
The Red Cross in Latin America

The international institutions of the Red Cross have always been
in close touch with National Societies in Latin America, some of which
are amongst the oldest members of our movement. We have asked
Mr. P. Jequier, now retired from his office as ICRC Delegate-General
for that part of the world, to give an account of his own experience in
some events and to describe some of the International Committee's
actions during internal disturbances.

To make this general survey more complete, we also asked a
representative of the League of Red Cross Societies to outline some
of the missions carried out today in Latin America under our joint
emblem. Mr. Jequiefs contribution is followed by an article for which
we are indebted to Mr. J. Gomez Ruiz, Head of the Latin American
and Caribbean Service of the League Secretariat, and which is an
interesting addition to his previous one on the same subject which
was published by the International Review. (Ed.) x.

The Red Cross is represented in every Latin American country.
At the beginning of the century, forty years after the foundation of
the institution in Geneva, men and women of goodwill founded
National Societies. Consequently, the International Committee of
the Red Cross found in this continent constant support which
enabled it to take action in situations which were sometimes dra-
matic.

During the First World War the presence of the Red Cross in
Latin America was manifested through assistance programmes for
the benefit of countries at war. Nearer to our own time, the Spanish

1 See International Review of the Red Cross, April 1965.
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Civil War (1936-1939) also gave rise to a movement of Latin Ame-
rican National Societies' solidarity. For instance, either directly
or through the ICRC, most of them sent large consignments of
clothing, foodstuffs and medical supplies or donated cash for the
benefit of civilian populations on both sides of the front. This con-
tinued for some time after the war, when hundreds of thousands of
Spaniards were interned in France.

From 1939 and throughout the whole of the Second World War,
National Societies took an even more active part in the work in
favour of war victims, such as collections for dispatch of relief, as-
sistance to refugees and internees, tracing services in relation with
the Central Prisoners of War Agency (since renamed Central Tracing
Agency), distribution and forwarding of civilian messages, etc.

But it is the period after 1945 with which we are more particu-
larly concerned here. The most striking feature is the unequal devel-
opment of the National Societies. Whilst some of them have only
made slight progress, others have learnt the lesson to be drawn from
past events, improving and extending their work in many fields.

The National Society is the organization on which to call in
crisis arising from natural disaster, in conflict or even personal
tragedy, when it goes into action to trace missing persons, reunite
families or provide legal aid. Some Red Cross Societies, under the
impetus of dynamic committees, continually widen their scope,
setting up and managing permanent social services for the poorer
sections of the population.

Let us consider the material resources of these Red Cross So-
cieties for their work in such varied fields. A number of them are
subsidized by the State, sometimes to no small degree, in order to
relieve them of having to depend on private individuals. Others
decline official support which might render them vulnerable to State
influence, and they prefer to seek public support through annual or
occasional fund raising drives.

Over the last twenty years, I observed that several Latin Ame-
rican Red Cross Societies had, by dint of sacrifice and dedication,
managed to build their own premises where they have the best con-
ditions for their work. Others are planning new buildings or, for
example, are continuing to run hospitals and blood transfusion
services.
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In the course of my missions in Latin America I was interested
in the activities of the Red Cross not only in capital cities but also
in towns and villages, many of which have no social institutions or
relief organizations in case of emergency. Conditions differ consi-
derably from one country to another. In fact, the Red Cross does
not have a foothold in every region where it could usefully work and
no doubt find fresh recruits. Like everywhere else in the world,
there are innumerable prospects for humanitarian and social ini-
tiative.

Inter-American Red Cross Conferences have always been an
occasion for the ICRC to keep National Societies in Latin America
up to date on its duties and functions. In 1940, at Santiago de Chile,
during the IVth of these Conferences, Mr. E. Chapuisat, Vice-
Chairman, draw attention to the difficulties then facing the Red
Cross and those to be expected in the future. At that period the
reminder was timely, as the International Committee, as a conse-
quence of the Second World War, and as a neutral intermediary,
was engaged in a vast relief action for the benefit of prisoners of
war and internees throughout the world. Mr. Chapuisat then went
to Buenos Aires and Rio de Janeiro and he thanked the Govern-
ments and National Red Cross Societies of all Latin American
countries for their valuable assistance.

At Caracas in 1947, during the Vth Conference, Mr. G. Dunand,
then Director-Delegate, reported on the immense work accom-
plished in the course of the Second World War.

