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V iewed fro m a  distance , thi s wa s a  scen e o f earl y winter . Th e 
morning su n shon e through a  thin laye r o f fog and reflected a 

golden hue on the tiled roofs of village houses. On this day, sunlight 
splashed acros s th e Lak e Dongtin g region , emanatin g a  deceptiv e 
feeling o f warmt h i n th e incipien t chil l tha t ha d descende d wit h 
December. 

On th e embankmen t b y th e river , villager s cam e an d went . 
Children dashed past, laughing as they ran ahead in their play. Despite 
the constant dus t and dirt raised by trucks plying among the nearby 
villages, the village by the side of the river seemed undisturbed an d 
had typica l quie t countr y ai r reminiscen t o f scene s i n movie s an d 
novels. 

However, thi s scenery could only be enjoyed fro m a  distance. 

When ou r ca r stoppe d a t th e entranc e t o th e village , a  close r 
look revealed that the summer floods had not completely receded. A 
large portion of the fields was still under water. Many of the village 
houses b y th e sid e o f th e roa d wer e merel y temporar y ope n bric k 
structures, covere d wit h tw o larg e plasti c sheet s tha t th e owner s 
had scavenged. One of the plastic sheets covered the windward wall, 
and the other stood for the roof — the house's only protection against 

Victims of natural disaster: Jiangxi Province, 1998. 



Delivery of relief food supplies. 

the wind and the rain. Some villager s 
who had lost their homes to the floo d 
could only be housed temporaril y i n 
the classroom s o f th e loca l primar y 
school. In theory, since the flood ha d 
receded, they could now go home. In 
reality, they were stil l homeless, an d 
could be s o indefinitely . 

The farmer s wh o cam e t o tow n 
to receiv e th e relie f ric e said , 'W e 
haven't ha d a  harvest fo r tw o years / 
When the y spoke , t he y wer e 
express ionless an d the i r voice s 
subdued, bu t t o th e casua l observe r 
it spok e volume s o f thei r pai n an d 
suffering. Th e relie f suppl y o f thre e 
bags o f ric e pe r famil y woul d hav e 
to sustain them fo r the entire winter . 

This wa s th e s i tua t io n i n a 
village in th e Hunan Flood s disaste r 
areas I  visited i n Decembe r 1999 . 

People made homeless by flooding: Jiangxi Province in 1995. 
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According t o th e locals , th e flood s wer e merel y on e aspec t o f 
their man y problems ; mountain communitie s suffere d eve n harshe r 
conditions an d subjecte d t o wors e hardship s tha n th e communitie s 
in th e region s aroun d th e lake . 

In China , communitie s tha t seriousl y nee d assistanc e du e t o 
natural disaster s an d povert y ar e no t confine d t o th e village s an d 
towns in the Lake Dongting region in Hunan. In fact, human sufferin g 
caused b y natura l an d man-mad e calamitie s ar e universal problem s 
to whic h no t on e countr y ha s a  monopoly . 

T h e fo l lowin g s to r y 
happened i n a  ver y differen t 
part o f ou r worl d —  Rwanda . 
Among th e crow d o f refugee s 
on thei r wa y t o Zair e wa s 
Ingabire, a  six-year-old girl . It 
was dar k an d chaotic . Th e 
refugees wer e runn in g fo r 
their lives . Ingabir e clun g t o 
her mother' s skirt , fo r fea r o f 
being separated. Still , Ingabire 
lost he r gri p i n th e tid e o f 
refugees whic h swep t the m 
apart, leavin g he r standin g 
a lone i n t h e midd l e o f 
n o w h e r e . Ingabir e wa s 
subsequently brough t t o th e 
orphanage a t Ndosh o wher e 
she stayed with other childre n 
who ha d suffere d th e sam e 
fate. Sh e sa t alon e ever y da y 
and hoped that she would fin d 
her mother . A  representativ e 
from th e Internationa l Re d 
Cross Delegatio n notice d th e lonel y Ingabire , foun d ou t wha t ha d 
happened an d helped he r ge t registered . Ingabir e was give n a  plasti c 
bracelet with her name and a registration number written on it. When 
her fathe r searche d fo r he r an d fille d ou t a  tracing reques t a t on e o f 

Refugees of Rwanda: 1994. 

