
Dissemination of the Geneva Conventions
among medical personnel1

I. Tiffi GENEVA CONVENTIONS AND MILITARY AND CIVILIAN
NURSING PERSONNEL

Medical assistance to wounded and sick in time of war has
become inconceivable without the protection of humanitarian law.

It is to the great credit of the Red Cross founders and the
members of the 1864 Diplomatic Conference that they immediately
recognised the need not only to ensure care for the wounded but
also to protect them by humanitarian law. This was codified in
the Geneva Convention of August 22nd, 1864, for the amelioration
of the condition of the wounded in the armed forces in the field.

These privileges were later extended to other classes of war
victims hors de combat. Moreover, the medical personnel itself
is requested to ascertain that the Geneva Conventions are strictly
observed, both by military and civilian wounded and sick, in the
field, at sea, in medical aircraft, in a country occupied by the
enemy, in a zone of military operations, or in prisoner of war
camps. In a word, they are to be applied in all situations resulting
from an armed conflict.

The relevant Articles of the four Geneva Conventions of 1949
specify the rights and duties of medical personnel and chaplains,
in all circumstances. Obviously, a rule can be applied only if it
is correctly known, especially by those directly concerned, such as
medical personnel.

1 Report to be submitted by the International Committee of the Red Cross to
the XXth International Conference of the Red Cross.

171



DISSEMINATION OF THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS

Ignorance of a penal code does not exempt an offender from
punishment. He has to bear the consequences of this. It would
be a great deal more serious if the responsible personnel were not
familiar with the Geneva Conventions, because all those entrusted
to its care would also suffer. Ignorance in this case would consti-
tute an offence through negligence, unworthy of the men and
women who devote themselves to so fine a task as nursing and
healing. It is therefore essential to arrange for systematic and
appropriate. diffusion of the Geneva Conventions among them.
Who is responsible for this' ?

n. DISSEMINATION OF THE 1949 GENEVA CONVENTIONS AND
THE OBLIGATIONS OF GOVERNMENTS

The parties to the Conventions also assume responsibility for
disseminating these humanitarian texts in articles with almost
identical wording except that the individuals who should receive
particularly thorough training owing to their functions, are
mentioned in each case. We believe the clearest method is to quote
the text of Article 47 of the First Geneva Convention of 1949
together with the relevant commentary by the ICRC.1

DISSEMINATION OF THE CONVENTION 2

Article 47
The High Contracting Parties undertake, in time of peace as in

time of war, to disseminate the text of the present Convention as
widely as possible in their respective countries, and, in particular,
to include the study thereof in their programmes of military and, if
possible, civil instruction, so that the principles thereof may become
known to the entire population, in particular to the armed fighting
forces, the medical personnel and the chaplains.

1 The Geneva Conventions of August 12th 1949, Commentary published under the
general editorship of Jean S. Pictet, Director for General Affairs of the International
Committee of the Red Cross; I—Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of the
Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field. Published by the
ICRC, Geneva, 1952, 466 p.

2 Article common to all four Conventions. Cf. Second Convention, Article 48;
Third Convention, Article 127; Fourth Convention, Article 144.
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COMMENTARY:

In subscribing to Article 1 the Powers undertook to respect and
to ensure respect for the Convention in all circumstances. But a
knowledge of law is an essential condition for its effective application.
One of the worst enemies of the Geneva Conventions is ignorance.

It was important, therefore, that the Contracting Parties should
be required to disseminate the text of the Conventions as widely
as possible in their respective countries. This is the purpose of
Article 47 which originated in a provision of the 1906 Convention
(Article 26); this provision was reproduced in 1929, and was
amplified and made more specific during the last revision of the text.

The obligation imposed on States under Article 47 is general
and absolute. It has to be complied with both in time of peace
and in time of war. Two specific measures are to be taken—namely,
military instruction and civil instruction, on both of which the
Conventions lays special emphasis.

The very first essential is that the Conventions should be known
by those who will be called upon to apply them—by those who may
have to account for their failure to do so before the courts, but may,
on the other hand, reap the benefits of them in certain eventualities.
The study of the Conventions should accordingly find a place
in the training programmes of the whole of the armed forces, the
instruction given being adapted to the rank of those for whom it
is intended. It may be sufficient to teach recruits and members of
the rank and file the guiding principles —namely, protection of the
wounded and of medical units and personnel, and respect for the
distinctive emblem. On the other hand, Commanding Officers
must have a very thorough knowledge of the Conventions. Refresher
courses in the essential elements of the instruction given should
be held on mobilization, so as to implant a knowledge of the
Conventions firmly in the minds of the troops called up.

