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When Australia emerged from the Pacific War in 
1945, it was largely untutored in the complexities of 
diplomatic practice.  As far as our external projection 
was concerned, we might well have been seen as 
newly independent.

We had three main policy pillars: secure an alliance with the 
United States; contribute to global multilateral order; and 
crucially, engage with an emergent post-colonial Asia-Pacific 
region. 

Two of these pillars, the relationship with the United States 
and the foreign policy challenges of dealing with a new 
regional landscape fused in our involvement in the Indochina 
wars – in the case of the “American” or “Vietnam” war as a 
direct participant.   

Leaving aside the still vexed question of the merits of our 
involvement in the Vietnam war, the issues surrounding the 
Indochina wars were the most prominent of those upon 
which we cut our diplomatic teeth. They dominated our work 
for a generation.  

I was professionally fortunate to have had a ringside seat as 
the Indochina saga unfolded: as a green third secretary in 
Laos in the late 60’s and early 70’s; as part of the embassy 
in Washington when Saigon fell; in our foreign minister’s 
office in the late 70’s when debates raged about whether 
the Khmer Rouge should continue to have the Cambodia 
(or as it was then called Kampuchea) seat in the UN General 
assembly; as ambassador to Vietnam in the early 80’s as 
we wrestled with the question of resuming aid to Vietnam; 
and as ambassador to Thailand from 1992-94 as the Paris 
agreements were implemented next door.  

Australia played a pivotal role in the Agreements on the 
Comprehensive Political Settlement of the Cambodia 
Conflict, signed at a conference of 19 nations in Paris on 23 
October 1991. The production of the so-called ‘Red Book’, 
which laid out a blueprint for a UN-led peace settlement, 
alongside a highly professional and determined diplomatic 
campaign, cast Australia at the centre of international 
negotiations to end the agony of Cambodia. Asialink, in 
collaboration with the Australian Institute of International 
Affairs (AIIA), with funding support from the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade and the Department of Defence, 
organised a two-day conference last November to reflect on 
the legacy of that diplomacy.

We drew together a distinguished group who either directly 
participated in or closely studied those events of thirty years 
ago. From Australia, they included former foreign minister 
Gareth Evans, former DFAT secretary Michael Costello, and 
former head of the UN peacekeeping mission in Cambodia, 
Lt. Gen. (ret) John Sanderson. They were joined by others 
from around the region, including the former foreign minister 
of Indonesia Marty Natalegawa, the former secretary of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Singapore Bilihari Kausikan, and 
Professor Miriam Coronel-Ferrer, a former member of UN 
standby team of senior mediators.

The purpose of our conference, “Cambodia and the 
Evolution of Peacebuilding: The Role of the Paris Peace 
Accords”, was not to dwell on what has happened to 
Cambodia politically and economically – in its manifold 
failings and undoubted achievements – since the UN 
Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) and a force of 
“Blue Helmets” paved the way for free and fair elections. 
Rather, we aimed to weigh the wider implications for 
diplomacy, democracy, and peacebuilding in Southeast Asia 
and the lessons for Australian diplomacy in the region.

The timing of this study is fortuitous. Australia and Cambodia 
mark the 70th anniversary of their diplomatic relationship 
this year, and 15 March is the 30th anniversary of the official 
inception of UNTAC. It is a good time to reflect.

We should not assume that in playing the role that we did 
in Cambodia, Australia had somehow acquired a mantle of 
political omniscience that enabled us to move mountains. As 
several of our commentators note, timing was everything. 
What was impossible in 1989 was achievable in 1991. Times 
had changed.  

But the settlement and Australia’s role therein were no mean 
feats. Bear in mind the challenges. The United States, Russia 
and China had different perspectives. The intra-Southeast 
Asian politics were hard. It would not have taken genius to see 
problems between Vietnam and the then ASEAN membership. 
But as Marty Natalegawa and Bilihari Kausikan suggest, the 
whole Cambodia process had been bedevilled over many 
years by differences within ASEAN. It was to the credit of the 
ASEAN leaders, in particular Indonesia’s then foreign minister Ali 
Alatas, that these differences were overcome. 

A RINGSIDE SEAT TO HISTORY
By John McCarthy AO
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It was thus with a sense of achievement that my generation 
of Australians in the foreign policy game – and relative 
novices to boot – were able to witness our country being 
one of the prime movers (and in terms of drawing up the 
architecture of the settlement, probably the prime mover) in 
closing the final chapter of the Indochina wars.  

For the Australian diplomatic novitiate, the achievement lay 
also in our ability to work with regional partners to achieve a 
common goal. It was not just the diplomats who showed this 
capacity. John Sanderson’s initial role as the UN Secretary-
General’s military adviser on Cambodia followed by his 
astute leadership of UNTAC’s military component enabled 
the success of the 1993 election. His consciousness of the 
differences between the 16,000 peacekeeping troops under 
his command and his ability to unite them is a lesson for 
today’s practitioners of external policy. 

Could Australia achieve today what it did thirty years ago? 
Possibly – if the conditions were right. This generation is 
no less brainy or dedicated than ours. But are our people 
being used as well as they might? It is hard to see an official 
like Michael Costello being told on a matter of national 
importance to “follow his nose and see where it leads”. 

Two questions remain. Were the Paris 
agreements a success and where do they  
leave peacebuilding today? 

It is now superfluous to state that Cambodia’s democratic 
and human rights record falls short of the aspirations of the 
architects of the Paris process. But the Agreements finally 
put paid to the most genocidal regime in recent history. 
It allowed reconciliation to emerge in Southeast Asia. For 
almost a generation, it diminished great power competition 
in the sub region. In the end, few would doubt that we have 
all been better off without the Indochina wars. 

The jury is still out on the second question. When the Paris 
deal was done, the world was looking for solutions. Most 
countries wanted peace and were prepared to put political 
energy into peacebuilding both between and within nations 
-a necessity increasingly recognized with tragedies such as 
those in the Balkans or Rwanda.  

Today, Australia’s emphasis (and here we are not alone) is 
less on finding solutions and more on preparing for conflict. 
But there remains some disposition - here and abroad - to 
explore the means of healing the outcomes of conflict, and, 
even better, of preventing it. It is time we all tried harder. 

John McCarthy AO is senior adviser to Asialink and Vice 
Chancellor’s Fellow, University of Melbourne. He is a former 
ambassador to the US and numerous Asian countries.

The 2nd Squadron, 11th Armored Cavalry, enters Snoul, 1970. Photo: US Army Center of Military History, Department of Defence
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Comedy and diplomacy share at least one important 
characteristic: timing is everything. And the Cambodia 
Peace agreements are a good example. Here was a 
complex problem at the intersection of the interests of 
the great powers, the major powers, and the region.

And there is little doubt that the melting of the pack ice of 
the Cold War was a key factor in finding a way forward. It 
opened up a space which had previously been closed by the 
rigidities of great power politics.

Others more expert on the issues are able to discuss the 
negotiations leading up to the Accords and the broader 
lessons to be drawn about peacebuilding. Here I want to focus 
on the continuing importance of Southeast Asia to Australia.

For an organisation like Asialink, dedicated to a closer 
Australian engagement with Asia, the Paris Accords raise the 
interesting question of how Australia was able to contribute to 
the resolution of what had looked like an intractable problem.

Successful stories of course have many authors, and this 
was no exception. But it is also the case that Australia played 
an outsized part in this particular success. It is a case study 
in what can be achieved through diplomacy that is focussed, 
nimble, open to change and adaptation, and well resourced. 
It is also an example of how idealism and realism can come 
together when the conditions are right and the political will 
is strong.

Cambodia was of course more than a regional issue, 
although the region was at its heart. For Australia, it is a 
reminder of why Southeast Asia matters, and why we should 
not lose our focus on it.

It is true that Australia’s strategic future is more likely to 
be shaped by the trajectory of US-China relations and 
developments in Northeast Asia rather than in Southeast 
Asia. But it is also the case that Southeast Asia is Australia’s 
strategic hinterland. Its internal stability and its external 
positioning are, and will remain, critical elements in Australia’s 
strategic peace of mind.

Today, we face the distinct possibility of a strategic fault 
line down the centre of our region. There are those who 
blithely say we are already in a new cold war as if the radical 
decoupling of the global economy or the risk of a cold war 
turning hot and nuclear was some incidental price to pay for 
facing up to the perceived challenges of a China that seems 

intent on recreating the Middle Kingdom and becoming the 
hegemon of the region.

Southeast Asia is at the geographic centre of this shifting 
strategic environment. It has no interest in a new cold war. It 
wants a region that is not forced to choose. It sees balance 
not hegemony as the best outcome.

Australia has its own perspective. We navigate the strategic 
currents of the region from the perspective of a US ally. We 
also do not want to be forced to choose between the US 
and China, but if choose we must our choice is clear. And in 
the meantime, we wish both to engage China and to be part 
of constraining China through a reshaped balance of power 
in the Indo Pacific.

Where Australia and ASEAN share common ground is in 
recognising that preventing a new cold war in the Indo 
Pacific should be among our highest diplomatic priorities. 
Indeed, I would put it at the top of the list.

When strategic tensions rise, our eyes tend to gravitate 
towards where we locate strategic weight. This means the 
US, China, Japan, Korea and increasingly India. The countries 
of Southeast Asia lag considerably behind in strategic 
weight, but they do possess geographic weight by virtue of 
their location across vital sea lanes and their maritime and 
mainland geography. This gives them strategic significance 
even if they lack strategic fire power.

The US and China are driven by their own compulsions. One is 
determined to retain its primacy. The other equally determined 
to displace the US as the hegemon of the region. The 
question is whether the tensions inherent in these competing 
strategic ambitions can be managed short of a new cold war.

