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Abstract
The ﬁeld of humanitarian action is far from static, and the ICRC has worked over
the years to evolve and respond to changing needs and changing circumstances.
The past several decades have seen a proliferation of humanitarian actors, protracted,
complex conﬂicts, and the rapid rise of new technologies that have signiﬁcantly
impacted how humanitarian work is done. The ICRC has been continually challenged
to adapt in this changing environment, and its core work of supporting separated
families – through restoration of family links and through support to the families of
the missing – provides insight into ways that it has met this challenge and areas in
which it may still seek to improve.
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Restoring contact between families separated by humanitarian crises is at the
heart of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement’s identity.
The Movement’s founder, Henry Dunant, wrote of taking a message from dying
soldier Claudius Mazuet to his parents in A Memory of Solferino.1 Since then, the
Movement has developed a worldwide Family Links Network of National Societies
and International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) delegations, led and coordinated by the Central Tracing Agency2 (CTA), a permanently established division
of the ICRC. Restoring family links (RFL) and clarifying the fate of missing persons
are cornerstones of the Movement’s work.
However, the contexts in which these services are delivered have undergone
signiﬁcant changes in the past 150 years, and particularly over the last two decades.
The ICRC has gone from being the world’s principal international humanitarian
organisation to being one actor among many on an increasingly crowded
humanitarian stage. United Nations (UN) bodies, non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), and government agencies have arrived in signiﬁcant numbers in the ﬁeld
of humanitarian work.3 In addition, as situations of protracted crises have become
the norm, and the intrinsic links between poverty and security better identiﬁed,
the spheres of humanitarian relief and long-term development have become
increasingly linked.4 Concurrently, information and communication technologies
have developed at a rapid pace, changing fundamentally the way people communicate and share data. Many of the new humanitarian actors bring expertise and
promotion of new tools, and are continually seeking new ways to apply them to the
humanitarian ﬁeld.
Amidst this changing landscape, the ICRC is increasingly challenged to
carve out its place in a crowded and fast-moving environment, and to identify how
it can most effectively provide needed support to beneﬁciaries amidst and in
coordination with other actors. This challenge is particularly evident in the context
of the ICRC’s work to respond to the needs of families separated by humanitarian
crises.
This article will examine the way in which the ICRC has adapted the
tools it uses to restore and maintain contact, and has tried to make the most of
1
2

3

4

Henry Dunant, A Memory of Solferino, ICRC, Geneva, 1986 (original 1862), p. 66.
Further information on the Family Links Network and role of the CTA can be found on the Family Links
website, available at: http://familylinks.icrc.org. See also Restoring Family Links Strategy, ICRC, Geneva,
2009, available at: www.icrc.org/eng/assets/ﬁles/other/icrc_002_0967.pdf. The CTA also coordinates the
tracing ofﬁces of the ICRC and provides assistance to state authorities for setting up and running national
information bureaus as provided for by international humanitarian law. See Geneva Convention (III)
Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War, 12 August 1949, 75 UNTS 135 (entered into force
21 October 1950), Art. 122; Geneva Convention (IV) Relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in
Time of War, 12 August 1949, 75 UNTS 287 (entered into force 21 October 1950), Art. 136. All internet
references were last accessed in October 2013 unless otherwise stated.
Abby Stoddard, ‘Humanitarian NGOs: challenges and trends’, in Joanna Macrae and Adele Harmer (eds.),
Humanitarian Policy Group Report: Humanitarian Action and the ‘Global War on Terror’: A Review of
Trends and Issues, Overseas Development Institute, London, 2003, p. 25, available at: www.odi.org.uk/
sites/odi.org.uk/ﬁles/odi-assets/publications-opinion-ﬁles/287.pdf.
James Darcy, The MDGs and the Humanitarian–Development Divide, Overseas Development Institute,
London, 2008, p. 2, available at: www.odi.org.uk/sites/odi.org.uk/ﬁles/odi-assets/publications-opinionﬁles/2582.pdf.

1456

Volume 94 Number 888 Winter 2012

technological advances when these tools can better fulﬁl a humanitarian need than
the old tools. It will also show how the ICRC has adapted its policy and approach, in
line with the growing recognition that humanitarian relief and development are
inextricably linked, and that humanitarian relief can lay the foundation for effective
and sustainable development.5 This is particularly evident in the ICRC’s work with
families for whom it is not possible to restore contact or to clarify the fate of a
missing family member. In this area, programming has expanded in response to
the recognition that families’ needs extend beyond immediate post-conﬂict support,
and that addressing these longer-term issues can help form the foundation of a
more stable and peaceful community. The article concludes that in order to adapt
and evolve, the ICRC will need to place a continued emphasis on its traditional
strengths, but also explore avenues of cooperation with other actors in order to ﬁll
gaps, develop the most efﬁcient technologies, and work to connect the ICRC’s
immediate humanitarian relief with longer-term responses and development efforts.

RFL tools and technology
I must have sent nearly 500,000 Red Cross Messages. But that was Georgia soon
after the Georgia/Abkhazia conﬂict. There were no means for families to communicate with their beloved ones, left on the other side. Twice a week I was
waiting for the Red Cross Messages to arrive, it was fascinating. And what is the
Central Tracing Agency now? What do people need us for when most people
have a phone and access to the internet and social networks? It’s all changed.6
From the Red Cross Messages to video calls, the ICRC has worked since its creation
to put people in touch with their loved ones during times of conﬂict or natural
disaster. Helping loved ones connect with their families during times of crisis is a
valuable service that can serve to bring some measure of stability and comfort to the
lives of people who are otherwise experiencing signiﬁcant trauma. Working to
prevent separation, and when it does occur to reconnect and if possible reunite
families, is an important step in alleviating suffering and, in the long term, bringing
a measure of stability back to society, and for this reason RFL services have always
been at the core of the ICRC’s work.
Over the past few decades, the landscape of communications has changed
signiﬁcantly with the advent of new technologies. This has necessarily changed the
ICRC’s approach to RFL services. The ICRC now uses three key tools to restore
family links: Red Cross Messages (RCMs), telephone calls, and the RFL website.7
These three examples demarcate three clear steps in the history of communication,
and also demonstrate different ways in which the ICRC has adapted in order to stay
5
6
7

Julie Steets, Donor Strategies for Addressing the Transition Gap and Linking Humanitarian and
Development Assistance, Global Public Policy Institute, June 2011, available at: www.gppi.net/
publications/reports/donor_strategies_linking_humanitarian_and_development_assistance/.
Interview with ICRC staff member (1996–present), 25 October 2012.
See http://familylinks.icrc.org.
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relevant and useful: in the ﬁrst case, by limiting the use of an ‘old tool’ to speciﬁc
contexts; in the second case, by introducing a ‘new’ tool; and in the third case, by
establishing a new online capacity amid a growing number of digital ‘competitors’.
Technology is increasingly offering new and better ways to connect with
beneﬁciaries, and questions have arisen about whether the ICRC is using these
new technologies and tools as effectively as possible. Ultimately, this section
concludes that while it is critical for the ICRC to adopt and utilise new tools as much
as possible, in some cases the most efﬁcient way to do this may not be working to
grow in-house capacity, but might instead be developing cooperative relationships
with other actors who already possess technological expertise.

