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Competition over Aid? The German Red Cross,
the Committee Cap Anamur, and the Rescue
of Boat People in South-East Asia, –

M V 

Introduction

In the aftermath of the fall of Saigon in April , South-East Asia
experienced a wave of Vietnamese refugees leaving their country.
The situation became severe when North and South Vietnam
were united as the Socialist Republic of Vietnam in . The
establishment of new economic zones and ‘re-education’ camps, and
the expropriation of ethnic Chinese, in particular, in  led to an
exodus of thousands of people. Whereas many of the ethnic Chinese
fled into the People’s Republic of China in the north, a number of
refugees tried to escape by sea. At the end of , about ,
‘boat people’ were housed in camps in neighbouring countries.1

The military conflicts between Vietnam, Cambodia, and China
exacerbated the situation in .2 In response to the rising numbers
of refugees in neighbouring countries, their governments tried to
prevent any more people from entering. Malaysia and Thailand
even started to push the boats back out to sea.3 An international
conference on Indo-Chinese refugees held in Geneva in July 
eased the crisis by offering higher quotas for the acceptance of
refugees by third countries in the West, and by establishing the
Orderly Departure Programme administered by the government in
Hanoi and the UNHCR.4 Yet thousands of Vietnamese still tried

1 UNHCR (ed.), The State of the World’s Refugees : Fifty Years of Humanitarian Action
(Oxford, ), –.

2 Sophie Quinn-Judge, ‘Victory on the Battlefield; Isolation in Asia: Vietnam’s
Cambodia Decade, –’, in Odd Arne Westad and Sophie Quinn-Judge (eds.),
The Third Indochina War: Conflict between China, Vietnam and Cambodia, – (New
York, ), –. 3 UNHCR (ed.), The State of the World’s Refugees , .

4 Ibid. ; Judith Kumin, ‘Orderly Departure from Vietnam: Cold War Anomaly or
Humanitarian Intervention?’, Refugee Survey Quarterly,  (), –.



   

to escape the country by sea in the following years, despite the risk
of drowning, starving, or being attacked by pirates. In addition to
the boat people, the calamitous state of thousands of Cambodian
refugees housed in camps in the Thai–Cambodian border region
alarmed the international community. The most populated camp
wasKhao-I-Dong,where, inMarch , thirty-sevenhumanitarian
NGOs were caring for about , refugees under the direction
of the UNHCR.5

When the West German government and people responded to
the suffering of the South-East Asian refugees, they could rely on an
established political field to carry out international humanitarian
aid as part of West German foreign relations. This field had been
institutionalized a decade earlier in the second half of the s,
when the government of the Federal Republic initiated its politic-
ally inspired humanitarian aid programme for South Vietnam. In
addition to the government, the traditional German welfare or-
ganizations and some newly founded aid agencies began work in
South-East Asia. From the start of the humanitarian aid effort to
Vietnam, and in subsequent cases such as Biafra, there were several
forms of co-operation, cohabitation, and confrontation between
public institutions and private actors, as well as among the latter.6

Similar interactions occurred in West Germany’s humanitarian aid
effort on behalf of the Indo-Chinese boat people.

This essay will present a controversy that occurred between the
two leading (West) German aid organizations present in South-East
Asia: the German Red Cross Society and the Deutsches Komitee
Not-Ärzte (better known as the Komitee Cap Anamur). From the
start of their activities in  to their end in , the humani-
tarian organizations’ leading officials conducted a public debate
in the West German parliament and the media on the ‘best’ way
of delivering aid to Vietnamese refugees. This essay analyses the
organizational interests of the two societies, their aims, strategies,
and self-perceptions, the images they put about of their ‘rival’, and
their relationship with state institutions and the media. The follow-

5 UNHCR (ed.), The State of the World’s Refugees , .
6 My Ph.D. thesis, ‘Humanitäre Hilfe und Interessenpolitik: Westdeutsches Engage-

ment für Vietnam in den er und er Jahren’ (University of Mannheim, ),
analyses West Germany’s humanitarian aid to Vietnam in the s and s. An
overview of West German development and humanitarian efforts in Vietnam, Laos, and
Cambodia can be found in Volker Berresheim,  Jahre Indochinapolitik der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland (Hamburg, ).
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ing section presents the two aid organizations and the respective
rescue ships that represented their particular aid ‘instruments’. A
further section traces the main phases of the controversy. The essay
concludes with an analysis of the organizations’ politics against the
background of governance structures as an essential part of the
political field of international humanitarian aid.

Actors: Ideas, Resources, and Means

Like other national associations, the German Red Cross was closely
linked with its ‘national’ government. In terms of the Geneva
Conventions, it saw the provision of a medical service in time of
war as its predominant task. It was also involved in the expansion
of social and welfare policies in the inter-war period. Because of
its proximity to the Nazi political and military system, the German
Red Cross Society was dissolved as a national association by the
Allies in . In the early s the Red Cross was re-established in
West Germany and became one of the Federal Republic’s leading
welfare organizations.7

Thanks to its close links with the Federal government, theGerman
Red Cross was involved in the institutionalization of international
humanitarian aid as a political field in the s. From ,
the West German government was put under pressure by the US
administration to ensure a recognizable presence in South Vietnam.
In order to avoid involving the Bundeswehr in the conflict, Bonn
decided instead to send German humanitarian workers to South-
East Asia. The most popular project was the hospital ship Helgoland ,
financed by the Federal government and maintained by the West
German Red Cross Society.8 From  the ship was dedicated to
the medical care of South Vietnamese civilians in Saigon and Da
Nang, until it was replaced by a land hospital in .9 During the
Helgoland ’s operations in South Vietnam, the executive committee
of the West German Red Cross Society made several attempts to

7 Dieter Riesenberger, Das Deutsche Rote Kreuz: Eine Geschichte – (Paderborn,
); Daniel-Erasmus Khan, Das Rote Kreuz: Geschichte einer humanitären Weltbewegung
(Munich, ).

8 On the political origins of the Helgoland project see Alexander Troche, ‘Berlin wird
am Mekong verteidigt’: Die Ostasienpolitik der Bundesrepublik in China, Taiwan und Süd-Vietnam
– (Düsseldorf, ), –.

