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MEDICAL TRANSPORT PAST AND PRESENT

In his introduction to his book,* Jean Mercier spells out the challenge of
medical transport:

... "overcoming the reluctance of the people on the spot, getting to know
all aspects of medical transport by air, land, sea and river, following the
progress of science and technology in never-ending research, in order to forge
ahead in this special domain with the development of the material and equip-
ment used in the service of man".

In the first three chapters of the book, which are devoted to planes,
seaplanes and helicopters, the history of medical aircraft in France and in
other countries is retraced from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century
to the present day and age. The variety of aircraft adapted for the transport of
the wounded, whether seated or recumbent, testifies to the universal interest in
air transport for medical purposes from the very beginning of civil and mili-
tary aviation. This interest is still very much alive; the numerous types of
aeroplanes, seaplanes and helicopters used by belligerents to evacuate the
wounded and the sick during the two World Wars and in the ensuing conflicts
and described in the three chapters show that research and efforts to develop
medical transport by air have never ceased.

An account of hospital ships and other vessels used to evacuate and care
for the wounded and sick is given in Chapter IV. Hospital ships existed as
early as 1588 in the Spanish Armada, and have indeed been found in navies
ever since ancient times.

Mention is made of the diverse types of vessels converted for use as
hospital ships from the days of sailing ships up to the 1991 Gulf War, when
two hospital ships of some 70,000 tonnes operated under the American flag.
That conflict also saw armed warships with a hospital capacity of 50 to
100 beds, and there are similarly equipped warships in the present conflict in
the Adriatic. They bear no distinguishing marks as hospital ships and are not
protected by the Second Geneva Convention, as they are first and foremost
combat vessels.

The book does not offer an exhaustive list of the hospital ships used since
man has been fighting on the seas, lakes and rivers. Nevertheless, the number
of hospital ships mentioned by the author is more than enough to convince the
reader that this means of medical transport will long remain an efficient way

* Jean Mercier, Le transport sanitaire d'hier et daujourdhui, publ.: University de
Perpignan, Perpignan, 352 pp., 2nd quarter 1993.
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of rendering medical and other assistance, thanks to its mobility and capacity
for intervention. The two above-mentioned American hospital ships each has
beds for 1,000 wounded or sick, twelve operating theatres and eighty inten-
sive care units, as well as a medical team of 1,162 doctors and nurses. Like
all modern hospital ships, they have a landing pad for helicopters. Hospital
ships of this kind are necessary in the contemporary military and environ-
mental setting. In wars there can be a sudden heavy influx of civilian and
military casualties; environmental disasters such as earthquakes or tidal waves
and other natural or man-made disasters also result in high numbers of
victims. Hospital ships of large capacity can be prepared in advance for such
eventualities by converting passenger vessels; such ships are described in
Chapter IV. In 1885 and in 1902 hospital ships were already expected to
receive a large number of wounded and sick; at the time the hospital ship
Vinh-Long mentioned on page 91 had 260 beds, with sick-bays, a pharmacy,
a linen room, a morgue and a hydrotherapy room.

The use of ambulance trains mentioned in Chapter V has its own history,
which dates back to the early days of rail transport. Studies are continuing
into the future use of the railway for medical transport, as it offers consider-
able potential for the rapid mass evacuation of the sick and wounded.

The description in Chapter VI of the specialized equipment used to carry
the sick or wounded on first-aid workers' backs highlights the importance of
this first phase of assistance, at the place where the injury occurred. Casualties
sometimes have to endure harsh conditions while awaiting evacuation. Recent
conflicts have for instance involved the use of rudimentary stretchers on
which they lay waiting without shelter from the rain or cold. The book also
recalls the use of dogs, horses and even camels for the initial evacuation of
casualties from the battlefield.

The extensive descriptions given in Chapter VIII of motor-driven ambu-
lances used in many countries constitute an important technical and historical
document. They include the Protected Ambulance Vehicle (PRAMB) of
modern armies, i.e. armour-plated vehicles which are used for medical
purposes and may have wheels or caterpillar tracks or be amphibious. Such
medical vehicles equipped to handle any type of terrain are being used by
United Nations troops deployed in various theatres of operation.

The final chapters of the book deal with customary practice and Conven-
tions relating to the sick and wounded on the battlefield, as well as the
marking and identification of medical units and means of transport. The work
of the International Committee of the Red Cross in this technical sphere,
which led to a whole set of new provisions in Protocol I additional to the
Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, is described in detail. A bibliog-
raphy completes the information contained in this technical book, which also
reads like a compendium of references. The author, Jean Mercier, is to be
thanked for his achievement. He has himself taken active part in military and
civilian medical evacuations, and his direct style reflects his experience in
armies and in humanitarian action in the field. He pays tribute to medical
transport operators, often nameless persons whose selflessness and experience
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as rescuers have prompted many improvements in specific medical transport
techniques.

As Dr. Bernard Kouchner states in the preface: "...we wonder at the imag-
ination shown by man in bringing help to his fellow-men...".

Philippe Eberlin,
Former ICRC Technical Adviser

THE MANAGEMENT OF MASS BURN CASUALTIES
AND FIRE DISASTERS

The Mediterranean Burns Club is a professional organization which is
very active in the areas of burn therapy and fire safety. The United Nations
has cited it as a leading scientific body in its field in connection with the
International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction.

Together with the Plastic Surgery Department and Burn Centre at Palermo
City Hospital, the Club held the first International Conference on Burns and
Fire Disasters in Palermo from 25 to 28 September 1990. A number of inter-
governmental and non-governmental organizations, specialized associations
and several Italian government ministries were also involved in organizing the
event.

The purpose of the meeting was to bring together practitioners and theo-
rists in order to pool and compare the results of their research and their expe-
rience in coping with disasters, particularly the medical, paramedical, logistic
and administrative aspects of burn treatment and fire-disaster management.
The participants also discussed preventive and safety measures, training for
the personnel needed to deal with such situations and information and
communication problems encountered in this type of disaster.'

Dr. S. William A. Gunn, President of the Mediterranean Burns Club, and
Professor Michele Masellis, the Club's Secretary-General and head of the
Plastic Surgery Department at the Palermo City Hospital, were the driving
force behind the Conference. Their idea was to bring together burn-therapy
specialists and experts in disaster management — quite a rare occurrence —
so that they could discuss the problems they had in common on both the theo-
retical and the practical levels, and seek better ways of treating burns and
preventing the fire disasters that cause them.

1 See the account of the Conference's proceedings in IRRC, No. 280,
January-February 1991, pp. 69-71.
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