There is nothing inevitable about a new cold war and much 
that is undesirable. How the strategic competition between 
the US and China plays out will depend largely on their 
internal stability, economic strength, quality of leadership, 
ability to adapt and strategic good judgement. All of those 
are open questions.

Now I share the view of my friend Bilahari Kausikan, that the 
idea of a new cold war is an intellectually lazy one not least 
because today we live in a global economy and the Soviet 
Union was never the largest trading partner of the majority of 
the world’s nations.

WHY SOUTHEAST ASIA 
MATTERS
By Peter Varghese AO
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But lazy ideas can still exert a firm grip on people who should know 
better, which makes the urgency of stopping short of a new cold 
war all the more important. Yes, we must prudently prepare for the 
possibility that we might fail in that endeavour, but that does not mean 
that we should simply drift or sleepwalk into a new version of the cold 
war, much less become its cheerleader. If the Paris Accords taught 
us anything it is that outcomes are rarely pre-determined and that 
diplomacy can have agency.

So let me conclude with this observation. The Paris Accords showed 
how Australia and the countries of Southeast Asia could work together 
at the end of the real cold war. Today our challenge is to work together to 
stop talking ourselves into a phony cold war.

Peter Varghese AO is the Chancellor of The University of Queensland, 
Chair of the Asialink Council, and former Secretary of the Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade.

US Ambassador, Charles Twining, an 
accomplished and highly respected 
veteran diplomat, fluent in French, 
Vietnamese and Khmer, Twining had 
previously served in Cambodia and 
Vietnam in the 1970s as a foreign 
service officer and studied insurgency 
under Indochina hands like Bernard 
Fall and Sir Robert Thompson. He 
was one of the first senior American 
diplomats to raise the alarm about the 
Khmer Rouge “Killing Fields.” Twining 
is seen here seated next to General 
Ke Kim Yan, commander of the 
Cambodian armed forces at a 1994 
handover of non-lethal US military 
equipment.

Mark Dodd

Photo: Mark Dodd Collection
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A DAUNTING MISSION
On 15 March 1992, Yasushi Akashi, 
the head of UNTAC, and Lt. Gen. 
John Sanderson, UNTAC force 
commander, arrived in Cambodia’s 
capital, Phnom Penh, to officially 
establish the UN mission. They 
entered a fractured and dangerous 
country. 

Cambodia was divided into territory 
controlled by four factions armed 
with more than 350,000 weapons 
and 80 million rounds of ammunition. 
The countryside was a patchwork of 
minefields – more than anywhere in  
the world.

The Maoist Khmer Rouge, responsible 
for the genocide of the Killing Fields, still 
held about 15 percent of Cambodian 
territory around Anlong Veng in the 
north, near the 12th century Angkor Wat 
temple complex, and along the western 
border, centred on Pailin.

UNTAC’s leaders faced a mammoth 
array of tasks – disarm and canton 
the warring groups; establish civil 
administration over areas as diverse 
as foreign affairs, national defence, 
finance, public security, justice, and 
information; and pave the way for the 
mission’s ultimate goal of free and fair 
elections in a little more than a year. 
It was the first time the UN had taken 
over the running of an entire country.

Security was one of the first 
priorities. Sanderson’s 16,000-strong 
international force was headquartered 
in Phnom Penh and the country was 
divided into sectors allocated to 
UNTAC’s national battalions. The UN 
estimated the armed forces of the 
Cambodian political factions numbered 
200,000, with another 250,000 militia 
scattered among villages.

In these areas, Sanderson and his 
regional commanders had to perform 
a piece of military-diplomatic ballet – 
the sequenced containment of forces 
of the official Cambodian People’s 
Armed Forces (CPAF), the forces of 
the Khmer Rouge Party of Democratic 
Kampuchea (PDK), the National Army 
of Democratic Kampuchea (NADK), 
the Khmer People’s Liberation Front 
(KPNLF), the Khmer People’s National 
Liberation Armed Forces (KPNLAF), 
and the National Army of Independent 
Kampuchea (ANKI). 

Maintaining the peace among this 
acronym-rich jumble of belligerents 
was a precondition of, first, bringing 
back 360,000 refugees, two-thirds 
of whom had been camped for years 
on the Thai-Cambodian border, and, 
secondly, staging elections in May 
1993. 

Whatever the failings of UNTAC, 90 
percent those who registered turned 
out to vote in a mostly clean election. It 
was an extraordinary victory in the face 
of daunting odds.

Donald Greenlees
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CAMBODIA: A HISTORY 
OF OPPRESSION

DECOLONISATION AND 
INDEPENDENCE
1945 – End of World War Two and 
Japanese wartime occupation.

1946 – France resumes rule of Cambodia 
as a protectorate. Cambodians allowed 
to form political parties under a new 
constitution. Start of a Communist 
insurgency against French rule.

1953 – The country gains independence 
as the Kingdom of Cambodia.

1965 – King Sihanouk severs relations with 
the US and allows North Vietnam to set up 
bases inside Cambodia to operate against 
the US-backed government in South 
Vietnam.

1969 – US begins a secret bombing 
campaign against North Vietnamese 
forces and their Viet Cong allies in 
Cambodia.

1970 – Sihanouk overthrown in coup 
by Prime Minister Lon Nol. Country 
proclaimed the Khmer Republic and army 
deployed to fight the North Vietnamese 
in Cambodia. Sihanouk enters exile in 
China and throws support behind the 
communist Khmer Rouge guerrilla front 
against the government. The Cambodian 
army gradually loses ground to North 
Vietnamese and KR guerrillas.

DIPLOMATIC STALEMATE
1981 – Following elections won by the 
pro-Vietnamese Kampuchean People’s 
Revolutionary Party, the international 
community refuses to recognise the 
new government. Cambodia’s seat at 
the United Nations is occupied by a 
government-in-exile that includes the 
Khmer Rouge and Sihanouk.

1983 – A Labor Government led by Bob 
Hawke takes power in Australia. Hawke 
asks Foreign Minister Bill Hayden to find a 
solution to Cambodia. Hawke reckons that 
an initiative to seek a political settlement 
to Cambodia can stall a diplomatically 
controversial push by the Labor Party to 
resume aid to Vietnam.

1985 – Hun Sen becomes prime minister. 
Cambodia is plagued by guerrilla warfare. 
Hundreds of thousands become refugees.

1985–1986 – Attempts by Hayden and other 
regional players to secure an international 
agreement on the fate of Cambodia flounder 
amid internal differences in Southeast Asia 
and Cold War great power rivalries.

1988 – Gareth Evans appointed Foreign 
Minister after Hayden leaves parliament to 
become Governor General.

1988–1989 – Jakarta Informal Meetings of 
four Cambodian political factions and key 
regional players launched to breathe life 
into peace proposals and secure an end to 
Vietnamese occupation. The JIM process 
is helpful, but inconclusive.

REIGN OF TERROR
1975 – Khmer Rouge led by Pol Pot defeat 
Lon Nol government and occupy Phnom 
Penh. Sihanouk is installed as head of 
state. The KR hauntingly declares this “Year 
Zero” and starts the systematic torture 
and killing of perceived enemies, including 
almost all intellectuals and their families. The 
population of Phnom Penh and other major 
centres are forced into the countryside 
as agricultural laborers. Amid widespread 
hunger and suffering, many Cambodians 
flee to neighbouring countries. The death 
toll under the KR reign of terror is estimated 
at 1.5 to 2 million in the following three years.

1976 – The country is re-named Democratic 
Kampuchea. Sihanouk resigns. Khieu 
Samphan is appointed head of state and 
Saloth Sar, known as Pol Pot, is prime 
minister.

1977 – Fighting breaks out on the border 
with Vietnam following KR incursions, in 
which civilians were killed.

1978 – Vietnamese forces invade and 
rapidly prevail against weaker KR forces.

1979 January – Vietnamese forces 
take Phnom Penh. Pol Pot and Khmer 
Rouge forces flee to the border region 
with Thailand. The People’s Republic of 
Kampuchea is established. The Killing 
Fields terror comes to an end, but Vietnam 
faces widespread criticism, and a long 
diplomatic impasse begins over the future 
of Cambodia.

1945 – 1970 1975 – 1979 1981 – 1989

Images: Natalie Sambhi
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PEACE MOVES
1989 – Vietnam announces plan to 
withdraw troops in January and follows 
through with this commitment in 
September. Hun Sen seeks to attract 
foreign investment by abandoning 
socialism. The country is re-named the 
State of Cambodia. Buddhism is  
re-established as the state religion.

The Soviet Union begins to collapse with 
the crumbling of communist control over 
eastern Europe symbolised by the fall of the 
Berlin Wall in November. The year spells the 
beginning of the end of the Cold War

1989 July – First Paris International 
Conference on Cambodia (PICC) is 
convened, co-chaired by Indonesia and 
France. The conference adjourns without 
reaching a settlement.

1989 November – Evans describes 
the outline of a peace initiative in the 
Australian Senate in which the United 
Nations would be given a key role in civil 
administration during a transition period. 
UN peacekeepers would monitor a 
ceasefire while the UN conducted national 
elections.

1990 – The five permanent members 
of the Security Council back the idea 
of a UN-led peace process during 
consultations on Cambodia. The Australian 
proposals subsequently are fleshed out 
in meetings with key stakeholders and 
are presented to a meeting in Jakarta as 
Cambodia: An Australian Peace Proposal, 
which became known as the ‘Red Book’.

1991 – Despite months of difficult 
negotiations, the Agreements on the 
Comprehensive Political Settlement of 
the Cambodia Conflict are signed at a 
conference of 19 nations in Paris on  
23 October. 

