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Protecting the People
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It is a privilege to deliver the second memoriaklge dedicated to our close and esteemed colleague
Sergio, in the presence of so many friends andlgotators. | wish to congratulate the organizatibtine
Sergio Vieira de Mello Foundation which has thepmse of carrying on the mission that Sergio hadrak
on himself. And yet, as | start attempting to tratefootprints, | cannot suppress my deep sensegdér.
Sergio Vieira de Mello, the Secretary General’scigddEnvoy to Iraq, should not have been the viatim
the massive truck bomb explosion. | would also tikeffer my tribute to the other victims, over g

UN staff. Sergio’s Chief of Staff, Nadia Younes vaasoutstanding public information and
communications officer and my good friend. | woliké to pay tribute to Arthur Helton, a New York
lawyer and human rights activist with an excludeus on refugee protection. He had been schedaoled
meet Sergio, and was coming to his office.

Let me now turn to Sergio. In the last e-mail toaaged 28 July, Sergio described the situation in
Baghdad as “undoubtedly a very peculiar, bizargediaconcerting situation the Iraqis, the coalitzom
indeed ourselves find in.” He did not think thexéseed a precedent in the post World War 1l era,ewxen
in the League of Nations days. To him the challengs “to carve a central role for the UN in these
unique circumstances, without antagonizing the While at the same time satisfying the Iraqi peibli
opinion that we are taking their interests to hesmntl the broader, concentric neighbors /Arab /Musl
/nonaligned constituencies that we are not stoofedat they perceive as a grand US plan of world
domination starting right here in Iraq.” He consetkhis task to be “one hell of a challenge.”

In mapping out what seemed like an impossible @afsaction, he developed a genuine sense of respec
for the Iraqgi people. Prior to the e-mail that ¥bgust referred to, Sergio had delivered on 29 Wdlat

was to be his last report to the Security Coumeiit he described his visit to the ancient cityBafbel-
Babylon where he was genuinely awe struck by thegi kkontribution to what he described as the
“collective civilization of mankind.” He came to pieciate the source of the pride of the Iraqi pepahd

felt that they had been deeply hurt by the tragedfeecent years.

Upon arriving in Iraq in the beginning of June, @eitraveled around the country, speaking with dewi
range of Iraqis --- politicians, civil society lead, lawyers, spiritual leaders, doctors, jourtsligrtists
etc. He believed that he should speak with as nraays as possible to find out what they wanted laoa
he might assist them in order to realize theirrasipns. From the preliminary discussions, hetfedt the
Iragis wanted “to see themselves back at the hélimedar country.” They wanted security, rule of law
restoration of basic services etc, and above aletablishment of “permanent, Iragi representsitarel



credible institutions that operate in their servi@ergio believed that the mission of the Uniteatibns
was to help Iraq restore its sovereignty and rettoithe community of nations.

The message that Sergio stressed in his repdret8ecurity Council was the evolving role of thatekh
Nations. The United Nations can neither replacetake over the Coalition Provisional Authority oad’'s
Governing Council. To him, the particular functiofhthe United Nations would evolve as stabilityuress

to the country, the occupation ends and econondcsanial development needs become more apparent. In
these varying phases, he felt that the United Natawed “a debt to the people of Iraq that cands b
honored” by supporting the rehabilitation of themuntry.

Nearly six years after his death, and with the gean the United States administration, the Irégesion
seems to be moving in the direction that Sergiodsgured and foreseen. Yet Sergio would probabiynwa
us that further commitments and action would beessary to fully pay back our debt to the Iraqi peop

If leading the UN Iraq operation came at the cubion of Sergio’s career, there were many other
missions that underscored his basic commitmentoidk for the people. Sergio had started his
international career with the UN High CommissiofeerRefugees when he was twenty-one. He served in
Asia, Africa and the Middle East. His commitmentswet simply to relieve them from their sufferitogit

to search for solutions that would alleviate theamt their plight as refugees, the displaced andideg.

He would pursue all kinds of solutions to solvetidight. Sergio became the provider of all kirafs
solutions.