A World with No Strangers 



the Re d Cros s refugee s centre , the y re-establishe d contac t vi a th e 
computerized tracing service. Ingabire was sent to the centre where 
her mother wa s waiting for her . When the y finally met , the y coul d 
find n o words to express their feelings. 1 

It is ironic and a  constant sourc e of wonder tha t i n spite of th e 
strides we have made in modern information technology , the world 
is powerless in eradicating war, poverty and natural disasters . 

Famines in North Korea, earthquakes in Iran, refugees in Rwanda 
and typhoons in Vietnam, just to name a few, are universal problems 
of the greatest gravity. Progress in living standards and technological 
innovations i n som e develope d countrie s d o no t mea n tha t othe r 
countries, particularl y th e developin g ones , ar e abl e t o preven t o r 
deal with different kind s of natural and man-made disasters. Neither 
does th e accumulatio n o f globa l wealt h mea n tha t th e worl d wil l 
therefore no longer be troubled by poverty and scarcity in resources. 

By holding out a helping hand towards people mired in hardships 
caused by natural disasters , war and poverty i n mainlan d Chin a o r 
elsewhere, w e hav e alread y suppresse d al l sort s o f prejudice s an d 
risen above the differences i n nationality, race, culture, and religion. 
We give from ou r hearts, show concern an d care, and are willing t o 
make contributions . Jus t a s i n th e deliver y o f relie f good s t o th e 
victims o f th e flood s i n th e Lak e Dongtin g region , th e citizen s o f 
Hong Kong have responded both in supplying provisions and in th e 
rebuilding o f infrastructur e wheneve r an d whereve r th e nee d ha s 
arisen. Today , whe n th e citizen s o f Hong Kong make donation s t o 
help others , i t i s base d entirel y o n humanitaria n an d altruisti c 
principles. 

What th e floo d victim s i n th e lak e regio n learn t abou t Hon g 
Kong ma y onl y b e limite d t o new s report s tha t the y ha d see n o n 
television, first-han d experience s retold by young men an d wome n 
who had been working in the south , o r merely from th e two word s 
'Hong Kong 7 printe d o n th e relie f packages . Yet , th e appreciatio n 
and gratitude whic h i s reflected toward s thi s far-awa y communit y 
is unquestionably heartfel t an d genuine. 

That day , an old woman who had received rice in town grabbed 
my hands and expressed her gratitude. It is all I remember of the day 



except for my urgent need to respond to the call of help from a  stranger 
in a  place I  had hithert o neve r been . I  ceased t o be a  bystander wh o 
could turn a  blind eye to people whose lives had been ravaged by th e 
floods. 

Today, t o man y Hon g Kon g citizens , disaste r victims , refugees , 
or people living in poverty outside Hong Kong are all strangers. The y 
may no t kno w th e nam e o f th e disaste r area ; yet base d o n th e belie f 
that everyone' s lif e an d dignit y shoul d b e respecte d an d protected , 
we ar e al l glad t o exten d ou r hel p t o th e injure d an d th e sick , thos e 
in hardship , an d th e weak , regardles s o f thei r race , nationality , 
religion, politica l beliefs , o r socia l background . 

This spiri t o f humani t y i s 
also th e mos t importan t basi c 
principle of the International Re d 
Cross an d Re d C r e s c e n t 
Movement. 

Henry Dunant , founde r o f 
the I n t e r n a t i o n a l Re d Cros s 
Movement, wrot e i n A  Memory 
of Solferino,  a  boo k w i t h a 
tremendous an d lastin g impact : 
'. .  .  th e wome n o f Castiglione , 
seeing that I  made no distinctio n 
between nationalities , followe d 
my example , showin g th e sam e 
kindness t o al l these men whos e 
origins wer e s o different , an d al l 
of whom were foreigners t o the m 
"Tutti fratell i [al l are brothers]77, 
they repeate d feelingly. 72 Lov e 
and car e fo r fello w me n i s base d 
on th e principle s o f humanity . 
That i s what i t means . 

Henry Dunan t (1828-1910) : Founde r o f 
the Red Cross Movement . 