1992 – The UN Transitional Authority 
(UNTAC) and a 15,900-strong 
peacekeeping mission are officially 
deployed on 15 March to prepare for free 
and fair elections. The civil administration 
is headed by Secretary General’s Special 
Representative Yasushi Akashi and 
the military component by Australian 
Lieutenant General John Sanderson.

ELECTIONS
1993 – General elections are held from 
23-27 May that see a 90 percent turnout. 
The royalist FUNCINPEC party win the most 
seats followed by Hun Sen’s Cambodian 
People’s Party (CPP). 

With Hun Sen refusing to acknowledge 
defeat, a fragile three-party coalition is 
formed with FUNCINPEC’s Prince Norodom 
Ranariddh as first prime minister and Hun 
Sen as second prime minister. 

The monarchy is restored, Sihanouk 
becomes king again. The country is re-
named the Kingdom of Cambodia. 

1994 – Thousands of Khmer Rouge 
guerrillas surrender in government amnesty.

COUP AND REWIND
1997 – Hun Sen mounts a coup against 
the prime minister, Prince Ranariddh, in 
July and replaces him with Ung Huot. The 
coup attracts international condemnation. 

1998 – Prince Ranariddh is tried in 
absentia and found guilty of arms 
smuggling but is pardoned by the king. 

1998 – Pol Pot dies in his jungle hideout 
in April. 

1998 – Elections in July are won by 
Hun Sen’s CPP, amid intimidation and 
harassment of political rivals and voters. A 
coalition is formed between the CPP and 
FUNCINPEC. Hun Sen becomes prime 
minister. Ranariddh is appointed president 
of the National Assembly.

The victory secures Hun Sen’s firm grip 
on government, which continues to the 
present day as one of the longest reigns 
as head of government. 

2007 – Most senior surviving Khmer 
Rouge member, Nuon Chea – “Brother 
Number Two” – is arrested and charged in 
September with crimes against humanity. 

2009 – Former Khmer Rouge leader 
Kaing Guek Eav known as Duch goes 
on trial in an international tribunal in 
Cambodia on charges of presiding over 
the murder and torture of thousands of 
people as head of the notorious Tuol Sleng 
prison camp. 

2012 – Former king, Norodom Sihanouk, 
89, dies of a heart attack in October. 

2014 – A UN-backed court in Cambodia 
in August sentences two senior Khmer 
Rouge leaders to life in prison for their 
role in the terror that swept the country in 
the 1970s. The two, second-in-command 
Nuon Chea, and the former head of state 
Khieu Samphan, are the first top Khmer 
Rouge figures to be jailed. 

2018 – National elections on 29 July see 
Hun Sen re-elected in a landslide – the 
CCP wins all 125 seats in the national 
assembly. But with no credible opposition 
allowed to contest the poll, the result is 
dismissed by the international community 
as a sham.

1989 – 1992 1993 – 1994 1997 – 2014
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On 5 March 1983 the Australian Labor Party won 
government. Its hugely popular new prime minister, 
Bob Hawke, called to his office the new foreign 
minister, Bill Hayden, and tasked him with no less 
than seeking a solution to the conflict in Cambodia. 
This was a daunting challenge. Global and regional 
geostrategic situations were militantly against any 
compromise outcome.

Why did Hawke give this to Hayden as a priority task?  
There are a number of reasons.

First, Vietnam and Cambodia had been bitter domestic 
issues in Australian politics both within and between the 
Liberal Party and National Party coalition, and the Labor 
Party. Hawke reflected his party’s sentiment in a moral 
commitment to make amends for Australia’s participation in 
what had been a disaster for Vietnam and a catastrophe for 
Cambodia.

Second, Hawke placed great importance on our relationship 
with the United States which remained bitter about its 
defeat, which we shared, in Vietnam. He knew that to 
implement Labor’s strong policy to resume aid immediately 
to Vietnam, and to withdraw our support for the Khmer 
Rouge occupying Cambodia’s seat at the United Nations, 
would be seen by the US as a deeply hostile act at the start 
of his prime ministership. Moreover, the ASEAN members 
were united in strongly opposing the Vietnamese-installed 
regime in power in Phnom Penh. Thailand was the frontline 
state, bordering as it did on Cambodia, and concerned by 
the close presence of Vietnamese armed forces, which they 
rightly deeply feared. 

And then there were China and the Soviet Union, at that 
time at loggerheads. Vietnam had chosen the Soviet Union 
as its major supporter to the immense chagrin of China, 
which felt threatened by the Soviet Union to the north, and a 
Soviet Union-backed Vietnam to the south. It had sought to 
teach Vietnam a lesson in 1979 and had been quickly driven 
back. This was the early days of the Reagan presidency, 
during which US-Soviet relations had reached new levels of 
antagonism.

By tasking Hayden with seeking a solution to the Cambodian 
problem, Hawke could argue that we could not renew aid to 
Vietnam or withdraw support for the KR occupying the UN 
seat if we were to be trusted negotiators by the key players. 
The Labor Party accepted this.

Undaunted, Hayden, to whom I was chief of staff at the time, 
set off to Manila for the ASEAN Plus meeting. He put forward 
his proposals in broad terms, which were greeted with an 
unwelcoming silence. The US secretary of state, George 
Schultz, then pushed back hard on Hayden. He concluded 
by saying to Hayden that anyone who put forward ideas for 
negotiations of this kind, ‘Well, that’s just stoopid.’ Hayden 
responded that what had been really stupid was the Vietnam 
War and the bombing of Cambodia. Things did not go well 
after that.

Still, Hayden persisted. In 1984, he put forward a six-
point plan and continued his efforts. That plan called 
for an end to Vietnam’s isolation, a phased withdrawal 
of Vietnamese forces from Cambodia matched by 
measures to prevent Pol Pot and his forces from returning 
to power, self-determination for the Cambodian people, 
the creation of conditions to allow the peaceful return of 
displaced Cambodians, the acceptance by all parties of a 
neutral, independent and non-aligned Cambodia, and the 
normalisation of relations between Vietnam, ASEAN, China 
and the west.

It came to an end in 1985 when Hayden went to Ho Chi 
Minh City and held discussions with Hun Sen, the foreign 
minister of the Vietnamese-backed regime in Phnom Penh. 
That was the final straw for Thailand whose foreign minister 
Siddhi told Hayden, it was time to choose between Vietnam 
and ASEAN. Hayden knew he had no choice and ceased his 
efforts.

In 1988, Hayden became Australia’s governor-general and, in 
September, Senator Gareth Evans became foreign minister. 
Evans embarked afresh on the search for a settlement. 
With his ferocious work ethic, meticulous drafting skills and 
the close relationships he quickly formed in the region and 
more broadly, particularly with Indonesian foreign minister Ali 
Alitas, he was a significant participant in a major international 
conference on Cambodia held in Paris in July-August 1989. 

THE ORIGINS AND EXECUTION OF 
THE CAMBODIAN PEACE DEAL
By Michael Costello AO
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The conference made some progress, but a number of 
crucial issues remained unresolved. Most serious was 
the inability to reach agreement on who should form 
the government administration while a ceasefire was 
implemented and an election held. The proposal for an 
interim administration of all four Cambodian forces was 
rejected by Hun Sen, who had risen to prime minister of 
the State of Cambodia (SOC), and by Vietnam and the 
Soviet Union. It could never have been accepted because 
effectively the SOC would have been a minority of 1 to 3 on 
every issue.

I became involved at this point for the second time. I have 
been asked to focus on my role, which was one part of 
a wide-ranging national and regional process eventually 
drawing in the Permanent Five members of the UN Security 
Council.

After the failure of the 1989 Paris Conference, it became 
clear that the Australian Labor Party was not going to refrain 
for much longer from insisting on the resumption of aid to 
Vietnam and opposing the KR’s continued occupation of the 
Cambodian seat at the UN.

Senator Evans had begun to float the idea of an enhanced 
role for the UN in the administration of Cambodia. I was 
tasked to visit Hanoi and try out our idea with Nguyen Co 
Thach, the foreign minister of Vietnam, whom I had met on 
an earlier visit with Bill Hayden.

That meeting took place on 12 December 1989. In summary, 
he said much that was encouraging about Senator Evans’ 
ideas, especially the desirability of a role for the UN in 
the interim administration of Cambodia. I also canvassed 
with him an idea for a Supreme National Council (SNC) 
which would be the symbolic embodiment of the unity 
and sovereignty of Cambodia. He said I needed to go to 
Cambodia and talk to Hun Sen. After a preliminary meeting 
in Hanoi with Hun Sen’s assistant foreign minister Sok An, I 
went to Phnom Penh. 

At the end of our meetings, Hun Sen had made new 
commitments: First, the UN would not just monitor elections; 
it would actually conduct them; second, the UN would be 
responsible for the International Control Commission (ICC), 
which would enforce the cessation of external military 
assistance and the ceasefire; third, he was open to a 
Supreme National Council; and crucially, fourth, he accepted 
that the UN would have a role in the interim administration of 
Cambodia while elections were held.

The outcome of these discussions with Hun Sen was the 
basic blueprint for all subsequent negotiations. 

Those negotiations seemed endless, with 
progress followed by backsliding, followed by 
a few steps forward, then a sudden hardening 
of positions. Prime minister Hawke and Senator 
Evans agreed I should go next to Beijing with the 
instruction that I should “follow my nose and see 
where it led me”. So, I did. 

