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The Geneva Convention

	Background

In 1859 a Swiss man, Henry Dunant, was horrified to see thousands of wounded soldiers after a battle being abandoned with no one to offer them aid or help.  

Dunant suggested that voluntary relief societies should be set up and trained to care for the wounded in times of war. He also suggested that there should be an international agreement to protect the wounded from further attack

In 1864, European countries and several American states were invited to send representatives to a conference that would ultimately see 16 European nations sign a treaty stating that in future wars they would care for all sick and wounded military personnel, regardless of nationality. Medical personnel would also be considered neutral in war and they would be identified by a red cross on a white background. 

The Geneva Convention

The treaty was called the Geneva Convention. At this point the Convention was only concerned with wounded soldiers but it soon expanded to include others caught up in warfare who were not actually fighting. The Second Geneva Convention expanded the first to include those wounded at sea. 

The main points of these two conventions are that enemy forces that are wounded, sick or shipwrecked must be treated and cared for.  Enemy dead should be collected quickly and protected from robbery. Medical equipment must not be deliberately destroyed and medical vehicles should not be attacked or damaged or otherwise prevented from operating. 

The Third Geneva Convention, drawn up in 1929, covers military personnel who fall into enemy hands. It states that:

Prisoners of war must be

· Shown respect at all times

· Allowed to notify their next of kin and the International Red Cross of their capture.

· Allowed to correspond with relatives and to receive relief parcels

· Allowed to keep their clothes and personal effects

· Given adequate food and clothing

· Provided with shelter equivalent to those of their captor’s troops

· Given medical care

· Paid for any work they do

· Sent home if seriously ill or wounded provided they agree not to resume active military duties afterwards.

· Quickly released and sent home when the war is over.

Prisoners of War must not be

· Forced to give any information except their name, rank and number

· Deprived of money or valuables without a receipt and guarantee they will be returned at the time of release

· Given individual privileges other than on grounds of health, sex, age or military rank

· Held in close confinement eg solitary confinement unless they have broken any laws. They can however have their freedom restricted for security reasons.

· Be forced to do military or dangerous or unhealthy work.



	Countries that Signed the 1929 Geneva Convention

	1. America

2. Austria

3. Australia

4. Belgium

5. Bolivia

6. Brazil

7. Bulgaria

8. Chile

9. China

10. Colombia

11. Cuba

12. Czechoslovakia

13. Denmark 

14. Iceland

15. Dominican Republic

16. Egypt

17. Estonia

18. Finland

19. France

20. Germany

21. Great Britain, 
22. Ireland 

23. British Dominians


	24. Greece

25. Hungary

26. India

27. Italy

28. Latvia

29. Luxembourg

30. Mexico

31. Nicaragua

32. Norway

33. Netherlands

34. Persia

35. Poland

36. Portugal

37. Serbia, 

38. Croatia 

39.  Slovenia

40. Siam

41. Spain

42. Sweden

43. Switzerland

44. Turkey

45. Uraguay

46. Venezuela



	Countries that did not sign the 1929 Geneva Convention

USSR – Would only agree to the terms of the Hague Convention that did not allow prison camps to be inspected, prisoners to receive correspondence, or for notification of prisoners taken. 

Japan – though in 1942 did promise to abide by its terms




Extension Activity A

1. Complete the T chart with Allied Countries on one side and Axis countries on the other.

2. Indicate with color coding which countries signed the Geneva Convention and which did not. 

3. Then do a little research on the internet and give 3 examples for how soldiers who became prisoners of war during WWII were treated by countries who did sign the Geneva Convention. (Please list sources)
4.  Next, find 3 examples of how soldiers who became prisoners of war of countries who did NOT sign the Geneva Convention were treated. 
Extension Activity B
In a paragraph explain how the Geneva Convention effected people on both sides during WWII. 

POW Mistreatment by Japan

Indeed, mistreatment of POWs was common, particularly among the Japanese, who viewed surrender as a punishable dishonor. The Bataan Death March is a particularly glaring example of Japanese brutality against Allied POWs. During that forced march, American and Philippine prisoners were routinely abused, beaten, starved, and executed without reason. At its end, more than 5,000 soldiers had died.

The forced construction of a military railway along the River Kwae Noi between Burma and Thailand was another example of Japanese mistreatment of prisoners of war and residents of occupied nations. In this case, more than 250,000 Asians and an estimated 61,000 Allied POWs, most of them British and Australian, were forced to build the 265-mile railway by hand, often using primitive tools and under brutal conditions. Tens of thousands died from mistreatment, malnutrition, and disease. The event was dramatized in Pierre Boulle's compelling novel The Bridge on the River Kwai.

The Japanese also routinely transferred prisoners of war without international supervision, as dictated by the Geneva Convention (which the Japanese government said in January 1942 that it would follow). As a result, thousands of Allied POWs were accidentally killed when unknowing Allied submarines sank the Japanese ships on which they were being carried.

German POW Camps

Germany usually complied with the Geneva Convention at its POW camps, but Allied servicemen still faced peril, and there were numerous reports of German atrocities against Allied soldiers who surrendered. In an event that came to be known as the Malmédy massacre, approximately 100 American prisoners were gunned down with machine gun fire by German SS troops near the Belgian town of Malmédy during the Battle of the Bulge. Those not instantly killed by machine gun were then shot in the head. Miraculously, a handful of soldiers escaped the massacre and were able to report it.

Many Axis POWs were held in Great Britain and elsewhere in Europe, but a large percentage — some 400,000 — were brought over for incarceration in the United States. The German, Japanese, and Italian prisoners were gawked at by the locals and often forced to perform farm and ranch work but were generally well treated.

In another documented atrocity, nearly fifty British airmen were executed in 1944 after escaping from a German POW camp. And at the German concentration camp in Mauthausen, Austria, approximately fifty Allied officers of various nationalities were beaten and kicked to death by guards. Similar massacres are known to have involved Soviet POWs.

Late in the war, Hitler declared that Allied airmen were “terror fliers” and approved the execution of any Allied airman found on the ground. An unknown number of Allied fliers were killed as a result of the decree, many of them hanged by Nazi sympathizers. Hitler also approved the execution of any Allied prisoner caught trying to escape.

At the end of the war, Germany held nearly 95,000 U.S. military personnel and about 200,000 British. Japan held almost 15,000 Americans and approximately 100,000 British. An estimated 2 million German prisoners were held by American forces at the end of the war and were turned over to the British and French as postwar laborers. An additional 2 million German POWs were also believed to have been held by the Soviets, who refused to release detailed records of prisoners of war.



Allied Prisoners

The Allies also had the blood of enemy POWs on their hands. In one well-known incident, thirty-six Italian soldiers surrendered to Allied forces in Sicily on July 14, 1943. On orders from the American company commander, John Compton, the Italian prisoners were lined up along a ravine and shot, presumably in retaliation for the wounding of twelve American infantrymen by sniper fire.

That same day, another American infantry company ordered forty-five Italian and three German POWs to be sent to the rear for interrogation. After the group had walked about a mile, the sergeant of the escort, Horace West, ordered them to halt, then mowed down the POWs with a submachine gun. On orders from General Omar Bradley, Compton and West were court-martialed. West was sentenced to life in prison, but Compton was found not guilty. An outcry regarding unfair discrimination between officers and enlisted men led to West's being released after a year and returned to active service. Compton died in action.


Geneva Convention T Chart

	Allied Countries
	Axis Countries

	
	

	3 examples of  POW treatment by Signers of the Geneva Convention
	3 examples of  POW treatment by NON-Signers of the Geneva Convention

	1. 

2.

3.


	1. 

2.

3.
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