The Red Cross Message
The birth of the Red Cross Message as we know it today can be traced back to a
series of bodies established by the ICRC over the course of the early twentieth
century, beginning with the Information Bureau of the International Agency for
Relief to the Wounded and Sick, established in response to the Franco-Prussian War
of 1870.8 Set up in the neutral city of Basel, this bureau compiled lists of prisoners to
share between the sides and helped prisoners to send letters to their families.
A similar effort was undertaken several years later in the Balkans, when in 1912 the
ICRC organised the International Agency of Belgrade that worked to help families
send packages to family members who were being held as prisoners. During the First
World War, the ICRC set up the International Agency of Prisoners of War as
provided for by the 1907 Hague Convention. By the close of the war, the Agency had
handled seven million records, including exchange of letters, packages, and tracing
requests.9
Following this, the ICRC established the Central Prisoners of War Agency
(hereinafter the Central Agency) during the Second World War. The Central
Agency was set up to receive and record data on prisoners of war from belligerent
governments and to use this information to respond to enquiries from the prisoners’
families, who wanted news of their loved ones. It also acted as an intermediary for
the transmission of letters, messages, photographs, and other documents. By the end
of 1946, the Agency had ‘received and forwarded more than twenty million letters
and cards addressed to prisoners of war and interned civilians’.10
In response to the massive workload, the Central Agency introduced
several standardised message forms – the telegraphic message, the express message,
and the civilian message.11 The ﬁrst two were available only to prisoners of war and
8

L’Agence Centrale de Recherches du CICR: un peu d’histoire, ICRC, 1990, available at: www.icrc.org/fre/
resources/documents/misc/5fzh6f.htm.
9 Ibid.
10 Gradimir Djurović, The Central Tracing Agency of the International Committee of the Red Cross, Henry
Dunant Institute, Geneva, 1986, p. 121.
11 Ibid., p. 122. To see an example of a civilian message (form 61), see Annex 8, p. 272.
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interned civilians, while the third was available to civilians separated from their
loved ones. Telegraphic messages, although theoretically offering the most efﬁcient
means of communication, had limited utility since prisoners of war were rarely
granted permission to send telegrams. Express messages, for their part, worked more
effectively. These messages were available to prisoners of war who had not had news
from their family for more than three months. They were printed on airmail paper
with the ICRC heading and were forwarded by the fastest means possible. In
countries where this service was permitted, the censor also prioritised these messages
over ordinary mail. Finally, civilian messages were 25-word messages available for
civilians wishing to correspond with family living in enemy territory, distributed
and collected by the National Societies, who then sent them to the Central Agency.
When a message could not be delivered because the person had moved, the National
Society would make an enquiry as to the whereabouts of that person.12
Although the layout has changed, today’s RCM is still a simple standardised
form used to record basic information about the sender and addressee, with space
for a personal message. Filled in by hand and transmitted between ofﬁces of the
ICRC and/or National Societies via national postal and courier services, the RCM is
still very much the same as it has always been. The question, then, is how relevant
are RCMs today? What value can a system based on ‘snail mail’ add in today’s
technological age?
The ICRC’s data, displayed in Chart 1, show that the use of RCMs has
steadily fallen over the past decade. However, they have not disappeared altogether.
This is arguably because there are two notable scenarios in which RCMs remain
singularly useful.
The ﬁrst scenario is detention. While the total number of RCMs distributed
has decreased since 2003, the number of RCMs being distributed to persons in
detention has not decreased at the same rate; the percentage share has increased
from around 10 to 15 per cent since 2003. This suggests that, at least in some
detention facilities, RCMs continue to be the method of choice for passing family
news. The fact remains today that, for some detainees visited by the ICRC, family
communication is not facilitated, either due to a lack of resources or to a lack of
willingness on the part of the detaining authorities. In such cases, RCMs may be the
only way for detainees to communicate with the outside world. In addition, RCMs
offer a number of advantages to detaining authorities in comparison to telephones,
including the fact that they are open letters and can be censored. Therefore, RCMs
may be better received than telephone calls as a method of communicating family
news in situations where there is a high level of distrust between the detained
persons and the detaining authorities.
Even where other options would be permitted by the authorities, RCMs
may remain useful when the families of detainees have limited access to other forms
of communication. For example, the ICRC reported in 2004 that, in Sierra Leone,
‘[a]lthough detainees were allowed family visits and telephone contact with relatives,
their need for the RCM service remained signiﬁcant, particularly for up-country or
12 G. Djurović, above note 10, pp. 122–124.
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Figure 1: Red Cross Messages are processed at the Central Agency during the Second World War,
1943. © ICRC photo library.

distant destinations’.13 Indeed, the materiality of the RCM – its paper format – is
often something that persons detained for long periods of time or in solitary
conﬁnement praise. Detainees may read the RCMs repeatedly throughout their
period of detention, and often return home with all of the RCMs they have received.
As a former Guantanamo detainee explains:
Another thing I will never forget is the ﬁrst time I received a Red Cross message
. . . with the handwriting of my family and drawings from my children. Tears
were streaming from my eyes. I could not believe that I was actually holding a
message from them. Even though these messages were mostly censored by the
authorities, sometimes so heavily that I could read only a few lines, they were
still reassuring and always brightened my day.14
13 Annual Report 2004, ICRC, Geneva, 2005, p. 96, available at: www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/
annual-report/icrc-annual-report-2004.htm.
14 ‘Former Guantanamo inmate Sami El-haj explains why ICRC visits were important to him’, ICRC, 2009,
available at: www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/interview/guantanamo-interview-250809.htm; see
also Sami El-haj, ‘A Guantanamo detainee’s perspective’, in this issue.
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Figure 2: A Red Cross Message is ﬁlled in by an Armenian father looking for his son, 2005.
© ICRC/Boris Heger.

Another scenario where RCMs remain useful is in areas lacking
communication infrastructure. A good example of this is the Democratic Republic
of the Congo (DRC). According to data compiled by the International
Telecommunication Union, in 2011 less than 2 per cent of the DRC’s population
used the Internet15. Meanwhile, according to the Universal Postal Union, as of 2011
less than 1 per cent of the population was served by a post ofﬁce.16 The data also
show that while mobile phone ownership has steeply increased in recent years, the
percentage of the population using mobile phones is still relatively low at 28 per
cent.17 At the same time, while the number of RCMs collected in the DRC has fallen,
15 Available at: www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/statistics/2013/Individuals_Internet_20002012.xls.
16 Universal Postal Union, Postal Statistics Database. Query tool available at: http://pls.upu.int/pls/ap/
ssp_report.main?p_language=AN&p_choice=BROWSE. See items 1.2, ‘Population (millions)’, and 3.5,
‘Average number of inhabitants served by a permanent ofﬁce’, for the DRC, 2011.
17 Available at: http://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Documents/statistics/2013/Mobile_cellular_20002012.xls.
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Chart 1: Total number of Red Cross Messages distributed, 2003–2012. Also showing the
proportion of total RCMs delivered to detainees, 2003–2012. Source: ICRC Protection Data.

the decline has been at a much slower pace than the global trend,18 and the total
number remains high. This correlation would suggest that, at least for the moment,
paper RCMs are ﬁlling a communication gap.
In some cases RCMs have been transmitted electronically, thus keeping an
old form and adapting it to utilise new technology. This allows the messages to be
transmitted more quickly and in some cases at less cost. However, in line with what
has been referred to as the ‘last mile’ theory in those contexts where RCMs are still
useful, it may not be the long-distance transmission which is time-consuming, but
rather the journey from the nearest ICRC or National Red Cross or Red Crescent
Society ofﬁce to the last known address. For example, as discussed in the case of the
DRC, the addresses tend to be in remote villages located in areas which are difﬁcult
to access. Thus, the idea is that complete transfer to e-RCMs would not provide a
notable increase in efﬁciency that would justify the expenditure of the shift. Based
on the trend shown in the DRC data, it is foreseeable that this ‘last mile’ will
eventually be closed as the telecommunication infrastructure expands across the
world and as technology develops, allowing data to be collected ofﬂine and then
automatically synchronised. In the meantime, however, the paper RCM remains a
useful tool in these contexts.