Between 12 December and 19 January, with a break for 
Christmas, I visited 15 countries, some with multiple visits. 
In that time, I had 32 substantial meetings including with the 
Soviet Union, China, France, Indonesia, the US, and the P5. I 
pursued in detail how the interim administration might work. 
Perhaps the most crucial was the meeting in Beijing on 19 
December 1989, where then foreign minister Qian Qichen 
indicated that China agreed in broad principle. That is the 
moment I sensed this might all really be possible.

Senator Evans commissioned and oversaw in detail what 
came to be known as the Red Book, which was designed 
to demonstrate with great rigour how the proposal might be 
implemented. It covered all aspects of the settlement. This 
document provided the basis for the work of the ‘Informal 
Meeting on Cambodia’ held in Jakarta in February 1990, to 
which Australia was invited as a ‘resource delegation’.

My own involvement continued at the Jakarta meeting and on 
through 1990 and 1991. During that time, I made multiple visits 
to the primary players, particular to Hanoi and Phnom Penh, 
but also to Bangkok, Beijing and, on one occasion, to North 
Korea where Prince Norodom Sihanouk at that time resided. 

NAA: A6180, 19/8/91/10. NAA: A6180, 27/2/85/17. NAA: A6180, 19/8/91/10. Three key 
players on both sides: (left to right) prime minister Paul Keating and Son Sann 1992; 
Bill Hayden, foreign minister between 1983 and 1988, with Prince Sihanouk; Gareth 
Evans meets Prince Ranariddh in Canberra 1991.
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Understandably, there was hard bargaining on the very 
difficult issues of a ceasefire and military demobilisation, 
endless back and forth on the composition of the Supreme 
National Council and, above all, argument over the nature of 
the UN’s role in the interim administration of Cambodia. 

Then an unexpected new problem arose. It related to the 
UN mandated military response in 1991 to Iraq’s invasion 
and occupation of Kuwait. Saddam Hussein’s army was 
rapidly overwhelmed by Allied forces. Hun Sen and Thach 
took genuine fright at this. Did it mean that a UN mandated 
force in Cambodia might do the same to the SOC forces? 
This may seem paranoid to us now, but given Vietnam’s and 
Cambodia’s recent experience, perhaps understandable. 
Eventually they came to accept the totally different rationale 
between the two cases. 

Pressure grew on all parties. The then Soviet Union 
announced on 12 March 1991 an aid cut of 80 percent to Hun 
Sen. On 9 April, the Americans offered Vietnam a roadmap 
to normalisation of their relationship. On 24-26 June, the 
Supreme National Council (SNC) met under Sihanouk for 
the first time, followed on 17 July by a meeting of the SNC 
in Beijing. In September 1991, Beijing announced cessation 
of military aid to the Khmer Rouge. On 23 October, at a 
diplomatic conference in Paris, the Agreements on the 
Comprehensive Political Settlement of the Cambodia 
Conflict were signed. After a difficult two years implementing 
the settlement, including the holding of free and fair elections 
for the first time in Cambodia on 23-28 May 1993, a new 
government was formed on 29 October. On 23 November, 
UN forces left Cambodia. 

So what is there to learn from all this? The most important 
lesson perhaps is that what became possible from 1989 on 
was not possible in 1983. The global geostrategic situation 
was transformed with dramatic changes in US-Soviet 
relations, the improvement in Sino-Soviet relations, growing 

global horror at the deeds of the Khmer Rouge, and the 
easing of the pressure on Thailand after Vietnam withdrew 
its troops from Cambodia.

For our part, we never tried to be more than an ideas 
generator, a resource and a facilitator, albeit a vigorous 
version of facilitation. I never spoke to the press after my 
meetings beyond saying that I was reporting to my minister. 
I told every interlocutor that anything they told me, I would 
tell all other parties – and I did. We also spoke very directly 
and honestly and made sure that we listened very carefully 
and actually heard clearly what others had to say. We 
showed respect and we earned trust, without which nothing 
succeeds. What was really crucial in this whole exercise 
was that on my first visit to see Thach, I was able to tell him 
that the US had told me to tell him that if Vietnam and Hun 
Sen were cooperative, the US was now ready to normalise 
relations, in both political and economic terms.

Finally, what made our effort so potent was that our whole 
diplomatic network, driven by Senator Evans, showed an 
ability to rapidly formulate not just generalisations, but to 
do the hard graft of drafting complex ideas into workable 
actions. For a country like Australia, which does not have 
the military might or wealth to force outcomes, we have to 
persuade. It’s called diplomacy.

My part in the Cambodia story and in diplomacy came to an 
end for a period after the Paris Peace Accords were signed, 
when I was appointed to the position of secretary of the 
Department of Industrial Relations. I did return, however, as 
secretary of DFAT between 1993 and 1996.

Michael Costello AO is the former secretary of the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. He served as one of 
Australia’s key negotiators on the Cambodia peace process.

NAA: A6180, 1/3/85/16. Bob Hawke and Prince Norodom Sihanouk in a jovial mood before the peace 1985
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Prince Norodom Sihanouk is seen 
here in 1991, shortly after his return 
from self-imposed exile in China. 
Having resigned as head of the 
Cambodian resistance movement, he 
agreed to serve as president of the 
Supreme National Council, an UNTAC-
supervised body comprising the 
country’s four warring factions. 

During the interregnum pending 
national elections, the Paris 
agreements established the all-faction 
Supreme National Council with 
Prince Norodom Sihanouk as its 
president. The former monarch was 
unquestionably the most credible 
purveyor of Cambodian national 
identity, having led the country’s bid 
for independence from France, finally 
secured in 1953.

No one else could have held the role.

Sihanouk’s joyous 1991 return to 
Cambodia from 20 years exile was 
one of the most anticipated events 
preceding the arrival of UNTAC. 
Thousands of excited Cambodians 
gathered at Pochentong Airport to see 
the 69-year-old Prince emerge from 
his Chinese jetliner.

Sihanouk, famed for his high-pitched 
and entertaining expositions on global 
affairs, had varied interests that some 
US diplomats noted were not normally 
associated with a serious political 
figure. Those other interests including 
filmmaking. He had produced more 
than 50 titles, often with himself in a 
starring role. He enjoyed the trappings 
of palace life, hosting parties, concerts 
and gala occasions for visiting 
diplomats, including film nights.

But Sihanouk was a keen supporter of 
a free media. Daily news reports were 
carefully scanned by the palace for any 
perceived inaccuracies, which would 
inevitably invite a “Mise du Point” 
clarification from His Royal Highness.

Sihanouk chaffed at the expectations 
he should maintain neutrality as 
putative head of state during the 
UN transition. In late 1991, he tried to 
forge an alliance between the royalist 
FUNCINPEC party led by his son 
Prince Ranariddh and the Hun Sen 
Government with the aim of sidelining 
not just the Khmer Rouge but also 
the Paris accords, a blatantly political 
move in contravention of his SNC role, 
meddling which attracted the ire and 
frustration of UNTAC’s planners.

Mark Dodd

Photo: Mark Dodd Collection
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It is hard to overemphasise the importance of the 
1991 Paris Accords, which brought lasting peace to 
Cambodia after more than twenty years of being 
ravaged successively by massive US bombing during 
the Vietnam war, civil war, genocidal terror, invasion by 
the Vietnamese, and then by civil war again. 

All of which– above all the horrific Khmer Rouge genocide 
of the mid 1970s – caused the deaths of some two million 
Cambodians and destroyed the life opportunities of many 
millions more. 

Australians can remain proud of the role we played in 
achieving that peace. We initiated the diplomatic strategy 
that, after many failed previous attempts, finally worked: 
essentially by identifying an unprecedentedly hands-on 
role for the United Nations in the governance of the country 
during the transition, which gave China a face-saving way of 
withdrawing its support for the Khmer Rouge. We engaged 
in some relentlessly intense diplomacy with all the relevant 
players – internally, regionally and globally – to sell that 
strategy. And the detailed 155-page blueprint we prepared 
for the crucial Jakarta Informal Meeting of February 1990 
– the ‘Red Book’ – was the foundation on which all the 
subsequent negotiations built, and around which the Paris 
Peace Agreements were designed. 

I cannot over-emphasise the skill, professionalism and 
commitment of the Foreign Affairs departmental team – 
led by Deputy Secretary Michael Costello, a master-class 
diplomatic performance – in making all this happen. Nor 
can I over-emphasise how critical throughout was the 
role of Indonesia and its then Foreign Minister Ali Alatas, 
as co-chair of the Paris Process: not only in recognising 
the breakthrough potential of the Australian proposal, and 
working closely with us in developing it, but in driving the 
whole subsequent negotiating process, in which the Security 
Council P5 liked to see themselves as the key players, with 
extraordinary ability and tenacity.

.What should also be a matter of great Australian pride was 
Lieutenant General John Sanderson’s leadership of the 
UNTAC military mission during the critical, and very stressful, 
1991-93 transition period. His skill, judgement, and strength 
of character, not least his capacity to stiffen the backs of his 
civilian counterparts – when they did eventually arrive on the 
ground – was crucial to that mission’s success.

But, as I said when representing Australia at the Paris signing 
ceremony in 1991, 

“Peace and Freedom are not prizes, which, 
once gained, can never be lost. They must be 
won again each day. Their foundations must 
be sunk deep into the bedrock of political 
stability, economic prosperity and above all, the 
observance of human rights.” 

Sadly, the truth of that observation has been borne out 
repeatedly over the past three decades. The international 
community brought peace to Cambodia, and with it 
some overdue national economic development. But as to 
democracy and human rights – the other two core elements 
of the Paris Agreements, and on which the Paris blueprint 
was equally clear and detailed – we have to acknowledge 
that the record has been one of almost complete failure.