Some peopl e fee l tha t thi s kin d o f lov e an d car e fo r ou r fello w 
human beings is innate, surfacing naturally when the occasion arises . 
In fact , thi s sor t o f lov e an d concer n toward s stranger s ha s t o b e 
nurtured. Bu t i f i t wer e no t fo r th e drivin g forc e o f organization s 
with simila r belief s an d goal s to bring to ou r awarenes s th e need fo r 
such car e an d concern , I  a m certai n th e respons e o f th e peopl e o f 
Hong Kon g would no t equa l t o what i t i s today . 

The Hong Kong Red Cross is a voluntary organizatio n dedicate d 
to promotin g humanitaria n wor k i n Hon g Kong . Ove r th e years , 
members an d volunteer s o f th e Hon g Kon g Re d Cros s hav e worke d 
tirelessly t o provide assistance t o all kinds o f people who ar e in nee d 
— appealing fo r donation s i n ai d o f victims, promotin g bloo d drive s 
as wel l a s organizin g voluntee r activities . Th e developmen t o f th e 
Red Cross' s wor k i n promotin g humanitaria n ai d ha s gon e han d i n 
hand wit h th e transformatio n o f Hong Kong from a  'refugee society 7 

with littl e public spirit , t o a  community tha t care s abou t other s an d 
is ready t o len d a  hand t o thos e i n need , includin g peopl e outsid e o f 
Hong Kong . Thes e ar e tw o 'storie s o f Hon g Kong 7 whic h hav e 

In the battle of Solferino, Dunant saw the destructiveness of human aggression and the 
meaning of humanitarianism. 



developed in tandem. Indeed, the 50-year history o f the Hong Kong 
Red Cross in promoting humanitarian work is a fitting testimony to 
the successfu l nurturin g o f Hon g Kon g societ y an d o f Hon g Kon g 
citizens into loving and caring human beings . 

1 See'Ingabire , lost and found', in Special Report: Red Cross Offers Hope in Hell (Hong 
Kong Red Cross, 1995). 

2 Henr y Dunant , A Memory of Solferino (Geneva: The Internationa l Committee of the 
Red Cross, 1986), p. 72. 



The moral sense of the importance of human life; the humane desire 
to lighten a little the torments of all these poor wretches, or restore 
their shattered courage; the furious and relentless activity which a 
man summons up at such moments: all these combine to create a 
kind of energy which gives one a positive craving to relieve as many 
as one can. There is no more grieving at the multiple scenes of this 
fearful and solemn tragedy. There is indifference as one passes even 
before the mos t frightfull y disfigure d corpses . There i s somethin g 
akin to cold calculation, in the face of horrors yet more ghastly than 
those here described, and which the pen absolutely declines to set 
down. Bu t the n yo u fee l sometime s tha t you r hear t i s suddenl y 
breaking — i t is as if you were stricken al l at once with a sense of 
bitter an d irresistibl e sadness , becaus e o f som e simpl e incident , 
some isolate d happening , som e smal l unexpecte d detai l whic h 
strikes closer to the soul, seizing on our sympathies and shaking all 
the most sensitive fibres of our being. 

Dunant, p. 73 

As Henr y Dunan t ha s said , 'Bu t the n yo u fee l 
. sometime s tha t your heart is suddenly breaking — 

it i s a s i f yo u wer e stricke n al l a t onc e wit h a  sense of 
bitter an d irresistibl e sadness , becaus e o f som e simpl e 
incident, som e isolate d happening , som e smal l 
unexpected detail which strikes closer to the soul, seizing 
on ou r sympathie s an d shakin g al l th e mos t sensitiv e 
fibres o f ou r being ' —  what provoke s people' s genuin e 
feelings do not necessarily have to be horrendous disasters 
and tragedies. We all possess a heart capable of expressing 
sympathies. Th e questio n is : Ho w d o w e tur n thi s 
sympathy int o concret e an d sustaine d humanitaria n 
activities? 