9 Deutsches Rotes Kreuz (ed.), Hospitalschiff ‘Helgoland’: Ein Bericht des Deutschen Roten
Kreuzes (Bonn, ).



   

turn the hospital ship into a permanent instrument of worldwide
humanitarian and development aid,10 but the government rejected
this proposal every time.11 The Red Cross nevertheless retained the
idea of a ship financed by the Federal government and working
under Red Cross colours.12

In view of the disastrous situation of the refugees in South-East
Asia in the late s, the German Red Cross identified another
chance to realize its ship project. In April  it declared that it was
willing to acquire a rescue ship to operate in the coastal waters of
states experiencing natural disasters or political crises.13 In June 
theWest GermanMinistry for Foreign Affairs gave the Red Cross its
general approval, but stated that it could not grant a steady subsidy
from the budget for international humanitarian aid. However, if
the Red Cross owned a ship, the government could support its
activities on a case-by-case basis.14 The German Red Cross realized
its rescue ship project by following a dual strategy: it initiated a
widespread donation campaign, and collected public money from
Federal and Länder institutions.15 In addition to putting up posters
in banks,16 the Red Cross Society and its local branches published
several appeals for donations in daily newspapers, often related
to an informative article.17 In some cases the newspapers asked
their readers for donations, which would then be contributed to the
Red Cross appeal.18 A special co-operative agreement was initiated
between the Red Cross and the Axel Springer publishing house, and

10 Minutes of the executive committee of the German Red Cross,  Oct. ,
Archiv des Deutschen Roten Kreuzes (hereafter ADRK), ; minutes of the executive
committee of the German Red Cross,  Feb. , ADRK, .

11 Note Bargatzky to Schlögel,  Mar. , ADRK, ; minutes of the executive
committee of the German Red Cross,  July , ADRK, .

12 Minutes of the executive committee of the German Red Cross,  Dec. ,
ADRK, ; letter Bargatzky to Genscher,  Aug. , ADRK, ; minutes of
the executive committee of the German Red Cross,  Sept. , ADRK, ; letter
Genscher to Bargatzky,  Aug. , ADRK, .

13 Press release German Red Cross ‘DRK für Katastrophenschiff’,  Apr. ,
ADRK, .

14 Letter Ministry for Foreign Affairs to Bargatzky,  June , ADRK, .
15 Note Herzbach,  July , ADRK, .
16 Letters Herzbach to several German bank houses,  Aug. , ADRK, .
17 e.g. article ‘Spenden für schwimmende Rettungsinsel’, Süddeutsche Zeitung , 

Aug. ; advertisement ‘Die Not ist groß!’, Bonner General-Anzeiger ,  Aug. ;
advertisement ‘Deutsche Zeitung-Leser helfen Vietnamflüchtlingen’, Deutsche Zeitung ,
 Aug. .

18 e.g. advertisement ‘Zeitung und Leser helfen’, Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger ,  Aug. ;
letter Stuttgarter Nachrichten to Bargatzky,  Aug. , ADRK, .
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another with the German automobile club (ADAC). In July 
Red Cross officials and the editors of the daily newspaper Die Welt
decided to join forces to ask for donations for refugees in Thailand.
At least twice a week, the front part of the newspaper was reserved
for informative articles on the Red Cross and its humanitarian
efforts. This joint campaign was supported by a combined logo,
uniting the Red Cross symbol with the globe icon of Die Welt . The
editors agreed to attach , payment forms to a Saturday issue
of the newspaper.19 Red Cross payment forms were also enclosed
with the ADAC members journal Motorwelt , which had a print
run of  million.20 The Red Cross president and an editor of Die
Welt were invited to present their co-operation in the television
programme Drehscheibe, thus promoting the appeal for donations in
a number of media. In addition, popular celebrities were enlisted to
donate, such as the film actor Heinz Rühmann, for instance, who
contributed one of his aviator jackets to be raffled.21 In  and
the following years, the Red Cross collected donations worth more
than DM  million.22 Added to this were the subsidies paid by
the Federal government and the Länder administrations, totalling
DM . million of public money.23

TheGermanRedCross bought a freighter named Flora, investing
about DM  million in purchasing, rebuilding, and equipping it
with the necessary facilities.24 Red Cross officials intended to use the
ship to shuttle between the South-East Asian islands, and to deliver
medical and welfare staff as well as goods to the refugee camps.
Originally, they also planned to rescue boat people in emergencies.25

But in early August  the West German Ministry for Foreign
Affairs informed the Red Cross Society about the difficulties the
French ship Île de Lumière was having in its attempts to rescue boat
people. This ship was allowed to operate in Indonesian waters only
if it could supply itself with goods and did not land any refugees.

19 Note Hermanni,  July , ADRK, .
20 Note Herzbach to Bargatzky,  Aug. , ADRK, .
21 Letters Rühmann to Herzbach,  and  Aug. , ADRK, ; letter

Bargatzky to Rühmann,  Sept. , ADRK, .
22 Deutsches Rotes Kreuz (ed.), Im Brennpunkt: Hilfsschiff Flora (Bonn, ), .
23 Ibid. .
24 Circular letter Deutsches Rotes Kreuz to its regional branches,  Aug. ,

ADRK, .
25 Press release Deutsches Rotes Kreuz ‘Versorgungsschiff unter deutscher Flagge’,

 July , ADRK, ; synopsis Herzbach,  July , ADRK, .



   

Although the West German Foreign Office admitted that there were
differences between the French project and the Flora, it asked the
Red Cross to contact its sister organizations in South-East Asia at
an early stage in order to ensure that the ship could be deployed
without hindrance.26 Through the medium of the Indonesian Red
Crescent Society, the government in Jakarta basically approved the
deployment of the Flora in its waters. Jakarta, however, insisted that
the German Red Cross declare that it did not intend to recover any
boat people. The Flora was to act merely as a supply base caring for
those refugees who were already in Indonesia.27 In early September
 the Flora was dispatched to South-East Asia. She was equipped
with a hospital unit for fifteen people, could install a field hospital
on land for  people, and provide tents, blankets, food, water,
and medicine for about , people in camps.28 Renunciation of
the task of saving boat people as her primary function was publicly
promoted from the start of the Flora project.29 This disclaimer
distinguished the Red Cross ship from the second German rescue
ship in the South China Sea, the Cap Anamur .

