
C H R O N I C L E

HUMANITARIAN AID TO VICTIMS OF INTERNAL CONFLICTS

In our issue of last February, we published the report of the
Commission of Experts consulted by the ICRC on the question of
humanitarian aid to the victims of internal conflicts.

A few days after this Commission ended, the 7th Inter-American
Red Cross Conference opened in San Juan, Puerto Rico, in November
1962, and a report of this Conference has already appeared in the
Review 1. The question of the rdle of the International Committee and
of National Societies in the event of internal conflicts was on the agenda.

The ICRC's report on this point was received with a great deal of
interest, particularly as the events in Cuba were then giving great
reality to the study of these problems. The part of this report which
deals with the critical analysis of the results obtained by the ICRC
over the past years, and that which concerns the latter's proposals with
a view to subsequent action (proposals inspired by the conclusions of
the recent Commission of Experts) seem to us to merit our readers'
special attention. In fact, they give a greater definition to the respective
rdles of the National Red Cross Societies and the International Red
Cross in aiding the victims of internal conflicts.

There now follow large extracts of this report which was presented
at Puerto Rico by one'of the representatives of the ICRC, Mr. Henri
Coursier:

" Since the signature of Article 3 common to the four Geneva
Conventions of 1949, it can be said that in most disturbances which
have arisen, the International Committee has been able to act on

1 See International Review, January 1963.
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behalf of the victims of the conflict, either because the Power res-
ponsible for public order has accepted without objection the appli-
cation of Article 3 (as was the case in Guatemala in 19541 and then
in Algeria from 1955 onwards) or because having made reservations
on the application of this article, it nevertheless allowed the action
of the ICRC on humanitarian grounds (as in Kenya).

It has even happened that in situations which could manifestly
not have come under Article 3 because the element of armed
conflict was lacking, Governments have authorized the Interna-
tional Committee to visit political detainees (as was the case in
west and east Germany from 1958, as well as Yugoslavia from
1959).

Generally speaking, the humanitarian action of the International
Committee has consisted hitherto of visiting places of detention,
speaking freely with detainees, distributing relief, and in case of
necessity, making on the spot suggestions to the authorities con-
cerned for improvements in mental and physical treatment of
the detainees.

In certain cases, this action has taken place with the more or
less extensive co-operation of the local Red Cross organizations,
but in other cases, the International Committee has been solely
responsible.

The factor common to all these interventions is their strictly
humanitarian character. It was never a question of taking a
position in an internal conflict, or of recognizing the insurgents as
having any legal status whatsoever. In all these cases, the Com-
mittee was seeking to help the individual and to ensure respect
for the human being.

The Commission of experts in 1955 did not intend to divide the
powers between the National Societies and the International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross.

Very different situations can, in fact, arise in the relationships
between the national societies and the government with which they
may be called upon to intervene. With regard to the action of the
International Red Cross, the International Committee of the Red Cross
must decide in each case what practical forms this action should take,
taking into consideration all circumstances in order to ensure maximum

1 See Revue internationale, October 1954.
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rapidity and efficacy. Each separate case may call for a different solution.
There are no hard and fast rules of procedure. The essential fact is to
make known to the national society, to the authorities, and to the
victims of events that the International Red Cross is prepared to come
to their assistance.

In fact the question is a delicate one, since it involves, as we
have said above, the fundamental principle of the independence
of the Red Cross.

This independence, which traditionally characterizes the action
of the International Committee of the Red Cross, must also
characterize that of the National Societies if the principles of the
Red Cross are to be respected. However, National Societies' relat-
ions with Governments can be influenced in such a way as to
limit or even momentarily paralyse their independence. In such
cases, the International Committee of the Red Cross must enter
into direct contact with the Government, but one thing is certain,
it must endeavour to obtain the co-operation of the National
Society as much as possible and in the interest of the development
of its action. Its first step, whether it is acting on a request from
outside or of its own accord must be to ask for information from
the National Red Cross. It is to be hoped that, generally speaking,
the National Red Cross will be able to dispense to the victims of
internal conflicts a humanitarian aid in conformity with the
principles of the Red Cross. The intervention of the International
Committee will help it in its humanitarian task by supporting it,
if necessary vis-a-vis its Government.

** *

The Council of Delegates of the International Red Cross (Prague,
September 1961), on the proposal of the Yugoslav Red Cross
aiming to improve "legal protection for victims of internal armed
conflicts and other similar events ", asked the ICRC to report to
the next International Conference of the Red Cross.

