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DELIVER US FROM EVIL





—Edmund Burke


THE ONLY THING NECESSARY FOR THE TRIUMPH OF EVIL IS FOR GOOD MEN TO DO NOTHING.


—John Milton, Paradise Lost


LONG IS THE WAY AND HARD, THAT OUT OF HELL LEADS UP TO LIGHT.








Prologue The World’s Texan



ON a dark evening at the end of 1993, the international aid worker Fred Cuny drove me up a hill in Sarajevo into a road tunnel, one lane of which was filled with more than two hundred yards of gleaming new machinery. Workmen were crawling over it to the sound of jackhammers digging up the road.


Cuny was a well-built, articulate and delightful Texas engineer who had a rare combination of strategic, engineering and analytical faculties. I first came across him when he installed sanitation in Cambodian refugee camps in Thailand in 1979. Now he was working for the International Rescue Committee on projects funded by George Soros, the financier and philanthropist.


Water was one of the most precious commodities in Sarajevo, a city besieged by the Bosnian Serbs. Thousands of people now had to draw it from the river in buckets every day. Often they were shot down by Serb snipers as they did so. Cuny wanted to stop that.


When we arrived at the tunnel, the jackhammers were still pounding, the arc lights were still lit, workmen were still crawling over the machine. I saw a fantastic structure, a thing of beauty, which looked like the engine room of an aircraft carrier. The pumps were all bought off the shelf in Texas; the tanks had to be designed not only for the tunnel, but also so that they would just fit into a C-130 transport plane. The whole plant came in twelve C-130 loads, fitting the fuselage with half-inch tolerance. Cuny showed me detailed drawings of how each huge section of the plant was slid off the plane onto truck transporters. He devised it so that each plane could be unloaded in only seven minutes, thus minimizing the risk of being hit on the runway by the Serb gunfire which always rendered the airport hazardous and sometimes closed it.


The water was pumped up from the river below the road. In the tunnel it passed first through a skid consisting of three chemical containers that added a flocculant, which bonded to the suspended particles in the water. This was sprayed onto a clarifier, where the heavier material was separated off into a sludge line, then pumped into the storm sewer system and back into the river. The clarified water passed through three filters—anthracite, sand and garnet—and was then chlorinated and pumped up the hill to an old reservoir built in the days of the Austro-Hungarian Empire that had been abandoned for years until Cuny rediscovered it. It then ran by gravity through the city. So the project was a happy combination of ancient and modern. It cost only $2.5 million.


Cuny said that by the time the plant was finished, “Sixty thousand people will have water twenty-four hours a day. Another sixty thousand for a few hours a day.” Altogether, just under half the population of Sarajevo should benefit. He was outraged when the local mafiosi who controlled many of the resources of the besieged city beat the humanitarians; a combination of politics and corruption on the side of the Bosnian Muslim government delayed turning on the system for many months.


FREDERICK C. Cuny, six feet four in his Texas boots, was an American original. He was not a quiet American; he was a loquacious one. I see him as a great American—a sort of universal Schindler, a man with lists of millions of people in Asia, Africa, Latin America and Europe whose lives he succored or saved.


He was one of the outstanding people with whom I traveled through hideous crises around the world in an attempt to understand how “the international community,” the amorphous creature to which the New York Times refers (without caps) in editorials as not being able to cope with disorder, has dealt with it in the decade since the Berlin wall came down.


I write about Cuny not just because he became a friend who touched all who knew him, but because his world was the world in which I am interested here, and his engagements on some of the battlefields of what is often called post-modern warfare show the scope and complexity of finding international solutions to local or regional crises. His life and his work epitomized the story of humanitarian endeavor.


At the University of Houston, he studied urban planning. In the late sixties he worked in small towns along the Texas-Mexico border where there were often serious sanitation problems, mosquitoes and disease. His involvement in international humanitarianism began in 1968 during the civil war in Nigeria, when the region of Biafra attempted to secede from the federal republic. Images of starving children, displayed on front pages of newspapers and on television for the first time in a sustained manner, girded the first great international response to humanitarian disaster.


Many of the veterans of Biafra, like Cuny himself, went on to try to help in other disasters through the seventies and eighties. “Biafra was where we first came to grips with dealing with famines, and the different ways of dealing with them—either food aid or market interventions,” Cuny explained. Ways of targeting supplementary feeding were developed then, as were measurements of malnutrition. “We still use the yardstick of Biafra to measure our performance,” Cuny told me. “It’s the defining moment.”


In 1969, at the height of that war, he had flown to Lagos to find out what it was about. He went to see the minister of the interior. “I said,” Cuny related, “ ‘I’m from Texas and I’m here to study your war and tell you what you can do when it’s over to get humanitarian aid in.’ ”


The minister said, “That’s interesting. Let’s see your passport.” He thumbed through to find the Nigerian visa and ripped it out, saying, “We don’t want anything to do with these damned Biafrans and all you Americans and others that are helping them. I want you out of here in twenty-four hours.”


Cuny was flown out of Lagos under armed guard. He went to the other side and helped organize the airlift which kept Biafra alive. The planes included ancient Constellations, C-97s, DC-3s, DC-4s, DC-6s, some from the Korean War or even World War II. “Spare parts flying together in close formation, we used to say,” Cuny reminisced.


The pilots numbered mercenaries, CIA fliers from Air America, the agency’s covert airline in Indochina, who had come “to redeem themselves,” idealists and war protestors. They were, in Cuny’s words, “a real mixed bag, the world’s largest flying zoo…. Even in the crew of one airplane, you’d find five different reasons why people were there. Some guys were there simply for the adrenaline rush; that was big when you were flying in at night, turning the plane around under fire.”


The aid groups included the International Committee of the Red Cross, the best organized, Interchurch Aid, CARE. Motives, as always, differed. There was the idealism of saving the Biafran Ibos, who were thought to be facing genocide. But behind the humanitarianism some governments and companies had their eyes on the Biafran oil fields and were eager to see the secession succeed and Nigeria break up.


Cuny quickly understood what has been evident in disasters since, that food distribution acts, as he said, as “a gigantic magnet pulling people out of the fields into the towns and out of the towns to the airport.” Aid workers and agencies had to turn the system around and get people back into the countryside away from the airfield. In those days most aid workers and agencies were inexperienced. According to Cuny, “They focused on the most obvious things, like giving out food, rather than discovering how people normally got food and how that could best be supported. It was an assumption that we had to bring everything in for them.”


One of his first surprises was to find how much food there was in the markets. “There’s always food in famines,” Cuny stated. “The problem was that people in the rural areas couldn’t afford to eat the food they were producing. They had to sell it to speculators and food was being hoarded.”


The other huge problem was, as always, public health. “I kept thinking, if we could just get people to start building better drains and focus on planning, far fewer people would be sick,” Cuny told me. There were few engineers in the relief agencies in those days. “Aid workers would say, ‘We don’t know how to dig latrines,’ ” Cuny went on. “I’d say, ‘Well, the armies of the world have millions of manuals on latrine digging. Can’t you get some of those?’ ”


Gradually an anguished debate developed among aid workers as to whether the airlift was helping the Biafrans or harming them by prolonging the war. (The same debate has occurred in almost every comparable emergency since, certainly over Bosnia.) The real unknown was whether Biafran propaganda was right—that the Nigerians would commit genocide if they won.


Cuny became convinced that the food lift was indeed merely sustaining the fighting and that the rumors of genocide were exaggerated. He came to see that it was the intransigent demand of the Biafran leadership for independence that prevented compromise and increased the starvation. He left—and lost a lot of friends whose emotional commitment to the Biafran cause would not allow them to see this. Their single-minded belief in the Biafran cause led them to misjudge, if not vilify, the government of Nigeria, which was, in fact, pursuing a policy of reintegration, not genocide.


In 1970 the Nigerian army, under General Yakubu Gowon, won and, despite the Biafrans’ and humanitarians’ fearsome predictions, was merciful. The error of the humanitarians appeared to have prolonged the conflict, and that, said Cuny, colored relief workers’ views later: “In Cambodia, in 1975, as the anti-communist government was collapsing, we all felt at the end, ‘Let’s shut everything down and pull out. Let the government collapse. The Khmer Rouge can’t be that bad.’ ” The Khmer Rouge then killed between one and two million Cambodians in their three-and-a-half-year rule.


After Biafra, Cuny set up a small company in Dallas, Intertect Relief and Reconstruction, to specialize in technical assistance, research and training services for voluntary agencies and the United Nations in disaster relief. In the seventies Intertect was involved in many disasters, including in Bangladesh, Cambodia and the Guatemala earthquake of 1976. In 1988, Cuny went to Armenia after the earthquake and surprised the U.S. disaster chief, Julia Taft, who was with him, when he insisted that the plastic sheeting they had brought be used for stabling animals rather than sheltering people. Livestock was the only asset people had left, he said; it must be protected.


At the end of the Gulf war, Cuny was in southern Iraq attempting to rescue some of the Shia Muslims who, with Western encouragement, had risen against Saddam Hussein only to have the West stand by as he crushed their revolt. When wounded Shias arrived in desperation at Allied lines, they were pushed back until Cuny, with one brave junior U.S. officer, insisted on the lines being opened. “Americans should be helping these people, not turning them away,” he shouted.


He then went to Kuwait to help restore the city’s water operation, and on to northern Iraq to help deal with the 500,000 Kurdish refugees who had fled into the mountains along the Turkish border after their own uprising against Saddam had failed. There he met Morton Abramowitz, the American ambassador to Turkey. Abramowitz was incredulous when Cuny told him that the Kurds could be returned to their own homes in two months. “I told him, ‘Fred, you’re full of crap.’ ”


Cuny just went on talking nonstop, as he often did. After two hours he convinced the ambassador it could be done, and with the help of the U.S. military, under General John Shalikashvili, he went on to do it. “Fred Cuny was the expert on almost everything we did. To me he was the hero of that operation,” Shalikashvili said later. Since then Cuny had had connections at almost every level of the U.S. government—in the White House, the Pentagon, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Agency for International Development.


