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Following the death of Georges Olivet
Delegate of the International Committee of the Red Cross

In its last issue, the International Review paid tribute to Georges
Olivet as well as to Mrs. Vroonen and Mr. Smeding, of the Katanga
Red Cross, all three of whom died in the service of the Red Cross
on December 13, 1961. The news of their brutal end was received
with dismay in Geneva and messages of sympathy are still pouring
in to the headquarters of the ICRC, some of which we have already
published. Still more messages have been sent to the International
Committee from countries all over the world. The Chairman of the
Board of Governors of the League, Mr. MacAulay, sent Mr. Boissier,
the President of the ICRC, a message expressing his deep sorrow
and emphasizing the necessity of establishing the circumstances
of this disaster, which represents a threat to the authority and
effectiveness of the international actions of the Red Cross. The
National Societies have also associated themselves with the ICRC's
loss by telegrams and letters. Amongst them, the Red Cross Societies
of the following countries should be quoted as we have not been
able to mention them before: Germany (Federal Republic), Burma,
Bulgaria, Canada, Chile, United States, Greece, India, Lebanon,
Mexico, Nicaragua, Poland, Portugal, Venezuela. It should be
added that the Congolese Red Cross, which is not yet officially
recognized, has also expressed its sympathy.

The names of those who died with Georges Olivet have also
been honoured in the messages received, and on January 12, 1962,
the President of the ICRC expressed to the families of Mrs. Vroonen
and Mr. Smeding the sympathy of the International Committee
of the Red Cross on the death of these two members of the Katanga
Red Cross who accompanied Georges Olivet on his last mission.

A religious ceremony in memory of Georges Olivet was held in
the Reformed Church in Leopoldville, on January 13. Numerous
personalities were present, representing the United Nations, WHO,
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the League, the Swiss Medical Unit in the Congo, the Congolese
Red Cross, the Swiss Consulate General, as well as the members
of the ICRC Delegation in the Congo.

Georges Olivet died on a dangerous mission which he had been
carrying out with his usual courage under the Red Cross emblem.
He showed to the end what can be done to defend the wounded by
calm assurance. When his fate was still uncertain and there were
still grounds for hope, the ICRC received a letter on December 15,
1961 from an important personality in the Laotian Royal Govern-
ment, Mr. Chao Sopsaisana, who is representing his country in
Geneva at the moment. This letter describes so accurately just
what the work of ICRC delegates represents, and it pays so moving
a tribute to these men that we think it most opportune to reproduce
the essential passages :

Knowing that everywhere the International Committee of the Red
Cross deals with peoples' misfortune, each time disaster strikes some-
where in the world the International Committee of the Red Cross
hurries to the aid of the disinherited. By force of habit, the courage,
unselfishness, heroism and sacrifice of the men who are sent by the
International Committee of the Red Cross to the most dangerous and
difficult places are merely considered as their rightful duty...

The news which I have had today concerning the disappearance
of Mr. Georges Olivet while carrying out his mission in Katanga in
the service of humanity, has particularly affected me. .

The work being carried out by these representatives of the Red
Cross is more than an every-day duty, it is an exalted action which
should serve as an example to humanity by service to one's neighbour,
sacrifice and courage in the darkest hours.

* *

But the circumstances of this tragic event were still shrouded
in uncertainty when the ICRC received confirmation of the death
of Georges Olivet and his companions. For this reason, as has
previously been stated, Mr. Frederic Siordet, Vice-President of the
ICRC, left Geneva for the Congo on December 25, 1961, in order
to be quite certain that a thorough enquiry was being undertaken.
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He first of all stopped at Leopoldville, where Mr. Jean de
Preux, ICRC delegate, was waiting for him. He was received by
Mr. Adoula, President of the Congolese Central Government, and
he also met the head of the United Nations mission in the Congo,
Mr. Sture Linner.

Accompanied by Mr. P. E. Jaccaud, Swiss Vice-Consul,
Mr. Siordet and Mr. de Preux took the plane to Elisabethville
where they were given a courteous welcome both by the Katanga
authorities and by the United Nations representatives. The Vice-
President of the ICRC was received by Mr. Tshombe, head of the
Katanga Government and he then had a talk with Mr. Falmagne,
Katanga State Attorney. The latter brought him up-to-date
with the results of the enquiry opened by the Katanga local
authorities. Mr. Siordet also met Mr. B. Urquhart, United Nations
representative, who informed him that UNO had not yet been
able to set up an enquiry, because it did not have the legal facilities
at its disposal on the spot to enable it to undertake such a task.

