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Speech of Mrs Dragana Kojic,

Head of ICRC Regional Delegation for Serbia, Montenegro, 
Macedonia and Albania
Your Excellences

Distinguished guests,

Friends of the Red Cross and friends from the Red Cross,
Let me first thank the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Serbia for organising the commemoration of the 150 years of humanitarian action of the Red Cross, and, in particular, thank the national commission for international humanitarian law and its president for this initiative.
When five distinguished Geneva citizens, two surgeons, a military commander, a lawyer and a merchant-publicist, gathered on 17 February 1863 to form a “Permanent International Committee” to address the need that wounded soldiers on battlefield be treated and protected, together with those who would provide such medical service, they could have hardly dreamed what monumental legacy they were creating. But this small but dedicated group set into motion a chain of events that would snowball to create the largest and oldest humanitarian organisation in the world and to develop modern international humanitarian law, the set of rules which is about the only bulwark standing between a human being and ruthless violence in an armed conflict.

The moment to propose the creation of an independent medical corps to assist injured soldiers and of the law to regulate its intervention was favourable: the second half of the century saw widespread carnage caused by “progress” in weapons development, in the Crimean war, the war for Italian independence and, in the faraway part of the world, in the American civil war. The public and, more importantly, the European governments, were ripe to endorse the initiative of what we today call civil society for a third-party intervention to assist the sick and the wounded. The result was the International Conference of Experts in 1863, the Diplomatic Conference the following year and the First Geneva Convention on 22 August 1864.

From then on, the history of the International Committee of the Red Cross has been one of constant reflection, adaptation to the ever-changing world, numerous challenges and occasional failures, but also one of relentless adherence to the basic principles of humanity, neutrality, independence and impartiality, which have, all together, made it possible for the entire Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement to remain to this day a synonym for service to the humanity.

The first period that transformed the ICRC from a small philanthropic association into a truly international organisation was the First World War and its aftermath. The largest transformation concerned the victims: initially restricted to wounded military personnel, the beneficiaries of the ICRC action now comprised prisoners of war, civilians in occupied territories, political prisoners, hostages, missing people, children, refugees. The First World War and the post-war period up to 1923 forced the ICRC to also deal with new combat methods (use of gas) and new contexts of violence (civil wars, revolutions, insurrections). To meet the humanitarian needs, the institution developed new activities, in particular in the fields of medicine and food aid, opened field delegations, including on continents outside Europe (Africa and Asia), and increased its staff manifold. It became universal.

The 1939-1945 period was the repeat of the 1914-1918 one, but in hitherto unequalled proportions: more than 11,000 camp visits, assistance distributed in the value estimated at more than 3,000 million current CHF, 35 million files registered at the Central Prisoners of War Agency are just some of the numerical indicators. This war also put in tragic evidence the dangers of humanitarian work – many of the ICRC employees died violent deaths and members of its Berlin delegation were the first humanitarian hostages, taken following the Soviet capture of the city. The institution also entered an era of criticism, notably of its inaction on the questions of captured partisans, Soviet prisoners of war in Germany and the Holocaust, the criticism that has to this day provoked serious introspection within the institution.

The most recent period that saw the expansion of the ICRC into not only new areas, such as the former Soviet Union and the Balkans, but also into complex and “anarchic” conflicts and new working methods, were the two decades at the turn of the millennium, 1991-2011. Today, the ICRC is present in over 80 countries, with more than 13,000 staff.

Together with keeping a watchful eye on developments in theatres of conflicts and adapting its responses to arising needs, the ICRC has closely followed advancement in means and methods of warfare and spearheaded initiatives to alleviate human suffering through development of international humanitarian law. Basing its diplomatic action on careful research and meticulous analysis, and on the art of what is possible, in recent years it has been a driving force in eliminating the plague of such indiscriminate weapons as anti-personnel mines and cluster munitions and is working on putting an end to the nuclear arms threat. 

The links of the ICRC with Serbia go a long way into the past and have in many ways marked our institution. It is to this part of the world that its first field mission to a theatre of armed conflict was sent in 1875, resulting in the establishment of the Red Cross of Serbia, as one of the first Red Cross Societies in early 1876.  Later on, in 1912, in the Balkans wars, the ICRC set up an international agency in Belgrade to assist prisoners: it dispatched to them parcels sent by their families, but it also introduced an innovation which remains of great importance today – capture cards. The capture cards were sent to the Red Cross societies of the five belligerent states in order to obtain information on the prisoners. The Serbian Red Cross delivered to the agency information on 10,500 Turkish prisoners, including name, rank and serial number. 

But the most elaborate ICRC action in Serbia came, naturally, in the conflicts in the former Yugoslavia and in particular during and in the aftermath of the NATO intervention. It was when many innovations were introduced and when a strong partnership was forged with the Red Cross of Serbia. The assistance to 225,000 internally displaced people who fled Kosovo in 1999 brought about a comprehensive response from the entire Red Cross/Red Cross Movement: the ICRC, the Red Cross Societies from Germany, Denmark, Japan, Italy, France, Spain, USA and Canada, the International Federation – drawing on the Red Cross of Serbia’s network, motivation and professionalism – joined forces to counter the humanitarian crisis. This assistance, initially in the form of family parcels, later evolved into programmes aiming to make it possible for beneficiaries to earn their own living and dignity: vocational training, in-kind grants, mini credits – forms of relief later replicated in other parts of the world.  

Today, the focus of the ICRC action in Serbia and the Western Balkans are efforts to clarify the fate of persons gone missing in the conflicts of the 90s. In cooperation with the authorities of the region and the Red Cross Societies, some 70% of these tragic destinies have been resolved, representing yet another good accomplishment of this region. However, the families of some 11,750 missing persons are still anxiously waiting for the remains of their loved ones to be returned to them and buried with dignity. The ICRC is firmly committed to do its utmost so that this humanitarian issue gets resolved to the highest possible degree.

In the work on the promotion, education and implementation of international humanitarian law the ICRC has found invaluable allies and partners in Serbia, in the Red Cross of Serbia, in the academic circles, in the government and in the armed forces. The example set by the illustrious IHL figures from this country, who in the post WW2 decades gave notable contribution to the development of key IHL treaties, has been taken over by the generation of today’s experts and there are not that many countries in which the ICRC initiatives related to, especially, IHL promotion and education, have fallen on such fertile soil.  

Working in Serbia and in particular working together with the Red Cross of Serbia has been in many ways a rewarding experience for the ICRC, challenging and enriching, as has been the entire history of the Red Cross to this day. 

THANK YOU
