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APPEALS BY THE INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE

For the benefit of the victims of the
Nigeria-Biafra conflict
We quote below the text of an appeal launched by the ICRC,
above the signature of its President, Mr. S. A. Gonard, to the
Nigerian and Biafran representatives to the Peace Conference
which started in Kampala on May 23, 1968.
As can be seen, the ICRC calls on both parties to the conflict
to agree immediately on a number of practical humanitarian
measures. These were the subject of an article in our May issue:
Now that important negotiations are starting in Kampala between
the representatives of Nigeria and the secessionist Biafra region
with a view to the cessation of hostilities, the International Committee
of the Red Cross which, since the beginning of the conflict, has
attempted to alleviate the suffering of prisoners and the civilian
population, addresses a most pressing appeal to the two parties in
conflict so that a number of urgent humanitarian measures be adopted.
Anxious to strengthen its work of relief, the ICRC requests the
negotiators in Kampala to consider the immediate adoption of the
following three proposals.
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1) Protection of the civilian population and prisoners
Basing itself on the fundamental humanitarian principles and
the spirit of the Geneva Conventions, the International Committee of
the Red Cross requests the belligerents to take all the necessary measures,
in particular, by giving very precise and strict instructions to the
armed forces opposed to each other, with a view to sparing the civilian
population from air attacks or from other acts against their safety,
whether these are or are not in the form of reprisals. Wounded or
shipwrecked military personnel as well as prisoners are equally to be
protected.
The ICRC is prepared to give its support to all practical measures
for the strengthening of the security of the civilian population.
2) Relief to the civilian population
As the ICRC stressed in the urgent appeal it addressed in midApril to Red Cross Societies throughout the world and to all aid
organizations, urgent action is required to assist and supply civilian
populations, suffering as a result of the hostilities.
Thanks to the help it has already received, the International
Committee of the Red Cross is taking measures for medicines and
food, of which there is urgent need, to reach without delay all the
areas afflicted by the war. So far as Biafra is concerned, however,
facilities must be accorded the ICRC by the two parties opposing each
other to enable transports which will be organized by the ICRC to
arrive rapidly and safely. It therefore urges that, in accordance with
the letter and the spirit of the Geneva Conventions, every facility be
granted it and that the blockade be lifted to enable the passage of
relief supplies.
3) Exchange of prisoners of war
An exchange of prisoners held on either side could very shortly
take place under the auspices of the ICRC, on neighbouring neutral
territory. According to custom, the International Committee of the
Red Cross would willingly undertake to organize such an exchange,
with the help of the armed forces of the two parties in conflict.
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In formally requesting the negotiators in Kampala to adopt the
above measures without delay, the International Committee of the
Red Cross is not only conscious of serving the cause of suffering
humanity, but also, if these proposals are adopted, of re-establishing
peace in men's minds and hearts.
The ICRC delegate general for Africa went to Kampala in
order to undertake any approach to the parties to the conflict
which might contribute to the success of the humanitarian negotiations proposed by the ICRC.
In view of the deterioration in the situation, however, the
ICRC appealed to a number of National Societies on May 24,
sending them the following message which it simultaneously disseminated through the press, radio and television:
As a result of the capture of Port Harcourt, the International
Committee of the Red Cross has just received a dramatic radio appeal
from its delegation in Biafra. In this appeal it is stated that thousands
of women, children and old people, starving and on the verge of
exhaustion are moving towards the centre of the territory, fleeing
combat zones. The number of these refugees is at present estimated
at about six hundred thousand persons crowded into several hundred
camps and schools. These persons are terrified by the war and refuse
to go back to their villages for fear of losing their lives.
Already ICRC delegates have reported that they have seen many
dead on the roadside. To save those hundreds of thousands of human
beings it would be necessary to dispatch a minimum of 200 tons of
foodstuffs a day. The means at present available to the ICRC are
totally inadequate to face this situation, and the Committee is ready
to organize a large scale relief operation. For this purpose it must
obtain the necessary foodstuffs, means of transport (airplanes and
then ships), and first and foremost the lifting of the blockade.
With this object in view the International Committee has just
sent to the representatives of Nigeria and Biafra now meeting to
negotiate in Kampala, a pressing appeal to lift the blockade now
enforced against Biafra, to enable the Committee to send food and
medicines exclusively intended for civilian populations.
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All support offered for this endeavour will be appreciated by
the ICRC. You are also requested to ask the assistance of your government to obtain relief and transport. As soon as your reply has been
received the ICRC will give you all necessary indications for the
dispatching of goods.
Time is getting short and the Red Cross cannot remain indifferent
to such human misery.