Since its inception in 1950, the Hong Kong Red Cross 
has continued to carry out its work doggedly, engaging in 
various operations which promote humanitarianism. It s 
role i s t o promot e th e Re d Cros s an d Re d Crescen t 
Movement i n Hon g Kong . Th e Re d Cros s Societ y 
concretely fulfils th e spirit and mission of the movement 
through a wide range of services. In mobilizing volunteers 
to participat e i n it s variou s operations , th e meanin g o f 



its service s i s n o longe r limite d t o assistin g th e injured , th e sick , 
victims o f disasters , an d th e weak, bu t als o in allowin g volunteer s 
to understand the social significance o f helping and caring for others 
through participatin g i n voluntee r work . Mor e directly , th e Hon g 
Kong Red Cross promotes the spirit and values of the Red Cross and 
Red Crescen t Movemen t i n societ y throug h concret e project s an d 
different form s of practice. Educational promotion and social service 
are united as one, and through its many projects, the Hong Kong Red 
Cross has put the humanitarian principle s into practice . 

With hindsight , th e pat h take n b y th e Hon g Kon g Re d Cros s 
over th e las t fift y year s i s exactl y th e communa l spiri t o f mutua l 
care an d concer n tha t i t ha s buil t togethe r wit h th e continuousl y 
growing an d developin g Hon g Kon g society . Reviewin g th e Hon g 
Kong Re d Cross' s wor k ove r th e las t fift y years , w e shal l wel l 
understand tha t i t wa s b y n o mean s eas y t o establis h a  spiri t o f 
community in a migrant society. From relying on foreign sailors and 
expatriates living in Hong Kong to donate blood to eventually having 
local Chines e a s th e majo r bloo d donors , a  lo t o f effor t ha d t o b e 
made. Not only did local people need to change their erroneous ideas 
about voluntee r bloo d donation , the y als o ha d t o b e persuade d t o 
care abou t stranger s an d be willing t o donat e blood t o people the y 
did not know but who were in need. What I would like to emphasize 
is that thi s transformation i s not a  necessary stage in the process of 
development o f ever y society . I n fact , t o b e abl e t o successfull y 
mobilize loca l citizen s t o participat e activel y i n voluntee r bloo d 
donations withi n suc h a  shor t time , an d unde r suc h difficul t 
circumstances (especiall y wit h th e immigran t backgroun d o f th e 
postwar Hong Kong population), this achievement must be affirmed . 
Whether or not a  citizen has directly benefited fro m bloo d donatio n 
services, he or she would understand that this kind of blood donation 
activity, built upon the spirit of helping others without rewards, best 
testifies th e powe r derive d fro m th e mutua l car e amon g people . 
Volunteer blood donation outperforms othe r methods in effectivel y 
solving the problem o f shortages in blood supplies . 

In fact, mobilizin g th e public to participate i n volunteer bloo d 
donation is only one among the many programmes organized by the 
Hong Kon g Re d Cross . Othe r project s whic h ar e equall y 
representative of the humanitarian work of the Red Cross Movement 
include internationa l an d loca l relie f operations , specia l educatio n 



and hospita l schoo l services . Tw o commonalitie s coul d b e foun d 
among thes e programmes . Th e firs t i s th e provisio n o f direc t 
assistance and services to those in need. The second is the motivation 
from a basic humanitarian principle that it is each person's birthright 
to receiv e respec t an d car e regardles s o f hi s o r he r race , religion , 
gender, social standing or physical condition. Based on humanitarian 
considerations, the Hong Kong Red Cross has never ignored the needs 
of children and youth with physical disabilities and of sick childre n 
with long-term hospitalization even during times of scarce resources. 
When i t come s t o disaste r relie f operation s i n Hon g Kon g an d 
elsewhere, th e Hon g Kon g Re d Cros s ha s alway s bee n th e firs t t o 
offer help . 

When promoting humanitarian and welfare work, the Hong Kong 
Red Cross has always emphasized the significance of volunteer work. 
The Ladies ' Working Groups, which had been established sinc e th e 
beginning o f th e organization , wer e se t u p t o assis t i n preparin g 
surgical dressing s fo r loca l hospitals. In 1956 , the establishmen t o f 
the Red Cross Youth offered a  brilliant prospect for the development 
of youth programmes in later years. As mentioned above, apart fro m 
helping t o promot e th e organization' s affairs , th e volunteers ' 
participation is itself an educational process, which allows volunteers 
to learn the valuable lesson of humanitarianism an d care for other s 
through practica l application . 