Mr. Siordet visited the place where Mr. Olivet and his two
companions were killed and inspected the remains of the ambulance
in which they had been travelling when the disaster occurred. He
then left for Leopoldville where he had a further meeting with
the Prime Minister, Mr. Adoula, and met Mr. Linner again.

Mr. Siordet was back in Geneva on January 4, 1962 and on the
basis of the report which he immediately made to the International
Committee, the latter decided to ask Mr. Thant, Acting Secretary-
General of the United Nations, to set up an independent commission
to enquire into the death of Georges Olivet, and which would be
accepted by both parties, that is to say, the United Nations and
the Katanga Government. In his message of January 10 to
Mr. Thant, the President of the ICRC concluded with these words:

Faced with this situation, the ICRC feels itself obliged to urge
you most strongly to appoint a commission of enquiry immediately,
as has already been suggested by Mr. Siordet and Mr. Urquhart.
This commission should be composed of highly qualified personalities
accepted by both parties and in addition to an examining magistrate,
should certainly include a medical expert and an expert in ballistics.
It must be able to carry out its mandate quite impartially and
independently and to this effect receive every facility from both

86



INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE

sides. Mr. Tshombe has already written to the ICRC, assuring it
that the Katanga authorities will accord the commission these
facilities.

You will understand that in view of the gravity of the cir-
cumstances which led to the tragic death of Mr. Olivet and his
companions in an ambulance marked with the red cross emblem
and, moreover, flying the ICRC flag, the ICRC, the founder body
of the Red Cross and guardian of the principles expressed by the
Geneva Conventions, is morally bound to do everything in its power
to ensure that the facts are established and the responsibilities
determined. It could not ignore so grave an attack, not so much
against the safety of its representatives who assume normal risks,
but on the intrinsic value of the red cross emblem for which it is
obliged to demand respect by virtue of the protection which this
emblem must be able to ensure for the wounded, sick, prisoners and
other victims of war alluded to in the Geneva Conventions.

I have no doubt whatsoever that you share the ICRC's anxiety
in wishing to shed all possible light on this event by demonstrating
on this occasion the solidarity of the international institutions which
are endeavouring to bring peace and security to the Congolese
people.

This solidarity, of which you, yourself, and your representatives
have already given many examples, will no doubt lead you.to comply
with our request by appointing the commission of enquiry for which
we are asking, with the least delay possible, and in whose work we
hope that a representative of the ICRC can take part. We are willing
to examine the operational methods with you or with your appointed
representative.

On January 15, Mr. Thant replied that he accepted the ICRC's
request and the principal passages of his letter are as follows:

As I am anxious both to shed all possible light on this tragedy
and to have the Red Cross emblem respected as well as the essential
humanitarian functions provided for in the Geneva Conventions,
I willingly accept your proposal that an impartial commission of
enquiry composed of highly qualified personalities be appointed and
approved by the United Nations Organization and the ICRC, with
a mandate to enquire into every aspect of this deplorable event.
You inform me that Mr. Tshombe has given a formal assurance to
the Committee that all the necessary facilities will be accorded it
by the Katanga authorities. I, in turn, would like to assure you that
the United Nations Organization in the Congo will also receive
instructions to furnish every possible assistance to the proposed
commission.
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In view of the time which has elapsed since this suggestion was
made, I am writing to you immediately to confirm that the United
Nations are willing for a commission composed of qualified techni-
cians to be appointed by common consent of both parties. I also
hope with you that the International Committee and the United
Nations Organization will take part in the enquiry. They can do so
either as members or as observers, whichever the Committee wishes.
I should be grateful if you would let me have your suggestions
regarding the technically qualified personalities to take part in the
commission and I will inform you of the result of my own enquiries
on this subject.

The Acting Secretary-General of the United Nations and the
ICRC agreed without delay that the commission should be com-
posed of the following : Mr. Bjoern Kjellin, President of the Malmoe
Court of Appeal, Professor Leopold Breitenecker, Director of the
Vienna Institute of Legal Medicine, and Colonel Hans Roost,
Swiss expert in ballistics. These three persons have willingly
accepted the work entrusted to them.

The commission will begin its task forthwith and will endeavour
to throw light on the circumstances of the death of Georges Olivet
and his companions. The Red Cross cannot allow such things to
occur without doing everything in its power to see that they do not
happen again. The protection which the red cross emblem represents
must retain its value and those who endeavour to have the prin-
ciples of humanity respected under difficult circumstances must be
effectively protected.

The International Review will keep its readers informed of the
development of the present enquiry.
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