
Plan of Action
for the

Dissemination of the Geneva Conventions

by J, des Cilleuls

The report which has been entrusted to us as French co-rap-
porteur attempts to complete that which we submitted to the Inter-
national Congress of the Neutrality of Medicine in Time of War,
held in Paris on April 6 to 8, 1959'.

Several weeks later, the Revue Internationale des Services de
Santi published directives of action for the dissemination of the
Geneva Conventions by Lieutenant-Colonel R. Belvaux of the
Belgian Army, as a result of an international enquiry undertaken by
the International Committee of Military Medicine and Pharmacy and
to which 27 countries had replied.

Lieut.-Col. Belvaux concluded that "the least one can say is
that, apart from some exceptions, there is still a long way to go
before one be assured that the general public, which is however
the great beneficiary, has a sufficient knowledge of the four Geneva
Conventions " . . .

1 Following on this report:
The International Congress of the Neutrality of Medicine, recognizing
the value of the provisions of the four Geneva Conventions of August 12,
1949 at present ratified by nearly every State, convinced that these Con-
ventions, to produce their full effect, must be widely disseminated, as their
signatories have expressly undertaken to do, expressed the wish:

"that the medical body in each country intervenes with the public
Authorities in order to urge them to develop the dissemination of these
Conventions, notably in schools, universities and military establishments
and actively aids them in this task, in co-operation with legal experts speci-
ally qualified to give such assistance."
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This conclusion has lost none of its value.
Speaking at the National Medical Academy on May 5, 1964 con-

cerning Medical Major-General J. Voncken's paper on The develop-
ment and progress of international medical law in which he insisted,
amongst other desiderata, on the necessity of ensuring the dis-
semination and instruction of the principles defended by the Red
Cross, Professor Charles Richet expressed himself as follows:

". . . In these days of moral barbarism which we are passing
through, since never in the history of the world has there been such
a blood-stained period as this half century, one of the most effective
ways of fighting against such barbarism is to disseminate the
Geneva Conventions. Now it can be seen that they are unknown
to many.

. . . The large organizations should place once again at the head
of their programmes the categorical way in which the Geneva
Conventions insist on the absolute neutrality of doctors in the ser-
vice of others, of their assistants, of the wounded, of treatment
centres and of the civilian population in all conflicts, whether
external or internal . . . "

Professor Charles Richet concluded by asking the Academy,
the guardian of medical morale, to take action in the hope that such
intervention might be decisive.

In June 1959, in order to facilitate this task, Mr. J. Pictet had
made known a " working plan drawn up by the International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross to intensify the dissemination of the Geneva
Conventions amongst the armed forces and the medical body."

" For a belligerent State to meet its obligations " he said, " it
must be prepared for them both materially and morally. The appli-
cation of humanitarian law should therefore form part of its know-
ledge and it cannot be too often emphasized how necessary is its
dissemination. The application of the humanitarian provisions
should be natural conduct and instinctive amongst combatants
and each human being . . ."

In December 1960, in connection with the dissemination of the
Geneva Conventions we once more drew the attention of the Society
of French Military Medicine to the essential requirements which this
dissemination demanded, namely:
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1. The necessity of homogeneous instruction, co-ordinated with the
efforts made by the Red Cross, definitely integrated in civilian
and military programmes of instruction, withdrawn as far as pos-
sible from various influences which could hinder its regularity,
also of its being judiciously implemented according to the type
and the age of the students, with an adequate number of hours
for its realization.

2. The importance of entrusting this teaching to qualified instruc-
tors, prepared generally for their task, having previous and
sufficient knowledge of the humanitarian Conventions and of
the commentaries attached thereto.

3. The need for supplying instructors and students with documen-
tation enabling them to broaden their knowledge, to appreciate
the full value of the Conventions and the merits of their dissemi-
nation, not only for those who are likely to be beneficiaries, but
also for those who might have to apply them and be in a position
to report on their infractions.

We have on a number of occasions insisted on the dissemination
of the elementary principles of the Geneva Conventions being
undertaken in the primary schools by teachers with the necessary
knowledge. The teaching of children in this subject must be given
in a lively form by visual methods, such as pictures and films, at a
time when their minds and feelings are particularly awakened. One
is entitled to think that those amongst them who will later continue
their education in secondary schools, then at the university level,
will be more inclined gradually to absorb further instruction in the
Conventions.

This is also valid for the armed forces where one cannot lay
enough emphasis on the importance of the humanitarian Conven-
tions, on their merits and the imperious obligation of applying
their rules.

This reminder, however, can have no fruitful result unless those
whom it is addressing are definitely convinced of the moral range
of these rules whose object is fully to ensure protection and the
care of military wounded and sick, who have become defenceless,
as well as to treat prisoners of war and the civilian population
with humanity.
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We consider it indispensable to entrust to doctors, who have
the health of the troops in their hands, the responsibility of foster-
ing amongst them and non-commissioned officers knowledge of
the humanitarian principles, especially as it is not rare to find that
many of them are unaware of the very existence of the Geneva
Conventions. Military medical officers, most of whom have taken
part in recent campaigns, are particularly qualified to be listened to
with conviction and to demonstrate the rights of the individual.
The work of Geneva cannot be successful unless minds and hearts
are associated with it.

As regards cadres, dissemination should be made in a regular
manner in all military schools, including those preparatory to a
career in the armed forces and naturally also the large colleges for
young officers of all arms and services, the training and senior
staff colleges.

