
RESTORING LINKS BETWEEN 
DISPERSED FAMILY MEMBERS  





Every year, hundreds of thousands of people are separated from their 
families due to wars, natural disasters or humanitarian crises which 
lead to refugees. Faced by violent and traumatic situations, they move 
to find safety, are sometimes wounded and then live in uncertainty 
about the fate of a relative.

Since 60 years, the French Red Cross has been taking action to help 
restore contact between family members that have been split up, via 
RFL (Restoring Family Links) that is part of its underlying mission. Well 
aware that keeping families together is an integral part of human dignity, 
our teams of experts do their utmost to help family members keep in 
touch with each other and to shed light on the fate of missing persons. 

Our mission is backed by Red Cross and Red Crescent societies, as well 
as by International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) delegations around 
the globe. Thanks to the current unique network of Restoring Family 
Links, the French Red Cross can count on agencies in 189 countries.

KEEPING 
FAMILIES 
TOGETHER 
IS AN INTEGRAL 
PART OF HUMAN 
DIGNITY
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”

What is RFL ?

1 645
tracing requests *

55
reunited families in France *

TACKLING THE SUFFERING  
OF DISPERSED FAMILIES 

Wars, earthquakes, tsunamis, floods and droughts are just some 
of the brutal situations that force families to flee their homes 
and communities. This is how families get split up who are then 
plunged into anxiety not knowing the fate of a child, parent, 
spouse or sibling. 

Founded in 1959, the French Red Cross’s Restoring Family 
Links service (RFL) aims to alleviate the suffering of victims of 
involuntary separation.

The French Red Cross’s RFL people consist of volunteers and 
employees who listen to victims, support and help them search 
for missing family members in line with humanitarian principles 
that underpin all our actions. 

Our RLF mission can be broken down into three services 
provided free of charge and confidentially:

Tracing and reuniting dispersed family members 

> Tracing family members abroad

This concerns France-based people looking for a family 
member abroad, regardless of status (i.e. refugees, asylum 
seekers, French nationals or foreigners, illegal immigrants in 
France etc.).  
After an appointment with our people and assessment of the 
application, the applicant fills out a research file that is then sent 
to the RFL service or the ICRC delegation in the relevant country. 
An on-site team then goes out to try to find the missing person. 
It is slow work that can take months, even years sometimes.
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You can shelter 
from a missile, but 
you cannot help 
suffering when you 
have no idea what’s 
happened to your 
son”.

65-year-old Mirvat

”

> Tracing family members in France
At the foreign RFL’s request, the French Red Cross also locates 
people in France who have fled their own countries and are 
now separated from their families. Our people carry out in-depth 
investigations in France aiming to put members in touch with 
each other, while respecting their private and family life. 

> Reuniting families 
When the French Red Cross’s research is fruitful and missing 
persons are found, the charity continues to provide support. We 
will assist applicants fulfilling the conditions to locate and reunite 
family members. 
The RFL service offers assistance and advice in compiling and 
submitting documentation/files to the French authorities and also 
provides a legal assistance unit for applicants to assist them with 
legal procedures. 
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518
RC family messages  
exchanged *

Maintaining family bonds and transmitting family news

> Providing means of communication  
When usual means of communications do not work, the French 
Red Cross puts families in touch by providing phone lines, 
Internet access, cellphone charging kiosks etc.

> Red Cross messages (RCM)
RCM is the main current way to transmit private or family 
news, during war or following major natural disasters, provided 
that identities and full addresses are known. 

Red Cross messages are open messages that are strictly limited 
to personal and family news in accordance with the Red Cross’s 
neutral and impartial principles.
 

After fleeing my own 
country because my 
life was in danger,  
I lost all trace of my 
children. They fled 
elsewhere to avoid 
any reprisals. I was 
completely lost. 
All I wanted to do 
was forget. […] Red 
Cross volunteers 
helped me to rebuild 
my memory until I 
finally remembered 
a phone number […] 
It was my mother’s. 
She thought I’d been 
dead for 3 years. It 
was so emotional”.

33-year-old Fabrice  

”
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Providing certain ICRC documents to exercise rights

This service is for former prisoners of war or civilian detainees  
who have been seen and recorded by the ICRC during 
imprisonment wishing to exercise their rights.