The developmen t o f th e Internationa l Re d Cros s Movemen t 
responds t o one question posed by Henry Dunant , 'Woul d it not be 
possible, i n time o f peace and quiet , t o form relie f societie s fo r th e 
purpose of having care given to the wounded in wartime by zealous, 
devoted and thoroughly qualifie d volunteers?' 1 

Again, in Dunant's words, 'Spontaneous devotion of this kind is 
more easily to be found than one is inclined to think. There are plenty 
of peopl e who , onc e the y wer e sur e the y coul d b e usefu l an d 
convinced tha t the y coul d d o rea l good , wit h th e encouragemen t 
and facilities given by the administrative authorities, would certainly 
be prepared t o go , even a t thei r ow n expense , an d undertak e fo r a 
limited time such an eminently philanthropic task. In this age, which 
is ofte n calle d selfis h an d cold , wha t a n attractio n i t woul d b e fo r 
noble and compassionate hearts and for chivalrous spirits, to confron t 
the same dangers as the warrior, of their free will, in a spirit of peace, 
for a  purpose of comfort , fro m a  motive of sacrifice!' 2 



The developmen t o f voluntee r an d yout h group s b y th e Hon g 
Kong Re d Cros s i s base d o n th e belie f propose d b y Henr y Dunant . 
We coul d eve n sa y tha t thi s emphasi s o n voluntee r wor k thread s 
through al l th e operation s o f th e Re d Cross . To concretel y evaluat e 
the achievement s o f thes e voluntee r operation s i s indee d rathe r 
difficult. I n fact , i t i s no t necessar y fo r u s t o us e som e simpl e 
measurements t o evaluate th e contributio n o f volunteer operations . 
The voluntee r servic e o f preparin g surgica l dressing s fo r hospital s 
has continued fo r 40 years without interruption . I t has only recentl y 
been s toppe d du e t o change s i n t h e h o s p i t a l s ' s chedu l in g 
arrangements. The contributio n b y these volunteer groups certainl y 
could no t b e demonstrate d b y th e quantitie s o f medica l material s 
produced. Lik e a  tiny bu t continuou s trickle , thi s wa s a n internall y 
inspired voluntee r operatio n whic h ha d continue d fo r a  lon g tim e 
without rewards . It s value an d significanc e i s not usuall y exhibite d 
in sensational scene s but i s found i n the regular volunteer work don e 
day afte r da y which demonstrate s th e spiri t o f th e Re d Cross . 

Over th e las t fift y years , th e Hon g Kon g Re d Cros s ha s alway s 
upheld th e spiri t o f humanitarianism, an d ha s neve r abandone d th e 
injured, th e sick , an d thos e wh o ar e weak . I t emphasize s th e 
significance an d contributio n o f voluntee r work , an d raise s th e 
awareness o f Hong Kong citizens to care for others and participate i n 
the creatio n o f a  caring communit y i n Hon g Kong . 

At th e daw n o f the new millennium , th e work o f the Re d Cros s 
definitely mus t chang e t o cop e wit h change s i n th e environment . 
The histor y o f the Hon g Kon g Red Cros s has demonstrate d tha t no t 
only doe s i t respon d sensitivel y an d t imel y t o change s i n th e 
environment, i t ha s neve r lacke d i n ne w concept s an d innovativ e 
power. Therefore , man y o f th e futur e change s wil l onl y b e change s 
in form o r in th e operationa l procedures . Humanitaria n motivatio n 
is the unchangeable motto o f the Hong Kong Red Cross. This missio n 
which look s simpl e o n the surfac e ha s in fac t helpe d the Hong Kon g 
Red Cros s develo p extensiv e service s ove r th e las t fift y years . Thi s 
has enable d i t —  whether i n term s o f scope , area s o f services , an d 
ability t o mobiliz e volunteer s —  to become a n excellen t Re d Cros s 
Society in the International Re d Cross and Red Crescent Movement . 

1 Henr y Dunant , A Memory of Solferino (Geneva: The Internationa l Committee of the 
Red Cross, 1986), p. 115. 

2 Ibid , p. 118. 
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