
INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE

THE INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE OF THE RED CROSS

AND THE CUBAN CRISIS

On the basis of the different communications during the last
month to the National Societies and to the general public *, we are
in a position to publish a chronological summary of events which
will enable an understanding of the role which it was being consi-
dered to entrust to the International Committee with regard to
the Cuban crisis.

At the beginning of November, 1962, Mr. Thant, Acting Secre-
tary-General of the United Nations, with the agreement of the
United States of America and of the Soviet Union, requested the
International Committee of the Red Cross in Geneva for its assis-
tance by visiting vessels bound for Cuba, an assistance which would
consist primarily of recruiting a team of some thirty inspectors
for a duration of one month.

The ICRC was assured, through the United Nations, that the
Cuban Government would also accept such a form of control, but
it nevertheless realized that this was a task outside the conventional
and traditional scope of its humanitarian mission. However, in the
best interest of peace, recognized by the last assemblies of the
Red Cross as being one of the organization's principles of action,
and with the desire to spare mankind suffering which it has endea-
voured to alleviate during the course of international and civil
wars, the ICRC considered that it could lend its good offices to
the United Nations. Nevertheless, it would be unable to undertake
any action without the formal agreement of the three parties
concerned. Furthermore, the ICRC could not assume direct respon-

1 See ICRC press releases of November 5 and 13 on which this article is
based.
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sibility for the proposed operations, which would remain within
the competence of the United Nations and the States concerned.
The carrying out of this control should conform to the principles
of the Red Cross.

The ICRC, therefore, requested its former President, Mr. Paul
Ruegger, to proceed to New York to make contact with and obtain
information from the Secretary-General of the United Nations, as
well as the representatives of the States concerned, the ICRC's
definite decision depending upon the result of this mission.

On November 7, the President of the ICRC, Mr. Boissier,
considered that he should broadcast to the general public, giving
the reasons for the International Committee's decision and the
conditions on which the organization might possibly accept such
a mandate. After pointing out the gravity of the international
situation, he said, in effect:

The International Committee has undoubtedly been called
upon because it is first and foremost a neutral intermediary between
States in conflict. At the present time the States are not in conflict
but they could be so at any moment. There would then be victims
and for this reason, the ICRC would lend its aid to the United
Nations —• nothing, however, has yet been decided — if it can
carry out a job which does not lie within the realm of politics
with which it has nothing to do, but which is on a purely humani-
tarian level. In view of the gravity of the circumstances, it could
not do otherwise than examine the possibility of cooperation and
intervention.

The International Committee is neutral and impartial but,
above all, it is independent, independent of all Governments,
whether it be the Swiss Government or any other, and it is perhaps
this independence which has attracted the confidence of the
Governments concerned and, consequently, this request for
intervention.

The task to be accomplished is humanitarian ; the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross deals with man, and with
man alone, leaving to States the trouble of unravelling the poli-
tical questions, however difficult, however agonizing they may be.
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At the request of the ICRC, Mr. Paul Ruegger left for New
York on November 5. He returned to Geneva some days later and,
on November 12, the International Committee held an emergency
plenary session to hear him and to learn of the results of his
mission.

The International Committee took note of the atmosphere of
confidence in which its envoy met with the Secretary-General of the
United Nations, his colleagues and the representatives of the three
powers directly concerned in the Cuban crisis.

The good offices which the ICRC considered lending to the
United Nations, at Mr. Thant's request, in circumstances of excep-
tional gravity, were the subject of numerous discussions in New
York. These enabled the United Nations to understand more
precisely the contribution which the Geneva Committee could offer
them, and the CICR to appreciate more clearly the extent of the
help which would be asked of it.

The methods of control would still have to be clarified in the
course of future discussions. The exchange of communications
between the Acting Secretary-General of the United Nations and
the ICRC were to be continued to this effect during the days
following.