18 In the DRC, there has been an 8 per cent decrease in RCMs collected since 2008 as compared to a 58 per
cent reduction globally. ICRC Protection Data, as recorded in the Prot5 Database.
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Beyond the RCM
Humanitarian organisations are increasingly turning to new technologies to aid
their efforts – with the advent of the Internet, the current proliferation of mobile
phones, and the related innovations of the digital age, a range of new tools has come
into play. These tools present new opportunities to more efﬁciently and effectively
support beneﬁciaries. This is particularly true in RFL work, as these services involve
at their foundation communication between families, and as tools for communication rapidly change, so too does the most effective way to do this work.19
Returning to the ICRC data, just as the number of RCMs has reached its
lowest, there has been a sharp increase in the use of telephone calls, with the total
number of calls made for RFL purposes increasing from 3,958 to 210,096 between
2008 and 2012.20 This widespread use of telephones is undoubtedly a step forward
for the ICRC, and one which is long overdue.
The ICRC’s recent recognition of telephone calls as a tool for responding
to humanitarian crises was clearly demonstrated in 2011 when the ICRC opened
a delegation in Libya to respond to the escalating violence, mass displacement,
and widespread destruction of communication infrastructure. Despite the lack
of infrastructure, the ﬁgures demonstrate a commitment to and recognition of the
efﬁcacy of telecommunications, and show that in response to the crisis, just one
RCM was collected and delivered by ICRC. Conversely, even ‘[w]here telecommunications networks were dysfunctional, as for a time between eastern and western
Libya and in conﬂict-damaged cities, Libyans and foreigners, including detainees
. . ., had help to contact relatives, where necessary by satellite phone’.21 The same
year, the ICRC facilitated 23,400 family telephone calls in Libya alone.22
The use of telephone calls as a tool for restoring family contact is not
limited to isolated emergencies. Chart 2 shows that the policy has quickly been
rolled out to a wide number of contexts across the world. Telephones are being used
for ICRC RFL responses in an increasing number of situations, with the total
number of countries increasing from seven to twenty-seven since 2008.23
For beneﬁciaries in detention, an additional tool introduced in 2008 is
shown in Charts 2 and 3: oral messages. The use of these messages demonstrates a
pragmatic response to two obstacles to instant communications between families via
technology – censorship and lack of connectivity. These short messages are taken on
behalf of detainees, transcribed by ICRC delegates, checked and censored by the
detaining authorities where necessary, and then transmitted to the family by phone,
rather than delivered by hand. Where implemented, this new tool allows detainees
to beneﬁt from the advantages of telephone calls (speed, efﬁciency, and so on) while
maintaining the trust of the detaining authorities. In some contexts, the oral
19 Restoring Family Links Strategy, above note 2, p. 22.
20 ICRC Protection Data, as recorded in the Prot5 Database.
21 Annual Report 2011, ICRC, Geneva, 2012, p. 138, available at: www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/
annual-report/icrc-annual-report-2011.htm (last visited 4 February 2013).
22 Ibid.
23 ICRC Protection Data, as recorded in the Prot5 Database.
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Chart 2: Total number of RCMs distributed, telephone calls made and oral messages exchanged,
2003–2012. Source: ICRC Protection Data, as recorded in the Prot5 Database.

Chart 3: Global spread of RCM distribution, telephone calls, and oral messages. Source: ICRC
Protection Data, as recorded in the Prot5 Database.

greeting model is also being used for situations which do not involve detention. For
example, in certain refugee camps in Ethiopia where there is no phone network
coverage, ICRC delegates have been transcribing short messages and taking them to
the capital, where they can be transmitted to family members by telephone.24

24 For a description of the ICRC’s telephone services for refugees in Ethiopia, see Annual Report 2012, ICRC,
Geneva, 2013, p. 135, available at: www.icrc.org/eng/resources/annual-report/index.jsp; and Restoring
Family Links in Ethiopia, ICRC, 2013, available at: http://familylinks.icrc.org/en/Pages/Countries/
Ethiopia.aspx?from=Ethiopia&to=0.
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Figure 3: ICRC ofﬁce, Kandahar. Relatives talk to a detainee in Guantanamo via a video telephone
link. © ICRC/K. Holt.

In a limited number of contexts, beneﬁciaries also have access to video
calls. Two well-known examples are the detention facilities at Guantanamo
and Bagram:
Persons interned at the Detention Facility in Parwan (DFIP) at Bagram Airbase
were able to communicate with their relatives by means of a video call system
between January 2008 and March 2013. The video link, set up by the US
authorities with the cooperation of the ICRC, enabled detainees to see and talk
to their loved ones for 20 minutes at a time. Detainees were allowed one video
call every three to four months. By the end of 2012, over 14,000 video calls had
been placed from this facility.25
Concerns have been raised that prison ofﬁcials could seek to replace or diminish the
frequency of actual family visits with video calls, which the ofﬁcials may view as
both more secure and less expensive.26 This is a challenge of which ICRC ﬁeld
ofﬁcers should be aware, and vigilance to ensure that family visits remain an option
will be important. In contrast to telephone calls, video calls have not been widely
rolled out as a tool used by the ICRC.
25 ‘Persons detained by the US in relation to armed conﬂict and counter-terrorism – the role of the ICRC’,
ICRC, 2013, available at: www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/united-states-detention.htm.
26 See Susan D. Philips, Video Visits for Children Whose Parents Are Incarcerated: In Whose Best Interest?,
The Sentencing Project, Washington, DC, 2012, p. 3.
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Looking more broadly at the International Red Cross and Red Crescent
Movement, there are a small number of documented examples where National
Societies have adopted the use of video calls. In the Republic of Korea, for example,
the Korean Red Cross organises ‘video meetings’ for families separated between
North and South as a result of the Korean War.27
For now, telephone calls are the obvious choice for quick restoration of
contact following an emergency. However, particularly when separation becomes
protracted due to detention or other reasons, the case for video calls is strong.
They provide a higher level of intimacy and both verbal and non-verbal
communication. Families of detainees can see for themselves the physical condition
of their loved one, and can be reassured that the voice they are hearing is genuine.
Separated children can reconnect with their parents or care-givers prior to a
family reuniﬁcation, and the parents can see how the child has changed,
perhaps lessening any shock upon arrival. With these beneﬁts in mind, it will
be important for the ICRC to work hard to offer these services as extensively
as possible. This is an area in which the ICRC could improve its services going
forward, and an area in which some might say that it is lagging behind. It is a way to
provide beneﬁciaries with needed support, especially in longer-term situations of
separation.