According to ICRC delegations in Nigeria and Biafra the
plight of hundreds of thousands of civilians, including women and
children, is going from bad to worse.1
It is easy to imagine the devastation caused by air-raids on
population centres or by guerilla warfare in a country where the
population density is so high. Dysentery, one of the most infectious
of diseases has erupted and is spreading rapidly. Famine and its
effects are decimating the population, especially the women and
the children who have sought refuge in the bush. About a hundred
children in a clearing, far from any populated area, were saved
from starvation thanks to the accidental arrival of a member of
the Nigerian Red Cross. How many other groups are in a similar
plight ?
-A

In order to assist the Red Cross in Nigeria and Biafra, the ICRC
considers it essential for personnel to be sent out there, particularly
medico-social teams, equipped with the necessary means of communications and transport, to work in the most seriously affected
areas.
The ICRC is endeavouring to recruit five further medico-social
teams for that purpose; two for work in Biafra and three in Federal
territory. To combat the ravages of the war these teams and the
food and medical supplies so cruelly lacking must be found and
sent out to Nigeria and Biafra without delay. As regards personnel,
it has strengthened its delegations in Nigeria and Biafra, but has
not so far been able to obtain the necessary help in strengthening
its medico-social teams. It hopes that this help will not be refused it.
1

Plate.—The ICRC gives aid to the wounded and ensures the distribution
of powdered milk.
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As regards relief to civilian population victims of the war in
Nigeria, as already mentioned, at the end of April the ICRC sent
all National Red Cross, Red Crescent, and Red Lion and Sun
Societies an appeal for massive assistance in the form of foodstuffs
and medical supplies for more than a million people who have
fled the fighting areas in Nigeria and Biafra. On May 24th the appeal
was repeated with increased stress as military operations around
Port Harcourt had given rise to a new exodus of destitute refugees
to the interior of Biafra which has been subjected to blockade for
many months.
The ICRC issues a reminder in this respect that the Geneva
Conventions, to which Nigeria is a party, make express provision
for the raising of a blockade to allow the passage of consignments
intended for humanitarian purposes, that is to say, for the supply
of foodstuffs and medicines for women and children.
Consequently, the ICRC was pleased to note the information
from the Nigerian federal government, conveyed by General
Gowon to ICRC delegate Jean-Rene Pierroz during an interview
in Lagos, that practical facilities would be granted the ICRC for
the free passage of its relief consignments. ICRC delegate general
Georg Hoffmann, who was on mission in Kampala, reached Lagos
on June 1st in order to discuss arrangements with the federal
authorities.
By May 31 only 19 National Societies 1 had responded to the
ICRC's appeal, those in the forefront being Sweden, with the
largest donation, Norway, the United Kingdom, Canada, Germany,
Holland and Switzerland which, with government backing, made
available substantial credits and donations in kind.2 Total value
so far is about 2 million Swiss francs, in addition to 3,000 tons
of goods.
1

i.e. Australia, Cameroon, Canada, Denmark, Ethiopia, Finland,
German Federal Republic, Great Britain, India, Ireland, Kenya, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, South Africa, Sweden, Switzerland,
U.S.A.
2
ICRC delegate Jacques de Heller went to several Scandinavian countries and to the UK at the beginning of May to give the alert on the
urgency of assisting the victims of the war in Nigeria.

299

INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE

Other organisations contributing generously to the ICRC's
assistance programme are UNICEF, the World Council of Churches
and Oxfam.
In addition, other responses are expected, particularly from
the Red Cross Societies of the USSR, the USA, Belgium and
Yugoslavia.
Thanks to these donations the International Committee has
already arranged fourteen flights of relief goods to Biafra and
Nigeria *. Two of these are scheduled to reach Lagos on the 5th
and 6th June, one of 24 tons and the other of 26 tons.
It is however only too obvious that nothing short of a wider
opening in the blockade will permit delivery of the relief supplies.
Discussions to achieve this are still going on.
This was the situation at the beginning of June.

1
Plate—Medicines and vitamins for Biafra being loaded aboard an
airplane.
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Nigeria: The ICRC gives aid to the wounded...
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.and ensures the distribution of powdered milk.

Geneva: Medicines and vitamins for Biafra being loaded on aircraft.
Photos V. Markevitch.