As regards the Medical Service in France, the principal provisions
of the Geneva Conventions are taught at the following:

1) To male nurses
a) Inter-regional Instruction Centres
b) Naval Nursing Schools
c) Air nursing training centres

2) N.C.O.'s
a) Medical Services Training School for non-commissioned officers,

Mourmelon
b) Naval petty-officer nurses
c) Air Force N.C.O. nurses

3) Reservist Establishments
a) Doctors, chemists and dentists at Libourne
b) Administrative reservist establishments at Lyons

4) Officers
a) Training School, Val-de-Grace
b) Training School, Toulon
c) Air Training School at C.E.R.M.A.

5) Students attending Schools
a) Principal medical service school of Bordeaux
b) Military medical service school of Lyons where instruction is about

to be given.

Recalling that the co-signatory Powers of the Geneva Con-
ventions of August 12, 1949 undertook to disseminate their texts as
widely as possible in their respective countries, the Central Direct-
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orate of the Army Medical Services, through Generals commanding
Army Corps, again recently requested1 the fol lowing:

Regional directors of the Medical Service in France and in French
Departments overseas

Directors of Air and Maritime regions
Directors of Army Medical Service Training School and Hospital,

Val-de-Grace, Army Medical Service School (Lyons)
Principal Naval Medical Service Training School (Bordeaux)
Training and Research Centre of Aeronautical Medicine
Armed Forces Medical Services Research Centre
Supply, manufacture and central establishments of the Armed forces

medical services

to ensure that personnel under their authority know the essential
principles of the four Conventions. It attaches, in fact, the highest
value to the dissemination amongst all members of the Medical
Service of the humanitarian provisions contained in the said Con-
ventions.

As a reminder, it once again mentioned that Official Bulletin
No. 110-0, issued on January 1,1953, is devoted to the Law of Nations
and the humanitarian Conventions.

The instructors' task is a delicate one. The dissemination of the
Conventions, the condition of their correct application, is frequently
the subject of erroneous argument, most often of a superficial
nature. It is argued that certain provisions of the Conventions are
no longer in keeping with the present-day character of hostilities
and military exigencies. On the other hand, the different ideological
beliefs and the discordant interpretations of the meaning and value
of the terms employed add to the difficulties encountered. Some
even go so far as to say that the Conventions shogld be confronted
anew with facts and exigencies which have appeared in the past
few years in the conduct of military operations.

The instructor should be capable of answering these objections
and demonstrating that respect for the human person and his
dignity dominates the condition and methods of warfare and that,
under no circumstances, can this exigency, the essential basis of
all civilization, be avoided.

1 Circular No. 782 CAB/DSSA of February 22,1962, relative to the Geneva
Conventions.
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The texts of the Conventions are in the possession of all military
doctors and also of medical units, hospital establishments and the
directing staffs of the medical services. Furthermore, cadres and the
various services of the armed forces each dispose of one copy of
the collection of the Official Bulletin, containing four hundred pages
devoted to the law of nations and the humanitarian Conventions.
This documentation evidently requires the adjunct of word and
illustration, in the form of films, in order completely to fulfil its
purpose.

We would add that the International Committee of the Red Cross
has produced a model course of five lessons which it has recently
sent to governments, faculties of law and political science, so that
the Geneva texts may be included in the instruction of international
law.

The implementation of the regular dissemination of the Conventions
in the armed forces and in establishments dependent on the Ministry
of Education must, once and for all, be the outcome of a definite
regulation, delineating the phases and methods of its execution by
subordinate grades, itself being subjected to the vigilance of higher
authority.

So long as such a regulation has not become an accomplished
fact, this implementation will be dependent on the hazards of
personal rather than official initiatives. It will consequently remain
inadequate, if not inexistent.

As regards troops destined to participate in operations of war
or of pacification, we should recall, as an example to consider,
retain and follow, the memorandum addressed on November 10,
1961, by the International Committee of the Red Cross to the govern-
ments of all States parties to the Geneva Conventions and members
of the United Nations. This Memorandum, which refers to the
application of the Conventions by military contingents placed at
the UN's disposal and to the instruction of the humanitarian prin-
ciples which they contain to members of its armed forces, stresses
that ". . . The United Nations Organization is not, as such, party to
the Geneva Conventions. Consequently, each State is personally
responsible for the application of these Conventions, when supplying
a contingent to the United Nations. It would, therefore, be highly
desirable that such contingents receive, before leaving their own
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countries, instructions to conform to the provisions of the Geneva
Conventions in the event of their finding themselves having to use
force."'

Furthermore, it is also important to recall that the Conventions
should not only be known to those who may benefit from their
provisions, but also to those having to apply them and may have
to render an account of their actions or of their infractions.

Thus, as Mr. Jean Pictet has written, widely to disseminate the
Geneva Conventions is not only to favour their application in time
of war, it is also to spread the principles of humanity and thereby
contribute to the development of the spirit of peace amongst
peoples.

JEAN DES CILLEULS
President of the

" Societe de Droit International Medical "

1 The Delegates of the Centenary Congress of the International Red
Cross (Geneva, September 2-9, 1963) in addition recommended "that the
authorities responsible for these contingents should agree to take all
necessary measures to prevent and restrain any infringements of the said
Conventions ".

During the same period a motion adopted at the 25th session of the
International Office of Military Medicine Documentation (Lausanne, 1963)
and transmitted to the General Secretariat of UNO by the Swiss Federal
Government, stressed the necessity for the HQ of UN forces to have an
adviser or a medico-military section, capable of drawing up plans for the
organization of homogeneous medical services having, obviously, to accom-
pany the disparate forces placed at the disposal of the Security Council.
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