In summer 1992, Cuny went to Somalia and reported that the situation was “one of the worst that relief agencies have ever faced.” He examined the clans’ wars, the state of the markets in provincial towns and the international response. The feeding stations established by the agencies were acting as a magnet, Mogadishu’s population had exploded and food had become currency. He recommended a U.S. military intervention to help a wider distribution of food so that people would not be drawn into the cities.


Cuny also warned against the dangers of sending in too much food and too large a force. Above all, he cautioned the military to stay out of “the concrete snakepit” of Mogadishu, the capital. Such advice was ignored. Pentagon logisticians insisted that the U.S. Army had to control Mogadishu.


NOW, at the end of 1993, Cuny was in Bosnia, where the brutal war of ethnic cleansing between Serbs, Croats and the Muslim-dominated Bosnian government was in its second winter. Hundreds of thousands of civilians, either driven from their homes or cowering within them, were being kept alive by food convoys and an airlift into Muslim-controlled Sarajevo organized by what was now the world’s largest relief agency, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, UNHCR. (In 1987, UNHCR had assisted 12 million people around the world; by 1993 this figure had doubled to some 25 million. At the same time the agency’s expenditures had tripled from $500 million to $1.3 billion.)


Soros had pledged $50 million to Bosnia. Cuny had advised that the money would best be spent on restoring the utilities in Sarajevo. Soros had flown into Sarajevo on an old Russian Ilyushin-76 cargo plane rented to the United Nations. Accompanying him were Aryeh Neier, the president of one of Soros’s philanthropic vehicles, the Open Society Fund, and Lionel Rosenblatt, the head of Refugees International, an effective Washington advocacy group for refugees which Soros supported. Our feet rested on some thirty tons of gas piping, paid for by Soros. Cuny met us at the airport and, as he gave a calm description of the hazards of life, drove us swiftly in an armored Land-Rover through heavily shelled streets, whose pulverized houses reminded me of Cambodia, to the government’s presidency building, where the Bosnian branch of Open Society had an office.


The quarter million or so people in Sarajevo were virtually imprisoned there—by Serbs, by Croats, by their own government and by rules the UN had been forced to agree to as the price of its relief operation. They had almost no light, water or heat, and were almost entirely dependent on food brought in by UNHCR convoys and airlift. And they were target practice for Serb gunners in the surrounding hills.


Today was a quiet day in Sarajevo for snipers and mortars and shells, Cuny told us. People knew which streets were safe from snipers; these were filled with pedestrians, cyclists and some people pulling little carts laden with water containers. Other people were lining up for cigarettes, still made in Sarajevo, which they traded for bread.


Winter had now come to Bosnia, and the plight of the people seemed far grimmer than the previous year, when winter was exceptionally mild. Most of the trees around Sarajevo had already been cut down for fuel. After twenty months of siege, people were more depleted and demoralized. Last year 75 percent of supplies had come on commercial trucks. Now the roads were blocked by warring armies. The villages and small towns of central Bosnia were in even worse shape than Sarajevo; almost no UN convoys had got through for weeks.


At the presidency building, we were hustled upstairs through cold, darkened passages to meet with the local people whose work in the independent media or relief effort Soros was financing. Everyone sat in clouds of cigarette smoke, bundled in their overcoats; the cracks of more intense sniping could be heard outside. A psychologist from the hospital said the incarceration in Sarajevo was causing serious stress disorders: “We don’t know what long-term impact that will have. Maybe I’ll be a fat man in the future, but I don’t know about my mental state.” Probably most Sarajevans would have liked to leave, but they could not. The airport divided them from other parts of Bosnia and separated them from the world; neither the Serbs nor the Bosnian government would allow ordinary Bosnians to leave on the UN planes and, to protect its humanitarian airlift, the United Nations rigidly enforced this embargo. The airlift did not break the siege; it dented it.


We drove to see General Francis Briquemont, the Belgian UN force commander in Sarajevo. The general was disillusioned by his time in Bosnia. He said that the Croats were just as brutal as the Serbs. Like many UN officials in Bosnia, he had also come to distrust the Muslim-dominated government. As we left, General Briquemont said that if he ever wrote his memoirs he would call it, “General, something must be done.”


In the late afternoon Soros and his team met with representatives of the principal humanitarian agencies in Sarajevo at the Holiday Inn, the only functioning hotel, whose shattered windows were covered with UN-supplied plastic sheeting. The conference room was lit by candles on long tables; again everyone sat around in their coats. The scene resembled a seventeenth-century Dutch oil painting, a meeting of conspirators in a war. And in one sense that was indeed what it was—an open conspiracy to try to bring help. But how to direct help to the victims rather than to those responsible for the conflict was always the problem.


Soros asked them all to tell him what they thought Sarajevo needed. Someone said that the problem was not of money but of access. A man from UNICEF said he would make himself unpopular, but he was still going to say that all sides, including the Muslim government, had abused and betrayed the people. In other words, not just the Serbs were to blame, but also the Croats and the Muslims.


That night surgeons, theater directors, writers, engineers and other prominent Sarajevans came through the dark streets to dinner at the Holiday Inn. It was an extraordinary occasion. Everyone came smartly dressed; despite the lack of water and electricity, the women were beautifully coiffed and turned out. The effort was remarkable.


One UNHCR official charged with protecting human rights and often lives argued that the war in Bosnia was now a series of battles for money and power, sustained by violent mafias whose control over the black market was absolute and whose influence over the armies was enormous. “The mafias fight for turf and finance their battles from the booty they steal from the civilian population,” this official said. “They stoke the fires of nationalism and ethnicity in order to create an environment of fear and vulnerability.”


Soros ended his visit to Sarajevo denouncing the United Nations. “Sarajevo is a concentration camp and the UN is part of the system that maintains it,” he said. The UN was “allowing the Serbs to decide what humanitarian aid should be brought in to enable the concentration camp to survive at the absolutely minimum level. The only justification of the UN’s presence here would be if it was lifting the siege. If not, then the UN and especially the European Community must accept responsibility for preserving the concentration camp.”


This stark accusation carried truth, but it did not reflect the complexity of Bosnia. It was under pressure from the humanitarian community and the media that one Security Council resolution after another had driven the United Nations deeper and deeper into the conflict. Originally charged only with protecting humanitarian convoys, it was now supposed to protect whole Muslim communities known as safe areas, including Sarajevo. “Humanitarianism” was forcing governments to act, and it was also being exploited by governments as a cover for their political failures. UN humanitarian aid to Bosnia had undoubtedly kept many people alive, but it had also sustained the war which had killed many others. Intervention was prolonging the conflict. It had also led to serious splits within NATO and with Russia. As in Somalia and elsewhere, peacekeepers, humanitarian workers, refugees and the internally displaced were now all pawns to be played by the warlords and their minions. The European Union’s chief negotiator, David Owen, had recently suggested that there was a danger that any sort of intervention in civil wars did just that. “We can help with humanitarian aid. But let us not forget that we are feeding the warriors, we are interfering with the dynamics of war.”


As we left the Holiday Inn for the airport, a rare water tanker was filling the hotel’s own tanks. Around it were dozens of people—children, old people, well-dressed middle-aged women—waiting with plastic cans and buckets to catch the water leaking from the hoses. They were remarkably patient; no one fought to the front. Those who managed to fill their containers lugged them away, avoiding the line of Serb sniper fire just yards from the hotel. So did those whose jars were still empty.


That evening we heard that a Serb mortar had just crashed through the roof of a school killing three children and their teacher and grievously wounding many more. The dead were taken to the morgue with labels tied to their toes. It was a quiet day in Sarajevo.


It would not be a quiet winter. The intransigence of the combatants, the mistakes combined with the moral purpose of the international community and the limits of humanitarianism meant that it would be grotesque.


A few weeks later, I visited Sarajevo again—just after the appalling mortar attack on the central marketplace in which sixty-eight people were slaughtered. I stayed with Cuny.


I took notes of Fred talking, talking, talking, endlessly as ever: “Need to rethink entire system. Present-day relief organizations all started after World War II. After Europe, caseloads shifted to warm Third World. Now shifting back again. Back to Europe, Russia and its former satellites. What are the implications? Costs are greater. Need more calories in cold weather. More food, heavier food. Not just blankets, sleeping bags. Need heating oil. Probably costs ten times as much to care for a Bosnian as a Cambodian. Also far fewer markets; in former USSR can’t just go out and buy things.


“Breakdown in neutrality. Growth of factions. Growth of mafias. More and more need for military protection of humanitarian operations. Politicians don’t understand peacekeeping. In Bosnia the West wanted the UN to create ‘safe areas’ like the Allies had done in northern Iraq. Impossible. UN can’t do that—it doesn’t have the resources, structures, chain of command. Somalia went bad because they moved from fighting the famine to trying to rebuild the nation. Voluntary agency staff often too young and inexperienced. No institutional memory.


“Major field operations almost always hampered by slow deployment. In Bosnia it took the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (in many ways the best UN agency today) 8 months to mobilize nongovernmental organizations; inadequate logistics support; poor military cohesion; bad relations between the UN and NGOs. In northern Iraq things worked well so long as the U.S. military was in charge—after that, quarrels developed; inadequate rules of engagement. In Bosnia, UN restricted to protecting UN personnel and equipment rather than civilians. No strategies from international community.”


AFTER Bosnia, Cuny went to Albania, where he tried to help rebuild the school system, and then to one of those wars from which the West deliberately averted its eyes—Russia’s assault on its satellite Chechnya, to stop its lunge for independence under its warlord, Dzhokar Dudayev. In this case, the Western calculus was that it was more important to preserve Boris Yeltsin’s government in Moscow than to protect Chechens seeking self-determination.