One of his early achievements concerned the ptightdochina refugees. A massive exodus from
Vietnam followed the collapse of the Saigon regim®75. Many crossed the seas of South East Asla a
became known as the “boat people.” At best theyeweren temporary stay in the region but had to be
resettled in the West under international burdearial arrangements. However, several years later,
another sudden and massive “boat people” depastared to take place from Vietnam though no
significant deterioration of political and humagtris situation could be observed. Sergio, as Dirant

the Regional Bureau for Asia and Oceania of UNHEG&e up with a program known as the
Comprehensive Plan of Action (CPA). The program loim@d several options. First, resettlement fore¢hos
qualified as refugees. Second, return to Vietnanthfose unqualified but with assurances that theyla
not be prosecuted. Third, widely open access tal leigpigration. On top of these measures, a “mass
information campaign” was launched in Vietnam idesrto make people aware of the variety of options
that they were given, in order to prevent them fembarking on dangerous journeys abroad. The “CPA”
stood as the first model for addressing mixed mar@sof people, a trend that subsequently became
prevalent not only in Southeast Asia but also imynather parts of the world.

The repatriation of Cambodian refugees, the viciiisHMER Rouge atrocities, was led by Sergio, and
became another milestone operation that introduotaay new approaches. Between March 1992 and April
1993, following the conclusion of the Paris Peacedds, a massive repatriation took place of
Cambodians who had spent between 10 to 14 yeae$ugee camps in Thailand and other countries in
Southeast Asia. The United Nations Transitionalhduty in Cambodia (UNTAC) was tasked to oversee
the restoration of peace and rehabilitation of Caairdy and UNHCR was to lead the repatriation ofenor
than 365,000 refugees. Sergio was given the regplitygo head the operation.

| recall vividly and even with some pleasure thenBadian repatriation exercise. Sergio resortedito a
possible means of transport even the usage of@ight trains. The so-called Sisiphon Express, ndde
journeys between Sisiphon and Phnom "Penh andddrack 90,000 refugees. In accordance with the
Paris Peace Accords, the refugees were free tmretwherever they chose. Sergio sought my agreeme
to travel through the Khmer Rouge dominated ane@sder to make sure of their safety upon retumag

a bit concerned but decided to agree to his prop8seagio was genuinely concerned for the safethef
returnees to still Khmer Rouge dominated areasvatged to test the grounds himself, through talkong
the leaders and the people. At the end, he sucdeedetting all the refugees back home in timeaie@

part in UN led elections.
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Another challenge that UNHCR had to tackle was naslearance in areas receiving large number of
returnees. Sergio first commissioned the serviae lefench agency called “Spot Image” to carry out
satellite surveys of mine infested territory. lakws poring over a mine map on the floor of oanBkok
hotel to work out the refugee return routes. Asss@ousness of the mine problem became more glearl
identified, Sergio decided to confront the chalkenge established a national agency against laremin
and he assumed the interim role of director of‘@@mbodian Mine Action Canter.

In a sense, a culmination of Sergio’s activitieg\gia came with his appointment to lead the United
Nations Transitional Administration (UNTAET) in EaBmor. From 1999 until 2002, the United Nations
governed East Timor, amidst continuing tension\aaténce between those favoring independence and
the pro-Indonesian militias. | personally visite@$V Timor to help UNHCR protect and assist the @30,
refugees who had fled from the East. The atmosphliageviolent, and UNHCR would loose three precious
staff who were attacked by those who resentedvbkiag situation. In East Timor, Sergio had to put
together a UN team to establish a Timor administnatvhile confronting the militia and moving asfas
possible to enable the Timorese to gain contreheir lives. The living conditions for the UNTAE€&dm
were harsh, as they found themselves in a totakyrdyed city and had to accommodate themselvas in
boat, which became known as “Hotel Olympia.” Setgaveled to the districts, talked to the people an
even learned the local language known as Tetumargoply he practiced to ensure his correct
pronunciation. People appreciated his efforts aaceweported to have addressed him as “professor.”

As head of a UN administration, Sergio’s missiorswaimplement the mandates given by the Security
Council. In his reports to the Council, he chosewords carefully to prove that he was faithfully
following his given mandate. Yet, he also made soigush through his own points. While in Timor, he
received a stream of high level visitors especimthyn directly interested governments such as Alistr
Indonesia, Portugal, from troop contributing coigsiras well as interested reporters and NGOs. A few
years later, | had the chance to meet Presidenbhdaho of Indonesia, then serving as Coordination
Minister. He expressed his deepest appreciatiothtorole played by Sergio in extremely trying
circumstances. Coming from the leader who had tkwat a peaceful process of ceding East Timor
against all internal odds, | took his words as gemappreciation for the negotiating capacity afgie

and recognition of his just and fair position.