The Cap Anamur project was initiated and essentially directed by
the West German journalist Rupert Neudeck. Born in Danzig in
April , Neudeck and his family, escaping from the advancing
Soviet Army, left East Prussia in January . Fortunately, Neu-
deck’s mother did not board the Wilhelm Gustloff , the former Nazi
holiday ship which was being used as refugee transport. The ship
was sunk by a Soviet submarine, causing the death of about ,
people. Marked by this experience, Neudeck felt a special sympathy
for the Vietnamese boat people.30 Another formative experience
was his time as a novitiate in the Jesuit Order. After leaving the
Jesuits, he wrote a Ph.D. thesis on the political ethics of Jean-Paul
Sartre and Albert Camus.31

Neudeck began his rescue project after a meeting in Paris in
late February  with André Glucksmann, who informed the
German journalist about the French committee Un Bateau pour

26 Letter Ministry for Foreign Affairs to Bargatzky,  Aug. , ADRK, .
27 Letter Schilling to Ministry for Foreign Affairs,  Aug. , ADRK, .
28 Deutsches Rotes Kreuz (ed.), Im Brennpunkt , –.
29 e.g. article ‘Eine Schiffsladung: Hilfe für ’, Die Welt ,  Sept. ; article

‘Rot-Kreuz-Schiff auf dem Weg nach Südostasien’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung ,  Sept.
.

30 Rupert Neudeck, Die Menschenretter von Cap Anamur (Munich, ), .
31 Ibid. –.



   -    

le Vietnam and their rescue ship, the Île de Lumière. Inspired by
this civil commitment, Neudeck planned a West German initiative
to support the French committee and its ship. An initial appeal in
the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung was supported by several German
writers, entertainers, and individual politicians.32 In spring ,
however, the German committee decided that it would be better
to set up its own project, for two reasons. First, the French ship
was not allowed to pick up boat people, as the government in
Paris was not willing to guarantee that they would be accepted into
France. Second, Neudeck believed that his project would attract
far more money in donations if it was an explicitly (West) German
venture.33 ThoughNeudeck’s initiative was part of the transnational
movement Un bateau pour le Vietnam and participated in an
international humanitarian aid commitment, the West German
committee turned the project into a ‘national’ one for strategic
reasons. From that time on, the German committee was active
under the name Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte.

In June  Neudeck visited the Malaysian refugee camp
on Pulau Bidong island and the French hospital ship Île de Lu-
mière, which was anchored  metres offshore, caring for ,
Vietnamese.34 Like the French, Neudeck believed that the German
committee should represent a clearly civil commitment, operate
as non-bureaucratically and spontaneously as possible, and be
prepared to take risks. Neudeck defined his philosophy as ‘radic-
ally humanitarian’.35 In July Neudeck presented his project on
the Südwestrundfunk’s television programme Report . On this oc-
casion both Neudeck and the Red Cross president were able to
make an appeal for donations for their respective boat projects.
After this performance, the Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte received
DM . million.36 Only a week later, Neudeck’s Komitee chartered a
ship, the Cap Anamur , in the Japanese harbour of Kobe. Though they
renamed her Porte de Lumière by analogy with her French and Nor-
wegian sister ships (Île de Lumière and Baie de Lumière, respectively),
the German and international public continued to identify her by

32 Rupert Neudeck, Die letzte Fahrt der Cap Anamur I: Rettungsaktionen  bis 
(Freiburg i.Br., ), –. 33 Ibid. .

34 Ibid. –.
35 e.g. Rupert Neudeck, Humanitäre Radikalität: Komitee Cap Anamur/Deutsche Not-Ärzte

e.V. (Troisdorf, ), esp. –.
36 Neudeck, Die letzte Fahrt der Cap Anamur I , –.



   

her original name. As the West German government had declared
during the Geneva conference on the Indo-Chinese refugees that it
was willing to accept all boat people rescued by a ship under Ger-
man colours, the Komitee exchanged the Cap Anamur ’s Panamanian
colours for the West German flag.37

From September  the Cap Anamur operated as a hospital ship
near the Île de Lumière off Pulau Bidong island. Some weeks later
the ship rescued her first Vietnamese refugees while returning from
a trip to Singapore for supplies. As these Vietnamese people were
taken on board from other freighters, they were not, in the strict
sense, boat people. The West German Ministry for Foreign Affairs
protested strongly, as the Federal government had agreed only to
accept refugees in distress.38 Despite this inauspicious beginning,
the Komitee decided in February  to change the ship’s remit.
Instead of acting as another hospital ship, the Cap Anamur was
to systematically search for and rescue boat people on the high
seas.39 By the summer of  the Cap Anamur had recovered ,
refugees.40 Fifty doctors and thirty-six nurses worked on board
as volunteers.41 The Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte funded the
project through two further appeals on television with the support
of popular German celebrities.42 Over three years the Komitee
received donations totalling almost DM  million.43 In addition to
saving boat people, the Komitee deployed its medical staff in refugee
camps on the Thai–Cambodian border.44 For this purpose it co-
operated with another West German civil humanitarian initiative,
the Soforthilfe based in Munich.45

Competition: Strategies, Audiences, and Scenes

Since autumn  two German rescue ships had been active in
South-East Asia. Though both were there to help refugees, they

37 Ibid. –.
38 Ibid. –. 39 Ibid. –.
40 Ibid. . 41 Ibid. .
42 Ibid. –, . 43 Ibid. .
44 e.g. dossier Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte ‘Pressekonferenz am . Februar ’,

ADRK, .
45 e.g. minutes of the st session of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian

aid,  Jan. , Parlamentsarchiv Deutscher Bundestag (hereafter PA-DBT) , A
/-Prot. UA - ‘humanitäre Hilfe’; minutes of the th session of the parlamentary
subcommittee on humanitarian aid,  Mar. , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. UA -
‘humanitäre Hilfe’.
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were used in different ways. This distinction and their different
underlying philosophies caused a public controversy between the
leading officials of the Red Cross and the Komitee. One of the main
settings for the public conflict between the two aid associations was
the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian aid. In addition
to the Red Cross and the Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte, there-
fore, Bundestag deputies and representatives of the West German
Ministry for Foreign Affairs were important actors in the dispute.