At the Vlth Conference in 1951 in Mexico, the ICRC was rep-
resented by Mr. R. Olgiati, a Member of the Committee, and by
Mr. Jean Pictet, then Director of the Legal Section. Important
reports were laid before the delegates, dealing mainly with:

— the protection afforded by the sign of the Red Cross;

— hospital and safety zones;

— the 1949 Geneva Conventions; their ratification and dissemina-
tion.

Mr. P. Ruegger, then President of the ICRC, visited Uruguay,
Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Venezuela and Panama in 1952. With
the government authorities and Steering Committees of National
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Societies, he had discussions on various problems, particularly
those related to the application of the Geneva Conventions which
today have been ratified by the vast majority of States.

More recently, ICRC missions have made a number of visits to
Latin America. In 1965, Mr. S. A. Gonard, then President of the
Institution, went to Mexico and other countries in Central America.

The ICRC Delegate-General in this part of the world attended
two inter-American Red Cross Conferences: the Vllth at San Juan,
Porto Rico, in 1962, and the VHIth in Bogota, Colombia, in 1966.
These periodical meetings—held in principle every four years—
promote Red Cross development and better co-ordination of
National Societies' activities.

Delegates from Geneva have always been extended a warm
welcome by government authorities and National Societies, despite
the fact that the full scope of the ICRC's mission has not always
been fully understood. In addition, it sometimes happens in certain
countries that the State considers the National Society as one of
many administrative services, forgetting the principle of neutrality
underlying its action.

Article 3 of the 1949 Geneva Conventions, which entitles the
ICRC to act when internal disturbances occur, has been put into
effect in practice in Latin America in recent years. In Guatemala, in
July 1954, a revolution broke out and the Guatemalan government
authorized an International Committee Delegate to carry out his
humanitarian mission. In the company of two of the National Red
Cross leaders, he visited the capital's prisons in which were interned
one thousand two hundred men. He also went to the provinces,
particularly Chiquimula, where the revolutionary army had its
headquarters and where he visited several hundred prisoners.
With help from Guatemala Red Cross doctors and first-aiders, we
set up a dispensary in the main prison of the capital where an
epidemic had broken out .This was checked thanks to appropriate
disinfection and medical treatment.

In Cuba in July 1958, a few months after the start of the revolu-
tion, the " rebels " had dug in in the Sierra Maestra in the south of
the island. Their chief, Fidel Castro, cabled an appeal to the ICRC
in Geneva, stating that he had a large number of wounded prisoners,
members of the regular Cuban army. He was unable to give them
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the necessary medical treatment due to the severe measures taken by
the government to prevent supplies reaching the territory occupied
by the " rebels ".

After informing the Cuban Red Cross of this appeal, the Inter-
national Committee decided to send delegates immediately to Cuba.
On 23 and 24 July 1958, after a few days discussion with the Cuban
government and the leader of the " rebels " in the Sierra Maestra,
253 prisoners of war, 57 of whom were seriously wounded stretcher
cases, were handed over to the ICRC delegates.

These actions by the International Committee provided National
Societies with essential support in difficult circumstances when they
would for well-known reasons have been unable to act themselves.
But these were missions to meet the needs of the moment and it
must be hoped that the ICRC will one day be able to assist political
internees so long as they are in detention.

In the last few years the ICRC has twice ensured practical appli-
cation of the article of the 1st 1949 Geneva Convention providing
for truce to enable victims to be removed from the field of battle
and for the dead to be buried. This occurred at Penas Blancas on the
border between Nicaragua and Costa Rica in 1955 where the Nation-
al Societies of these two countries met in order to seek and bury
combatants killed during the revolution. The area where fighting
took place, in the Nicaragua border region, was about 200 miles
from the capital and roads were impassable. The probable presence
of snipers made the region unsafe and the authorities deemed it
preferable for a representative of the International Committee to
go there.

After passing the final military posts, the delegation, consisting
of a leader and first-aiders of the Nicaracua Red Cross and the ICRC
delegate went into Costa Rican territory. The meeting of Red Cross
representatives from the two countries, in the presence of the dele-
gate from Geneva, was moving. The twelve men of the Costa Rican
team had, under extremely dangerous conditions, discharged a
highly humanitarian duty by exhuming and taking away in zinc cof-
fins the bodies which had been abandoned there for about a fortnight.
They greatly appreciated the demonstration of fellowship by the Red
Cross of the neighbouring country. The presence among them of an
ICRC delegate was, in a manner of speaking, a guarantee of the
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absolute neutrality of the Red Cross work in a place where fighting
was still going on.