A foretaste of things to come came with Hun Sen’s refusal 
to accept his defeat at the UN supervised election in 1993, 
insisting on a power-sharing arrangement which the 
international community did not resist, as in retrospect we 
certainly should have – although it has to be acknowledged 
that the limp acquiescence of the royalist victors in their own 
emasculation did not help matters. Since then, there has 
been systematic suppression of any movement towards 
a mature democracy, with repression of free speech and 
assembly, the arrest of many human rights activists who 
have tried to speak out for fundamental freedoms, the 
banning of the major opposition party and the persecution 
of its leaders, and periodic resort to outright murderous 
violence when the leadership has felt itself seriously 
threatened. And corruption is endemic, ranked by the World 
Bank in the globe’s worst 10 percent, which has not helped 
to redress high levels of poverty and serious continuing 
inequality.

THE LESSONS FOR PEACEMAKING 
AND PEACE BUILDING
Professor the Hon Gareth Evans AC QC
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TOP: Happier times: Gareth Evans and Hun Sen seated on the steps of Angkor Wat with their wives, Prof. Merran Anderson Evans, former pro vice-chancellor of Monash 
University, and Lok Chumteav Dr Bun Rany Hun Sen. Photo: Serge Corrieras, Courtesy of the Mark Dodd Collection.

BELOW: Gareth Evans had a deep affection for Cambodia and a close relationship with the Prime Minister of the State of Cambodia (SOC), Hun Sen, who in those days 
referred to the Australian Foreign Minister as “brother”. A December 1991 official visit to the fabled Angkor temple complex was given top billing by the SOC and included a 
then rare sightseeing excursion to the 10th century temples with Hun Sen acting as tour guide. The personal rapport between the two was evident and the subject of much 
diplomatic chatter and speculation in Phnom Penh.

For Evans, the visit evoked memories of his student backpacking days through Asia. But to some the warm and relaxed exchanges also conveyed a political message: they 
signalled that Australia, unlike the US, was prepared to deal directly with the Vietnamese-installed SOC. For Hun Sen, the Evans visit to Cambodia was a personal triumph, 
providing informal recognition of his government by a leading party to the peace process. Still, Evans was there to convey to Hun Sen the importance of his government 
respecting the Paris peace agreements, which the UN would soon arrive to implement – a point history has proved to be a valid concern. 

Behind the scenes, the Cambodian PM went to great lengths to ensure the safety of his Australian guest. The SOC organised a tank escort for an Evans-requested side visit 
to Banteay Srei (Women’s Temple), a pristine 10th century temple that had escaped the ravages of looters and war, 25 kilometres northeast of the main Angkor complex, on 
a road frequently attacked by Khmer Rouge guerrillas.

Mark Dodd

Photos: Mark Dodd Collection
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The Lessons of Peacemaking 
So what lessons can we learn from both the successes and 
failures of our Cambodian enterprise? For present purposes 
I will focus just on Cambodia-type cases, those involving 
conflict within rather than between states. And in doing so 
I will draw not just on my Cambodian experience but many 
subsequent years of engagement with these issues at the 
International Crisis Group and elsewhere.

Serious internal conflicts recur in our region and beyond 
-- with Myanmar the starkest current regional example. And 
they cry out not only for effective peacemaking diplomacy, 
but strong subsequent institutional peacebuilding to 
consolidate the gains made, prevent the recurrence of 
deadly conflict, and ensure that hard-won freedoms are 
genuinely enjoyed.

The first lesson I would emphasise is that 
successful peacemaking requires the 
commitment of serious diplomatic resources, 
both in quality and quantity, at whatever level is 
most likely to bring success – through the United 
Nations, through a regional organisation, through 
particular governments, or sometimes through 
second-track or unofficial mechanisms.

In every case, the need is for personnel with a combination 
of excellent political, negotiation, leadership and 
management skills combined with a superabundance of 
optimism, creativity, persistence, patience and stamina. 

In Australia, all those qualities were there in abundance 
with the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade team 
during the Cambodian peace process, but I am not so sure 
we have the same capacity now. While I know there are 
many hugely capable officers still within the system at all 
levels, their morale and confidence have for too many years 
taken a battering from poor resourcing, over reliance by 
political leaders on advice from the defence and intelligence 
establishment, and lack of respect for independent 
diplomatic judgment. Unless and until these trends are 
quickly reversed, I am not as confident as I once was that we 
could again play a major peace-brokering role.

There was also abundant skill and creativity evident in Ali 
Alatas and his Indonesian team, and in several of the other 
key Southeast Asian players, not least Vietnam’s Nguyen 
Co Thach and Hun Sen himself in Cambodia, who were 
shrewd and constructive when it mattered most. In future 
regional peace diplomacy, Indonesia is always going to be 
the indispensable ASEAN player, with some other individual 
states playing potentially important supporting roles, but 
whether ASEAN itself as a collective entity, and as now 
constituted, can play that role is another question. 

ASEAN remains hugely important for its role in maintaining 
interstate peace among its historically very quarrelsome 
members, which would alone justify its existence, and as an 
organisation for economic and technical cooperation. But it 
has shown itself to be completely incapable of maintaining 
any kind of discipline over its members when it comes 
to internal conflict, democracy and human rights issues. 
Myanmar is just the most recent example. Maybe the recent 
decision to refuse summit attendance to the coup leader Min 
Aung Hlaing is signalling some new steeliness, but on all past 
evidence – notwithstanding the great efforts of those like 
Marty Natalegawa to change the organisation’s culture – we 
should not be holding our breath.

Second, successful peace negotiating requires a 
willingness to work with all the players that matter, 
however ugly their behaviour may have been. 

The success of the Cambodian peace process, which 
Australia initiated, depended partly on us being prepared to 
talk face to face with the leadership of the Khmer Rouge: not 
an experience that I can, to this day, recall without shuddering, 
but a necessary one. As my relentlessly realist US Secretary 
of State colleague Jim Baker used to say ‘You negotiate 
peace with your enemies, not your friends’. But it’s a lesson the 
United States itself took a long time to learn in Iran (and then 
promptly unlearned again under Trump), and still has to learn 
in the case of organisations like Hamas in Palestine. 

Third, the terms of any accord, and in particular the method 
of its enforcement and implementation, must be sufficiently 
resilient to deal with spoilers – those who, whether they 
originally buy into the settlement or not, seek to undermine 
or overturn it. That has been a constant problem in most of 
the peace settlements in Africa and elsewhere that have not 
held, or which remain incomplete. In Cambodia the Khmer 
Rouge were successfully stared down when they walked 
away from the Paris Agreement, but it was a very close-run 
thing. At least since the UN Brahimi Report in 2000, blue-
helmet peacekeeping missions have been armed with much 
better mandates to respond to violent spoilers, although 
those mandates have not always been accompanied by the 
resources and operational effectiveness their execution  
has required. 

Fourth, any peace accord must deal in one way or another 
with all the fundamentals of the dispute: all the issues which 
will have to be resolved if normality is to return. I don’t think the 
Paris Peace Agreements, unlike many others, were at fault in 
this respect. They made quite comprehensive provision for free 
and fair elections and human rights protections, which were to 
a large if not complete extent subsequently embodied in the 
country’s constitution. The fault was not in the design but the 
execution: the problem here lay with the rapid erosion of any 
internal commitment to support those principles and the lack of 
any international will to try to enforce them. 
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Gareth Evans and Prince Ranariddh at a 1991 press conference in Canberra. 25



Fifth, any successful peace accord must get the balance 
right between peace and justice. A soft truth and 
reconciliation process, as in South Africa, may be enough in 
some cases; in others sustainable peace will not be possible 
without significant retributive justice – the visible trial and 
punishment of those most guilty; in other cases again, 
people just want to move on, with no backward-looking 
process at all. What is clear is that the people of every 
country, whether it is Cambodia or Rwanda or anywhere 
else, have to resolve what works for them. Hun Sen’s foot-
dragging in bringing to justice even just the worst of the 
Khmer Rouge genocidaires, in the hybrid UN-Cambodian 
tribunal that was eventually established, has been widely 
criticised. But the public proceedings which did eventually 
take place were ultimately reasonably effective in getting 
the basic story told, the indefensible horror of it broadly 
understood, and community sentiment basically satisfied. 

The last requirement in my peacemaking list is that a 
peace accord, to be successful, must have the necessary 
degree of international support, with all the guarantees 
and commitment of resources that are necessary to make 
it stick. That support seemed to be there with the Paris 
Peace Agreements, with their 19 signatories, including 
all the major global and regional players, who committed 
themselves to “taking appropriate steps to ensure respect” 
for the Accord’s provisions in the event of their violation. But 
everyone seemed to regard the job as having been done, if 
not with the signing of the Agreements, then certainly with 
the peaceful conduct of the UN-administered 1993 election. 
It wasn’t. 

Despite the recurring attempts of activists to have the Paris 
Conference reconvened, there is no evident will on the 
part of the French and Indonesian co-chairs, or any other 
participants, with all their other preoccupations, to take 
that initiative. Nor is there much that could be done if the 
Conference were to reconvene, other than to refer issues 
back to the UN Security Council or Human Rights Council, 
which have shown themselves to be uninterested, impotent 
or both.

If effective pressure is going to be put on the Hun Sen 
regime to mend its authoritarian ways, it is going to have 
to happen primarily from within – from those brave legions 
of Cambodians who remain profoundly unhappy with the 
repression and misgovernance of the ruling regime – but 
with strong support from individual countries who are 
committed to decency (what I like to call good international 
citizenship) and have some capacity to apply effective 
pressure. Targeted individual sanctions against key regime 
members and their families – basically asset freezes and 
other financial restrictions, and visa bans – seem to be the 
most useful forms of such pressure. 