The RFL Strategy for the Movement (2008–2018) and new
technologies: an opportunity for cooperation
The advent of the Internet in the 1980s and subsequent spread of access, combined
with the proliferation of mobile phones and new tools and methods for collecting
and using information transmitted via mobile technology, have presented a host of
new opportunities to change the way humanitarian work is done. This is particularly
relevant to work that is at its heart a matter of communications.
The ICRC sought to utilise the Internet early on for RFL purposes, ﬁrst
launching a dedicated website in 1996 in response to the conﬂict in the former
Yugoslavia. At that time, the site simply listed the names of persons reported
missing and invited families to contact the ICRC if they could identify a loved one
in the list of names. Similar ad hoc lists were published online for conﬂicts in Nepal,
Angola and Somalia, as well as the Iraq War of 2003.28 A signiﬁcant number of
upgrades were made to the website in its early years, including a ‘self-registration’
functionality added in 1999, allowing beneﬁciaries to register their missing loved
ones directly on the website or to register themselves as being ‘safe and well’.
However, this early development did not maintain its initial pace, and by the mid2000s the website had become fairly outdated.

27 See reference to ‘live video meetings’ on the Korean Red Cross website, available at: www.redcross.or.kr/
eng/eng_activity/activity_interkorean.do.
28 For online lists of the missing, see the RFL website, available at: http://familylinks.icrc.org/en/Pages/
online-tracing.aspx.
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In 2008, in collaboration with the International Federation of Red Cross
and Red Crescent Societies, and National Societies themselves, the ICRC drafted a
new RFL Strategy for the Movement (hereinafter the Strategy). In a discussion of the
external environment, the Strategy notes a range of external forces impacting the
work of RFL, including technology:
The work of restoring family links takes place in an ever-changing environment
to which the Movement must constantly adapt. The changing nature of armed
conﬂict and other situations of violence, the increase in the number of natural
and man-made disasters, massive population movements and forgotten social
cases, and the emergence of new technologies all affect the environment in
which the Movement undertakes RFL.
The Strategy sets forth goals related to the use of technology, noting that part of
strengthening RFL capacity and performance will involve building ‘the capacity to
assess, adapt and incorporate technology for greater programme efﬁciency’.29
Notably, the Strategy also recognises the importance of greater cooperation
with other actors as well as within the Movement, and emphasises the need for
capacity-building among the National Societies.30 This need for cooperation is
particularly relevant with respect to adaptation and the use of new technologies, as
this is an area where a larger and long-established institution such as the ICRC will
likely not be able to keep up with the pace of development and use of these
technologies.
The Strategy recognises that ‘[t]he corporate sector – especially software
companies – is increasingly itself taking RFL action or supporting others in this
realm during high-proﬁle natural and man-made disasters’. The Strategy asks the
ICRC to ‘assess, by 2012, the feasibility of cooperation with private companies to
further develop technical tools and provide support materials in accordance with
Movement standards’.31 While actors focused on technology such as software
companies are working to develop the most efﬁcient tools, the ICRC is well
positioned to ask important questions about the most effective and safest ways to
use these tools to reach beneﬁciaries.

Online humanitarian response in action: Haiti 2010
In January 2010, a devastating earthquake hit the island of Haiti. The international
community responded quickly to provide emergency assistance and launch searchand-rescue missions. The Haiti earthquake was one of the ﬁrst major crises in which
new tools developed to utilise mobile technologies to facilitate humanitarian action
were rolled out on a large scale. Alongside the traditional disaster response system,
humanitarian responders began to utilise crowdsourcing and crisis-mapping
platforms to facilitate their work. Crowdsourcing can be deﬁned as ‘the practice of
29 Restoring Family Links Strategy, above note 2, p. 24.
30 Ibid., above note 2, pp. 23–24.
31 Ibid., pp. 22 and 28.
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obtaining needed services, ideas, or content by soliciting contributions from a large
group of people and especially from the online community rather than from
traditional employees or suppliers’.32 Crisis-mapping involves then geographically
mapping received information in order to identify where particular needs are
originating and what issues are most prevalent in which regions, and generally to
gain an understanding of the large picture of emerging needs. Information may be
received via text message or pulled from social media platforms such as Twitter and
Facebook.33
In Haiti, this model was used extensively to communicate the needs
of beneﬁciaries to humanitarian actors. A group of NGOs worked to secure and
distribute information about a free telephone number to which beneﬁciaries
could send text messages expressing urgent needs,34 including requests to locate
lost family members. This information was then made accessible to a range of
humanitarian actors to use as needed.
Similarly, Google launched Person Finder,35 an open-source web
application which allows individuals to register themselves and/or their missing
loved ones associated with a particular crisis. This is similar to the lists of names the
ICRC had posted on its RFL website, but on a larger scale. Person Finder also pulls
together data from other agencies’ websites and lists and compiles this information
with the data entered by individuals. Since the earthquake in Haiti, the number
and variety of crowdsourced humanitarian responses has mushroomed, and the
responses have certainly proved to be successful in terms of the number of persons
using them. Japan’s Person Finder website, for example, available one hour after the
devastating earthquake in 2011, had around 250,000 records as of March 2011.36
With respect to family separation, these types of tools allow humanitarian
actors to quickly communicate with families regarding missing relatives. As time is
often of the essence in locating missing persons, speedy notiﬁcation of a separation
can be very useful. In addition, these tools can allow beneﬁciaries to more easily
reach the ICRC, as they can simply communicate via mobile phone as opposed to
travelling to an ICRC or National Society ofﬁce. However, the crowdsourcing model
raises several questions which have been the subject of debate in the humanitarian
sphere, and which are of particular relevance to the ICRC’s work.
The ﬁrst issue is that of security and data protection.37 The crowdsourcing
model assumes certain things about beneﬁciaries – for example, that they
32 See ‘crowdsourcing’, on Merriam-Webster, available at: www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/crowdsourcing.
33 Jessica Heinzelman and Carol Waters, Crowdsourcing Crisis Information in Disaster-Affected Haiti,
United States Institute of Peace, October 2010, available at: www.usip.org/sites/default/ﬁles/resources/
SR252%20-%20Crowdsourcing%20Crisis%20Information%20in%20Disaster-Affected%20Haiti.pdf.
34 Patrick Meier and Rob Munro, ‘The unprecedented role of SMS in disaster response: learning from Haiti’,
in SAIS Review, Vol. 30, No. 2, 2010, pp. 92–93.
35 See ‘Google Person Finder’, available at: http://google.org/personﬁnder/global/home.html.
36 David Goldman, ‘Google gives “20%” to Japan crisis’, in CNN, 17 March 2011, available at: http://money.
cnn.com/2011/03/17/technology/google_person_ﬁnder_japan/index.htm?hpt=T2 (last visited 1 February
2013).
37 For an analysis of the data protection challenges faced by websites designed for ﬁnding missing persons,
see Joel R. Reidenberg, Robert Gellman, Jamela Debelak, Adam Elewa and Nancy Liu, Privacy and Missing
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understand the implications and possible risks of sharing information on an open
forum. In other words, the assumption is that beneﬁciaries will not share
information that might put them in danger, and that there is no need therefore to
limit the information which is being shared.38 These assumptions are immediately
brought into question for some of the ICRC’s ‘typical’ beneﬁciaries, particularly
children and those living in conﬂict areas. The ICRC has sought to develop
responses to this issue through the new RFL website and in the development of its
new Professional Standards for Protection Work, both discussed below.
Another issue is that of response: can crowdsourced data provide the type
and quality of information that can enhance or improve a humanitarian response?
As one humanitarian actor put it:
Let’s say that I have a sufﬁcient number of staff . . . and they’ve checked every
one of those requests. Now what? There are around 3000 individual ‘incidents’
in the database, but most of those contain little to no detail about the people
sending them. How many are included in the request, how many women,
children and old people are there, what are their speciﬁc medical needs, exactly
where they are located now – this is the vital information that aid agencies need
to do their work, and it simply isn’t there . . .39
Additionally, the argument has been made that perhaps only a small fraction of
people will communicate information through these methods, and thus these types
of reports cannot be seen as representative of needs on a broader scale and cannot
then form the basis of large-scale programming. Finally, many humanitarian
organisations have expressed concerns about the veracity and accuracy of
information collected through crowdsourcing, particularly when using sources
such as Facebook and Twitter.40
While the best ways to ensure the accuracy of this information, and the
most effective ways to utilise crisis maps, are still being determined by the larger
humanitarian organisations,41 with respect to RFL work, the need is for individual
reports. The ability to more easily connect with beneﬁciaries and the ability to
receive individual reports of missing persons are both beneﬁcial to RFL work.
The ICRC can use these reports in combination with the work and knowledge of

