
SOME FIGURES
Between 2August 7990 and 1 June 1991, the Press Division publlshed.
9 press releases
24 communications
3 appeals
Its press attaches, male and female, helped to produce several TV
documentaries, photo reports and radio programmes, and gave hun
dreds of interviews.
The Division a/so ran a regular service passing on operational info
to the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies’ information
bureaux.
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nations, to their amazement, that
in spite of the din of battle, the
Stealth bombers, the Scud
missiles and the terrifying
prospect of chemical or atomic
warfare a handful of ICRC
delegates were going about their
humanitarian activities, trying to
find their usual contacts amid the
ruins of Baghdad and obtain their
permission to visit members of
the coalition forces in Iraqi
captivity; that from the very
beginning of the conflict it had
had a team in Bahrain waiting to
advance into the sands of Kuwait;
that Red Cross/Red Crescent
convoys were on the move to Iraq
from Amman and Tehran, crossing
front lines in the midst of battle
to help the suffering Iraqi civilian
population; that in Saudi Arabia
other ICRC delegates were
organizing and visiting first
hundreds, and then tens of
thousands, of prisoners of war;
that later on, in liberated but
devastated Kuwait, ICRC
delegates were quick to defend
civilians and soldiers who were

t is still too early, in August 7997, to take stock of the ICRC’s
humanitarian operations in the context of the Middle East crisis, but
the sheer magnitude of the conflict obviously presented the institution
with a major challenge.

I

Indeed, all four Geneva Conventions of 7949 applied in this single
conflict, and some of their provisions continue to apply in its aftermath.
It was therefore a time for testing the effectiveness of the mechanisms
set up under international humanitarian law UHL). The ICRC’s crucial role
as a neutral humanitarian intermediary was also put to test. The insti
tution rose to the occasion by bringing together at the negotiating table,
under its auspices and pursuant to the Third Geneva Convention of
7949 on prisoners of war, all the parties involved in the conflict.
One of the many press conferences organized at ICRC headquarters.

yet again the prey of injustice and
revenge.
All the men and women who
worked for the ICRC Press
Division in those hectic times will

bear the imprint of that experience
for the rest of their lives; and
they will remember with pride that
although they were not in the
theatre of war they worked hard
and well to protect its victims.

ICRC delegates are able to move around freely inside Iraq to accomplish
their mission. It is worth stressing that even during the hostilities the
ICRC dispatched consignments of relief from fran to Baghdad. The
opening of this supply route made it possible to send small quantities
of basic items to the Iraqi capital, although much more food, medicines
and material assistance was needed. Today it is somewhat reassuring to
note that the urgency of the sItuation was recognized and an even worse
disaster was averted. The United Nations Sanctions Committee fully
acknowledged the ICRC’s specific mandate in this respect.
The internal fighting that broke out in the wake of the international
conflict led to a host of initiatives by governments and intergovernmental
and non-governmental organizations. That response left the ICRC free to
focus once again on the role as a specifically neutral and independent
institution that has been assigned to it by the international community. In
this context the ICRC was able to fulfil that role through a number of
operational choices. ICRC delegates rapidly brought assistance to people
in areas of northern fraq from which government troops had withdrawn.
They were also
and still are active in parts of southern fraq where
there were particularly violent clashes.
—

-

Today the situation in the region remains unstable and there is still a
shortage of basic supplies. This is why a large team of ICRC delegates
is continuing the work already under way inside fraq and stands ready
to act within the institution’s mandate to meet any further needs that
may arise.
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