After dragging its feet for years, the Australian 
Government at last secured the passage in 
December of a ‘Magnitsky Act’ to make easier 
the application of such sanctions in human rights 
cases – following US, UK and Canada legislation, 
so named to honour the Russian dissident 
tortured and killed after exposing government 
corruption. It may be a triumph of hope over 
experience to believe that this will be applied with 
any vigour, but the Hun Sen government should 
be one of its first targets. 

Along with other major violators of universal human rights 
principles – and of negotiated peace agreements.

Post-conflict peacebuilding
Peacemaking is rarely over when it is over. If it is to be 
genuinely successful and sustainable, we have learned from 
decades of hard experience that it has to be accompanied 
by effective post-conflict peacebuilding – the building of 
institutional capability. and a culture of commitment to 
go with it, which will ensure that peace is sustainable, will 
build in protections against a recurrence of violence, and 
guarantee a decent and dignified life for all those who have 
been denied it. The end of the Khmer Rouge genocide and 
the final destruction of its warfighting capability did bring an 
end to the misery of Cambodia’s protracted conflicts, but 
peace was never the whole story, and its achievement was 
not the end of the story.

There has been generated since the Cambodian experience 
thirty years ago a huge body of literature on peacebuilding, 
and the management of transitions from war to peace, 
generating prescriptions – above all the absolute necessity 
to understand the culture of the societies within which one is 
operating – which it is impossible for me to here summarise 
in a way which would do justice to them. Let me just focus on 
two of the most important lessons Cambodia taught me, and 
which remain universally relevant today.

The first is that multiple objectives have to be pursued 
simultaneously. Physical security may always be the first 
priority, but it cannot be the only one, and rule of law 
and justice issues, and economic governance and anti-
corruption measures, deserve much higher priority than 
they have usually been given. Cambodia is as clear a case as 
one can find – although well matched by Afghanistan later 
on – of manifestly insufficient attention being paid, during 
the UNTAC transitional administration period, to the creation 
of an effective civil and criminal justice system (including an 
independent judiciary and well-managed police force) that 
would have a chance of curbing the corruption and human 
rights violations that later became endemic.
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The second big lesson, applicable in every peacebuilding 
context I can think of, is that it is necessary to commit the 
necessary resources, and sustain that commitment for 
as long as it takes. All intrusive peace operations need 
an exit strategy, if not an exit timetable, and one that is 
not just devoted to holding elections as soon as possible, 
as important as it obviously is to vest real authority and 
responsibility in the people of the country being rebuilt. 
Every situation has its own dynamic. But some of the worst 
peacebuilding mistakes of the past have had more to do 
with leaving too soon, or doing too little, than staying too 
long or doing too much. The cost of extended international 
administration must be set against the enormous financial, 
humanitarian, and external security costs of coping with a 
broken nation.

It was probably not realistic in Cambodia to imagine the 
full UNTAC administration being sustained much longer, 
given its scale and cost, and the internal parties’ pressure 
for it to leave, but the creation of effective and accountable 
governance mechanisms was in most areas a long way 
from complete, and to run for the door allowing Hun Sen 
to subvert the credibility of the first election, in the way the 
international players did, was in retrospect, as I have already 
said, a serious mistake. 

Staying the Course With R2P 
If I might offer one remaining message from my Cambodian 
experience, it is how crucially necessary it now is that the 
world not give up on ‘R2P’, the principle that states have a 
responsibility to protect populations at risk of mass atrocity 
crimes – genocide, ethnic cleansing, other crimes against 
humanity and major war crimes – with state sovereignty 
conferring no immunity against effective international action. 
This principle was unanimously endorsed by the world’s 
heads of state and government at the 2005 UN World 
Summit, finally recognising how indefensible their failure to 
act had been not only in the 1990s horror cases of Rwanda 
and Srebrenica, but above all in response to the Khmer 
Rouge genocide. Although R2P had not been thought of, let 
alone universally embraced, at the time of the Paris Peace 
Agreements, a certain collective sense of shame, that the 
international community had allowed Cambodia’s own 
Holocaust to happen, was undoubtedly part of the sub-text 
of the whole process.

R2P is currently struggling to maintain traction in the cases 
that matter most. As a general normative principle – that 
mass atrocity crimes perpetrated behind sovereign state 
borders are not just that state’s but the world’s business – 
its acceptance, as evidenced by annual General Assembly 
debates and scores of Security Council resolutions, is 
almost complete. But in in our own region, in particular, there 
remains a lingering tradition of deference at all costs to state 
sovereignty, and an attachment to realpolitik that would do 
Henry Kissinger proud (remembering his reported comment 
to then Thai Foreign Minister Chatichai in November 1975, six 
months after the Khmer Rouge had taken Phnom Penh: ‘Tell 
the Cambodians that we will be friends with them. They are 
murderous thugs but we won’t let that stand in our way.’).

As an effective preventive force, and as a catalyst for 
institutional change, R2P has had many identifiable 
successes. But as an effective reactive mechanism, when 
prevention has failed, the record – since the Libyan case 
ran off the rails in 2011 – has been manifestly poor, above 
all in Syria, but with Sri Lanka and Myanmar being clear 
recent examples closer to home. In the present international 
environment – with China and Russia now behaving as they 
are – it will be a long and difficult process to recreate any 
kind of Security Council consensus as to how to react to the 
hardest of cases.

Learning the biggest lesson of all from the Cambodian 
genocide – the need to make R2P genuinely effective 
– means above all mobilising the political will to make 
something actually happen when it must. For that to occur 
many arguments need to be effectively made to many 
different constituencies. But the most compelling argument 
– the one that spurred world leaders to accept the R2P norm 
in principle in 2005, and which will continue to be crucial in 
ensuring its practical implementation – remains the moral 
one, based simply on our common humanity: 

our duty to rise above the legacy of all those 
terrible failures in the past, to ensure that never 
again do any of us stand by, or pass by, in the face 
of mass atrocity crimes, and do everything in our 
power to redress their consequences.

The Hon. Gareth Evans AC QC was Australian foreign 
minister from 1988 to 1996.
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AFTER PARIS:  
IMPLEMENTING 
THE PEACE 
ACCORDS
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September 1992, Phnom Penh. All 
smiles here. Lieutenant General 
John Sanderson shakes hands with 
visiting French Secretary of State for 
Francophonie and External Cultural 
Relations, Catherine Tasca, while 
French Ambassador Phillipe Corte 
looks on. 

Relations between the French – the 
former colonial power – and the 
UNTAC command were sometimes 
strained. The responsibility of 
managing conflicting national priorities 
on the ground often fell to John 
Sanderson. 

An Army engineer by training, 
Sanderson saw active service in 
Southeast Asia, first as a troop 
commander in Malaysian Borneo 
during Indonesia’s Confrontation and 
later Vietnam. Following a stint as 
adviser to the UN Secretary General 
during UNTAC's planning phase, 
Sanderson became force commander 
with the rank of Lieutenant-General. 

His appointment had been opposed by 
Paris for several reasons, including his 
inability to speak French. By enrolling 
in an intensive French conversational 
language course Sanderson hoped to 
resolve the complaint, but he relied for 
translation mainly on the fluent French 
speaking ADF Lieutenant Colonel 
Damien Healy. There was another 
reason why the French opposed 
Sanderson's appointment, a fear it 
would provide a 'foot in the door' for 
US influence at a time when Paris was 
seeking to re-establish its historic role 
within Indochina.

Relations remained prickly, 
exacerbated by Sanderson's 
opposition to taking a tougher 
policy against the Khmer Rouge. 
His deputy, Major-General Michel 
Loridon, a veteran French airborne 
officer, favoured a more aggressive 
approach to insurgents in contrast 
to Sanderson's insistence that he 
wasn't going “to join in a shooting war” 
for which UNTAC had no mandate. 
Loridon estimated a UN forces 
counter-insurgency operation to 
smash the Khmer Rouge would have 
cost at most, 200 UN casualties while 
also signalling to the Phnom Penh 
regime that UNTAC meant business.

The issue of UNTAC’s mandate, 
governing the conditions under 
which it was authorised to use armed 
force, hung in the background of 
these differences. In a 23 July 1992 
interview in the Far Eastern Economic 
Review, Loridon had pressed his 
demand that UNTAC fight the Khmer 
Rouge following their refusal to 
disarm. Loridon was later dismissed 
by Paris and replaced by another 
senior French officer, Major-General 
Robert Rideau. It was extremely 
unlikely the UN Security Council would 
have countenanced a change in the 
mandate to one of enforcement. 
Even if the mandate were changed, 
it would have almost certainly led to 
Japan's withdrawal of its engineering 
peacekeepers given its pacifist 
constitution and other withdrawals by 
UNTAC troop contributors.

Mark Dodd

Photo: Mark Dodd Collection
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I was most fortunate to play a role in what I 
considered to be a very significant period in 
Australian diplomacy. In the late 1980s there was a 
growing realisation that Australia had to make its own 
way in Asia, the region in which we will be anchored 
forever. Our geography and our steadily changing 
demographics demanded recognition of this reality. 

Like most senior Australian soldiers of that era I had 
operational experience in South East Asia, including Borneo 
during the confrontation over the formation of Malaysia, and 
South Vietnam. As both a civil and a military engineer I had 
been involved at the civil–military interface in both places. 

I had been an instructor twice with the British Army – once 
at the Royal School of Military Engineering and, from 1976-
78, at the British army’s staff college, where I developed an 
extended program on peacekeeping and was part of a team 
that taught counter-terrorism and counter-revolutionary 
warfare. 

