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The Red Cross in the Yemen

A new film

In 1963, the International Committee answered the appeal for
help from the entire Yemeni population. It installed humanitarian
missions for both sides of the conflict, in the North as well as in the
South and its action is still being pursued today.

One can, moreover, recall the setting up in the middle of the
desert at Uqhd in North Yemen of a completely equipped field
hospital which functioned from 1963 to 1966. Over 200,000 cases
were treated in the polyclinic and nearly 5,000 operations were
carried out in the Clinobox.1

Because of the displacement of the fighting lines to the south of
the Jauf desert the ICRC decided to end this activity, as the seriously
war-wounded were no longer able to go northwards to the field
hospital fully established at Uqhd. Mr. Andre" Rochat, head of the
mission in the Arabian Peninsula then proposed to the ICRC that
medico-surgical teams cross that desert to be nearer zones behind
the lines, so as to be able to give effective help to the war-wounded
left without treatment on the ground.

The project was realized and Red Cross medical teams are
at present carrying out their work in North and East Yemen where,
without them, large numbers of wounded and sick would be entirely
lacking in care.2 They accommodate themselves to very precarious
conditions, working in places most difficult of access and often have
to take shelter in caves. Indeed, sites chosen for the installation of
aid posts and small polyclinics have to be sheltered as much as
possible from air attack, wind, sandstorms and the sun. Together
with this medical action there are also distributions of relief to the
needy and victims of the war as well as liaison missions.

1 See International Review, April 1965.
"Plate. An ICRC medical team entering a defile in order to cross a

fighting area in the desert.
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As can be imagined, the ICRC delegates in the Yemen do not
have an easy task and they are in constant danger. The work,
however, continues in spite of everything and it was fitting to
become aware of it not only through reports and photographs, but '
also by coloured pictures which alone can fully bring out the courage
and devotion of the International Committee's representatives, but
still more, the absolute necessity for their intervention, in the name
of humanity, to bring assistance to these persons in extreme want
and to whom none, except the delegates, come to their aid.

It was to show these facts and demonstrate the ICRC's continu-
ous activity in these regions in which war has been raging for six
years that Mr. Andre" Rochat made a film on the spot from 15
December 1968 to 17 January 1969, illustrating certain particularly
moving scenes of the ICRC's action in North Yemen. One can see
the life of a medical team comprising a surgeon, an anaesthetist and
three male nurses who each night perform as many as ten operations
and give treatment to over a hundred hospitalized war wounded
and dozens of lightly wounded and sick.

When speaking of those " hospitalized " one is indeed employing
big words. In fact, the hospital is a mere house of no pretension,
guarded by a few soldiers and where the unfortunate ones lie often
on the ground itself, whose wounds, due to lack of care, have become
infected and are often gangrenous. It is only when night falls that
the team can go there after sleeping by day in caves out of reach of
aircraft.

To reach these isolated places in the midst of jagged rocks it
was necessary to traverse 700 kilometres of desert broken by moun-
tains over 4,000 m. high in which hostile bedouin tribes are to be
met. A few lorries on which large red crosses are painted follow
tracks under the burning sun. Sometimes they stop to enable one of
the doctors to give care to a wounded nomad and operate on him
on the ground in the vehicle's shade. Mr. Rochat describes this epic
which impresses all who have seen his film.1

1 The film was shown in Switzerland to the press, municipal authorities,
members of the medical corps, medical students' associations and cantonal
sections of the Swiss Red Cross in Geneva, Berne, Lausanne, Zurich and
Basle. Further showings will be made elsewhere, if technical conditions
permit.
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Photo Andre Rochat
An ICRC medical team entering a defile in order to cross a fighting area in the

desert.
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This, then, is the task of the Red Cross: to be out in front, to go
wherever there is suffering, to help those who cannot be aided
except by men who have left their professional occupations, their
homes, to assist all victims whoever they may be by their skill. The
film is of even greater significance when one sees an ICRC delegate
visiting prisoners incarcerated in a fortress. His task is to ensure that
respect is given to the Geneva Conventions which protect these
prisoners, some of whom were subsequently released thanks to his
intervention. Shackles on the feet of some prisoners were removed,
as in the Yemen, it is customary in some regions to shackle prisoners.

Thus the International Committee has accomplished its role by
obtaining, in the very heart of the desert, that every man, even
totally at the mercy of his enemy, is treated with humanity. Its
delegates in the Yemen give proof that the Red Cross spirit is still
very much alive. Placed in the same situation as Dunant after
Solferino they perform the same work as he did, with the same
enthusiasm.
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