When in late May  the subcommittee first debated dis-
patching a German ship comparable to the French Île de Lumière, the
ForeignMinistry representative referred to the difficulties the French
ship was facing as neighbouring countries did not want to take fur-
ther boat people from Vietnam. As a result, the Federal Republic
would be obliged, under international law, to take refugees rescued
by a German ship.46 The fact that the West German Länder, not
the Federal government, were responsible for refugees complicated
the dispatch of a German rescue ship. Referring to the complex
acceptance quotas, the Ministry considered that sending a hospital
ship as proposed by the Red Cross would be less problematic.47 The
Ministry obviously preferred this to rescue operations at sea.

The two German ships began their operations in South-East Asia
in the autumn of . In the middle of December the German
Red Cross, the Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte, and the Soforthilfe
were invited to a session of the Bundestag’s subcommittee on
humanitarian aid. At this meeting the outlines of the conflict
between the established and the new aid organization began to
emerge. The Conservative deputy Winfried Pinger argued that the
Soforthilfe, the Komitee’s partner, should receive more financial
support for its activities. He pointed out that the International
Red Cross’s (ICRC) activities were concentrated in the camps
of central Thailand, whereas provision for the refugees on the
Thai–Cambodian border was inadequate.48 He therefore favoured
distribution of the available funds to the organizations that were
active in those regions. A representative of the Soforthilfe, pointing
to its co-operation with Neudeck’s Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte,

46 Minutes of the st session of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian
aid,  May , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. UA - ‘humanitäre Hilfe’.

47 Minutes of the rd session of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian
aid,  June , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. UA - ‘humanitäre Hilfe’.

48 Minutes of the th session of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian
aid,  Dec. , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. UA - ‘humanitäre Hilfe’.



   

emphasized that the Komitee’s doctors were more risk-taking and
more likely to cope with adverse circumstances than those employed
by the big organizations. Neudeck himself said that his Komitee
would go to work with or without government support. But he took
the view that it was ‘fair’ for modest amounts of public money
sometimes to be given to organizations that were demonstrably
active in providing immediate aid. His statement was supported by
the Social Democrat Volker Neumann, who believed that smaller
aid organizations could act more quickly and efficiently than their
bigger counterparts. He therefore advocated increasing the funds.

Jealousies between the ‘big’ and the ‘small’ aid organizations
became apparent in this exchange, revealing them as competitors
not only for private donations but also for state support and money.
This first controversy between the aid organizations and state
institutions involved also uncovered an important fact—that the
Ministry for Foreign Affairs and the parliamentary subcommittee,
both representing ‘the state’, differed in their sympathies towards
the humanitarian protagonists. While the Ministry preferred the
German Red Cross Society because of its efficiency and adminis-
trative reliability, most deputies favoured the Komitee because it
fulfilled the public’s wish for an immediate and civilian humanitar-
ian response. At the end of the subcommittee’s session, the Foreign
Office’s representative clarified the Ministry’s position in terms of
finance; the Foreign Office was to send DM . million to UNICEF
and ICRC; DM . million to the Soforthilfe; and DM  million
to the German Red Cross. The embassy in Bangkok would have
an additional sum of up to DM  million to disburse for further
spontaneous aid.49

This split became more apparent as the controversy grew in
the following months. In February  the secretary-general of
the German Red Cross, Jürgen Schilling, was invited to report to
the parliamentary subcommittee on the international aid activities
of private organizations. Schilling’s report contained several cri-
ticisms of the recently founded competing organizations. He said
that in view of the refugee crises in South-East Asia, Africa, and
Afghanistan, the present political solutions were inadequate. In his
eyes refugee flows were only one aspect of a permanent problem:
increasing population transfers. He pointed out that a number of
governments and private organizations were active in the huma-

49 Ibid.
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nitarian field, but said that this was only time gained for politics.
Instead of caring for selected refugees, Schilling suggested that a
completely new refugee regime was needed. He then pointed to the
merits of the German Red Cross in international humanitarian aid:
the organization benefited from its extensive knowledge, staff, and
material as well as from the international Red Cross network and
the legal protection offered by the Geneva Conventions. Schilling
listed six challenges which the rise of the spontaneously founded
organizations posed: first, a lack of willingness to co-operate; second,
the delusion of donors; third, the disparagement of traditional or-
ganizations; fourth, activities undertaken by personnel lacking the
appropriate knowledge and skills, and working within inadequate
structures; fifth, violation of the sovereignty of foreign states and
consequently of the Federal Republic’s external interests; and, fi-
nally, the endangering of international aid activities by careless
actions.

Given the pluralism in the field, the German Red Cross did not
claim a monopoly, though, but was willing to co-operate with the
churches and other organizations. The secretary-general explained,
however, that faced with huge disasters, spontaneously founded
organizations offered their support but would in practice seriously
hinder the co-ordination of West Germany’s humanitarian aid. The
German Red Cross therefore considered pluralism in the political
field as positive in principle, but warned the government that they
should prevent uncontrolled growth in the private sector in order to
ensure its efficiency and credibility.50 Schilling therefore advocated
continuing, and even closer, co-operation between the government
and the big traditional aid organizations.

Schilling’s report to the subcommittee in February  did not
remain unchallenged. The Social Democrat Rolf Meinecke would
not endorse the accusations against smaller organizations. In view
of the presence of different actors in the field, Meinecke was not
willing to support the claim of only one organization. He was joined
by the Conservative Gottfried Köster, who called for closer co-
operation between the aid organizations. His fellow party member
Gerd Langguth, who had been in South-East Asia a month previ-
ously, stated that he had not experienced any such inadequacies.
The secretary-general of the Red Cross reacted by emphasizing
that his organization approved of pluralism. In some cases, such

50 Report Schilling,  Feb. , ADRK, .



   

as public relations, for example, co-operation was unavoidable and
essential. Nevertheless, he complained about the other organiza-
tions that profited from the advantages of common arrangements
on the one hand, but on the other were eager to increase their
own popularity by constantly profiling themselves.51 As a result of
Schilling’s report, the subcommittee was willing to continue the
debate on interaction between the aid organizations. It therefore
planned to invite Schilling and some representatives of the Komitee
and the Soforthilfe to the next session.