In certain countries the essential provisions of the Conventions
are printed in the Army Book of every member of the armed
forces. This arrangement should be general.1

1 In 1951 the International Committee of the Red Cross arranged for the publication
of a short summary of the Geneva Conventions of 1949 for the use of military
personnel and of the general public, in the form of a booklet issued in French, English
and Spanish.
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Article 47 expressly mentions two classes of persons other than
combatants, who require special instruction—namely, medical
personnel and chaplains. As these persons have rights under the
Conventions, they ought to make a special point of scrupulously
observing the corresponding duties which the Conventions impose
on them.

It is also necessary to disseminate the Conventions widely
amongst the civilian population; for civilians are concerned in
certain of their provisions x. Moreover it is from among civilians
that the armed forces are recruited. But there is a further con-
sideration: man should be made familiar from childhood with the
great principles of humanity and civilization, so that they may
become deeply rooted in his consciousness.

Here again, therefore, in the case of civilians, provision is made
for the inclusion of the study of the Conventions in programmes of
instruction.

The provision is, however, qualified by the words "if possible",
not because the Diplomatic Conference of 1949 thought civilian
instruction any less imperative than military instruction, but
because education comes under the provincial authorities in certain
countries with federal constitutions, and not under the central
Government. Constitutional scruples, the propriety of which is
open to question, led some delegations to safeguard the freedom
of provincial decisions.2

Everyone, whether military or civilian, should have a good
knowledge of the Conventions, and should themselves be imbued
with the sentiments of which it is so profound an expression. That
is the best means of guaranteeing that the Conventions will be
respected. No stone should be left unturned in the pursuit of so
all-important an aim. The States, to whom the fulfilment of the
practical tasks which that aim imposes presents few difficulties,
will assuredly be alive to their duty in this respect.

Widespread dissemination of the Geneva Conventions will not
merely facilitate their application in time of war. It will also spread

* e.g. Articles 13, 18, 22, 26, 27, 35 and 44.
* See Final Record of the Diplomatic Conference of Geneva, 1949, Vol. II-B,

pages 70 and 112.
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the principles of humanity, and thus help to develop a spirit of
peace among the nations.

While it is encouraging to observe that nearly all the States
have signed and ratified or acceded to the 1949 Conventions, we
must admit that their dissemination is making very slowly headway.
The ICRC can only repeat that it is at the entire disposal of all
who request its assistance or advice in order to effect this satisfac-
torily.

m . DISSEMINATION OF THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS BY THE
NATIONAL SOCIETIES OF THE RED CROSS,

AS AUXILIARIES TO THE PUBLIC AUTHORITIES.

When the XVIIth International Conference of the Red Cross
(Stockholm, 1948) approved the conditions for the recognition
of National Red Cross Societies, it defined their role as follows:

" . . . as a Voluntary Aid Society, auxiliary to the public author-
ities, in particular in the sense of Article 101 of the Geneva
Convention of 1929, in States which do not maintain armed
forces, as a Voluntary Aid Society auxiliary to the public
authorities and acting for the benefit of the civilian population..."

This Conference also dealt with the dissemination of the
Geneva Conventions and adopted the following Resolution2:

"The XVIIth International Red Cross Conference recom-
mends that, in time of peace, National Societies ensure that
instruction be given to all auxiliary medical personnel liable
to be placed under the protection of the Red Cross emblem,
regarding the Articles of the Geneva Conventions and regarding
their rights and obligations in time of war.
recommends that, in time of emergency, National Societies
ensure that renewed detailed instructions be given to such

1 Geneva Convention of 1929, I, Article 10—" The personnel of Voluntary Aid
Societies, duly recognised and authorised by their Government, who may be employed
on the same duties as those of the personnel mentioned in the first paragraph of
Article 9, are placed on the same footing as the personnel contemplated in that
paragraph, provided that the personnel of such societies is subject to military law
and regulations."

1 Resolution No. LH, Paras. 3 and 4.
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personnel regarding the provisions of the Conventions which
concern them and the clauses of their respective national
legislation applicable to them in time of war."

It is in the interest of the National Societies to propagate the
ideals and principles of the Red Cross in their countries and to
disseminate the 1949 Geneva Conventions. These guarantee the
application of humanitarian principles in all places at all times,
thereby leading to a clear understanding between individuals and
peoples.