We can deliver detention certificates that are documents in 
which the ICRC (on request from the detainee) confirms that the 
given detainee has been deprived of liberty, based on information 
from reliable sources (i.e. authorities or ICRC delegates). This 
is exclusively designed to help detainees or their family, with 
certain legal and administrative procedures.  

59
official documents  
produced * 

28
detention attestation * 
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THE ONLY NETWORK IN THE WORLD HELPING 
SEPARATED FAMILIES

The Red Cross is the only French charity offering to restore 
contact between family members around the globe, in areas 
which have suffered natural disasters and in war zones.  

As we all share the same values, we work with the Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies and ICRC delegations in war zones. 

The French Red Cross’s RFL service is one of the links in 
the global family-link network, which currently has offices in 
189 countries, ensuring a unique world-wide presence and 
efficiency.  

For further information, go to: 
http://familylinks.icrc.org

9
RFL antennas in France *

73
newly trained volunteers *
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A NETWORK OF QUALIFIED, COMMITTED 
VOLUNTEERS THROUGHOUT FRANCE 

The French Red Cross’s RFL service is made up of a main office in 
Paris and several antennas in major cities: Lyon, Aix-en-Provence, 
Toulouse, Paris, Lille, Nantes, Brest, Bordeaux and Amiens.

Both employees and volunteers are deeply committed and are 
trained in RFL techniques, with particular focus on psychosocial 
support.

They put all their energy and efforts into providing a close, high 
quality service for disorientated people looking for a sympathetic 
ear and a touch of humanity.

The RFL antennas’ mission is to:

>  Greet, listen to and assist the person with tracing procedures and 
documentation,

>  Support the RFL’s central service (i.e. message transmission, 
follow-up, closing and archiving tracing requests),

>  Provide regular help looking for people and delivering Red Cross 
messages in France,

> Promote our operations in regions where we work.

People using the 
service arrive 
completely 
disorientated. 
They are sent 
from one office 
to another. They 
need a sympathetic 
ear and a touch of 
humanity. […] We 
show them that we 
really care about 
their situation...”

23-year-old Alix,  
RFL civil network 
service volunteer

”
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Every week, hundreds of migrants arrive in Europe looking for  
a better life. Unfortunately, some die or disappear on the way 
and others can no longer reach their families. 
In 2016, to cope with this dramatic reality, the French Red  
Cross decided to innovate and ramp up its services to migrants 
and refugees in Europe.

MOBILE FRENCH RED 
CROSS RFL UNIT 

Thanks to the support of
the Michelin Corporate
Foundation, the charity set
up a mobile RFL unit using
a van fitted with a phone
and Internet access – plus
a dedicated team who go
from “camp to camp” and to
the migrant accommodation
centres in France.

The mobile unit has three
objectives:
> Prevent family connections
from being broken by making
the RFL service known to the
concerned public throughout
Europe,
> Maintain family bonds via
the Red Cross’s means of
communication and message
system,
> Locate relatives in original
and transit countries.
Launched in February 2016,
we plan to expand our mobile
RFL service to cover the
whole of France.

Innovational services 
to help migrants  
find their families 
in Europe
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It’s really the end of 
a nightmare. Talking 
to you now makes 
me feel my life is 
starting over...”

42-year-old Kadija 
found her 7-year-old 
son Ridji after being 
separated from him  

for 2 years having 
crossed the 

Mediterranean

2 767
calls made by refugees and 
migrants * 

3 112
internet connections made 
available in the camps areas

*  2018 key figures, French Red Cross, 
RFL service

TRACE THE FACE  
IS ONE OF RFL’S EUROPEAN 
NETWORK PROGRAMMES

Meanwhile, the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent’s Movement launched 
an online search engine connected  
to 32 European countries:  
www.tracetheface.org

The website allows migrants to look for 
missing relatives, who disappeared from their home country  
or while fleeing, by posting their photo online. Only the photo  
and the relation to the missing person are visible; all other 
information is confidential.

Every day new photos of people looking for relatives are 
posted on the website which already has over 4 586. The photos 
are also posted at Red Cross offices in the relevant countries,  
as well as in migrants’ stop-overs throughout Europe.
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”
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Restoring Family Links head office
recherches@croix-rouge.fr 
+ 33 (0)1 44 43 12 60

www.tracetheface.orgwww.familylinks.icrc.org
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