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It has been more than a quarter of a century since I was appointed as the Com-
mander of the United Nations Assistance Mission in Rwanda (unamir). When 
I took on the task, I knew very little about the tiny country, located in the heart 
of Africa, just below the equator. At that point in history, the internet was no-
where nearly as developed as it is today, so my primary source of information 
on current events for the region came from the scant coverage that the country 
received in the media. To say the least, Rwanda was not a place that attracted 
much attention from the western world before 1994, and we had no indication 
that within five months of the mission’s commencement we would find our-
selves in the middle of genocide that was unprecedented in violence and in-
tensity. Nor could we have foreseen that our small peacekeeping force would 
become part of what is now recognized as a major juncture in post-cold war 
history, law, and politics.

It is clear that when the United Nations was contemplating the creation of 
unamir in the summer of 1993, it was optimistic that the mission would be 
short, conducted with little risk of casualties, and most importantly, inexpen-
sive. In spite of numerous warnings that pointed to a resurgence of ethnic vio-
lence as early as August 1993, the Security Council pushed forward with its plan 
to deploy a lightly armed peacekeeping mission that was approximately fifty 
percent smaller than had been recommended. As reports of massacres and 
the threat of wider violence increased during the first few months of the mis-
sion, the United Nations ignored the numerous warnings, and when faced with 
 irrefutable evidence of impending violence, forbade unamir from taking de-
cisive action to intervene. Rather than reinforcing unamir as Rwanda spiraled 
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into genocide, the Security Council reduced the size of the mission and delib-
erately chose to avoid using the word “genocide” to describe the ethnic massa-
cres that were consuming an average of 8,000 lives per day. It was not until the 
genocide and civil war were concluded by the Rwandan Patriotic Army’s vic-
tory in the middle of July 1994, that my beleaguered force began to be rein-
forced, and the true extent of the genocide became known. In the subsequent 
months and years, evidence of horrible atrocities entered the public record, as 
the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda brought the most notorious 
leaders of the genocide to justice. Although it was too little and too late for the 
hundreds of thousands who perished, the establishment of the icty signaled 
a turning point in international law, providing notice to those who engage in 
genocide and crimes against humanity that there would be no guaranteed im-
punity, and no safe refuge for perpetrators of such egregious violence.

It is my distinct pleasure to have been invited to write the foreword for this 
collection of articles. This work is the first of its kind, providing an examina-
tion of the Rwanda tragedy from a wide variety of contributors, including a 
former ambassador to the Security Council, persons who were on the ground 
as part of unamir, prosecutors in the ictr, and dedicated international law 
scholars and journalists who have spent decades studying Rwanda and the role 
United Nations played in dealing with the genocide; before, during and after. 
The articles provide unique insight into how and why the events of 1994 un-
folded, and how those events have influenced post-cold war politics and the 
over-all development of international law.

The legacy of Rwanda is not just one of the failure of the international com-
munity to react. It is also a story of how the world can respond in a positive 
manner when it realizes that colossal errors made at all levels have contributed 
to catastrophe. To that end, the Rwandan tragedy has inspired reform and in-
novation in how the international community seeks to prevent and respond to 
mass atrocities, as well as how to support societies recovering from violent 
conflict. In many respects the development of doctrines such as the Responsi-
bility to Protect; Transitional Justice; the Protection of Civilians; and the ad-
vancement of the Women, Peace and Security agenda, can trace their origins 
to the Rwandan calamity.

As I have stated so often, we cannot afford to tolerate egregious abuses of 
human rights or human security; nor can we turn a blind eye to racism and 
other forms of intolerance. As the second decade of the twenty-first century 
draws to a close, it is apparent that isolationism is on the rise and that the Se-
curity Council has been paralyzed by the self-serving political and strategic 
interests of its permanent members. The current situations in Syria, Myanmar 
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and Yemen are glaring examples of the human price that is exacted in this 
environment.

This publication should serve as a reminder of what can happen when na-
tional self-interests trump the requirements of humanity. The genocide in 
Rwanda was preventable, and it could have been stopped in its tracks had the 
international community responded appropriately. The world has the capacity 
to intervene to prevent or stop humanitarian disasters; all we need is the lead-
ership and will to do what is right. Peux ce que veux. Allons-y.
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