MELBOURNE

The University of Melbourne Archives

Reference Number:

Collection/Series Title:

Records Description List
2015.0027

ANNUAL REPORTS OF THE
AUSTRALIAN RED CROSS




2015.0027: ANNUAL REPORTS OF THE AUSTRALIAN The University of Melbourne Archives
RED CROSS

Creator Australian Red Cross Society, National Office
Creator's Community organisations - Charities
Activity/Occupation

Creator's Historical Note




2015.0027: ANNUAL REPORTS OF THE AUSTRALIAN The University of Melbourne Archives
RED CROSS

Note: University of Melbourne Archives holds records of the Australian Red Cross National Office and
the Victorian Division of the Australian Red Cross. Records of other state Divisions are not held by the
University of Melbourne.

Red Cross began in Australia on the 13th August 1914 in response to the start of the First World War
nine days earlier. Modelled on the British Red Cross Society and initially established as a branch of
that Society, it formed at the instigation of Lady Helen Munro Ferguson, wife of the Governor-General.
Vice-regal patronage and a predominantly female membership continued to be features of the Red
Cross throughout the twentieth century. The Australian society was recognised by the International
Committee of the Red Cross as a national society in its own right in 1927 and was incorporated by
Royal Charter in 1941.

In keeping with the international Red Cross movement of which it is a part, and the Geneva
Conventions which govern and vest its wartime role, the Australian Red Cross primary objectives are to
alleviate human suffering and protect life and health, especially during armed conflicts and other
emergency situations. Principles of humanity, impartiality and voluntary service guide its programs,
which have evolved over the years in response to international and domestic needs.

The organisations development throughout the twentieth century has been extensively documented
(see references at the end of this note), however the following points may assist researchers wishing
to use Red Cross records held by the University of Melbourne Archives.

The organisations initial structure, still largely in place in the early 21st century, included three tiers of
administration and activity. Its National Headquarters (later known as National Office) has been based
in Melbourne since 1914. Divisions were established in all states and territories, most of them within
weeks of the formation of the national body, and these operated with substantial autonomy until at
least the 1950s and continued to be the locus of much of the organisations emergency and social
services program delivery beyond this date. A Papua New Guinea Division also operated between
1940 and 1973 and subsequently became an independent national society. The third tier of the Red
Cross is the extensive network of local branches which also commenced during World War |. These
have been particularly active in wartime and it is through these branches that large numbers of
Australians engage with and support the work of the Red Cross.

The scope and dates of operation of some distinctive Red Cross programs are:

Voluntary Aid Detachments (VADs, later known as Voluntary Aid Service Corps or VACs) were first
formed in 1915 to provide nursing and domestic services in Australian military hospitals and
convalescent homes. In peacetime this largely female volunteer labour force has assisted during
natural disasters and other emergencies. As an organisational entity VACs were phased out by the
1970s, however volunteer service continues to be integral to the organisations delivery of many of its
programs.

Services to trace the whereabouts of missing and wounded service personnel were also first
established in 1915.These services operated during both World Wars and after World War Il evolved
into services for tracing civilians displaced from their homelands in the aftermath of war and civil
unrest. By the 1960s, with the growth of Red Cross role in disaster management, registration and
enquiry services were set up to respond to inquiries about people displaced by natural disaster. The
units responsible for this work and have been variously known as the Wounded and Missing Inquiry
Bureau, Tracing Bureau, and the National Registration and Inquiry System. Like many Red Cross
programs, administration of tracing services has gradually been centralised from state Divisions to
national management. Note that Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau records from World War | are
held by the Australian War Memorial.
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Blood transfusion services were first established in 1929 in the Victorian Division and soon after in
other states. These continued to be primarily state based services until 1996 although during the
Second World War a level of national coordination was introduced to facilitate the supply of blood to
the armed forces. In 1996, largely in response to the AIDS epidemic, the divisional services were
amalgamated to form the Australian Red Cross Blood Service, a separate operating division of the
Australian Red Cross.
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