We have seen that Governments assume the legal responsibility
for disseminating the Geneva Conventions, but the National
Societies also have a moral responsibility in this respect. States can
supply the financial and technical means for that purpose. They
can require their military and civilian instruction to teach the
contents of these Conventions. No one, however, could be more
qualified to provide a living demonstration of their very essence
than the Red Cross. This is where excellent cooperation between
the Governments and the National Red Cross Societies is to be
witnessed.

IV. COOPERATION BETWEEN THE RED CROSS AND
NURSING ASSOCIATIONS, FOR THE DISSEMINATION OF

THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS

1) General

Most countries have not only a National Red Cross Society,
but also a National Association of Professional Nurses. Some sixty
of these Associations are members of the International Council of
Nurses (ICN). The " International Committee of Roman Catholic
Nurses and Medical Social Workers " also has associations in
some forty countries. This Committee and the ICN belong to the
UN non-governmental organizations.

2) Cooperation on the International Level

a. ICRC — LEAGUE

In accordance with Article IV of the 1951 Agreement between
the International Committee of the Red Cross and the League of
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Red Cross Societies, the two organizations consult each other and
coordinate their activities, especially as regards the training of
medical personnel.

In August 1963, a " Red Cross International Nursing Study
Center " was jointly organized by the ICRC, the League and the
Swiss Red Cross at Lausanne, as one of the Centenary events.
Professional nurses and Red Cross voluntary aids took part in
the discussions, and the Center successfully devoted a major part
of its program to the Geneva Conventions.1

At regular intervals, the League invites the ICRC to send
representatives to the meetings of the League Nursing Advisory
Committee. This provides an opportunity for the Delegates of the
ICRC to draw the attention of its members to the necessity of
diffusing the Geneva Conventions among nursing circles.

The ICRC was pleased to note Recommendation 2 adopted
at the XVIth Session of the League Nursing Advisory Committee
and subsequently ratified at the XXVIIth Session of the League
Board of Governors. (August 1963). This reads as follows:

" The Committee recommends that, whereas it is important that
all nurses be aware of the Red Cross principles and of their
rights and obligations under the terms of the Geneva Conven-
tions in times of armed conflict, it be therefore resolved that
the Committee request the International Council of Nurses to
consider including in the International Code of Nursing Ethics
a clause to the effect that in time of armed conflict nurses
will act in conformity with the Red Cross principles and the
terms laid down by the Geneva Conventions of 1949."

b. ICRC — ICN

The International Committee of the Red Cross is permanently
in close communication with the International Council of Nurses
and, in March 1962, it invited the Chairman of the ICN to attend
a special meeting at its Headquarters in Geneva. Various problems
of common interest were discussed, particularly the training of
professional medical personnel in general, in view of armed con-

1 Cf. Report submitted to the Health and Social Commission of the Council
of Delegates of the Centenary Congress—Geneva 1963.
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flicts. It was pointed out that each nurse should have an adequate
knowledge of her rights and duties under the 1949 Geneva Con-
ventions. The Chairman assured the ICRC of the ICN's interest
and support in disseminating these.

C. ICRC — ICRCNMSW

The ICRC is also in close communication with the International
Committee of Roman Catholic Nurses and Medico-Social Workers.

On one occasion the ICRC took advantage of its Secretary
General's presence in Geneva to review all the questions of common
interest. We were glad to find the utmost understanding as regards
the teaching of the contents of the 1949 Geneva Conventions.

3) Cooperation on the National Level:

Wherever the National Societies of the Red Cross have been
the first to set up secular nursing schools, close bonds have long
existed between the Red Cross and the National Nursing Asso-
ciation, even in countries where other private or government schools
were subsequently established.

Florence Nightingale, who advocated systematic nursing training
and founded the first professional nursing school, in London,
considerably influenced the development of nursing in very many
countries which had close relations with Great Britain. At that
time, the National Red Cross Societies in the English-speaking coun-
tries concentrated on training voluntary auxiliary personnel.

According to the organization and needs of the Army Medical
Service, the National Society, as an auxiliary to the public author-
ities, recruits and trains medical personnel in the event of armed
conflicts, natural disasters or epidemics. This involves establishing
and maintaining relations with the professional nursing schools,
which are beneficial not only to the Red Cross but also to nurses.