I tell you this to stress that I did not walk into Cambodia in late 
1991 without some comprehension of the complexity of the 
task. Indochina had been the focus of much of my strategic 
and tactical training throughout my career. The situation in 
Cambodia had been a source of regional concern ever since 
the end of the Vietnam war and there had been continuous 
high-level discussion about ways of stabilising the country. 

Almost immediately after the signing of the Paris 
agreements in October 1991 I was invited to join the military 
reconnaissance team entering Cambodia through Thailand 
to determine the nature of the military task that had been 
agreed in Paris. This multinational team was led by Major 
General Timothy Dibuama from Ghana, the military adviser 
to the UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali. It 
was generally understood that I was there as the future 
peacekeeping force commander. The military role included 
the establishment of a mixed military working group of the 
leaders of the main armed Cambodian political factions 
under the chairmanship of the force commander to 
coordinate the ceasefire process. 

We crossed the border into Cambodia in two separate 
places to meet with the military leaders of the two smaller 
factions – the National Army of Independent Kampuchea 
(ANKI), the Royalists’ military, and the Khmer People’s 
National Liberation Front (KPNLF), which was the remnants 
of the old Lon Nol regime that had overthrown Sihanouk in 
1970 with the help of the Americans. Both groups had made 
a reasonable attempt to let us know what we were up for 
in managing the ceasefire in their areas of control and the 
numbers of troops and weapons they would be handing 
over. I gained the impression that they were willing and 
cooperative but in very bad shape with crumbling command 
structures that would struggle to maintain troop discipline 
until sufficient UN forces were on the ground to help  
them do this. 

I was struck by the thought at the time that this might be a 
problem for all four factions as we got close to the planned 
election. The support bases for these two smaller factions, 
for example, were essentially in the refugee camps inside 
Thailand, about to be dispersed by the United Nations High 
Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) and at the mercy of the 
Thais. The leaders were planning on moving to Phnom Penh. 
They had very little to bargain with. 

On 21 November we flew to Phnom Penh where we were 
to meet the leaders of the State of Cambodia (SOC) and 
the Khmer Rouge - the two major factions. A UN Good 
Offices Mission, UNAMIC, was already on the ground to help 
maintain the ceasefire but their numbers were minimal. They 
were aided in this task by several newly established foreign 
diplomatic missions.

Two old Khmer Rouge leaders, Son Sen, the commander of 
the KR’s National Army of Democratic Kampuchea (NADK) 
and Khieu Samphan, the chairman of the state presidium 
of Democratic Kampuchea (PDK), were members of the 
new Supreme National Council of Cambodia and were bold 
enough to test the agreements by turning up in Phnom Penh 
and placing themselves in the hands of the UN and Hun Sen, 
who had been prime minister since 1985 under Vietnamese 
military occupation. Prince Norodom Sihanouk the former 
king and now co-chairman of the Supreme National Council 
had arrived the week before and, escorted by Hun Sen, had 
returned through the streets in his great white limousine to 
the palace from which he had been ousted in 1970. State 
television kept replaying his triumphal return, together with 
the old movies he had made throughout the 50’s and 60’s. 

COMMANDING UNTAC: 
THE GENERAL AS DIPLOMAT
By Lieutenant General John Sanderson AC

30  |  PEACE BUILDING IN CAMBODIA



I paint this picture to give you some sense of the excitement and 
volatility of the atmosphere in Phnom Penh. All the major players had 
turned up except the senior KR leaders, Pol Pot, Ieng Sary, and Nuon 
Chea, and their main field commanders, who were to remain remote 
from us for the rest of the mission. The atmosphere of reunion was 
mixed with one of foreboding. Thousands of displaced people had 
taken refuge in the city. The Cambodian people desperately wanted the 
UN to immediately take control but there was also an undercurrent of 
suspicion and distrust.

In the following week, I had the opportunity to see the dilapidated state 
of Cambodia’s infrastructure and the war-torn countryside. We also 
began looking at possible places to lodge headquarters and support 
staff in the city. Our main task was to meet the leaders of the armies of 
the two main factions and gain an idea of how they saw the task ahead. 

Initially, the Khmer Rouge as an organisation was the most cooperative 
and produced the most complete plan – despite the distance much 
of the top leadership kept from us. Even then, it was clear that they 
wanted to spread us out through the jungle in a way that would have 
given them a chance of avoiding scrutiny. As subtly as I could I let them 
know that we weren’t going to do this. 

KPNLF (Khmer Peoples’ National 
Liberation Front) leader Son Sann 
symbolically releases a dove of 
peace during the UNTAC supervised 
election campaign. By 1993 he was 
an ageing veteran of Cambodia’s 
turbulent political scene. A former 
prime minister (1967-68), Sann 
was an ardent anti-communist and 
leader of one of two non-communist 
resistance groups allied with the 
Khmer Rouge in common cause 
against the Vietnamese installed State 
of Cambodia led by Hun Sen.

Photo: Mark Dodd Collection
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More alarming was my meeting with the SOC prime 
minister on the 25 November. Hun Sen was interested in our 
experience with the factions to date but, looking straight at 
me, said, “the Cambodian people are making manifestations 
against the Khmer Rouge and I cannot deny them their 
human rights to do so.” 

My blood ran cold. Under the Paris agreements, 
Hun Sen was responsible for the security of us 
all within the territory his faction controlled. His 
statement did not augur well for the UN mission 
that was yet to be mandated by the Security 
Council. 

On the morning of the 27 November, there was a riot at 
the accommodation of the Khmer Rouge leadership, 
including explosions and gunfire, with television camera 
crews in attendance. Son Sen and Khieu Samphan, who 
was bleeding from a head wound, together with their 
assistants were loaded into armoured vehicles and driven 
to the airport and thence back into Thailand. This reinforced 
their later contentions that Phnom Penh was in the hands 
of the Vietnamese and the UN was proving powerless to 
do anything about it. This day, orchestrated as it was, thus 
set the tenor of the entire UNTAC mission and, I think, the 
governance of Cambodia to the present time.

I am relatively sure that most of the Cambodian people saw 
this for what it was and understood Hun Sen’s motives. While 
it was a clever move on his part, playing on the international 
sentiment that saw the Khmer Rouge as genocidal killers, we 
judged that most Cambodians understood that it was a play 
for power. The sole theme taken up by the political arm of 
the SOC, was that only they could save Cambodia from the 
dreaded Party of Democratic Kampuchea, the Khmer Rouge. 

The immediate problem was that without the Khmer Rouge 
leadership at the table there was no Supreme National 
Council and therefore no ceasefire or peace agreement. It is 
vital to understand that China remained the key supporter 
of the KR at this time. It is safe to say that those who didn’t 
want them included in the agreement in the first place would 
have considered it good riddance when they left but it was 
certainly not a good start to the ceasefire and our mission. 

When I left Phnom Penh two days later, I gave Major General 
Dibuama a written assessment emphasising two main 
points. First, the mission was going to require a much larger 
military component than the Australian-crafted Red Book 
suggested. Second the dilapidated state of the country’s 
infrastructure meant that we had to deploy a military 
engineering assessment and planning team into Cambodia 
very early so that the work required to lodge and support 
a major international mission could begin – long before the 
main body was to arrive. 

I was led to believe that I would be called to New York before 
Christmas to lead the planning. In anticipation of this I asked 
the UNAMIC observers to start looking at the cantonment 
sites proposed by the Khmer Rouge to test their suitability 
for our mission. This requirement was about to test the 
commitment of the Khmer Rouge. 

Planning In New York
After returning to Australia, I heard nothing from the UN 
while I watched in vain as the situation in Cambodia rapidly 
deteriorated. Fighting began in the countryside. To my alarm 
the response to my proposal to begin the engineering effort 
was a Security Council resolution to increase the size of 
UNAMIC by agreeing to a Thai Engineer Battalion restoring 
the road from Thailand into Cambodia and beginning the 
clearing of landmines. At face value this initiative by the 
Security Council was to facilitate the transfer of refugees 
from the border back into Cambodia but in reality, it betrayed 
the leanings of the UN at the time. The initiative ignored 
Thailand’s economic and political interests in western 
Cambodia where Thai companies were busy harvesting the 
timber and gems of the western districts.

I began to sense that the UN Secretariat was not an 
independent strategic organisation and was rather 
responding to short-term political pressures. Establishing 
a complex peacekeeping mission to match the resolutions 
of the Security Council did not seem to be accorded the 
appropriate priority. Fairly or unfairly, I was gaining the 
impression that the Secretariat was simply not up to the 
task. When Australian Lieutenant Colonel Russell Stuart was 
wounded by groundfire during a helicopter reconnaissance 
over the Anlong Veng in the north of Cambodia, trying to 
look at some of the proposed Khmer Rouge cantonment 
sites, the situation was obviously deteriorating rapidly. When 
I expressed this concern in Canberra it was decided that 
I should fly to New York without an invitation and, with the 
help of our UN diplomatic mission there, insinuate myself into 
the UN planning for Cambodia.

I was not made to feel welcome when I arrived in New 
York in late January 1992 until I was able to explain to the 
Under-Secretary-General (USG) for Peacekeeping, Marrack 
Goulding, that we was at risk of losing the entire agreement. 
Unless the international community were engaged more 
rapidly, we would lose momentum and have to deal with the 
resulting political chaos. The Cambodians had to be given 
the confidence that the UN was serious about turning the 
Paris agreements into reality. 

The USG seemed surprised by my negative view of what 
was going on, and then explained that the lack of progress 
on planning was due to UN politics. The Secretary-General’s 
choice for his Special Representative, Rafi Ahmed, who had 
been the UN representative throughout the negotiations, 
didn’t want to do the job on the ground in Cambodia, 
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preferring instead to do it from New York or Geneva. The 
situation was a shambles. It also became clear that none of 
the UN people associated with the negotiations were going 
to come to Cambodia with us.