On his second trip, in April 1995, Cuny set off into Chechnya with two Russian Red Cross doctors and a young Russian woman interpreter. They all vanished. His disappearance led to an extraordinary search led by his family and by his friend Lionel Rosenblatt of Refugees International. The search was joined by American and European aid workers, Russians, Chechens, American diplomats, FBI agents, CIA agents, the White House, people from the Soros Foundation, UN officials, journalists and friends from all over the world. President Bill Clinton even asked President Yeltsin to help find the missing aid workers.


To no avail. Cuny had become one of the hundreds of aid workers killed in the last decade in the crises they tried to alleviate. Four and a half years later a group of Chechens produced what they said was Fred Cuny’s body and offered it for ransom to his family.
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IN the course of writing this book, I made a number of trips to Bosnia, Kosovo and other states of the former Yugoslavia, to Cambodia, Sierra Leone, New York, Washington, Paris, Rwanda, Burundi, Algeria, Nigeria, Albania and Afghanistan. I tried to choose places that represent different sorts of provocation to war and different levels of response and commitment by the international community.


Some of my trips were made in the company of Kofi Annan, first when he was head of the UN’s peacekeeping department and later after he became UN secretary general. When he was elected to the position at the end of 1996, I said to him that he had been given a job from hell. That was not quite accurate, but as his tenure lengthened I wondered at his predicament—a good and uncommon man invested with the hopes and moral authority of the world, charged to deal with evil, and at the same time buffeted and limited in that task by the world’s principalities and powers.


One way of looking at that, suggested by U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott, is that in the last ten years we have seen the interaction of four forces—three benign but not yet employed to best effect, one malign and daunting. The malign force has been most visible in the warlords who have dominated the 1990s. The two who stand out are Saddam Hussein and Slobodan Milosevic, but their behavior is aped by many lesser warlords, satraps, dictators and demagogues around the world.


The three benign forces are the nongovernmental organizations, represented here by Fred Cuny; the United Nations and its ideals, which Kofi Annan has come to personify more than any other international official for decades; and the liberal democracies, led (or not) by the United States, which, largely under the Clinton administration, has had a difficult time in adjusting to the new demands upon it as the sole remaining superpower or, as its critics see it, the Great Hegemon.


Among those I met along my journeys were lightly armedUN peacekeepers with ambitious mandates, unarmed monitors, humanitarian aid workers from nongovernmental organizations, election officials and UN volunteers—all trying to deal with the chaos and the suffering caused by failed states, by tribalism and by warlordism in the post-Cold War world. I also talked with some of the protagonists of the wars, and collected, according to my bad habit, thousands of pages of documents from different agencies and individuals dealing with or thinking about these issues.


Some of the places I visited were bathed by the light of the West’s concern—Bosnia and Kosovo, for example; others were obscured by our lack of interest. Afghanistan was one of the latter. During the last decade of the Cold War, Afghanistan was an important proxy war zone, with CIA-supplied mujahideen guerrillas fighting Soviet tanks and helicopters. After the fall of the Soviet-backed government in 1992, the country became a battleground for various groups of mujahideen struggling against each other. The capital, Kabul, was half destroyed in the fighting; the countryside was lawless. Since 1996 order, of a sort, has been imposed by the Taliban, a ruthless group of fundamentalist zealots who suppressed women and were backed by Pakistan. For the most part, the continuing warfare in Afghanistan was now obscured by Western indifference.


On a brief trip there in fall 1997, I drove east of the mountains of rubble in Kabul before dawn with a CNN television crew to visit a tank position of the Taliban armed forces defending the capital. CNN had visited it a few months before. One of the tank crew they had met then had apparently since been killed; the others were happy to have an audience. The CNN men were careful not to request it, but the Afghan gunners obligingly shot their tank cannon across the valley at their unseen enemy many miles away. I wondered if anyone had died because of our prurient interest in seeing smoke and hearing noise coming out of the barrel of a gun again.


Less than a year later, the Taliban massacred up to eight thousand of their enemies in the town of Mazar-i-Sharif. They were killed because they were Hazara men, ethnic enemies of the Taliban. Many were shot in the streets or in their homes or in hospital beds; others were boiled or asphyxiated, crammed into metal containers in the relentless August sun. Victims were left in the streets as a warning, to be eaten by dogs.


The crime was remote and unseen, but it was quickly documented by Amnesty International in London, by Human Rights Watch in New York and by the UN Commission on Human Rights. None of these reports caused any stir. The Western media was preoccupied with the Monica Lewinsky scandal, the U.S. bombing of a chemical factory in Khartoum and the deteriorating situation in Kosovo, where deaths were then numbered in the scores, not the thousands.


One can say that in the last fifty years there have been three different periods, three different kinds of warfare. First, during and just after the Second World War, conflict was classical—states fighting each other. Second, during the Cold War and the period of decolonization, governments fought guerrilla liberation movements, which were often based on the desire for independence and on some form of political morality. But the central dynamic of the Cold War established sides: parties were usually identified as pro-Soviet or pro-West.


With the end of the Cold War, established patterns vanished. In many of the new conflicts there were multiple parties or interlocutors, and often none had real authority or decisive force. In this new, third period, which started after the fall of the Berlin wall, the world was now in a period of nonstructured or destructured conflict, sometimes called “identity based.” Now there was something approaching chaos in some parts of the world. Others have weathered storms with relative success.


Where previously the parties, guerrillas and governments, received assistance from their Cold War patrons, now they needed to raise money for weapons. This had created closer links between political aims and crime in Somalia, Liberia and Bosnia. Now, more than ever, war was often made by local warlords or bandits setting their own policies. Mafias multiplied.


By the mid-nineties, the International Committee of the Red Cross judged that the human costs of disasters—mostly manmade—were overwhelming the world’s ability to respond. There were fifty-six wars being waged around the world; there were at least 17 million refugees and 26 million who had lost their homes, plus another 300 million affected by disasters unrelated to war. The Red Cross urged a massive review of the way the world responds to disaster and to suffering.


***


I often feel that writing books about even recent historical events is like archaeology. It is a question of collecting a few thousand pieces of a vast mosaic. The full design would be one of the world depicting, as with gods blowing winds across the sky, all the forces that play upon man and geography.


I know that I have managed to find, collect and assemble only fragments or at best segments of the entire picture of keeping peace in the post-Cold War world. But I hope that, as with a partially reassembled mosaic from Ephesus or Pompeii, these fragments give an adequately accurate portrayal of the whole.


In the fragments I have tried to reconstruct, some characters emerge dimly, others with great clarity. The clearest and most obvious of all are the warlords who have dominated this decade. Indeed, at one level the history of the nineties is the story of how the international community has attempted to confront and control warlords—Saddam Hussein; Slobodan Milosevic, Franjo Tudjman and Radovan Karadzic in the former Yugoslavia; Pol Pot and Hun Sen in Cambodia; Mohammed Aideed in Somalia; Foday Sankoh, the terrorist rebel leader in Sierra Leone; General Raoul Cédras of Haiti; Jonas Savimbi, the leader of the UNITA rebels in Angola; Laurent Kabila, the successor to Marshal Mobutu in Zaire/Congo; and many others from Kabul to Kurdistan whose names have not, perhaps fortunately, become members of the international household, but who have nonetheless held autocratic and destructive if not criminal sway over the peoples they control.


The warlords are easy to identify. Much more difficult to discern, let alone describe, are the men and women, often anonymous, whom the international community sends to corral them. What are the particular problems faced by a Japanese UN official in the Balkans, a Canadian general caught in genocide in Rwanda, a French volunteer in Cambodia, a Brazilian refugee official in Congo—or a Ghanaian international civil servant charged with the moral leadership of the world?


I hope this book shows in some part how difficult, if not impossible, their decisions are, faced with the conflicting demands of politicians at home, members of the Security Council, generals on the ground and the evil which they attempt to face down.


And beyond all that there is the question of whether intervention, often demanded for emotional reasons, is necessarily wise. Consider an older example—the American Civil War and the demands for intervention it created in Europe.


After the war began in 1861, its carnage and its threat to international stability, and particularly to the cotton trade on which millions of people in France and Britain depended, were greeted with horror in Europe. As is almost always the case in matters of international diplomacy, motives were mixed, but as well as mercantile concern, there was genuine dismay that the most important experiment in democracy in the world had broken down. By 1862, Britain and the United States were almost at war. The French and Russian governments seriously discussed intervention.


When the war finally ended with the defeat of the Confederacy in April 1865, 620,000 Americans had been killed—more Americans than were to die in the First and Second World Wars combined. By then European opinion had shifted in favor of the North and the Union that had survived. The notion of self-determination for the South had been killed forever.


How different it might have been if dispatches from Bull Run had traveled instantly through the air rather than slowly by ship across the ocean. Imagine what the effect on Europe might have been if CNN camera crews had been showing Europeans every night the prison camps of Andersonville, the Battle of Gettysburg, the burning of Atlanta or Sherman’s march through the South. European opinion would have been even more aroused, and it might have reinforced the inclinations of the French and British governments to intervene to “manage” the conflict. Would they have sent an occupying force of “peacekeepers”? How long would it have stayed? What would have been the effect of such an intervention? Professor Michael Howard, a former professor of war at Oxford, has said, with well-chosen understatement, “I think we can agree that it would have been adverse.” Imagine Abraham Lincoln and Jefferson Davis shaking hands on the lawn at 10 Downing Street or the Elysée Palace under the benevolent eyes of Lord Palmerston and Napoléon III. Such an intervention would not have been very welcome to many people in the United States. By what “right” would they have intervened? What good would it have done?


If the prospect of having their conflict “managed” for them by foreigners (however well intentioned) would have been unwelcome to the American people then, why should it be more acceptable to other peoples in the world today just because the motives of those who believe fervently that “something must be done” are often decent?