In cases where relations between the Red Cross and the Nurses'
Association have not yet been established, it is essential that they
should be. In case of armed conflict they should moreover be
consolidated. It is not only wise but necessary for each National
Society to forge these bonds in the interests of its country. They
are important in sustaining the efforts to develop nursing on the
national level, and acquainting all nurses with the provisions of

178



DISSEMINATION OF THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS

the 1949 Geneva Conventions. Both the National Red Cross
Society and the National Nurses Association benefit from close
cooperation in favour of all whom they relieve.

V. TEACHING OF THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS IN NURSING
SCHOOLS AND IN COURSES FOR

VOLUNTARY AUXILIARIES AND FIRST-AIDERS

Under II, we mentioned the Governments' obligations as
regards the dissemination of the 1949 Geneva Conventions.

We feel that they should give all necessary support to the
National Red Cross Societies which are likewise ready to propagate
the Conventions. These should have little difficulty in persuading
the competent authorities to include the teaching of the rights and
duties of military and civilian medical personnel under the four
Geneva Conventions in nursing school syllabi; questions on this
subject would be put during the nursing diploma examination
(state registered nurse).

The National Societies which themselves run nursing schools
must of course give a good example. All their courses for voluntary
auxiliaries and first-aiders should at least provide elementary
knowledge of the texts directly concerning medical personnel, in
order to spread knowledge of the Conventions.

VI. TEACHING METHODS

If we want to teach the Geneva Conventions, we must remember
that they did not spring from mere theories of humanitarianism.
Both the Red Cross and the Geneva Conventions are the fruit of
actual experience.

Since the days of Henry Dunant, each gesture of compassion
and protection has been repeated again before being codified in
international humanitarian law. It was experience, acquired in
the most varied circumstances, which inspired the authors of the
Conventions.

We must therefore somehow make this experience come alive
by painting a vivid picture of situations in which the Conventions
should be applied, and of what will happen to victims if they are
not.
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" What are the questions which interest everyone in case of a
conflict?"

— the rights to which they could lay claim and the obligations
incumbent on them

— the assistance and protection to which they could have recourse
if necessary.

" What are the questions which could interest a nurse in particular ?"

— the best conditions under which she could practise her profession,
— how the protection of her person, of the hospital where she is

working, and of her patients would be ensured,
— how to obtain medical supplies and drugs if they run out,
— what precautions should be taken in arranging air transport of

wounded patients,
— what classes of civilians would enjoy special privileges and

protection,
— what would be her status and fate if she fell into enemy hands.

This type of question generally awakens response in nurses,
firing their imagination and prompting questions to the person
teaching the Conventions.

Exercises in " discussion groups " on the rights and duties of
medical personnel will subsequently enable the nurse to find for
herself the relevant articles in the four Geneva Conventions.

At the Red Cross International Nursing Study Center we
proceeded as follows:

a) A lecturer gave a general outline of the Geneva Conventions,
laying emphasis on the various Articles dealing with nurses'
rights and duties.

b) Afterwards, the audience was free to ask questions.

c) The day before the practical exercise, each participant
received an ICRC booklet entitled: "Nurses and the 1949
Geneva Conventions ", which she was supposed to study
before group work began next day.

d) In addition to this booklet, the leader of each group received
an unabridged copy of the four Geneva Conventions, and
a set of three or four problems describing situations in which

180



DISSEMINATION OF THE GENEVA CONVENTIONS

a nurse or a group of nurses might find themselves, in the
event of armed conflict.

e) The groups made a joint study of the problems put before
them, and discussed on the basis of the Conventions what
would be the right thing for a nurse to do in a given situation.

f) The answers and solutions to the problems were submitted,
in plenary session, in the form of direct oral answers,
dialogues, debates, role plays (socio-drama).

In a day and a half the participants, who were all Red Cross
nurses and voluntary auxiliaries, representing some thirty coun-
tries, had gained satisfactory knowledge of the texts of the Con-
ventions which concerned them, and can now continue to add to it.

They fully understood that the privileges granted to medical
personnel also impose the acceptance of certain duties.

We have ventured to suggest a teaching method, but we are
quite aware that there are others. In selecting problems and exercises
the varying degrees of maturity of students attending such courses
must also be borne in mind.

The ICRC will be glad to hear about the different National
Society experiences in introducing this subject in professional
nursing schools, and in voluntary auxiliaries', first-aiders' or even
Junior Red Cross training courses.
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