In preparation for the subcommittee’s session, the Red Cross
administration put together a dossier documenting the secretary-
general’s six objections to the younger organizations. In order
to prove the accusations, the Red Cross had collected newspaper
articles, statements by Red Cross employees in South-East Asia, and
an extract from its correspondence with the Ministry for Foreign
Affairs.52 One day before the session, the Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung published a review of Rupert Neudeck’s latest book on aid
activities in South-East Asia, mentioning, among others, Neudeck’s
comments on the German Red Cross, which he had accused of in-
stitutional jealousy. Neudeck himself wanted to retain the Komitee’s
spontaneous and immediate motivation, and therefore claimed to
ignore the greedy and bureaucratic institutions of the Red Cross.53

In response to this, the president of the German Red Cross, Walter
Bargatzky, sent a telex to JürgenMöllemann, chairman of the parlia-
mentary subcommittee, informing him that Jürgen Schilling could
not possibly deliver his report in the presence of Rupert Neudeck.
Bargatzky declared that Neudeck’s statements were incompatible
with the conventional view of aid organizations, including the re-
cently founded ones, and with the basic rules of humanitarian aid.54

In fact, Möllemann put only Schilling’s paper on the agenda
for the upcoming session and postponed Neudeck’s report to the
following one. Although Schilling appeared to regret the newspaper
article, the subcommittee’s chairman commented in an unequivocal
manner on the obvious animosities between the aid organizations,

51 Minutes of the rd session of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian
aid,  Feb. , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. UA - ‘humanitäre Hilfe’.

52 Dossier German Red Cross ‘zum Punkt II. des Berichtes des Deutschen Roten
Kreuzes vor dem Unterausschuß für humanitäre Hilfe am ..’,  Feb. ,
ADRK, .

53 Art. ‘Helfen, bevor das Meer sie verschlingt’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung ,  Feb.
. 54 Telex Bargatzky to Möllemann, . Feb. , ADRK, .
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declaring that these squabbles were unacceptable. With regard to
the German Red Cross, he considered it unfortunate that an orga-
nization which largely depended on co-operation with parliament
should try to dictate the proceedings of its committee. He was joined
by most of the subcommittee’s members. The Social Democrat Rolf
Meinecke declared, in the name of his whole parliamentary group,
that the disagreement between the aid organizations was deplor-
able. He was sure that the West German public had no sympathy
with this conflict.55

Some deputies came out publicly in support of Neudeck’s Ko-
mitee. The day after Schilling’s appearance in front of the subcom-
mittee, the Deutsches Komitee Not-Ärzte held a press conference
on the occasion of its first anniversary and the release of Rupert
Neudeck’s latest book. In addition to Neudeck and several Komitee
doctors, a UNHCR representative and the television journalist
Franz Alt were present on the podium. They were joined by two
Bundestag deputies, the Social Democrat Volker Neumann and
the Liberal Helga Schuchardt. Schuchardt stated that only a net-
work of aid organizations could alleviate the refugees’ suffering.
The small and private organizations, she argued, were quicker and
less bureaucratic because they were not semi-official. She stated
that UNESCO had drawn on the support of smaller organizations
in Cambodia, and communicated the opinion of all three parlia-
mentary party groups that, in case of financial problems, the small
organizations should be funded by public money. In her view, all aid
organizations should complement one another. Volker Neumann
stated that he and his colleagues had sympathy with the Komitee
because it worked more quickly than the bigger organizations. As
an example, he referred to the long time it had taken to prepare the
Red Cross ship, which was dispatched only after the main support
for the refugees had already been organized by others. In his view,
more people could have been saved if the ship had been hired by a
less bureaucratic process in Singapore.56

The weekly magazine Der Spiegel reported on the hearings of the
aid organizations. The article’s author was well informed about the
sessions and traced the stages of the controversy in every detail.
The tenor was clearly favourable to the smaller organizations, and

55 Minutes of the th session of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian
aid,  Feb. , PA-DBT , A /-Prot. UA - ‘humanitäre Hilfe’.
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the report concluded with a statement by a Bundestag deputy
who praised the outstanding merits of the younger organizations
and described the Red Cross’s ‘attacks’ as ‘profoundly silly and
inappropriate’.57 Red Cross staff began to ask themselves what the
RedCross could do to counter the parliamentary lobby of Neudeck’s
Komitee. Although the deputies were not very high-ranking, they
had nevertheless successfully caused a public stir. It was thought that
a publicity campaign by the Red Cross and its supporting deputies
would be helpful.58 As a reaction to the positive presentation of the
Komitee’s activities in the media, the Red Cross planned further
publicity for its Flora project in late August , to which another
donation campaign could easily be linked. The Red Cross admitted
that the Cap Anamur offered journalists more material because of its
more spectacular missions, but they believed that the Flora did not
lag behind its competitor, and that a good report also had a chance
of being picked up by the media. The Red Cross administration
planned to add to the report a call for donations, a leaflet, and a kit
for making a small model of the Flora.59

Attempts to promote the Flora project were, however, blighted by
a new stage in the controversy between the two aid organizations.
In September  several media reported a verbal exchange
between Jürgen Schilling and the representatives of the Komitee.
This was caused by a disagreement between the Komitee and
several Länder governments, which were delaying acceptance of
further boat people. As a result, the Cap Anamur had lain uselessly
at anchor in Singapore for weeks. The Komitee had therefore
suggested establishing transit camps in West Germany before the
boat people were distributed among the Länder. The Red Cross
secretary-general stated that such camps were not needed. He
doubted whether most of the Vietnamese were refugees and accused
them of being voluntary immigrants who had only been tempted
to leave their country by the presence of the Cap Anamur on the
high seas. Schilling clarified that the Red Cross had a different
idea of humanitarian aid. Instead of spending millions of Marks of
donated money maintaining a ship that would bring Asians from
a completely alien culture to Western countries, the Red Cross
was trying to find solutions in situ. The Komitee counter-attacked
by alluding to slanderous remarks by some right-wing extremists

57 Article ‘Hochgradig albern’, Der Spiegel ,  Mar. . 58 Ibid.
59 Note Horn,  Aug. , ADRK, .
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that had resulted in the killing of two Vietnamese in the Federal
Republic.60