Today “humanitarianism” often rules. It becomes a sop to international concern, and then it can be dangerous. Reconciliation is much favored in today’s peacekeeping efforts, but sometimes the desire for it is unrealistic. After the American Civil War, reconciliation took decades—some would say much longer—to develop between the North and South. Today we demand instant reconciliation. The examples of Bosnia, Rwanda and Kosovo show that that often just cannot happen.





1
Another World War



ON a dark afternoon in January 1999, with the wind chill factor down to minus ten and snow rushing around outside the thirtyeighth floor of the United Nations headquarters in New York, the secretary general, Kofi Annan, could be forgiven for feeling beleaguered. Nineteen ninety-eight, he said to me, “was a hell of a year. But I think 1999 will be worse.”


Eleven months before, he had been hailed in much of the world as a savior after persuading Saddam Hussein to permit UN inspectors to resume their search for Iraqi weapons of mass destruction, thus stopping the United States and Great Britain from bombing Iraq. One newspaper called him “the world’s secular pope,” a phrase which recalls Joseph Stalin’s mocking question, “How many divisions has the pope?”


But within weeks Saddam had reneged on his agreement with Annan; Iraq continued to flout countless resolutions of the Security Council. For months Annan had continued to try to be the peacemaker, and in November 1998 he finessed another delay in a U.S. attack aimed at forcing Iraq to comply with the resolutions, to the fury of some American policymakers. But in December the United States and Britain lost patience and responded to Iraqi intransigence with four days of bombing just before Ramadan and Christmas.


The Anglo-American action split the Security Council. There was no precise warning when it began on December 16. Members of the council were debating the crisis when their cell phones started ringing almost in unison. Some, particularly the Russian ambassador, Sergei Lavrov, and the French ambassador, Alain Dejammet, were furious. Annan made a short statement: “This is a sad day for the United Nations, and for the world…. It is also a very sad day for me personally.”


Annan tried to find a way of reuniting the council. It was not easy. He had continual calls or visits from the Russians and the French to complain about the attacks. The French were especially bitter; from President Jacques Chirac down, they denounced “les anglo-saxons,” by whom they meant not only the United States and Britain but also Richard Butler, the tough and sometimes undiplomatic Australian chairman of the UN’s Iraq arms inspectors, UNSCOM—the United Nations Special Commission, which had been set up to disarm Iraq completely of its weapons of mass destruction after the Gulf war in 1991. Butler’s December 1998 report alleging continued Iraqi obstruction had been the casus belli for the bombing. Butler must go, Chirac said several times to Annan. The Russians said the same, more brutally and more publicly.


In early January 1999, articles in the Washington Post and the Boston Globe quoted “confidants” of the secretary general complaining that the United States had placed spies on Butler’s teams to collect information not just for the UN but also for Washington. The Iraqis had alleged this of UNSCOM all along, and a dissident American inspector, Scott Ritter, who had resigned from UNSCOM in 1998, had made similar allegations.


Publicly Annan responded that there was no evidence for such allegations, but he added, “Obviously, were these charges true, it would be damaging to the United Nations’ disarmament work in Iraq and elsewhere.” These remarks aroused the fury of the Washington Post, which accused him of “the sly undermining” of the UN’s own inspectors. In the New York Times, the columnist A. M. Rosenthal, who had characterized Annan’s policy toward Saddam as “diligent appeasement,” now described the secretary general as “ Saddam’s greatest single asset at the UN.” A long profile in The New Republic by David Rieff, the author of Slaughterhouse, a swinging attack on the United Nations in Bosnia, castigated Annan as “The Indecent Decent Man” and said that he refused “to regard the evil in the world realistically.” The UN Secretariat under Annan, Rieff charged, was “in principle and in practice committed to the peaceful resolution of conflicts almost at any price.”


Other articles asserted that Annan was as eager to rid himself of the turbulent Richard Butler as the French, Russians and Chinese. It was certainly true that among many of Annan’s staff, Butler was about as popular as a whore in a nunnery. They saw him as too close to the United States and too publicly belligerent toward Iraq. Annan insisted to me, however, that Butler was not the problem, and that since the United States and Britain had justified their recent bombing by his report, there was no way Butler could be quickly eased aside, whatever the French and the Russians demanded.


At the Council on Foreign Relations in mid-January 1999, Annan defended himself publicly against the attacks: “Whatever means I have employed in my efforts in dealing with Iraq, my ends have never been in question.” These included disarming Iraq and reintegrating its people into the international community. “By precedent, by principle, by charter and by duty, I am bound to seek those ends through peaceful diplomacy,” Annan said.


Annan was calling attention to the limits of his role. Miracles are rare; in the end he was seen merely to have delayed war and was now being accused by some of having played into Saddam’s hands. Annan insisted that a UN secretary general cannot be judged by the same standards as a head of state because he is bound by the demands and interests of the UN’s 185 members (188 by the end of 1999). “With no enforcement capacity and no executive power beyond the organization,” Annan told his audience at the Council on Foreign Relations, “a secretary general is armed only with tools of his own making. He is invested only with the power that a united Security Council may wish to bestow, and the moral authority entrusted to him by the charter.”


There is a vast gulf between what millions around the world believe about the United Nations and the reality. The idealized belief is that the UN is an independent and objective body of nations, gathered under one blue flag, to bring peace, perfect justice and economic development. Annan, a practicing Christian, shares some of this quasi-religious belief in the institution.


What the idealists often fail to reckon with is both the power of and the divisions within the Security Council, particularly its permanent five members, who have the power of veto. Back in 1945, the five major powers had been given the veto to guarantee their commitment to the new world body and to enable them to prevent the council from authorizing force against them. Otherwise, they were supposed to exercise collective responsibility for “the maintenance of international peace and security.” They did not treat the veto with such reserve, and during the Cold War it was constantly invoked and abused—especially by the Soviet Union.


It is a relic of World War II that the United States, Russia, China, Britain and France dominate the impossible but probably essential world body. But they do, and attempts to change the membership to reflect more accurately the world on the edge of the millennium have always foundered. None of the permanent five wishes to leave the council, and too many of the other members of the UN wish to join. So the agreements or the divisions between the victors of 1945 still determine much of the direction of the world. They can either project the power of the United Nations or tie its hands. That is the reality, as against the ideal.


Annan was invested with the moral authority of the charter of the United Nations, but this did not and could not override the realities of power as displayed in the council. The expectations of the secretary general were always great, but his ability to deliver was never as broad.


IRAQ was not the only crisis at this time. There was the continued emergency in Kosovo, a province of Serbia, the dominant republic in what remained of Yugoslavia. There the Serbs and the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) were held in an uneasy truce by the presence of unarmed Western monitors from the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), backed up by the threat of NATO bombing of the Serbs.


Annan had just received a briefing paper from his senior staff which warned him that the human crisis in Kosovo was getting worse and worse. The KLA was spreading its power in the countryside; the level of violence was increasing and moving into urban areas. “There is a strong apprehension that the KLA may be moving towards IRA tactics,” read this report. There was a real fear that clashes would escalate out of control. The government in Belgrade considered that the KLA was preparing for war, and was itself again on the offensive against KLA strongholds and neighboring civilians alike; local Serbs were arming themselves. There was no dialogue between the two sides; in the face of Serb repression, the moderate Albanian leadership had been sidelined by the KLA radicals. (For years, those concerned about Kosovo had warned that the confrontation could turn violent; for years, the West had failed to act on those warnings.)


In an agreement of October 1998, the American negotiator Richard Holbrooke had managed to persuade President Milosevic of Yugoslavia to accept these unarmed observers from the OSCE to monitor a partial withdrawal of Serb troops from Kosovo. The deal had then been seen as an achievement. But ten weeks later the monitors were still not fully deployed. Originally, two thousand had been envisaged, but recruitment was not easy, and so far only eight hundred were on the ground. They were being dragged into the conflict beyond their mandate. Recently, for example, they had mediated the release of Yugoslav soldiers captured by the KLA. Annan was warned by his staff, “With the accumulation of such extra tasks the KVM [the monitors] could face the same problems as UNPROFOR in Bosnia.” This was a warning with substance. UNPROFOR, the United Nations Protection Force in Bosnia from 1992 to 1995, was one of the unhappiest UN peacekeeping missions in recent times.


As with Iraq, the Security Council was divided on Kosovo, with Russia being, as always, more sympathetic to the Serbs than other members. China, always fearing that Tibet, whose independence it has crushed since the 1950s, could be next, was unsympathetic to any intervention in other nations’ affairs. The council’s division meant that it was often unable to react to developments on the ground. It had even failed to agree to a statement on the capture of the Yugoslav soldiers. There was no reason to believe that it would be able to agree on any course of action if the situation deteriorated and international involvement was urgently needed. “The UN has little leverage on events and is not getting any guidance from the Council,” Annan was told.


Talks on an interim arrangement for autonomy for Kosovo were getting nowhere. By January 1999, the KLA had reoccupied parts of the province from which the Serbs had driven them in 1998. Armed incidents were increasing wherever Serbs and Albanians were in contact. In mid-January the bodies of forty-five Albanian Kosovar villagers, including three women and a twelve-year-old boy, were found on a hillside around the village of Racak, fifteen miles south of the capital, Pristina.


Kofi Annan called for a full investigation. The international observers blamed the Yugoslav security forces. Yugoslav officials accused the KLA of staging the massacre with its own dead and said the international monitors were party to the lie. The Yugoslav army’s mobile anti-aircraft cannon pounded Racak. The Belgrade government then ordered the head of the observers, the American diplomat William Walker, out of the country. Louise Arbour, the UN prosecutor for war crimes in the former Yugoslavia, was turned back from the border when she tried to enter the country to carry out an investigation.


Even though the Russians condemned both the massacre and Walker’s expulsion by Belgrade (later suspended), the Security Council remained divided. Some members feared that only NATO air strikes against the Serbs would stop the growing Serbian abuse of the Albanian population. Other members were afraid of NATO becoming, in effect, “the air force of the KLA.” There were cruel echoes of the dilemmas the UN had faced in Bosnia in the early nineties.