38

39
40

41

Persons After Natural Disasters, Center on Law and Information Policy at Fordham Law School and
Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Washington, D.C., and New York, 2013.
See, for example, the FAQs page of the Google Person Finder site: ‘Q5. Who has access to the Google
Person Finder data? All data entered into Google Person Finder is available to the public and searchable
and accessible by anyone. Google does not review or verify the accuracy of the data’. Available at: http://
support.google.com/personﬁnder/?hl=en#1628135 (last visited 14 September 2012).
Paul Currion, ‘If all you have is a hammer – how useful is humanitarian crowdsourcing?’, in
Crowdsourcing.org, available at: www.crowdsourcing.org/document/if-all-you-have-is-a-hammer---howuseful-is-humanitarian-crowdsourcing/3533.
Andrea H. Tapia, Kartikeya Bajpai, Bernard J. Jansen, and John Yen, Seeking the Trustworthy Tweet: Can
Microblogged Data Fit the Information Needs of Disaster Response and Humanitarian Relief
Organizations?, Proceedings of the 8th International ISCRAM Conference, Lisbon, Portugal, May 2011,
p. 3, available at: www.iscramlive.org/ISCRAM2011/proceedings/papers/161.pdf.
Patrick Meier, ‘New information technologies and their impact on the humanitarian sector’, in
International Review of the Red Cross, Vol. 93, No. 884, 2011, p. 1245.
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its ﬁeld staff to accurately assess and respond to RFL needs. The technology is
valuable as a way to supplement the ICRC’s traditional methods of collecting
information. This is thus an area where the ICRC can work with the organisations
developing this technology and seek to use it ﬁrst in RFL work, thus perhaps
developing a greater understanding of its potential uses and beneﬁts in broader
programming.

Moving forward: the new RFL website
The ICRC launched a new website in 2012 focused on RFL. The website has two
main components. The ﬁrst is a compilation of country-by-country information on
the RFL services provided by the Movement across the world, including contact
details for National Society ofﬁces in each country. This is crucial for connecting
beneﬁciaries with the aspect of the service that makes it unique: the humans behind
the technology. Each webpage describes a service that is delivered by real staff and
volunteers who have made a commitment to responding to the enquiries they
receive.
The second component of the website is the emergency function. As with
other websites, this function can be launched in response to a speciﬁc crisis, allowing
people to register themselves and lost family members. The key difference between
this website and others is that the data submitted will be subject to a number of
checks and controls. Each person who registers creates an account; this means that
they can change or delete their details easily and quickly. They can also choose what
information they would like to make public and what can only be seen by the ICRC.
Finally, the ICRC can make decisions, based on its knowledge of the context, about
the kind of information that should be displayed. This means that if, in a given
context, it is deemed that publishing the beneﬁciaries’ towns of residence or ethnic
origin might raise protection concerns for those individuals, the ICRC can choose
not to make that information public. This provides a greater level of protection
for beneﬁciaries than Google’s Person Finder, but of course also means that
information is not available as quickly.
Of course, as with any internet resource, the RFL website has to be used in
order for it to be a success, and the real challenge will come when the ICRC is faced
with a major disaster. However, the website can be fairly described as a step forward
for the ICRC in technological terms for RFL. Rather than trying to compete with
other actors, the ICRC has played to its strengths – the human response and its
commitment to beneﬁciary protection. This commitment is demonstrated beyond
the realm of RFL through the publication of a revised edition of the Professional
Standard for Protection Work.42 This is a set of minimum standards for
humanitarian and human rights actors who engage in protection work. The revised
2013 edition added a speciﬁc section on the risks and advantages that new
technologies and new methodologies offer for collecting information from afar.43
42 Professional Standards for Protection Work, 2nd edition, ICRC, Geneva, 2013, p. 113.
43 Ibid, pp. 81–83.
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This section was developed in collaboration with the crisis-mapping community.44
This dialogue between young tech volunteers and a 150-year-old institution has
been recognised.45 Now that the ICRC has publicly positioned itself, it will be
interesting to see if it can sustain the pace of innovation of the tech-driven world
and maintain its relevance.

An increasingly multidisciplinary approach
In cases where family contact cannot be restored, the ICRC continues its efforts to
clarify the fate and whereabouts of the missing person, but is also increasingly
providing support to the families of missing persons. The ICRC’s work on the
missing46 historically consisted of a few core activities, primarily dissemination of
the rules of international humanitarian law (IHL), which require that states work to
prevent disappearances, and bilateral interventions requesting parties to the conﬂict
to search for and provide information, after separation, in accordance with IHL.47
Other core activities included detention visits, RFL services, and collection and
processing of tracing requests.48 If and when these failed to clarify the fate and
whereabouts of the missing person, the ICRC had few remaining options to offer to
the families.
However, in light of a deeper understanding of the lasting repercussions of
the problem of missing persons and an awareness that the problem is growing, the
ICRC has over the past two decades been reassessing and expanding its services in
this area. This work, like the work of restoring family contact, has been impacted by
the proliferation of actors in the ﬁeld as well as by the development of new
technologies, and reﬂects a newly emerging focus on long-term involvement in this
area. The evolution of the ICRC’s work from the start of the armed conﬂict in the
former Yugoslavia, which is a particularly signiﬁcant moment in the recent history

44 See ‘Crisis mappers – the humanitarian technology network’, available at: www.crisismappers.net.
45 See ‘Data protection protocols for crisis mapping’, on Patrick Meier’s blog, iRevolution, 11 April 2013,
available at: http://irevolution.net/2013/04/11/data-protection-for-crisis-mapping; World Disasters Report
2013: Focus on Technology and the Future of Humanitarian Action, IFRC, Geneva, 2013, pp. 146 and 185.
46 The ICRC deﬁnes missing persons as follows: ‘Missing persons are those persons whose families are
without news of them and/or are reported unaccounted for, on the basis of reliable information, owing to
armed conﬂict or internal violence. The term family and relatives must be understood in their broadest
sense, including family members and close friends, and taking into account the cultural environment.
Missing persons and their families are direct victims of armed conﬂict or internal violence. As such they are
part of the mandate of the ICRC.’ The Missing and their Families: ICRC Internal Operational Guidelines,
ICRC, Geneva, 2004, p. 22. See also subsequent publications available to the general public: Missing
Persons: A Handbook for Parliamentarians, Handbook for Parliamentarians No. 17, 2009, p. 9, available
at: www.icrc.org/eng/assets/ﬁles/other/icrc_002_1117.pdf .
47 See Geneva Convention (IV) Relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War, Geneva, 12
August 1949, Art. 26; Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and Relating to
the Protection of Victims of International Armed Conﬂicts (Protocol I), 8 June 1977, Art. 34; Customary
IHL Rule 117, Accounting for Missing Persons.
48 Marco Sassòli and Marie-Louise Tougas, ‘The ICRC and the missing’, in International Review of the Red
Cross, Vol. 84, No. 848, 2002, pp. 733–736.
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of humanitarian work, is a good example of how this re-evaluation began and how it
continued over the years.

