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Central Tracing Agency

Three offices in the Asian Sub-Continent

Maintaining contact between captives and their families; seeking
persons who are missing; reuniting families dispersed by events
(international conflicts, civil wars, internal disturbances)—such are
the main duties of the ICRC Central Tracing Agency in Geneva,
where it maintains its principal working instrument, a card-index
system of more than 45 million entries. The Agency also sets up,
when circumstances require, offices which act as its correspondents
in other countries.

In the summer of 1971, for instance, it established in Dacca a
missing persons bureau operated by two ICRC delegates and a
number of local employees. Following the December 1971 hostilities,
similar bureaux were set up in New Delhi and Islamabad, while
small agencies were opened throughout Bangladesh, particularly in
non-Bengali camps.

In all three countries, delegates are engaged in tracing missing
persons, in dealing with requests for news and in forwarding mail
between prisoners of war and their families, and also between
civilians separated by the events. During the first six months of the
year, far from decreasing, those activities greatly developed.

The figures available are eloquent: since the beginning of ICRC
activities in the Asian sub-continent, the total correspondence
exchanged—including civilian messages and the letters of prisoners
of war—amounted to 2,400,000 items. In the month of August
alone, the ICRC delegation in New Delhi sent almost 400,000
family messages to Pakistan and received more than 100,000 letters
from that country. A further exchange of family messages and
parcels took place at the Indo-Pakistani frontier post of Wagah,
towards the end of August.

The ICRC delegate at Islamabad delivered to the delegate in
New Delhi 75,000 letters for Pakistani prisoners of war and civilian
internees in India, and 4,000 parcels prepared for the prisoners by
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the Pakistan Red Cross. He also transmitted 5,000 civilian messages
addressed to Dacca and 2,100 letters written to their families by
Indian prisoners of war in Pakistan.

In the opposite direction, 130,000 letters written by Pakistani
prisoners of war in India were forwarded to Pakistan; 1,229 family
letters and parcels provided by the Indian Red Cross were handed
to Indian prisoners of war in Pakistan. Finally, 115 messages from
Indian civilians were forwarded to their relatives in Pakistan. In
Dacca, the agency team, which is composed of an ICRC delegate
and thirty-two local employees, deals on average with a thousand
messages a day. Since it was opened, the bureau has forwarded
1,200,000 civilian messages in either direction.

During the second quarter of 1972, the agency in Pakistan
forwarded more than 530,000 letters for Pakistani prisoners of war
and civilian internees in India, 41,000 messages to civilians in
Bangladesh, and more than 3,000 letters from Indian prisoners of
war in Pakistan to their families in India.

It takes about a month for a family message to be transmitted
from Bangladesh to Pakistan. This is not long if one bears in mind
all the operations involved in the forwarding of such messages.
A letter written in the Dogra camp, at Chittagong, for example,
is handed to the local ICRC delegation on the following day. A
day later, that delegation sends it on to the ICRC delegation in
Dacca. The team working in the agency then applies itself to a
preliminary sorting, according to the language used and to the
destination of the letter, after which it censors those not strictly
of a family nature. Thousands of such letters go into a postal bag
which is taken to the airport. Once the customs formalities have
been completed, the letters are carried to Pakistan free of charge
by two air companies, with a stop-over in New Delhi.

The bags finally reach Pakistan, but this is not the end of their
journey. From Karachi they are despatched to Islamabad, where
they are opened by the agency delegates. Again they are sorted;
again they are despatched. Messages not addressed to the capital
or its surroundings go to Karachi and Lahore, where the Pakistan
Red Cross takes over and signs for them, carries out a last check
and proceeds to have them delivered to the addressees.
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