AND there were many other issues crowding the secretary general’s agenda with greater or lesser urgency that January.


In Haiti, the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere, the 1994 UN intervention to restore democracy, backed if not controlled by the United States, had at first been thought of as a success. But when I went there in January 1999, there seemed to be almost no government at all; the country was spiraling down into greater impoverishment and anarchy and the outside world—especially the United States—had no policy whatsoever beyond somehow preventing Haitians from fleeing in boats to Florida.


In Cambodia, over which the United Nations had established a form of trusteeship in the early 1990s, there was now fierce debate over the fate of Khmer Rouge leaders who had been involved in the mass murder of over a million Cambodians in the 1970s, and who had never been brought to trial. Over the past few months, the Khmer Rouge guerrilla movement had finally collapsed. Pol Pot, the movement’s principal leader, had died in 1998, but other leaders had been given amnesties by the Cambodian government. To add insult to injury one group of senior Khmer Rouge who had returned from their border redoubts had just been treated by the government to a tourist trip around the country. Why, more and more Westerners, if not Cambodians, were asking, when international tribunals had been established to try alleged war criminals from Yugoslavia and Rwanda, was nothing being done about the Khmer Rouge?


The gloomy backdrop to these and other crises was Africa. Indeed, Annan said that the Security Council was now spending 60 percent of its time on Africa.


In Angola, which had been torn by civil war for almost a quarter of a century, the UN peacekeeping process, which had continued through alternating periods of war and peace since 1991, had collapsed; all-out war began again in December 1998; the country was on the cusp of another disaster. The return to war marked the end of the difficult, incomplete peace process that had begun with the Lusaka Protocol of November 1994. The process had been overseen by two UN peacekeeping missions, which had cost the international community about $1.5 billion. Two UN planes had just been shot down over Angola, with all twenty-three people on board killed. (On board the second plane was the son of the pilot of the first, who had gone to search for the wreckage of his father’s flight.)


Annan’s senior staff warned him that “heavy fighting is taking place in several regions of the country, with dire humanitarian consequences.” The government had launched a major attack against the rebel UNITA forces led by Jonas Savimbi, whose belligerence was one of the main reasons for the return to war. At the same time the government had embarked on a propaganda campaign against the UN because of its failure to induce UNITA to remain in the peace process.


The Angolan government wanted the current UN mission, MONUA, to leave when its mandate expired at the end of February. But some African countries were urging the UN to stay and were complaining about “double standards” if the UN left Angola but stayed in equally difficult environments such as the former Yugoslavia. Annan, however, told the Security Council that there was no longer any basis on which the UN could remain in Angola and recommended that its armed thousand-man force of peacekeepers be gradually reduced and then removed.


Angola was not the only African country at war. For several months at least fourteen countries had been fighting in Congo, defending or attacking the regime of President Laurent Kabila, who had been pushed into power by many of them less than two years before. This conflict was sometimes called Africa’s Great War. Kabila was aided by Zimbabwe, Angola, Namibia and Chad. The rebels were supported by Uganda, Rwanda, Zambia, Burundi, Kenya, Sudan, Ethiopia, Republic of Congo and others. There was a real threat that regional ambitions and hatreds could tear apart the postcolonial map of Central Africa. Wars between (rather than within) African countries had hardly happened after independence and during the Cold War. Now they were becoming commonplace.


Farther north the UN was still coordinating Operation Lifeline Sudan, a relief operation for the starving victims of the Sudanese civil war. It cost $1 million a day to fly in seventeen thousand tons of food. This was keeping alive many hundreds of thousands, but once again and inevitably, there were questions about how far the aid also helped to sustain the government forces or the rebels of the south who had been fighting them for years.


To the east of Sudan more war loomed. Annan had just dispatched one of his senior staff, Mohammed Sahnoun, a seasoned Algerian diplomat, to Eritrea and Ethiopia, where a border war, which had begun just after Annan had visited both countries in May 1998, threatened to become a full-scale conflict. In December, the Organization of African Unity had come up with a framework agreement to try to settle the dispute, but Eritrea had still not accepted it. On January 12, Eritrea announced that it had received intelligence reports that Ethiopia was planning to launch new attacks. Ethiopia dismissed this announcement as a diversionary tactic to shift international attention from Eritrea’s “aggression against Ethiopia.” The language of both sides was becoming more vitriolic. Escalation of the war was imminent, Annan was warned. At a meeting in his office with Ethiopia’s permanent representative at the UN, Annan stressed that a resort to force would have disastrous consequences. It happened nonetheless. In the next few weeks tens of thousands died, untelevised and unremarked by the world.


And of the African crises confronting Annan in January 1999 none was more immediately horrible than Sierra Leone, which was consumed by a savage civil war between an elected but ineffective government and a rebel group. In 1996, after decades of corrupt military dictatorship, elections had been held and a civilian government created under a former UN official, Ahmad Tejan Kabbah. In 1997 he was overthrown by the rebels and then restored to power by a West African peacekeeping force led by Nigeria, which had been unsuccessfully trying to defeat the rebels ever since. In recent weeks the country had imploded as political and moral order collapsed.


The rebels were known as the Revolutionary United Front (RUF); their leader, Corporal Foday Sankoh, was now in jail in Freetown, the ramshackle capital. The RUF seemed to have no ideology; their trademark was to chop off the hands of peasants in the countryside. “Short sleeves or long?” the rebels would ask the peasants, and then hack at the elbow or wrist accordingly. Tens of thousands had been mutilated in this way. Over 400,000 people had fled into neighboring countries to escape.


The Nigerian role now bitterly divided the six countries of West Africa—largely along the fault line of British Commonwealth versus Francophone countries. Kabbah and the governments supporting him thought that the rebels had to be fought to the death. The Ivory Coast and Togo believed that a compromise settlement had to be negotiated. That was also Annan’s belief. Senior Nigerian officials, furious that the Ivory Coast and Togo were calling them warmongers, told Annan that they thought these countries were giving the rebels clandestine support. So, perhaps, were the French, in support of their allies in those two French-speaking countries.


On January 6 the rebels fought their way into Freetown. They were under the command of Sam Bockarie, a former dancer and hairdresser, and they ran amok. They burned down the statehouse and the Nigerian embassy. Government officials and UN workers fled. Most people could not. Thousands lost their hands to the rebels’ insane chopping. Food and water became scarce. Freetown’s Connaught Hospital was described as “overflowing with dead.” Rebel soldiers invaded the wards, shot patients and climbed into beds themselves, demanding that they be treated.


Rampaging around the city, the rebels exulted that they were punishing the people for supporting President Kabbah. Allieu, a fiftyyearold civil servant, said later, “They ordered me to put my arm in a tree trunk and they swung an axe from behind and hacked it off; they kept talking about Kabbah and I screamed. I didn’t know anything about politics, and so they hacked off my other arm … blood was spurting out, and I kept falling. They spat on me and took a hammer and started knocking my teeth out—they danced around me, saying, ‘We’ve really got you now, here you will die.’ ” The writer and photographer Stuart Freedman reported that Hasan Fufona, whose left hand was paralyzed by polio, had his good hand chopped off. Two sisters, Mariamatu and Aminata, were gang-raped and both were doubly amputated. There were thousands of such victims.


The Nigerians rushed in reinforcements. The rebels killed and burned as they were pushed back into the suburbs. Bodies littered the streets, fed upon by vultures. Kabbah announced a cease-fire, but Bockarie demanded the release of Foday Sankoh before he would agree to it. He rejoiced: “We have made Freetown ungovernable.”


Francis Okelo, Annan’s special representative to Sierra Leone, was shuttling between Sierra Leone and its neighbors. On January 10 he flew into Freetown to see both Kabbah and Foday Sankoh. Okelo urged Kabbah to compromise with Sankoh, but the president was reluctant to deal with the rebels whom, with good reason, he reckoned to be mere murderers.


On January 14, Annan was woken by an early morning call from President Charles Taylor of Liberia. Taylor insisted (despite all the evidence to the contrary) that he was not arming the rebels. Taylor claimed that he had persuaded Sam Bockarie to accept a cease-fire and that he would announce it that day.


Later that morning President Kabbah called Annan to tell him that the rebels were now trapped, and that was why the Liberians were urging a cease-fire.


Kabbah told the Times of London that the UN and the West were guilty of double standards. They were fighting for democracy in Iraq and “doing nothing to defend democracy in my country.” He wanted more than “lip service” to the UN resolutions condemning the rebels; he wanted military assistance. “I’m not asking for special favours. I am saying that the UN should apply the same principles across the world. If the world believes in democracy then it should come to our aid.”


His finance minister, James Jonah, similarly accused the West of double standards. It was true, he said, that more than two thousand people had died in Kosovo over the past year, but over two thousand people had been murdered by the rebels in Freetown since Christmas. Many more had had their hands and feet cut off. So why was the West concerned only with Kosovo?


It was not only in Sierra Leone that such questions were asked. Similar concerns had been expressed in or about parts of Southeast Asia, Afghanistan, Chechnya and Tajikistan, and many countries of Africa. Peace and security, the responsibilities of the United Nations, were absent in dozens of countries around the world. But in only a few of them was the UN actively engaged in finding solutions.


There is never an easy answer as to why the spotlight of international concern focuses on some conflicts more than others. Sometimes it is due to access by television, sometimes to the consequent public demand that “something must be done,” sometimes to traditional national interests on the part of at least some of the permanent five. But increasingly among the rich West there is a belief that humanitarianism must now be part of national policymaking in a way which it has never been before. That conviction bestows a right to interference which cannot always be carried out, but sometimes should be. It is an ambitious doctrine, both morally and politically.