The armed conﬂict in the former Yugoslavia
The conﬂict in the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s brought into sharp relief the fact
that the world of humanitarian aid (and intervention) had changed. After initially
keeping the conﬂict at arm’s length, Western powers were pushed to intervene when
the events of the Srebrenica massacre came to light.49 With the international
community’s eye on the region, numerous aid organisations became involved, from
the UN (which had been present from the start) to a plethora of NGOs and other
humanitarian actors that arrived on the scene as funding for relief and development
work in the region became available. Bosnia and Herzegovina has reportedly
received more foreign aid than any European country previously, even considering
the Marshall Plan, and the effects of that assistance have been the subject of much
debate and study.50
With regard to separated families and missing persons in this context, the
ICRC ﬁrst focused on negotiating the release and transfer of prisoners detained in
connection with the conﬂict before turning its attention to providing the families of
persons still missing with information about the fate and whereabouts of their
relatives.51 To this end, the ICRC proposed the establishment of the Working Group
on the Process for Tracing Persons Unaccounted for in Connection with the
Conﬂict on the Territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina (hereinafter the Working
Group), a mechanism created in 1996 by the parties to the conﬂict in order to
exchange information about missing persons.52 Through chairing the Working
Group, the ICRC had close contact with the families of missing persons, giving staff
greater ﬁrst-hand insight into the complex challenges53 faced by these families. The
ICRC saw an increased demand for the use of newly developed forensic technology
in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Victims called for exhumations of mass graves across
the region,54 and the ICRC began to recognise the importance of developing
forensic expertise so as to facilitate and advise such processes.
49 Jon Western and Joshua S. Goldstein, ‘Humanitarian intervention comes of age: lessons from Somalia to
Libya’, in Foreign Affairs, Vol. 90, No. 6, 2011, pp. 51–52.
50 Lana Pasic, ‘Bosnia’s vast foreign ﬁnancial assistance re-examined: statistics and results’, in Balkanalzsis.
com, 21 June 2011, available at: www.balkanalysis.com/bosnia/2011/06/21/bosnia%E2%80%99s-vastforeign-ﬁnancial-assistance-re-examined-statistics-and-results/; see also Peter Uvin, ‘The inﬂuence of aid
in violent conﬂict situations’, OECD Development Assistance Committee, Informal Task Force on
Conﬂict, Peace, and Development Cooperation, 1999, available at: www4.carleton.ca/cifp/docs/archive/
synth_ﬁn.pdf.
51 Christophe Girod, ‘Bosnia and Herzegovina: tracing missing persons’, in International Review of the Red
Cross, Vol. 32, No. 312, 1996, pp. 390–391.
52 Ibid., p. 389.
53 For more information on the challenges faced, see Nick Danziger, Missing Lives, ICRC and Dewi Lewis,
2010. This book tells ﬁfteen individual stories of families whose loved ones went missing during the
conﬂicts in Croatia, Bosnia, and Kosovo: ‘In limbo they were unable to grieve, to claim inheritance, to sell
property, or – most poignantly – to hold a funeral’. Extracts available at: www.icrc.org/eng/resources/
documents/publication/p978-1-904587-87-3.htm.
54 Ibid., pp. 390–391.
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As time went on, the ICRC began to provide additional services in
support of its work on the missing in the former Yugoslavia on an ad hoc
basis – implementing early psychosocial support programmes, assisting in drafting
relevant legislation, and (later) exploring how it might support the use of new
forensic technology.55 The evolution of the organisation’s services in this conﬂict
reﬂected the growing recognition within the ICRC that the problem of missing
persons required more than the services traditionally provided. The ICRC’s
experience in the Former Republic of Yugoslavia then ultimately acted as a catalyst,
prompting the organisation to assess the efﬁcacy of its actions on missing persons
more generally. As the ICRC adopted methods that addressed not only the question
of clarifying the fate and whereabouts of missing persons but also the well-being of
their families, often in the long term (in the form of laws on missing persons, for
example, and support to families), it became clear that these efforts needed to be
more uniform across contexts, and needed to be assessed and implemented with
greater expertise and planning.56

The 2003 conference on the missing and new services
With this goal in mind, in 2002 the ICRC launched a process to better address
the plight of missing persons and their families by reviewing existing methodology
and agreeing on common operational practices. The ﬁrst step of the process was
a series of workshops and studies carried out in collaboration with numerous
experts and institutions, which resulted in a series of recommendations. As a
second step, the ICRC organised an international conference of governmental
and non-governmental experts in order to share and discuss these ﬁndings.57
This conference was held in February 2003 and was entitled ‘The missing: action
to resolve the problem of people unaccounted for as a result of armed conﬂict
or internal violence and to assist their families’. The observations and
recommendations adopted at this conference put an emphasis on the need for
clariﬁcation of the fate and whereabouts of missing persons and for continued
efforts to prevent people from going missing, but also recognised the importance of
several newer areas of support, including forensic services (identiﬁcation of the dead
and management of human remains) and support to families of missing persons
(in the form of psychosocial support as well as assistance with legal, ﬁnancial, or
administrative needs).58
55 ‘Bosnia and Herzegovina: 10 years on, thousands still missing’, ICRC, 2005, available at: www.icrc.org/
eng/resources/documents/misc/bihmissingfactsmay2005.htm (last visited 4 February 2013).
56 For example, the need to standardise the forensic response to the issue of the missing was put forward in
Stephen Cordner and Helen McKelvie, ‘Developing standards in international forensic work to identify
missing persons’, in International Review of the Red Cross, Vol. 84, No. 848, December 2002, pp. 867–884.
57 Morris Tidball-Binz, ‘Forensic investigations into the missing: recommendations and operational best
practices’, in Forensic Anthropology and Medicine: Complementary Sciences from Recovery to Cause of
Death, Totowa, 2006, pp. 387–388.
58 ‘The missing: action to resolve the problem of people unaccounted for as a result of armed conﬂict or
internal violence and to assist their families’, in International Review of the Red Cross, Vol. 85, No. 849,
March 2003, pp. 188–193.
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These new areas of emphasis took a more long-term view of, and arguably
even a post-conﬂict development-oriented approach to, the ICRC’s work on missing
persons. The concern became not only that governments and armed groups fulﬁl
their obligations under IHL with respect to missing persons, but also that the
families of the missing be able to survive and cope with the difﬁcult period of
uncertainty, and to ﬁnd support while doing so.
The 2003 conference demonstrated the ICRC’s commitment to supporting
the families of the missing and the recognition that the ﬁle required input from
a range of different operations and services within the ICRC. The proposal of a
so-called multidisciplinary or holistic approach to the problem of missing persons
was a signiﬁcant step forward, not only for this particular area of the ICRC’s work
but for the institution as a whole. Indicative of this commitment was, among other
things, the incorporation of forensic services into the work of the ICRC’s Assistance
Division.