In addition to the element of competition with a newly established
organization, the remarks by Schilling revealed his worries about
immigration as a motive for opposing the operations by Cap Anamur .
This was not new. Schilling had already concluded his report to
the parliamentary subcommittee in February  by making an
appeal for a new and internationally co-ordinated refugee regime.
To accept some refugees was merely selective humanity, he said,
and did not provide a solution to the mass problem. He called
on the government to establish a proper agenda as part of the
international discussion, focusing on a way of enabling states to keep
their people within their own boundaries. As further migrations
were to be expected nevertheless, Schilling even called for the
establishment of separate territories for refugees.61 The general
direction of Schilling’s refugee concept had also been outlined at a
very early stage in the Flora project. In late November  Schilling
had addressed the president of the German Red Cross, Walter
Bargatzky, and declared that in view of the refugee crisis in South-
East Asia and the arrival of boat people in West Germany, politics
was obviously incapable of stopping further mass movements of
refugees. He also complained about the lack of any idea of what to
do with those who had already escaped to Malaysia. He described
the acceptance of , additional refugees beyond the quota by
the government of Lower Saxony in Hanover as ‘an honourable act
of desperation’, because he expected that these Vietnamese people
would be as incapable of being integrated, as he put it, as Pakistani
asylum seekers. He therefore advocated a development project that
would enable Malaysia and other Asian countries to accept and
house the refugees within their states. He was confident that the
German people would support such a development project and that
it would offer an opportunity to deploy Red Cross staff on a large

60 Article ‘Streit um Flüchtlinge mit Tiefschlägen’, Allgemeine Zeitung ,  Sept. .
In August  right-wing extremists attacked the residence of Vietnamese boat people
in Hamburg. They sprayed xenophobic slogans on the walls and set fire to the
building. Two Vietnamese, aged  and , were killed in the fire: Olaf Beuchling,
‘Vom Bootsflüchtling zum Bundesbürger: Flucht und Exil im sozialen Selbstbild
vietnamesischer Migranten in Hamburg’, in Angelika Eder (ed.), ‘Wir sind auch da!’
Über das Leben von und mit Migranten in europäischen Großstädten (Hamburg, ), –,
at .

61 Report Schilling,  Feb. , ADRK, .



   

scale.62 In January  Schilling repeated his willingness to oppose
those who, influenced by a ‘misconceived idea of international
solidarity’, thought that the Federal Republic was morally obliged
to accept a growing number of immigrants.63

Schilling’s criticisms in September , especially the idea that
the Cap Anamur was a ‘pull factor’ encouraging further escapes, were
also put forward by several other individuals and institutions. In
January  the International Herald Tribune, for instance, reported
that the refugees saved by the Cap Anamur were not political but
economic migrants.64 As a result, the West German Ministry for
Foreign Affairs put together an opinion on the Cap Anamur ’s rescue
operations in March . The Ministry argued that it could not
reject any boat people who had been saved from distress by a ship
under German colours and had been refused by third states. By
the end of , , boat people had been rescued by German
ships, , of them by the Cap Anamur . About three-quarters of
them had applied to enter the Federal Republic. In response to
the criticisms of the Komitee, the governments of Indonesia and
Singapore had closed their refugee camps to those boat people
who had been saved by the Cap Anamur and were waiting for
transport to West Germany. Only the Philippines permitted them
to stay under certain conditions. According to the West German
Foreign Office, the ASEAN states’ criticisms had been echoed by
several journalists and correspondents, and finally even by the local
UNHCRrepresentatives. As a result, theWestGermanLänderwere
strengthened in their position of refusing further boat people.65

However, the West German Foreign Office was unable to confirm
the accusations against the Komitee. The Ministry stated that the
, Vietnamese who had escaped their country by sea in 
gave the lie to the claim of a ‘pull factor’. The government based its
opinion of the Cap Anamur on a number of further considerations.
First, the High Commissioner for Refugees had explicitly supported
continuation of the ship’s activity. Second, the European Parliament

62 Note Schilling to Bargatzky,  Nov. , ADRK, .
63 Letter Schilling to man from northern Germany (here I suppress the name), 
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had called on the European Commission to subsidize the Cap
Anamur instead of dispatching a European ship in July .66 As a
result, the Commission had made a one-off grant of DM ,.67

The Ministry assumed that the European Parliament’s positive
evaluation was unchanged. Finally, although accepting an expected
further , boat people in  and  would cause problems
for the Länder and communities, the more so as the integration of
South-East Asian refugees was considered particularly difficult and
complex, the government admitted that , Asian immigrants
would indeed have a small impact on the resident foreign population
in the Federal Republic.68 The Federal government had initially had
doubts about Neudeck’s Komitee and favoured the Red Cross ship.
Now it was unwilling to tolerate criticism of the Cap Anamur . On the
contrary, despite changes in West German public opinion regarding
the South-East Asian refugee disaster and the increasing unwilling-
ness of the Länder to accept further boat people, the government,
ironically, was to become an advocate of the Komitee, as it was
legally forced to accept the refugees saved by German ships. The
international political obligation outweighed domestic concerns.

In June  the Ministry for Foreign Affairs admitted that
the government faced a dilemma: while it was obliged to accept
refugees saved by ships under German colours, it was dependent on
the consent of the Länder. The actual quota of , Vietnamese
refugees had already been reached a couple of months earlier. The
Federal Minister for the Interior had started an initiative among
his colleagues in the Länder to raise the quota, but as he did not
succeed, the Chancellor had started another initiative among the
ministers president in February . He had asked for an additional
quota of , but the ministers president had been reluctant to
agree, referring to the accusations levelled against the Cap Anamur ’s
activities. Until such time as these criticisms were discredited, the
Länder rejected an increased quota.69