IN the early 1990s the world faced the collapse of empire for the third time this century. The first such earthquake occurred at the end of World War I. The second came with the end of colonialism after World War II. The third was caused by the death of the Soviet Union; Russia and its satellite states from the Baltic to the Black Sea and beyond were sent spinning off on independent trajectories. The world was irrevocably changed by all three ends of empire; only the third left one great power triumphant in the world.


In one way, at the end of the Cold War, the world went back to normal. For decades responses to international crises had been governed by ideology, alliance pressures and a nuclear stalemate. Now national and local interests came, once again, to the fore.


The consequences of this astonishing upheaval have been overwhelmingly beneficial, but not exclusively so. In some places, the end of the Cold War has caused political, social and humanitarian turbulence. The forces unleashed by the implosion have brought about both the creation and destruction of states. Since the early 1990s, just as those seeking the destruction of states wave the banners of ethnicity and identity, those who seek to alleviate the suffering and end the conflicts that result wave the banners of world order, humanitarianism and the international community—without always fully understanding what those concepts mean.


Perhaps one way of looking at what has happened is to remember that in political and diplomatic discourse the state has been a given. We address and attempt to understand the world at the level of states. Maps are drawn to define them and to contain them. For centuries nation-states have been the principal actors on the world stage. During a half century of Cold War the integrity of nation-states was a fundamental principle of international order. Since the end of that period the reality of the nation-state has been challenged in countries as different as Russia, Somalia, Yugoslavia, Haiti, Angola, Rwanda and many others.


States are not nations, or vice versa. Nations are social or cultural entities, groups of people who share common language, history, ethnic background, religion or culture. Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, a former U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, has proposed that “the nation is the ‘highest’ form of the ethnic group, denoting a subjective state of mind as regards to ancestry.” The historian Christopher Liptak has pointed out that individuals tend to identify more with their nationality or ethnicity than with their government. This means that, if allowed, nations may become more powerful than states. Most states comprise several nations. Eric Morris of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, whose responsibilities have grown a thousandfold in this period, caring for the victims of the clash of the banners, has attempted better than most I know to try to explore what has happened. He points out in a distinguished study of this bloody period, The Limits of Mercy, that no one really knows what “ethnicity” and “world order” actually mean. Nonetheless, they are at the center of debate about international relationships after the end of the Cold War.


How we now deal with the disjunction between statehood and nationality is one of the subjects of this book. And that means that I deal with intervention and peacekeeping. In a world that is at the same time more tightly bound by what is called globalization and yet also more broken asunder, how can states which fail and their populations be aided? And at what level—humanitarian aid by UN and nongovernmental agencies, peacekeeping by lightly armed UN soldiers in blue berets and soft-topped white vehicles, or war waged by the rich world’s private army, NATO?
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IN the second half of January 1999, the secretary general went on a trip to Europe. The most congenial stop was Ireland. The Irish government has always contributed generously to UN peacekeeping efforts and Annan was welcomed warmly. The same could not be said of Brussels, where he landed a few days later. He was there to see senior officials of the European Union and of NATO to discuss, in particular, NATO’s threat to intervene in Kosovo if the Serb and Kosovar leadership could not reach an agreement which would stop the killing. He was greeted by Belgian and Rwandan families who had lost relatives in the 1994 Rwandan genocide, in which close to a million people had been murdered. They were demanding further inquiries, in particular into the failure of the UN peacekeeping department, which Annan then headed, to have done more to prevent the genocide. Shortly thereafter, Annan agreed to just such an inquiry.


At the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, at the end of January, Annan urged business to do more for its workers and to help the UN press for human rights and good governance around the world. The world pursued him. Richard Butler had just accused the Russian ambassador to the UN, Sergei Lavrov, of not telling the truth. The Russian prime minister, Yevgeni Primakov, took Annan aside and said, “If Butler stays, we leave the game.”


At the beginning of the last year of the decade, there was little trace of the euphoria with which the decade had opened as the Berlin wall came tumbling down. But Annan, an optimist, saw reasons for hope. U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright had called the United States “the indispensable country”; Annan said the United Nations was “the indispensable institution.” He thought there was now “a new diplomacy” in which nongovernmental organizations, the International Committee of the Red Cross and the citizens of many countries could push issues on governments much more effectively than before.


I spoke to Annan in his hotel room overlooking the mountains. After discussing the crises of Kosovo, Sierra Leone and Iraq, I said, “You’re negotiating all the time between different levels of evil, aren’t you?”


“This is the problem and they are constantly shifting,” he replied.


“You are almost halfway through your term now. It looks like a terrifying ride,” I said.


“It is a terrifying ride!”


“What do you think is the most important thing the secretary general can do? What’s the best way to use your last two years?”


“Everything I touch is a race against time—to save lives, to stop killing. One of the areas where we have really tried to make a difference is to really get the governments and public to get engaged in [the] issue of good governance, to respect [the] rule of law and human rights—to let people know they do have rights and not everything is at the beck and call of governments.


“The other area is to try to make a difference in people’s lives by focusing on development—health, clean water, etc. The difficulty is that the strategy is not only to get increased assistance but also investment. But no one is going to invest in Africa with all its crises and divisions. I hammer this home to African leaders whenever I have a chance. They listen and they say, ‘You are right,’ but then they go home and do nothing about it—they carry on their wars.”


In the last decade the international community has edged toward new solutions, half a step at a time, and some steps backward. A new global architecture is being created through many initiatives of which the secretary general is, when the international community agrees, the standard-bearer. This architecture includes the international ban on land mines, the war crimes tribunals in the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda and the International Criminal Court. Popular consensus can be formed on all of these despite reluctance or even opposition from governments.


“Is there any such thing as an international community anymore?” I asked Annan. “How does it use you?”


“It’s interesting. For small governments it does exist because they realize they have to band together to tackle issues around the world. The big boys move in and out of the concept of the international community. When it suits them, they go along with the others—otherwise they go it alone.


“I think there is another sort of international community,” he said. “In many countries a public consensus has developed to fight on matters of international concern like land mines and to push for an international criminal court. It’s much more solid in some ways than governments banding together, and often leaders cannot ignore it.”


But he acknowledged that public opinion can be fickle. “It was public pressure that forced governments to go into Somalia and Bosnia and then forced them out again.” Television audiences in the rich industrial countries, appalled by the suffering, demand that “something be done,” but they or their governments are often unwilling to meet the necessary costs. That paradox is at the heart of many attempts to make peace in the last decade. It can be harmful.
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From Phnom Penh to Sarajevo



EUPHORIA followed the end of the Gulf war and the success of the U.S.-led UN mission to evict Iraq from Kuwait. President George Bush spoke (briefly) of a new world order. Even though that very quickly came to be seen as optimistic, in the years after the Gulf war there was a belief that now much of the world could be put to right. With the Cold War over, reason, not politics, might prevail. No longer was the world divided into blocs led by the rationale of MAD (Mutually Assured Destruction).


Since the Gulf war the Security Council has consistently expanded what it regards as “threats to the peace, breaches of the peace and acts of aggression” to allow it to take action under Chapter VII, the enforcement chapter of the UN Charter. Thus in Resolution 687, after the end of the Gulf war, the Security Council acted in order to restrain Iraq’s future behavior and declared the flow of refugees caused by Iraq’s persecution of its minorities to be threats to peace. Resolution 687 set up the UN Special Commission to eliminate Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction and to control future nuclear, chemical and biological weapons; it established a mechanism for demarcating the border between Iraq and Kuwait; and it provided for payment of war reparations out of future Iraqi oil revenues. Resolution 688 did not call specifically for intervention, but it led to the establishment of safe havens and no-fly zones in northern and southern Iraq intended to protect the Kurdish population in the north and the Shia Muslims in the south.


In the first flush of post-Cold War enthusiasm, the Security Council-became more and more assertive. The number of resolutions increased exponentially: in 1993 alone there were ninety-three resolutions, compared to an average of fifteen a year during the Cold War years of 1945-88.


There has been much more for the council to be concerned with. Civil wars or internal conflicts have been a growth industry in the 1990s. The alliances (sometimes harsh, but restricting) of the Cold War system have been replaced by much more traditional politics as usual. The post-Cold War world has exaggerated ethnic hatreds, encouraged the failure of states, exacerbated internal conflicts (or at least prolonged them) and led to more global disorder. Rivalries within states and between states and transborder ethnic, tribal and religious groups are now more powerful. In 1996, about forty-two million people were said to be affected by internal conflicts or civil wars. At the height of international involvement in 1994 some $7.2 billion a year was being spent on aid to the victims of violence.


At the same time, with the Security Council’s expansion of what it regarded as “threats to peace,” there was a sudden and massive growth in UN peacekeeping missions. In the first forty-three years of the UN, till the end of 1988, there were thirteen peacekeeping missions. In the next three and a half years there were five new operations, and by the end of 1994, a further seventeen peacekeeping missions had been launched around the world, with some eighty thousand peacekeepers serving in them—an extraordinary explosion.


Since 1990 the word “humanitarian” has featured in more and more resolutions that deal with the effects or the residue of war. This is in part because, as the British historian Adam Roberts has pointed out, it is often much easier to reach agreement on humanitarian than on strictly political or strategic ends. Satellite broadcasting has brought many, though by no means all, conflicts to much wider attention. Global audiences of these outrages demand that “something must be done.” That “something” has often been done in the name of humanitarianism or neutrality.


A British scholar, Hugo Slim, reminds us that in Dante’s Inferno there is a special place of torment reserved for those who have been neutral in life. Their sin is considered so grave that they are not even allowed into hell, only its vestibule, separated from hell by the river Acheron. For their sin of indecision and vacillation, Dante has devised an appropriate and awful torment: they are condemned to rush forever behind a banner “which whirls with aimless speed as though it would never take a stand, while also being stung by swarms of pursuing hornets.”


As Slim points out, and I hope to show, UN peacekeepers and relief workers often see themselves in this particular predicament. On many occasions the international humanitarian system might be accurately described by Dante’s image: a great number of international agencies rush frantically behind the whirling banner of international concern, which seldom takes a definite stand by planting itself firmly on the ground.