Progress since 2003
Since the 2003 conference, its recommendations have been taken on board across
the ICRC to varying degrees. With the input and commitment of staff working in
protection, and in cooperation with the legal, economic security, health, forensics,
and other departments of the organisation, new policies and actions have been
developed on a range of issues related to missing persons. These developments
include the drafting and dissemination of model laws on the missing, the creation of
the ICRC forensic services unit,59 and the publication of a handbook on how to
support families through a model of ‘accompaniment’, all of which are explored in
more detail below. These new efforts are illustrative of the ICRC’s endeavour to
combine a commitment to sustainable change with a focus on areas in which the
organisation has traditionally excelled.

Legislative support
The ICRC’s engagement with the mechanism of the Working Group on the Process
for Tracing Persons Unaccounted for in Connection with the Conﬂict on the
Territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina paved the way for the development of a law on
the missing. The law was drafted by a working group made up of representatives of
the authorities, the ICRC, and the International Commission on Missing Persons
(ICMP). The law ‘regulates a number of points, including the families’ right to
know, legal status of the missing persons and ﬁnancial support to families of the
missing, as well as penal provisions for non-compliance’, and was adopted by the
Bosnia and Herzegovina Parliament in 2004.60
In 2007, building on this experience, the ICRC published a model law on
the missing, as a tool to ‘assist States and their national authoritative bodies with the
59 Strategy of the ICRC Forensic Services and Plan of Action 2009–2014, ICRC, Geneva, 2010, p. 3.
60 ICRC, Missing Persons on the Territory of Former Yugoslavia, newsletter, April 2008, available at: www.
icrc.org/eng/assets/ﬁles/other/missing-newsletter-0408.pdf.
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adoption of legislation that will address, prevent and resolve situations of missing
persons’,61 as well as guidelines for engagement with a range of mechanisms that
address issues related to missing persons.62 The creation of these resources
represents something more than just the ICRC’s traditional promotion of IHL; they
are also contributions to efforts to restore the rule of law and stability in a postconﬂict society.

The ICRC’s forensic services
Following its establishment in 2003, the ICRC forensic services unit quickly became
a respected authority in the ﬁeld of forensic science and humanitarian action. In
2011, the ICRC was awarded a special prize by the International Association of
Forensic Sciences ‘in recognition of the organization’s contribution to the
development and promotion of applied forensic sciences worldwide’.63 The
institutional Forensic Strategy, revised in 2009, highlights the importance of longterm goals such as capacity-building at the domestic level and within National
Societies, and recognises the added value of the ICRC for its ability to disseminate
best practices and set standards in the ﬁeld.64 The ICRC forensic unit today
‘provides advice, support and training to local authorities and forensic practitioners
in searching for, recovering, analyzing, identifying, and managing large numbers of
unidentiﬁed remains’,65 in disasters, along migration routes, and as part of efforts to
help clarify the fate of missing persons.
This is an area of work in which the ICRC has made good use of technology
by creating the ante-mortem/post-mortem (AMPM) database. A key part of
clarifying the fate of missing persons is to compare information gathered from the
relatives and belongings of the missing person (ante-mortem data) with that
collected from unidentiﬁed human remains and the sites where they were found
(post-mortem data). The ICRC recognised the important role technology could
potentially play in this process, and the need to create a specialised tool:
‘Standardization, centralization and easy exchange of large quantities of data
among numerous actors are key to an effective data management strategy, and
61 Guiding Principles/Model Law on the Missing, ICRC, Geneva, 2009, available at: www.icrc.org/eng/
resources/documents/misc/model-law-missing-300908.htm.
62 Reference is made to the guidelines on mechanisms in Annual Report 2011, above note 21, p. 56.
63 ICRC, ‘ICRC receives award for contributions to humanitarian forensic sciences’, press release, 14
September 2011, available at: www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/news-release/2011/forensics-news2011-09-14.htm.
64 Strategy of the ICRC Forensic Services and Plan of Action 2009–2014, above note 59, pp. 3–4. While the
Forensic Strategy is an internal ICRC document, it is referenced in the Annual Report 2011, above note 21.
In addition, the early days of the ICRC’s forensic services unit are similarly described in The Missing: ICRC
Progress Report as follows: ‘The core activities of the ICRC forensic experts include: needs assessments and
operational support for ICRC ﬁeld activities related to human remains and forensic science; development
and dissemination of ICRC guidelines; training and networking with forensic experts and institutions
worldwide’. ICRC, The Missing: ICRC Progress Report, Geneva, 2006, p. 14. This was published in 2006,
and the emphasis on training, networking and dissemination of guidelines is in line with the current focus
on capacity-building and dissemination of good practices.
65 ‘Forensic science and humanitarian action’, ICRC website, available at: www.icrc.org/eng/what-we-do/
forensic/overview-forensic.htm.
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electronic tools can greatly contribute to a thorough and efﬁcient data management
and analysis process.’66 Thus, in 2008 it launched the AMPM database, an electronic
data management tool that is conﬁgurable to a wide range of contexts and is
provided by the ICRC to third parties free of charge. It has been successfully rolled
out to a range of users, including ‘medico-legal institutes, governmental structures
[and] non-governmental organizations’.67 Designing such a tool for use by national
third parties again demonstrates the institutional drive towards sustainable
solutions, as well as a commitment to cooperating with other actors in the ﬁeld in
order to provide better services to beneﬁciaries.

The ICRC’s Accompaniment Programme
The emphasis on sustainability and recognition of the importance of long-term
impact and engagement with other actors is also evident in the ICRC’s new
Accompaniment Programme. This programme seeks to build the capacity of local
actors to support families of the missing over time. Support can come in the form of
counselling and community groups focused on psychosocial support, or as
assistance with legal and administrative matters that families of missing persons
may need to attend to in the absence of a relative (such as having someone legally
declared missing so that family members are eligible to receive any beneﬁts or
support the government might be offering).
In 2013, the ICRC produced a handbook entitled Accompanying the
Families of Missing Persons, which is targeted at ‘all individuals or groups of
individuals – associations of various kinds, National Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies, governmental actors, non-governmental organisations, international
organisations, ICRC delegates, etc. – wishing to accompany . . . families whose
relatives have gone missing’.68 The target audience is thus quite broad, and the
hope is that, by building not only its internal capacity to support families of missing
persons but also that of external actors, the ICRC can create a sustainable network
of support that will exist even after its mission in a particular context comes to
an end.
Many of these efforts go beyond what is strictly understood to be direct
humanitarian relief, but they nonetheless draw on the ICRC’s history and expertise
with this type of work. For example, the ICRC is uniquely positioned to propose
legal solutions to problems relating to missing persons, due to its reputation as the
guardian and promoter of IHL. Not only does it have the expertise to work on these
legal issues, but it also has a channel through which to discuss other legal issues
thanks to its frequent open dialogue with governments on IHL.

66 ICRC, The Ante-Mortem/Post-Mortem Database: An Information Management Application for Missing
Persons/Forensic Data, ICRC, Geneva, 2012, p. 2, available at: www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/
report/ante-mortem-post-mortem-database-report.htm.
67 Ibid., p. 2.
68 Accompanying the Families of Missing Persons: A Practical Handbook, ICRC, Geneva, 2013, p. 12.
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Similarly, a large part of the ICRC’s added value has always been in its
proximity to beneﬁciaries. The ICRC often has access to groups of people in need to
which no other humanitarian relief organisation has access. It is thus well positioned
to assess the needs of beneﬁciaries and respond accordingly. Efforts to develop
programmes that aim to empower beneﬁciaries to help themselves, like the
economic security initiatives of the Accompaniment Programme, recognise both the
ICRC’s strengths and its limitations. The ICRC, like any humanitarian actor, can
only remain active in a context for a certain amount of time, and its limited
resources mean it can only reach what will sometimes be a relatively small number
of beneﬁciaries in comparison to needs. By working to build a system of cooperation
and support among community members and organisations, the ICRC is able to
maximise its positive impact. This is a model that can and should inform other areas
in which the ICRC works moving forward.

