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As a private, independent institution, the ICRC
has been entrusted by the international community
with well-defined functions; in particular, the Geneva
Conventions have expressly conferred upon it the
right to visit prisoners of war and civilian internees
during international armed conflicts and to propose
its services for other humanitarian tasks in both
international and non-international armed conflicts.
The ICRC’s right to put forward such proposals—
or, as it is often called, its right of initiative—is
also laid down in the Statutes of the International Red
Cross and Red Crescent Movement and is the basis for

it to intervene in times of internal disturbances or
tension.

The ICRC is aware that in order to obtain increased
moral as well as diplomatic and financial support it
must become more widely known. Consequently, as
this Annual Report demonstrates, emphasis has been
placed on the development of its relations not only
within the International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement but beyond it, with governments, other
governmental organizations and non-governmental
organizations and with the media.

Legal bases

In law, the work of the ICRC is based upon the
Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols,
the Statutes of the International Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement, and the Resolutions adopted by
International Conferences of the Red Cross and Red
Crescent.

It was at the prompting of the ICRC that govern-
ments adopted the first Geneva Convention in 1864.
In the years since, the ICRC, with the support of the
entire Movement, has put constant pressure on govern-
ments to adapt international humanitarian law to
changing circumstances, especially developments in the
means and techniques of warfare, in order to provide
more effective protection and assistance for the victims
of armed conflict. ;

Today almost all States are bound by the four Geneva
Conventions of 12 August 1949, which, in times of
conflict, protect wounded and sick members of the
armed forces on land and at sea, prisoners of war and
civilians. :

Two Protocols additional to these Conventions were
adopted on 8 June 1977, designed mainly to reaffirm
and develop the humanitarian rules governing the
conduct of hostilities (Protocol I) and to extend the

body of humanitarian law applicable in non-inter-
national armed conflicts (Protocol II). Almost half the
world’s States are now bound by the Protocols.

The legal basis of any action undertaken by the ICRC
may be summed up as follows:

O In the four Geneva Conventions of 1949, the inter-
national community gave the ICRC a mandate
to act in the event of international armed conflict.
In particular, the ICRC has the right to visit
prisoners of war and civilian internees. The Con-
ventions also confer on the ICRC a broad right of
initiative.

O Insituations of armed conflict which are not interna-
tional in character, the ICRC also has a right of
initiative recognized by States and enshrined in the
four Geneva Conventions.

O In the event of internal disturbances and tension, and
in any other situation which warrants humanitarian
action, the ICRC has a right of humanitarian ini-
tiative which is recognized in the Statutes of the
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Move-
ment and allows it to offer its services to States
without that offer constituting interference in States’
internal affairs.
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