THROUGHOUT this troubled period two men have presided, at least in a titular sense, over the lack of order in the post-Cold War world: UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali and his successor, Kofi Annan. They have played the same role, in very different manners.


Boutros Boutros-Ghali, a Coptic Christian and the minister of state for foreign affairs in Egypt, was a distinguished diplomat and academic. He had had an important part in the success of the Camp David agreement of 1978, but the United States was not enthusiastic about his candidacy. On November 21, 1991, with the U.S. initially abstaining, Boutros-Ghali was voted in as the sixth secretary general on the sixth ballot. He remained until the end of 1996, when the United States used its veto to deny him a second term.


His first serious peacekeeping crisis, and one which haunted his entire term, was Bosnia. Yugoslavia was disintegrating into violence as he was elected. But the UN was already gearing up for a huge mission in Cambodia. A few weeks before Boutros-Ghali’s election, the foreign ministers or other officials of nineteen nations had gathered in Paris to sign up for one of the most ambitious interventions ever—the Paris peace agreement. It was the most comprehensive and audacious peacekeeping operation the UN had ever mounted. It intended to place Cambodia under the virtual trusteeship of the UN as the world rescued it from itself, and from the world.


Cambodia is a victim of its geography and of its political underdevelopment. It is a small country (now some nine million people) overshadowed by two huge and threatening neighbors—sixty million Thais to the west and seventy million overcrowded Vietnamese to the east.


The French rescued Cambodia from its neighbors when they imposed a protectorate on the kingdom in 1864, and kept the country isolated as an underdeveloped rural backwater for the next hundred years. After Prince Norodom Sihanouk won Cambodia’s independence from France in 1953, the country’s neutrality and sovereignty were challenged frequently. With its eastern border only thirty-five miles from Saigon, it was inevitably dragged into the Vietnam War, despite Sihanouk’s professions of neutrality. By the late sixties the Vietnamese communists had established substantial bases along the border. The United States started to bomb these in secret, and in 1970, after Sihanouk and his autocracy were overthrown in a coup d’état, a new military regime brought Cambodia into the anti-communist camp on the side of South Vietnam and the United States.


From Beijing, the angry prince decided to side with the North Vietnamese and the small group of Cambodian communists, whom he had hitherto fought and denigrated as “les Khmers Rouges.” Sihanouk’s endorsement immediately provided the communists with the nationalist appeal they could not otherwise have won. Over the next five years Cambodia was a sideshow to Vietnam. Warfare destroyed Cambodian society as only the Khmer Rouge prospered. U.S. bombing and the growing cruelty of the Khmer Rouge combined to drive peasants off the land.


In April 1975, a few days before the fall of Saigon, the Khmer Rouge captured Phnom Penh. They began at once to empty the capital and all other towns, and embarked on their radical, murderous revolution—one of the most terrible of the twentieth century. They brought Sihanouk back to a deserted city, and for the next three and a half years, while the people labored under harsh conditions in the countryside, they kept him under house arrest in the palace and murdered several of his children. No one knows exactly how many people died from execution, forced labor, malnutrition or disease under the Khmer Rouge. Between one and two million is the widely accepted estimate. The “killing fields” display some of their remains in and around the provinces today.


Khmer Rouge decisions were grounded in both a grotesque communist philosophy which carried Stalinism and Maoism to extremes and an obsessional fear and hatred of Vietnam. At the end of 1978, Hanoi invaded, drove the Khmer Rouge out of Phnom Penh and installed its own client regime.


Khmer Rouge misrule has since been called a form of autogenocide conducted by the regime against both minorities and the majority Khmer alike; it left the country and the people in ruins. Vietnam’s invasion was a liberation for almost all Cambodians, but it became an occupation that the Vietnamese insisted was “irreversible.” Hanoi’s motives were strategic rather than humanitarian; it had long nurtured ambitions of dominating an Indochinese federation. The Vietnamese leaders had the full support of their major ally, the Soviet Union, and incurred the enmity of China, the United States and the noncommunist states of Southeast Asia.


Throughout the eighties Hanoi controlled Cambodia, but the United Nations refused to ratify its invasion; Vietnam’s client regime was shunned by most of the world. Cambodia’s UN seat was held by a coalition led by Prince Sihanouk. It included three armed resistance groups based along the Thai-Cambodian border—the Khmer Rouge; Sihanouk’s political party, Funcinpec; and the noncommunist Khmer People’s National Liberation Front (KPNLF). The Chinese armed the Khmer Rouge, while the United States, Britain and France helped the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) build up the noncommunist groups. Thailand helped all groups, especially the Khmer Rouge. Prince Sihanouk became a familiar figure at the UN General Assembly’s opening sessions.


Meanwhile the regime in Phnom Penh, the People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK), remained in limbo. Not nearly as brutal as the Khmer Rouge, it was nonetheless a hard-line, one-party state which tolerated no dissent, frequently imprisoning and torturing its political opponents. The regime was supported only by the Soviet bloc and India. Starved of UN or other development funds, Cambodia decayed as an adjunct of Vietnam. The UN was criticized for its inaction, but the dictates of the Cold War and the overriding principle of sovereignty, which Vietnam had clearly abused by its occupation, prevailed over the notion of justice.


In the mid-1980s, with the rise of Mikhail Gorbachev, Soviet support for Vietnam’s occupation began to wane. In 1986, ASEAN and Vietnam began to discuss political compromise. In December 1986, Prince Sihanouk met for the first time with Hun Sen, the former Khmer Rouge soldier whom Vietnam had installed as prime minister in Phnom Penh.


Though the first talks broke down, the Vietnamese withdrew their troops just as the communist regimes in Eastern Europe collapsed in 1989. The government of Hun Sen, while attempting to move from a command to a market economy, was still dogmatic, corrupt, cruel to its enemies and (to many Cambodians) tainted by its association with Vietnam. The civil war continued. At the end of the 1980s it seemed that the Khmer Rouge might be able to seize more territory than they already occupied.


The Australian foreign minister, Gareth Evans, took the initiative, adopting an idea put forward by U.S. Congressman Stephen Solarz to create “an international control mechanism” that would rule Cambodia temporarily. In February 1990, Australia produced the first draft of a plan for an international peacekeeping operation in Cambodia that ultimately led to the Paris peace agreement of October 1991.


The agreement had many purposes, some of them unspoken and certainly unwritten. One was to remove an impediment to U.S. Soviet-Chinese détente. Another was to get the international community off the hook of recognizing the Khmer Rouge and their allies as the legitimate government of Cambodia. At the same time the agreement distanced the Khmer Rouge from their principal sponsor, China. In return for allowing their Khmer Rouge clients into the political process, the Chinese agreed to stop supplying them with weapons. The Chinese saw the agreement as a means of ending Vietnamese hegemony over Indochina, restoring Prince Sihanouk to Phnom Penh and allowing Beijing to resume a position in Cambodia.


To include the Khmer Rouge, rather than attempt to try them for crimes against humanity, was a distasteful solution. It reflected Western reluctance to stage a sustained confrontation with the Chinese and Thai governments on the issue. But, if cynical, it was also pragmatic. (There were later similarities in Sierra Leone, where in 1999 the government was forced to deal with the murderous rebels.) The alternative was a continuation of the war, no international recognition for Cambodia and no chance of peace. Many Western diplomats argued that the peace process would in itself marginalize the Khmer Rouge.


The agreement was signed by all four Cambodian factions—the State of Cambodia (SOC—the renamed PRK), the Khmer Rouge (known as the Party of Democratic Kampuchea), Prince Sihanouk’s Funcinpec and the Khmer People’s National Liberation Front. Events would demonstrate how differently each faction saw and planned to use the peace process.


The agreement created the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia, UNTAC, which was to control the administration of the country. Cambodian sovereignty was embodied in a Supreme National Council (SNC) which Prince Sihanouk would chair and on which the four Cambodian factions would sit, and which was supposed to delegate all necessary power to UNTAC. In theory, the UN Security Council endowed UNTAC with wider powers than any previous UN peacekeeping operation. Its mandate included the supervision of a nationwide cease-fire; cantonment and disarmament of the troops of all four factions; repatriation of 370,000 refugees from the Thai border camps; monitoring of human and civil rights; and the creation of a neutral political environment through direct control over the areas of foreign affairs, defense, national security, finance and information. Free and fair elections would also be held for a Constituent Assembly. UNTAC was to help commence the rehabilitation and development of the country and to promote “reconciliation.”


By the end of 1991, UN planners had decided UNTAC would cost nearly $2 billion, to be spent on a force of twelve infantry battalions and support units—some fifteen thousand men—plus five thousand civilians. Where were they to be found? No one knew, when the Paris agreement was signed. Then the restoration of Cambodia clashed with the destruction of Yugoslavia.


The UN was slow in deploying UNTAC’s elements and advance planning in New York was fragmented. Yugoslavia was obviously distracting to the Secretariat. But it quickly became evident in any case that the UN was ill prepared to mount such a large and complex peacekeeping operation as Cambodia. It was clear also that since, unlike in Yugoslavia, the operation in Cambodia had been anticipated for years, more could and should have been done to prepare for it before the end of 1991.


Boutros-Ghali chose a Japanese career UN official, Yasushi Akashi, the under secretary general for disarmament, to be his special representative in charge of the Cambodia mission. (The job had been turned down by Rafruddin Ahmed, a Palestinian UN official who had been deeply involved in all the Paris negotiations.) Boutros-Ghali had decided to abolish the department of disarmament affairs in his first restructuring, so Akashi needed a suitable new post. Since Japan was heavily involved in the preparation of the Paris peace agreement and was a large-scale investor in Cambodia and in UNTAC, this position seemed appropriate. When Boutros-Ghali offered it to him Akashi replied, “I am a samurai. Accordingly, I must accept this challenge.”