Remaining challenges
While these planned programmes and new policies are promising, challenges and
difﬁculties come with implementation. The ICRC’s action in 2003 was the result of
internal questions regarding the relevance and effectiveness of its work in the face of
a transformed ﬁeld. Missing persons became an institutional priority for the ICRC
at this time, and the organisation began to implement various elements of the plan
envisioned at the 2003 conference, but efforts to move forward have often been
piecemeal, and the last progress report detailing the organisation-wide work on the
issue was published in 2006. The institution’s size, the complex questions that this
new type of work engenders, and issues raised by the ICRC’s new interactions with
other actors form a set of signiﬁcant challenges that must be addressed in order to
truly move forward.
As discussed, in the realm of forensics, the ICRC has made effective use of
technology to improve the humanitarian response. There are questions, however, as
to whether technology could be better utilised in other areas of work relating to the
families of missing persons. For example, perhaps more could be done with the lists
of missing persons currently hosted on the RFL website. One option might be (in
consultation with the families) to use these lists as a starting point to build an online
memorial. The ICRC could help individual families to share their stories, memories,
or perhaps even photos of their missing loved ones and to connect with other
families of the missing. These types of simple fora exist for other types of loss69 and
may help some families in their grieving process, as well as bringing attention to the
difﬁculties they face.
Another option might be to make the lists more dynamic so that families
can follow any progress that is being made with regard to clarifying the fate and
69 See, for example, The Experience Project, a website dedicated to shared experiences, where individuals can
join online conversations with others who have experienced similar things. Conversations include ‘I lost a
loved one to suicide’, available at: www.experienceproject.com/groups/Lost-A-Loved-One-To-Suicide/
117382.
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whereabouts of their loved ones – for example, if exhumations are being undertaken
in the area where a loved one went missing. The ICMP has developed an interactive
Online Inquiry Center for all the families that have registered with it:
For government authorities and forensic professionals who have submitted
postmortem samples to the ICMP for DNA testing, the Postmortem Sample
Inquiry will allow them to track their cases. The Excavation Site Inquiry will
allow users to search for general information regarding the status of DNA
testing for speciﬁc excavation sites.’70
With such advances being made, the ICRC needs to think carefully about how to
position itself, including where it can collaborate without compromising its
principles, and where it can add value by creating new tools to address gaps in the
humanitarian response.
One obstacle to quick or uniform progress is the size of the institution itself.
With more than eighty delegations and missions in numerous contexts across the
world, and 150 years of history behind it, the ICRC does not change quickly.
Internal coordination is a challenge. Efforts to collect and share best practices and
lessons learned are being made,71 but the process is not yet streamlined. The pace of
change may be further hampered by internal and external resistance to new services
that might be considered outside the purview of the ICRC’s more traditional work in
the area of humanitarian relief and protection.
Internally and externally, the ICRC today is facing questions such as: how
long is it appropriate to remain in a post-conﬂict situation? When does the ICRC’s
presence no longer add value? How can the institution best allocate resources to
fund some of these longer-term projects? These are important questions that require
serious consideration, and the answers are not yet clear.
Traditionally, the ICRC has often been the only humanitarian organisation
present in a given context.72 However, with the proliferation of NGOs and other aid
agencies, and even of international courts and tribunals and transitional justice
mechanisms, the ICRC is now increasingly encountering organisations that are
doing overlapping but also potentially complementary work. The issue of missing
persons, in particular, presents the opportunity to engage – but also the challenge of
engaging – with mechanisms established to clarify the fate and whereabouts of
missing persons, up to and including courts and transitional justice mechanisms.
Despite the long-standing tension between justice and humanitarianism,73
70 ICMP Online Inquiry Center, available at: www.ic-mp.org/fdmsweb/index.php?w=intro&l=en.
71 For example, the ICRC regularly shares practices through contributions to UN reports. Recent examples
include: UN Human Rights Council, Report by the Human Rights Council Advisory Committee on Best
Practices in the Matter of Missing Persons, UN Doc. A/HRC/16/70, 21 February 2011, available at: www.
refworld.org/docid/4d8b43002.html; and UN General Assembly, Report of the UN Secretary-General on
Missing Persons, UN Doc. A/67/267, 8 August 2012, available at: http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/
UNDOC/GEN/N12/456/33/PDF/N1245633.pdf?OpenElement.
72 A. Stoddard, above note 3.
73 For a discussion on the tension between humanitarian objectives and the pursuit of justice, see Eva
Wortel, ‘Humanitarians and their moral stance in war: the underlying values’, in International Review of
the Red Cross, Vol. 91, No. 876, 2009.
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transitional justice processes are often particularly relevant to the search for
missing persons. Finding a way to balance these objectives and working with such
mechanisms will often be beneﬁcial, because ‘[a]s a multidimensional process
designed to help people move beyond violence and embrace peace, democracy
and respect for human rights, transitional justice should provide an appropriate
response, by working with the affected community, to the issue of missing
persons’.74 In order to provide the best services possible to beneﬁciaries, it is critical
to determine a plan for cooperating with these other entities whenever possible.75
The importance of cooperation, and of recognising where the ICRC can add value
and where it might be best to leave the ﬁeld to organisations with other expertise, is
thus a central consideration in both the ICRC’s RFL work and its work to support
the families of the missing and to clarify the fate of missing persons.

Conclusion
Going forward, the ICRC will be continually challenged to keep pace in a
fast-changing world. Targeting its efforts and maintaining a focus on the services
and elements that make it unique, that are its strengths, will be the most fruitful
way forward for the organisation and, more importantly, for beneﬁciaries. The
ICRC’s activities in support of separated families provide an example of playing to
these strengths, and suggest recommendations for the ICRC’s broader work
moving forward. Understanding and identifying the most effective ways to utilise
new technologies, for example, will allow the ICRC’s efforts to more efﬁciently
and effectively serve beneﬁciaries. In addition, the longer-term approach and
capacity-building focus of many of the programmes now established to work with
the families of missing persons will have more lasting positive impacts for
beneﬁciaries. The challenge will be in balancing the ICRC’s traditional work
with longer-term considerations, and identifying ways to work effectively with
other actors so that the programmes undertaken by the ICRC can complement
longer-lasting development efforts.

74 Anne-Marie La Rosa, ‘The missing and transitional justice: the right to know and the struggle against
impunity’, in Report of the Second Universal Meeting of National Committees on International
Humanitarian Law: Legal Measures and Mechanisms to Prevent Disappearances, to Establish the Fate of
Missing Persons, and to Assist Their Families, ICRC, Geneva, 2007, p. 155, available at: www.icrc.org/eng/
assets/ﬁles/publications/icrc-002-0924.pdf.
75 Ibid., p. 160. For a discussion on the challenges associated with coordinating humanitarian action, see also
Max Stephenson Jr., ‘Making humanitarian relief networks more effective: operational coordination, trust
and sense making’, in Disasters, Vol. 29, No. 4, 2005, pp. 337–350.
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