In tracing the steps of Sergio, | have referrednyab his role in Asia. Sergio somehow seemeate |
Asia, and his accomplishments in the region wedeea significant. However, his footsteps were iddee
global. He started his early career in Africa whathihe time had been undergoing liberation wads an
early state building activities. First he was pdsteSudan where he spent most of the time inidie f
office in Juba, the capital of southern Sudan, @h#&HCR dealt with the rehabilitation of the towmda
carried out assistance to returnees. He was th&egto Mozambique to work mainly on the reintegrat
of returning refugees from Tanzania and interndibplaced persons. Later, he had to deal withriheg
experience of repatriating the Rwandan genocidinvicand perpetrators who had scattered in the then
Zaire (today’s Democratic Republic of Congo) andZania. In Latin America, he worked for refugees
who were victimized by the military dictatorshipsChile and Argentina and needed protection and
assistance in neighboring countries. Sergio’s tegposures to the sufferings of a vast number of
ordinary people conditioned his basic attitudeyohgathy towards the victims of civil wars and power
struggles.

Another experience that Sergio acquired througltiversified career path, was his exposure to UN
peacekeeping operations. His role in the repatnati Cambodian refugees has been already referried
my earlier description of the UNTAC operation. Haybeen charged with the protection of refugees
frequently in conflict situations, UNHCR recognizia@ important role played by the military or pelidaf

law and order were to be maintained, or humanitasjgerations were to be sustained. UN peace-keeping
operations had proved particularly relevant inyiag out UNHCR’s missions. Sergio was first exposed
directly to UN peace-keeping in 1981, when he weoaded to the United Nations Interim Force in
Southern Lebanon (UNIFIL) as a political officere ldontributed to the operation through acting @sadin

Sergio Vieira de Mello Foundation, 29 Rue des Allobroges, 1227 Geneva, Switzerland
Tel : +41 22 548 13 15, email : info@serviovdmfoundation.org



between the local administration or bringing thenanitarian needs of the population to the attermion
the military.

Later in 1993, Sergio became the political direabthe United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR)
in Bosnia, perhaps the least fulfilling assignméiat he received. In the Balkans, following thedbug of
the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, UNHCR was gitfemlead humanitarian role to protect and bring
relief to some 2.7 million victims. In terms of theale of operations, complexity of conflictingardsts

and the viciousness of the means employed --- @tHheansing ---, it was the most dire experieneg th
UNHCR had ever undergone. Sergio’s role was anuaiuse. He was in fact asked by the UN
headquarters to help the military leaders of UNPR&Rwho had felt inadequately understood. As the
UNPROFOR commander General Briguemont recalledetivas a chasm of misunderstanding between
the military leaders of UNPROFOR and the politiealders in the UN headquarters and European
capitals. Even with the skill and dedication of @er he could give UNPROFOR leaders a sense oftspla
but could not improve the fundamental situationth@ end, two generals resigned. UPROFOR failed to
carry out its mission because quote, “there wagaaze agreement to enforce.”

Before undertaking the responsibility of the SeamgGeneral’'s Special Representative to Iraq, Sdrgd
been appointed as High Commissioner for Human BjghtOctober 2002. It was a somewhat unfamiliar
kind of responsibility for Sergio, and | had thelfag that he was quite determined to make a good t
This was the reason why he was keen to leave ftagg@mpleting his four months assignment, ane tak
up his new life and challenge.

Having meandered through the footprints of Sergstould conclude my lecture by trying to identiiig
central attributes. Some have referred to Sergi sidliful diplomat. Others have identified him as
superb intellectual. Some others have referrednoas a “principled pragmatist.” | would agree wah
these identifications, but would wish to charaaetim simply as an outstanding “field worker.”

In some circles in UNHCR, “a field worker” standsthe highest tribute to qualified colleagues. Taey
the ones who work closely with refugees, and whe &ar real people in real suffering. Throughowt hi
brilliant and varied career, Sergio always focugedhe people, looked closely into the causesaif th
suffering and mobilized all resources to meet theeds. UNHCR’s mandate is the protection of people
Sergio dedicated his life to those who were inftdtsituations. They were the “boat people,” the
“returning refugees,” those “caught in mine fields, those “under foreign occupation.” Through big
career, Sergio remained the ultimate “field workeso always stayed close to the people.
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