66 Ibid.
67 Rupert Neudeck, ‘Ein Schiff war gekommen, aber nicht da’, in Gerhard Müller-
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Three weeks later, the secretary-general of theGermanRedCross
added fire to the controversy. Relying on a change in public opinion
regarding the activities of the Cap Anamur , he stated in a radio
programme broadcast by the Deutschlandfunk that the Komitee
had presented the public with half-truths. Schilling declared that it
was untrue that , people had been saved from distress; in some
cases they had been brought in from secure ships or oil platforms.
He repeated the allegation that the people leaving Vietnam were
not being politically persecuted, but were emigrants.70 Schilling’s
statement provoked a number of reactions. Among other critics, the
Social Democratic Bundestag deputy Volker Neumann replied to
the latter point. In his view, Schilling’s declarationwas embarrassing:
he wondered how long the RedCross could keep a secretary-general
who prevented aid from going to people in distress because of his
complete ignorance of the refugee situation in South-East Asia. The
UNHCR’s statistics, experience in the USA, and the testimonies of
rescued refugees proved that the majority had left Vietnam, and
were still doing so, for political reasons. In his eyes it was scandalous
to trivialize the problem, given that , Vietnamese people were
leaving their country each month and many lost their lives.71

Neudeck himself responded with a calculated provocation.72 He
addressed a public letter to Walter Bargatzky, president of the Ger-
manRedCross, complaining about the secretary-general’s offensive
statement during the radio programme. He urgently requested the
president of the Red Cross to publicly defend the doctors and
nurses on the Cap Anamur against Schilling’s insulting defamation.
He pointed to a statement by the journalist Peter Scholl-Latour,
a member of the Red Cross’s executive committee, who had de-
clared that the criticismwas ‘scandalous’. In Scholl-Latour’s eyes the
Cap Anamur was undoubtedly the refugees’ final chance of rescue.
Neudeck asked the Red Cross president to save his organization’s
humanitarian image and put a stop to Schilling’s ‘ignoble’ activity.
He declared that he was willing to call Schilling a ‘shabby squealer’
until his statement was publicly denied.73

Neudeck’s public letter was taken up widely by the West German

70 Article ‘DRK: Keine Flüchtlinge aus Vietnam’, Die Welt ,  June .
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ADRK, .
72 Neudeck, ‘Ein Schiff war gekommen, aber nicht da’, .
73 Public letter Neudeck to Bargatzky,  June , ADRK, .



   -    

media.74 Botho Prinz zu Sayn-Wittgenstein-Hohenstein, who was a
member both of the parliamentary subcommittee on humanitarian
aid and of the executive committee of the German Red Cross,
deplored the fact that the public would once again assume the
Red Cross was permanently concerned with the Cap Anamur ’s
‘successes’.75 The president of the German Red Cross reacted by
sending a short personal letter toNeudeck. According to theminutes
of the interview, he explained, Schilling had not explicitly named
the Komitee or the Cap Anamur . Bargatzky did admit that Schilling’s
statement amounted to a severe criticism of the Komitee’s activities,
but he pointed out that it did not include any personal insults. The
president strongly objected to Neudeck calling Schilling a ‘shabby
squealer’: this was far beneath the standards Bargatzky was used
to.76 The letter did not calm matters. Hoping to garner some public
support, Neudeck reacted by initiating private legal proceedings
against Schilling. The Cap Anamur ’s owner appeared as plaintiff and
demanded a public revocation of Schilling’s statements during the
Deutschlandfunk interview, requesting a fine of DM , in case
of refusal. Schilling had the claim dismissed on the grounds that
he had been misinformed as to the facts by Neudeck’s publication
of .77

The public and legal controversy between Schilling and Neudeck
coincided with the end of the Cap Anamur ’s operations in South-East
Asia. In autumn  the governments of the West German Länder
failed to agree on a further increase in the quota of refugees. As
a result, the Cap Anamur had to anchor at Puerto Princesa in the
Philippines for two months as it could not land more than 
boat people. Finally, they were granted entry into West Germany
because the governments of Lower Saxony and two other Länder
accepted a further quota.78 In June , however, it was clear that
the Länder would not accept any more refugees beyond the official
asylum process.79 This meant the end of the Komitee’s engagement
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in South-East Asia.80 In late July  the Cap Anamur returned
to West Germany with the final  refugees on board. By then,
the West German Länder had accepted a total of about ,
‘contingent’ refugees.81 The debate on immigration, which initially
formed a backdrop to the struggle between the aid organizations,
had now come to the fore, pushing humanitarian concerns into the
background.

Conclusion

This essay has focused on the interaction between two relief or-
ganizations facing the same humanitarian problem: the exodus of
thousands of Indo-Chinese refugees from South-East Asia. Their
miserable situation, especially that of the boat people, sparked a
general willingness among the West German people to grant them
humanitarian aid. This was realized by two very different organiza-
tions using their own, individual methods. As an established and
traditional welfare organization, the German Red Cross set up an
extensive aid programme. Its activities were closely co-ordinated
with those of the UNHCR, the ICRC, and the West German go-
vernment. The German Red Cross used its container ship Flora as
a base from which to administer the refugee camps, renouncing
the rescue of boat people on the high seas. In contrast, the Deut-
sches Komitee Not-Ärzte defined itself as a non-bureaucratic civic
group. Its founder, Rupert Neudeck, described its aid activities as
not planned, but emotionally motivated. Like the Red Cross, the
Komitee had a ship that was initially employed in care operations
for the refugee camps. But from February  the Cap Anamur was
used to save the lives of boat people on the high seas. It should be
emphasized that the Komitee also co-operated with the UNHCR
and the International Red Cross associations.

The three years during which the two ships were deployed in
South-East Asia witnessed a heated personal confrontation between
leading representatives of both organizations. That quarrel is indi-
cative of how actors in the field of international humanitarian aid
compete for funds, support, and recognition at the national level.
This essay has thus revealed some insights into the dimensions of the
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politics of aid as one of the dilemmas of international humanitarian
engagement. The controversy described in the previous section can
be explained in both personal and organizational terms. On a per-
sonal level, Rupert Neudeck, the Komitee’s founder and frontman,
and Jürgen Schilling, secretary-general of the German Red Cross,
differed enormously. Neudeck can be identified with the cosmo-
politan and spontaneous dimension of humanitarian commitment.
Schilling, by contrast, did not simply represent its institutionalized
and internationally legalized counterpart, but also intervened in
several public debates on immigration to West Germany using an
explicitly nationalist and racial vocabulary.82 On the organizatio-
nal level, the two humanitarian actors were both competing for
West German government support. It is true that the Komitee
set great store by its independence from governmental institutions
and money, but boat people could not be transferred to the Federal
Republic without the support of the Federal government and the ad-
ministrations of the West German Länder. Thus, both the Komitee
and the Red Cross required organizational and diplomatic support,
and the Red Cross also needed state subsidies. Furthermore, both
organizations were also in competition for the financial and moral
support of the West German people.