Akashi was a slim man with a ready smile and an active, often surprising, sense of humor. His management skills were not his most obvious asset and he was not used to leading a large team in the field, let alone one that in the end would grow to twenty thousand people. But he had great tenacity. He arrived in Phnom Penh on March 15, 1992—almost five months after the Paris peace agreement was signed. With him came the force commander, Australian Lieutenant General John Sanderson, and the heads of some of UNTAC’s various components—human rights, civil affairs, electoral, information and so on. Some of these officials had been recruited only at the last minute, and most of them had never met each other before, still less discussed their mandate and mission in Cambodia. Some of them knew the area well; others had no experience of it.


Akashi was shocked by the wretched state of the country, which had been through over twenty years of war, revolution and isolation. Everything was wrecked. The roads were like twisted ribbons, cratered and often impassable. In Phnom Penh, office space and supplies were just not available. Akashi thought the governments involved were quite unrealistic about what the UN faced in Cambodia. He cabled back to New York: “There is simply no infrastructure to speak of in Cambodia and to speak of our inducing the local authorities to provide us services, materials, facilities is quite unrealistic. The fact is, the Cambodians quite openly beg such things from us at every turn, and their need for them is quite clear.”


Akashi had the first of many meetings with the half dozen ambassadors who had grouped in Phnom Penh as “friends of the Paris agreement” and who would provide crucial unity over the next two years. They comprised the United States, France, Britain, Japan, Russia and China. He looked at the state guesthouse offered by Prince Sihanouk for UNTAC’s headquarters, and he went to see the prince himself in his palace on the banks of the Mekong. Sihanouk’s attitude toward the UN was always unpredictable, but his support was essential. He told Akashi what he knew and believed about the various leaders of the Khmer Rouge.


The prince said Pol Pot was still “le maître” of the movement. Khieu Samphan, the Khmer Rouge’s public face, who had signed the Paris peace agreement and often represented the Khmer Rouge at meetings in Phnom Penh, was merely “a noncommissioned officer.”


Sihanouk said that the Khmer Rouge were hiding in various mountainous regions, but they felt safe only in Thailand, where Pol Pot was under the protection and pressure of General Suchinda Kraprayoon, the Thai supreme commander. The prince was outspoken on the traditional ambitions of Thailand and Vietnam in Cambodia. He said that the Thais were still pursuing a dual policy of working through the State of Cambodia (Hun Sen’s regime) to foster their economic expansion into the country, while also helping the Khmer Rouge in case Hun Sen should fail. The Vietnamese were still backing their protégé Hun Sen. Sihanouk thought that the most important elements of rehabilitation were raising the standards of the rural people, restoring bridges and roads, providing education and protecting the environment, especially forests (which were by now being systematically ravaged and sold by all sides).


At the first meeting of the Supreme National Council after UNTAC was established, Sihanouk welcomed Akashi graciously. Akashi made a long speech in which he said that $200 million had already been authorized to UNTAC as start-up capital, but it would not be easy to obtain the full budget.


Hun Sen proposed that UNTAC employ ex-soldiers to clear mines as well as rebuild bridges and roads. Akashi thought this was a good idea because they would be cheaper than troops from other countries and because clearing mines was a dangerous business. Referring to the central paradox of peacekeeping, he said, “Loss of life among volunteers from troop-contributing countries will have a very chilling effect on their willingness to participate in peacekeeping operations and risks to them must be kept to an absolute minimum.”


There was debate over the economy, as there would be for the next few years. The picture was bleak, with the Phnom Penh administration slowly collapsing under grave financial stress, faced with a large budget deficit and caught in a vicious cycle of inflation nearing 100 percent a year. Three means of relief were suggested: direct budget support, local cost of financing projects and balance-of-payments support. Akashi said that UNTAC’s mandate to control and supervise the Cambodian bureaucracy was moot since many civil servants were not being paid and were employed at other jobs much of the time. They must be paid, but UNTAC could not do this.


The UN military component, led by an Indonesian battalion, began to arrive in the fourth week of March. The Indonesians were stationed in the northern province of Kompong Thom, one of the wildest, poorest and most dangerous areas of the country where Khmer Rouge infiltration was heaviest. Fighting between the Hun Sen troops and Khmer Rouge was worse here than anywhere else. Akashi told his superiors in New York that until the Indonesians arrived Kompong Thom was “set fair to be Cambodia’s last battleground.”


Deployment of the fifteen thousand multinational troops lagged further and further behind schedule. As of the end of March, the UN had had positive replies from eight of the twelve countries asked to provide an infantry battalion. General Sanderson directed that infantry and other line units should arrive with sixty days’ supplies so that they could operate independently until external logistics support arrived. (The civilian police and civil administration components of UNTAC did not take similar initiatives and, as a result, they arrived even later.) The Malaysian battalion followed the arrival of the Indonesians. An engineer battalion from Thailand arrived. All the others were still to come. Vehicles were in very short supply and conditions throughout the country were harsh. Member governments of the UN often proved equally reluctant to release administrators, arguing that they were themselves short of qualified staff. Akashi later acknowledged that the UN must have seemed very inefficient to the Cambodian factions.


On April 1, Akashi handed over the draft electoral law to Sihanouk. He would have preferred to give copies to all SNC members, but UNTAC had only one suitcase-sized photocopier, and, what with power cuts, it took about half an hour to make just one copy of the fifty-six-page document which the electoral component had just completed.


On April 6, at the Supreme National Council, Akashi, supported by Sihanouk, made a direct appeal to the Khmer Rouge to allow UNTAC access to their territory to find cantonment sites in which their soldiers could be grouped and disarmed. Khieu Samphan appeared to agree, but Akashi warned New York that “there is doubt as to Mr. Khieu Samphan’s ability to deliver on promises he makes.” He was, after all, only Pol Pot’s spokesman. The Khmer Rouge had come very well prepared to the meeting “and clearly tried to take it over,” said Akashi.


Akashi warned Boutros-Ghali that both the politics and the logistics of the UN operation were proving difficult; there were doubts about the cooperation of the Khmer Rouge. Moreover, the timetable was tight. Elections had to be held by May 1993 at the latest. Cantonment of the four factions’ troops and the return of refugees must begin before this year’s rains started at the end of May. And that meant that the bulk of the military component and a substantial number of police must be deployed by then. This tall order was made more difficult by the fact that governments that had agreed in principle to send troops were now arguing about exactly where they should be deployed.


The French minister of defense complained about the French battalion to UNTAC being sent to northeast Cambodia, the most remote area of the country, along the border with Vietnam. There was a risk of confrontation with the Vietnamese, with whom France was trying to improve relations. The French had been chosen for that sector because the Khmer Rouge—paranoid about Vietnamese infiltration—were insisting that the area be patrolled well, or they would not allow the UN access to their own areas. They were claiming that tens of thousands of Vietnamese infiltrators and soldiers were still in the country, and that until they were removed, the Khmer Rouge were under no obligation to abide by other aspects of the Paris peace plan. The French battalion was one of the few which was already fully equipped and highly professional, and could be deployed immediately. But Paris wanted them deployed around Kompong Som, the port area in the southwest of the country. It was closer to Phnom Penh, much more developed than the wild northeast and much more visible. The French had their way. The Uruguayans were sent to the remote northeast.


Other troop contributors were also becoming nervous about deploying their men. Boutros-Ghali had to write to the Dutch foreign minister, Hans van den Broek, to protest that Holland was delaying the dispatch of its battalion to Cambodia. The battalion was supposed to go to the northwest, an area rife with Khmer Rouge. Boutros-Ghali said he shared the Dutch concern over the Khmer Rouge’s attitude, but the international community was determined to implement the Paris agreement. “The Netherlands government’s decision will unfortunately convey the opposite impression and could lead the KR to believe that the international community will give in to pressure from them.”


The Dutch tried to compromise by sending just one company of men to the sector prescribed for the Dutch battalion. The UN’s peacekeeping department told them that was not acceptable—that the full Dutch battalion should be deployed as soon as possible, and that its precise deployment was a matter to be decided by the force commander. Eventually the Dutch came.


By April it was clear that UNTAC’s governing bodies—the Supreme National Council and the Mixed Military Working Group—were not working properly. The Khmer Rouge prevented them from making decisions. The Khmer Rouge were still denying the UN access to their areas and refusing to mark their minefields. They had seized the town of Kompong Thom, and they had fired on at least one UN helicopter. They justified such behavior on the grounds that the UN had not taken control of the Phnom Penh administration as the Paris agreement required.


Akashi was increasingly angry with their lack of cooperation, but Boutros-Ghali was anxious to avoid any showdown with the Khmer Rouge. On a visit to Phnom Penh in April he saw all the factions and advised caution. One of the most contentious issues during his visit was whether or not to set up an UNTAC radio station to broadcast news of UNTAC in Khmer. This was being strongly urged by the information component of UNTAC, led by Tim Carney, an American diplomat with long experience in Cambodia. He persuaded Akashi that a Radio UNTAC was the only way to disseminate the UN’s message free of interference from the factions. There was no more effective means of communication in a poor rural country with terrible communications between the capital and the countryside. Boutros-Ghali was not at first impressed. But eventually the radio was allowed.


On May 9 the UNTAC force commander, General Sanderson, announced that Phase Two of the cease-fire agreement—regroupment and cantonment—would begin on May 13. The Khmer Rouge were not prepared to allow this to happen. They argued that Phase Two should be postponed on the grounds that Vietnamese forces had not all withdrawn.


On May 30 an incident took place which demonstrated the limits of UN power in a way which was both humiliating and portentous. Akashi attempted, with General Sanderson, to drive into the Khmer Rouge zone around the western town of Pailin. The convoy came to a checkpoint manned by just a couple of young Khmer Rouge soldiers with a thin bamboo pole across the road. They refused to let the secretary general’s special representative pass.
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