By November 15, no further event had occurred and it became
unlikely that the International Committee would be called upon
for its help. The latter, however, considered that it should give
more detailed information to the Red Cross, Red Crescent and
Red Lion and Sun Societies on the eventual role which the United
Nations had asked it to assume, in order to contribute towards a
peaceful settlement of the Cuban crisis.

It therefore sent the following circular letter, on that date :

Mr. Thant, Acting Secretary-General of the United Nations, has
requested the eventual help of the ICRC in the control of vessels pro-
ceeding to Cuba. By the terms of this proposal, the ICRC would appoint
a team of some thirty inspectors from outside the institution which
would be put at the disposal of the United Nations and placed under
their authority. These inspectors would assure, for a limited period,
that cargoes did not contain certain categories of weapons.
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The ICRC replied that it could consider, as an absolutely excep-
tional measure, lending its good offices to the United Nations. It
imposed, however, two prior conditions on its acceptance in principle,
namely that the three Powers directly concerned agree to the action
requested of it and that this should conform to Red Cross principles.

The ICRC did not take this decision without considerable reflexion,
since such a task is outside the conventional and traditional scope of
its humanitarian mission. Several important reasons, however, led it
not to immediately reject the proposal which had been submitted to it.

First of all, an appeal was being made to the ICRC as the only
international body able, in circumstances of extreme gravity, to fulfil
a mandate judged to be capable of maintaining peace in the world.
Now, there had been every reason to fear, for several days at least,
that a conflict breaking out under such conditions would rapidly assume
the character of an atomic war, which would not have failed to cause
the loss of countless lives and inflict vast suffering on many other
people. Eeven more, the Red Cross itself at the same time risked seeing
its work everywhere destroyed or rendered impossible.

The declaration of Red Cross principles recently adopted in Prague
by the Council of Delegates, assigns to the Red Cross the duty to
" prevent and alleviate human suffering wherever it may be found "
and to promote " co-operation and lasting peace amongst all peoples ".
There was a time in the history of the Red Cross when it was thought
that giving assistance to prisoners of war, or relief work in time of
peace were outside its field of activity. Gradually, during the course
of a long period of evolution, the Red Cross has now extended its scope
to include suffering in nearly all its forms.

It could be feared that the Red Cross might venture into the sphere
of international politics. However, it is precisely by reason of its
neutrality and independence towards all States that the ICRC was
considered, not to accomplish an act of a political order, but on the
contrary to exercise, in a given situation, its functions of a non-political
institution. Moreover, whenever it fights against the evils engendered
by conflicts, whenever it endeavours to set limits to the recourse to
employing certain methods of combat, the ICRC intervenes, to some
extent, on a State level, in order to make a duty of humanity prevail,
on each occasion on which the importance of the interests involved
demand it. In insisting, as a prior condition to any action on its part,
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on the express agreement of the three States directly concerned, the ICRC
esteems that it has, in advance, " depoliticized ", the mission which
would be entrusted to it, in circumstances which, one must emphasize,
could lead to a general war.

On November 23, 1962, Mr. Thant, whilst thanking the Presi-
dent of the ICRC, informed him that the embargo around Cuba
having been lifted, there was no further reason for resorting to the
good offices of the International Committee.

GENEVA CONVENTIONS

The International Committee of the Red Cross has received
from the Federal Political Department in Berne, the certified true
copy of the instrument by which the Government of Ireland
ratified the Geneva Conventions of 1949 on September 27, 1962.
Such ratification will take effect from March 27, 1963.

Furthermore, the Republic of Cyprus, as well as the Federation
of Malaya, handed their instruments of accession to the Geneva
Conventions to the Federal Political Department, the former on
May 23, and the latter on August 24, 1962. These Conventions will
thus enter into force on November 23, 1962 for the Republic of
Cyprus, and on February 24, 1963, for the Federation of Malaya.

Finally, the Islamic Republic of Mauritania confirmed on
October 30, 1962, its participation in the Geneva Conventions,
such participation having taken effect from November 28, 1960,
the date of that country's independence.

States formally participating in the Geneva Conventions of
1949 thus now number ninety-one.
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