A situation in which a traditional German welfare organization
was defending itself against the competition of a younger relief
initiative with a different orientation, while the latter tried to gain
ground in the humanitarian field by differentiating itself from the
habitus of the established organizations, was not a new phenomenon
in the late s. Since the middle of the s, it had been possible
to set up new relief organizations alongside the already established
ones because of the liberalization of West Germany’s donation laws.
From that period on, a number of comparable struggles between
different humanitarian organizations can be identified.83 However,
the fierceness of the controversy and especially the personal nature
of the attacks remain remarkable.

The story of the squabbles over which organization was better at
providing international humanitarian aid makes more than an in-
teresting anecdote. It offers important insights into the institutional

82 Ulrich Herbert, Geschichte der Ausländerpolitik in Deutschland: Saisonarbeiter, Zwangsar-
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arrangements of international humanitarian aid. The actor-centred
perspective from which this essay is written reveals the many per-
sonal, financial, and organizational connections between private
organizations and public administrative and parliamentary institu-
tions. These connections raise the question of whether the classic
differentiation between state and non-state actors is useful when
it comes to analysing the anatomy of international humanitar-
ian aid. I argue that a governance perspective should be used to
dissect the relations between all kinds of actors involved in inter-
national humanitarian activities. Governance in a wide sense is
a ‘structure, process, mechanism, and strategy’, which should be
understood as ‘an agenda on order and disorder, efficiency and
legitimacy all in the context of the hybridization of modes of con-
trol that allow the production of fragmented and multidimensional
order within the state, by the state, without the state, and beyond
the state.’84 Instead of defining hierarchies between the actors,
it then becomes meaningful to analyse their concepts and prac-
tices of regulation and co-ordination. These interactions, in turn,
provoke forms of co-operation or confrontation, as demonstrated
above.

Using an actor-centred perspective when analysing inter-
organizational governance structures may run the risk of ignoring
the inner-organizational individual component. The fact that, al-
though the majority of the parliamentary subcommitee’s deputies
supported the Cap Anamur , Botho Prinz zu Sayn-Wittgenstein-
Hohenstein, pursuing his personal interests, backed the Red Cross,
demonstrates the limitations of defining an organization as an actor.
This becomes more obvious with reference to the Red Cross Society,
for instance, consisting as it does of thousands of official and volun-
tary members. In order to allow for this, I argue that the governance
perspective should be stretched to levels beyond the national one.
In the style of a multilevel governance concept,85 an integrated
institutional and social assessment of international humanitarian
aid should combine a local, a national, and an ‘in the field’ (that is,
international) level.

If we apply these parameters to the controversy presented here

84 David Levi-Faur, ‘From “Big Government” to “Big Governance”’, in id. (ed.),
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between the leading representatives of the two German aid orga-
nizations in the national public and media spheres, it is remarkable
that the majority of their staff active ‘in the field’ emphasized the
need for smooth co-operation in South-East Asia.86 Another, even
more contradictory, development was the dispatch of German Red
Cross experts to German embassies in some Asian capitals in order
to organize the transfer of Vietnamese and Cambodian refugees
to the Federal Republic. In view of the organization’s expertise as
demonstrated in its tracing service and its close relationship with
the Federal government, Red Cross officials could not reject the
government’s request. From February  four Red Cross experts
were active in Malaysia and Thailand.87

Similar contradictions between public statements by the Red
Cross’s secretary-general and official policy can be traced at na-
tional as well as local level. It is most likely that they derive from the
strategic aspects of the popular attitude to the refugees’ suffering,
both within and beyond the local and regional Red Cross member-
ship. TheRedCross leadership, for instance, initiated a co-operative
enterprise with the newspaper Die Welt by sending  Cambodian
orphans to West Germany.88 In the run-up to the transport, the
Red Cross leadership tried to ensure positive media coverage.89

While this project was linked to a media donation campaign and
focused on the whole West German public sphere, the Red Cross
leadership also had to respect the fact that sympathy for a transfer
of South-East Asians was shared by its members, who were active in
local integration efforts. The national hierarchy reacted by issuing
official material in support of local activities.90 Another example of
this dilemma between national strategy and local attitudes could be
observed in Hamburg. The weekly Die Zeit and the Hamburg admi-
nistration organized the transfer of more than  Vietnamese boat
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people to the city.91 Both local and national Red Cross organizations
were involved in this project.92

It is clear that the conflict between the Red Cross and the
Komitee’s leadership focused mainly on gaining public support
for their respective strategies for providing the best possible aid to
refugees in South-East Asia. It is doubtful, however, whether these
struggles and campaignswere in anyway successful. It is true that the
quarrel between the two representatives was reported by the media.
But it is not at all clear that the campaigns to differentiate between
the two groups were really noticed by the West German people.
In his autobiographical writings Neudeck mentions an opinion poll
which showed that important parts of the population thought that
the Cap Anamur was a Red Cross project. And the archives of the
German Red Cross contain several notes revealing an awareness
of the fact that West Germans did not really differentiate between
the two ships, their purposes, and the organizations responsible
for them.93 Another remarkable manifestation of this ignorance is
the hundreds of thousands of bank orders that the Red Cross had
enclosed with German newspapers as part of the society’s broad
fund-raising campaign. Some of them were sent back to the Red
Cross Society with extremely racist and chauvinistic remarks written
on them.94 These people rejected the transport of any boat people
to West Germany, thus unconsciously revealing that they did not
differentiate between the purposes of the two ships or the character
of the two relief organizations, as the Flora was explicitly not
dedicated to transporting boat people to West Germany. Whatever
effects the struggle described above had on government policy,
the form in which relief was administered, or the self-image of the
agencies, for somemembers of the public humanitarian concerns for
suffering strangers did not outweigh their anxiety that the provision
of humanitarian aid would lead to an increase in the number of
immigrants.
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