In 1965, during the serious events in Santo Domingo, both parties
to the conflict agreed to the truce proposed by the President of the
Dominican Red Cross and the ICRC delegate, whose efforts were
backed up by representatives from the United Nations and the
Organization of American States. This success, of undisputed
humanitarian "interest, may be held up as an example of what is
possible when enemies recognize the Geneva Conventions and
permit the assistance they lay down to reach the victims.

Pierre JEQUIER.

With accession to independence by a great number of countries
in the course of the last few years, new National Societies have
been founded. However this was not the case in America where the
Red Cross has been well established for many years. That is why I
consider it a privilege to have been able to attend, if not the birth,
at least the first steps in the life of a new National Society: the Red
Cross of Guyana, recognized by the International Committee in
August 1968 and admitted to League membership in September of
the same year.

This new Society, heir to the former Guiana Branch of the
British Red Cross, is led by a team of men and women whose dedi-
cation and competence is remarkable not only on the national but
also on the regional and provincial levels. Its activities are many. It
is difficult to say which of them is the best or the most important,
for all fulfilaneed. Nevertheless, I do not think there are many young
National Societies whose programme includes simultaneously the
feeding of destitute children, the founding of a convalescent home
for children, a school for disabled children, the organization of
voluntary workers in hospitals (recreational therapy, library
services, etc.). These activities are carried on in the capital, George-
town, and also in various other parts of the country.
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Such are the functions of the Guyana Red Cross. Its achieve-
ments are deserving of praise but it will need assistance for further
development. The manner in which it has assumed and discharges
its tasks today augurs well for its future.

After visiting the Guyana Red Cross, I went to Panama. I was
fortunate in arriving at a moment when two juniors of the American
Red Cross had just begun their work under the " Central America
Friendship Scheme ". This was begun in 1968 jointly by the Ameri-
can, Nicaraguan, Salvador, Costa Rican and Panamanian Red
Cross Societies. The aim is to strength the bonds of friendship
between National Societies of neighbouring countries and to con-
tribute to the spread of the teaching of first aid, mother and child
welfare and sea-rescue services.

A similar plan had in previous years been carried out in Mexico
and I saw for myself the fine results. After seeing the young people
at work on their practical tasks, I could readily understand why they
were successful. Their full knowledge of the Spanish language,
their proficiency in the subjects they were required to teach and
their enthusiasm were enough to convince the most sceptical.

One example which I had was the following. The Panamanian
Red Cross had organized a small reception for the young Americans,
to enable them to meet the National Society's leaders. A number of
Junior Red Cross members were also present. The reception was
no sooner over, than the American Junior Red Cross instructors
were already explaining to the local Red Cross Juniors the tech-
niques of first aid!

The activities of the Panamanian Red Cross are becoming wider
in scope and extending to the remotest regions. Wide and generous
participation by youth and keenness to serve are the more grati-
fying because they are a guaarntee for the future of the Red Cross
in this country.

My last call in America was to Colombia, whose National Red
Cross Society needs no further praise. The country's development
is in full swing and the National Society is proceeding apace. The
Colombian Red Cross Society's local committees within the country
increase day by day, as do the tasks they assume in many fields. I
was in Bogota the day before the International Eucharist Congress
began. The authorities assigned all first aid services on the occasion
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of that important meeting to the Red Cross. This demonstrates Red
Cross prestige in this country and the government confidence which
it enjoys.

Yet more important is this Society's new undertaking which
was to be started in August of 1968, namely the " Centro Familiar
Ciudad Kennedy ". " Ciudad Kennedy " is a Bogota satellite town
with many families. Medical services and public health have been
unable to keep abreast of the city's rapid development and the
Colombian Red Cross, effectively discharging its duty as an auxiliary
to the public authorities, has constructed a Family Centre to help
inhabitants to solve the daily problems which beset them, and to
contribute to the welfare of the families. It is of course an experiment
and as yet too young to admit an appraisal of its full worth. But if
these efforts are successful this National Society will probably be
quoted as an example to others.

Red Cross is a daily reality and well-rooted in America. It is no
exaggeration to say that, as in its early days, its spirit is still that of
the pioneers, constantly seeking new ways to adapt to the present
day and always to remain in the van to relieve misery and suffering.

Jos£ GOMEZ RUIZ
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