The Commissions of Kxperts in 1953 and 1955 had already
marked important stages in the study of this problem. Already in
1959, the ICRC had considered convening a third Commission of
Experts to examine anew the whole question. This meeting should
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have been held at the end of the Board of Governors of the League
(Athens, 1959) to enable Red Cross experts from Latin America
to take part. Circumstances prevented this consultation from
taking place. However, as the Yugoslav Red Cross pointed out,
there remain many points to be clarified and guarantees to be
defined to consolidate the results obtained during the last few years.

The ICRC has been unceasingly concerned with the question.
Furthermore, its experiences, mentioned above, have contributed
to strengthen the doctrine of the Red Cross. However, in view of
the report and the proposals which it will be submitting to the
next International Conference of the Red Cross, it convened a third
Commission of Experts in Geneva from October 25 to October 30,
1962 whose conclusions will shortly be put before the National
Red Cross Societies.

With regard to the discussions of the XVIIth Inter-American
Conference (Puerto Rico, November 1962), the ICRC will certainly
take advantage of them to establish the report which it intends
to submit to the next International Conference of the Red Cross.

Without wishing to anticipate the contents of this report, it
seems that one can already envisage the respective roles of the
National Red Cross and the International Committee of the Red
Cross within the following bounds.

Internal conflicts are so many cases in point and the solutions
can be different.

If it concerns a rebellion in colonial territory, it can happen
that the rebel party has not yet instituted a Red Cross organization.
If it has done so, the International Committee could not recognize
such an organization officially, although it can maintain useful
contact with it on a strictly humanitarian level.

When it is a question of internal conflicts, such as those which
have occurred in recent years in Latin America, the fundamental
principles of the Red Cross—the principles of humanity, impartial-
ity and independence, particularly—should be the guarantors of
the permanence of a humanitarian work to be carried on quite
outside any considerations of a political nature. Unfortunately,
it must be admitted that in most internal conflicts, the senior
staff of the National Red Cross are replaced. This can be explained,
even allowing for the failures of the former personnel, by the links
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which exist between the Red Cross and the Government, parti-
cularly during periods of crisis. The role of a quasi-public service,
assumed by the National Red Cross on countless occasions, then
implies a co-operation of confidence between it and the authority.
One can therefore understand that, for personal reasons, a revolu-
tionary Government mistrusts a priori leaders who have had
dealings of confidence with its predecessors.

This means to s&.y that a National Society which wishes to act
usefully in a case of internal conflict and maintain its unity must
prepare itself for this in time of peace. In this respect, here are a
few suggestions : the organization of a National Red Cross Society
should be sufficiently decentralized, especially when the State
concerned is not a federation, for the local or regional sections
to enjoy a certain autonomy and not to find themselves paralysed
if contacts with the Central headquarters are interrupted.

The leaders of a National Society should, as much as possible,
be persons who do not take an active part in the political struggle.
The ideal would be that, in the event of a change in the political
regime, there would be no reason for making changes in the compo-
sition of the Central Committee and of the Departments of the
Society.

A National Society should not undertake any action and should
do nothing which from near or far might appear to favour a party
in power or in opposition.

The problem merits close examination, because the National
Societies are, by vocation, institutions which can and should, on
the humanitarian level, play an important role in case of armed
conflicts. Independently of the aid which the International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross can give in such circumstances, the National
Societies must be able to serve as a link between the opposite
parties and act on behalf of all victims.

With regard to the International Committee, when it considers
it advisable to intervene, it will advise its representative or
representatives who must seek authorization to exercise certain
practical activities on behalf of persons persecuted or interned by
reason of events.

The conditions of the ICRC's intervention, as well as the mini-
mum of material and moral guarantees to be accorded to detainees
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in order to conform to the principles of the Universal Declaration
of the Rights of Man, were put forward by the Commission of
Experts of 1953 ; the discussions of this Commission on these
essential points should certainly be referred to.

It should be added that without any doubt, the ICRC is entitled
to offer the services of the Central Tracing Agency (formerly
the Central Prisoners of War Agency) and that it_pan deal with the
forwarding and distribution of relief supplies', according to the
means which are put at its disposal^-'

Mr. Leopold Boissier. iW^President of the ICRC, recently
wrote : " The existence of the Geneva Conventions and especially
or their article 3, fortunately enabled the International Committee
to intervene deliberately and to make use of its rights of initiative.
Each of the actions undertaken in Algeria, Laos, Nepal, the Congo,
in Indonesia and elsewhere, had very different characteristics, but
they were all carried out in the same spirit which was that of the
Red Cross.

On the eve of the Centenary in 1963, it can be said that the
Geneva institution has continued to increase in vigour, authority
and effectiveness, for the past hundred years. Vires acquirit eundo.
By advancing it gains new strength."
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