The USG must have gone upstairs straight away because, 
almost immediately, I became the Secretary-General’s military 
adviser on Cambodia and was given approval to establish 
my planning team in the Secretariat. I began the process of 
establishing my bona fides with the permanent missions and 
coordinating the planning process. There were a number of 
Australian military officers in New York by this time, as well as 
military representatives from other nations to help. 

We got to work on preparing directives to potential 
contributors, telling them where their forces were going 
to be employed, how they should be prepared and the 
procedures that I would use to run the operation. The field 
operations branch of the UN under the direction of Hocine 
Medili, a very able Algerian logistics officer who was coming 
to Cambodia with us, could then get on with the process of 
developing the logistic support plan and costing the military 
part of the mission including getting national contributions 
into Cambodia and the necessary support the military would 
provide to the civilian components. 

To my relief, Yasushi Akashi, the Japanese Special 
Representative, was eventually appointed by Boutros-Ghali 
in early February. As an Under-Secretary-General himself, 
Akashi was familiar with the workings of the Secretariat. By 
the time he started we were well down the track of planning 
and costing the operation. Meanwhile, many of the civilian 
component leaders were still to be appointed. 

It is important to understand that that these problems were 
not the fault of the agreements. Thank God we had them. 
They provided the framework to get everyone on the same 
sheet of music. We were going to have a problem later when 
some of the factions were able to assert that we did not 
understand what had been agreed because none of us had 
been present at the negotiating table. But we were able to keep 
referring issues back to the Security Council to get reaffirming 
resolutions. That became the core part of our modus operandi.

On the 28 February, I sat in the Security Council chamber with 
Akashi when the Council approved our near $US 2 billion plan 
and gave us a formal mandate. The resolution provided the 
authority for contributing countries to do final preparations 
and start moving towards Cambodia. The UN budgets 
committee worked out the money and the United Nations 
Transition Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) was officially born.

Lt Col Russell Stuart, commander of the Australian Contingent, recovers in the Royal Thai Air Force Hospital, Bangkok, after surgery to remove a bullet lodged in his 
left arm. Another bullet passed through his right leg. Shot by Khmer Rouge on 26 February 1992, he became the first Australian soldier to be wounded in action since 
the Vietnam War.

Photo: Private collection
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The Beginning of UNTAC
By the time I got back to Cambodia in March 1992 I had been 
appointed as force commander with the rank of Lieutenant 
General with a military contingent eventually comprising 
about 16,000 troops that would form by far the largest 
portion of the 23,000-strong UNTAC mission. The force 
consisted of an army, a navy and an air force and enough 
observers of officer rank to gain some idea of what was 
really going on in the countryside and along the borders. 

The land force I had planned consisted of twelve large infantry 
groups based on a provincial structure to match the tasks of 
the civilian components and provide for their security and 
the separation and demobilisation of forces. In addition, there 
were a number of logistic support troops and an engineer 
brigade of more that 3,000 to deal with the mine problem 
and the infrastructure. A key element was an Australia-New 
Zealand communications unit of about 550 people that 
helped keep everyone together and pushed data around 
the countryside as we built up our intelligence picture and 
prepared the electoral rolls for the first time in Cambodia. 

Most of the force contingents were to come from Asia, with 
Indonesia making the largest contribution. The Permanent 
Five of the Security Council made contributions of various 
sizes and many countries joined a UN mission for the first 
time. These included both Germany and Japan preparing 
to go on operations outside their countries for the first time 
since WW2. Both China and India were strongly represented 

as were the other nations of the sub-continent. It was a 
powerful commitment from the international community, but 
it was going to take some time to assemble. 

It would be October 1992, a full year after the signing of 
the Paris agreements, before I had the complete force 
assembled in Cambodia. The idea of conducting an election 
by May 1992 was always out of the question given what the 
UN had on its plate and its organisational ability. We had to 
decide how we were going to hold it all together through 
a wet season and a fighting season until May 1993. The 
electoral component under the leadership of Professor 
Reg Austin from Zimbabwe and ably supported by Michael 
Maley from the Australian Electoral Commission, were able 
to shape the thinking and, thereby, the commitment to the 
needs of a free and fair election. They were writing the new 
electoral law for the country and developing the strategy and 
the process of registering Cambodians for the poll to come.

As part of the ceasefire process I decided, under some 
pressure, that we could begin the phase two separation and 
disarming of the armies on 12 June 1992. I stipulated the 
conditions that each faction would have to comply with for 
this to happen. Once their armies came into the cantonments 
and handed over their weapons we were responsible for the 
security of both. As far as the agreements were concerned, 
the elephant in the room was that this could involve fighting 
for something other than pure self-defence.

Khmer Rouge guerrillas. Well-armed by China and Thailand, the Khmer Rouge held about 10-15 percent of Cambodian territory in the lead up to the 1993 elections. They 
posed the most powerful military opposition to Hun Sen’s State of Cambodia and their weapons inventory included T-59 Chinese main battle tanks provided by their main 
patron Beijing. This undated image of a Khmer Rouge guerrilla commander and his wife was found among a cache of photos left in Ta Mok’s headquarters at Anlong Veng, 
following its capture by government forces.

Photo: Mark Dodd Collection

34  |  PEACE BUILDING IN CAMBODIA



After much desperate negotiation, to my surprise, the 
Khmer Rouge agreed to the date and the conditions. I had 
to declare the date and set the force we had for it. It was a 
big decision with international implications. The press build-
up was rapid and extravagant. Of course, the NADK never 
turned up. We had an inkling of this earlier in the Supreme 
National Council where they refused to accept both the 
electoral law and the rehabilitation plan, both on the grounds 
that Cambodia was inundated with Vietnamese, both military 
and civilian. The truth was that, without their army, the Khmer 
Rouge had little influence over the future of Cambodia.

This reluctance provided the opportunity for the other 
communist faction, the State of Cambodia, to keep their 
forces in the field and maintain the momentum of their 
internal security operations – against all factions – right 
through the rest of the mission. I kept explaining this 
implication to the Khmer Rouge. Given that the SOC were 
always the main threat to the peace process, UNTAC had 
to push on with the effort of getting the refugees back 
into Cambodia and developing all the conditions for a 
democratic election. We reorganised and trained to do this 
in an insecure environment. This was the main strategy for 
the UN to gain the confidence of the Cambodian people and 
undermine the stance of the intransigent factional leaders. 

While we played the game with the factions, 
the real role of the military component was to 
get behind both the resettlement and electoral 
processes, pushing as far as we could into the 
countryside around conflict areas while assuring 
the international community that we were 
maintaining the mandate. 

The saving grace in all of this was the fact that every faction 
was divided to some extent on the outcomes of the peace 
process. While it was clear that Pol Pot and his closer circle 
had thought that they could stretch the UN and remain intact 
throughout the process, it was also clear that Hun Sen and 
the leadership of his Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) never 
intended giving up the government of Cambodia. The truth 
was that they were the only faction that could stop us from 
operating if they wanted to. 

The core of the Khmer Rouge leadership had convinced 
themselves that the UN was going to run an election 
designed to leave the SOC in power. There may have been 
some justification for their suspicions but, in this instant, 
they were victims of their own propaganda. Long before the 
election in May 1993 we knew that Hun Sen and his party 
were going to lose. Fortunately, he didn’t know this until it 
was too late. By that time his power must have been under 
threat from within his own party. 

The attacks on other political parties picked up momentum 
as the penny dropped throughout Cambodia. This could only 
be described as political terrorism. Many people died and 
our attempts to stop this without taking over responsibility 
for internal security were risky. In our determination to 
defend the electoral process throughout the provinces we 
did have to fight some minor battles at company level – 
fortunately with few casualties.

Hun Sen always tells anyone who will listen that the UN is 
the worst thing that ever happened to Cambodia. He made 
a grave miscalculation about the popularity of his party and 
the courage of the Cambodian people. He really didn’t want 
them to have a free and fair election. Neither did the Khmer 
Rouge, nor probably Sihanouk for that matter – but that’s 
what they got. 

The first half of the requirement, the free and fair election 
was delivered. I think the international community was 
seriously divided on the outcome. Without the SOC in 
Government it looked to some like a recipe for instability 
and chaos. The second part of the requirement, a strong 
constitution, was an international failure. The Constituent 
Assembly came up with a constitution that was never going 
to work. 

We all know what has happened in the following years. The 
western border of Vietnam has been stabilised and Hun Sen 
has become the longest serving prime minister in ASEAN. 
He retains power by enhancing the wealth of a relatively 
small circle of trusted power brokers and provincial chiefs. 
Cambodia remains hugely vulnerable to the influence of 
outside capital, both national and multinational.

Whatever success the international community enjoyed with 
UNTAC is due to the steadfast commitment of thousands of 
young people who firmly believed they were in Cambodia 
to deliver to the Cambodian people an opportunity to free 
themselves of the terror and tyranny that had been their 
lot for a very long time. For most of us the outcome of the 
election with a 90 percent turnout was best described as 
euphoric and something that all those young people could 
tell their grandparents and grandchildren about with pride. 
That’s what I told them at the time anyway, and they believed 
me, primarily because I believed this myself. 

In my view the UN should have been able to build much 
more out of this success in Cambodia. 

Lieutenant General John Sanderson AC was force 
commander UNTAC 1992-93.
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ON a 1990 reporting trip to Cambodia, I was struck 
by the inequities of the US-led economic embargo 
against Southeast Asia’s most war-ravaged nation. 
Walking through the mould-streaked corridors of 
Phnom Penh’s main paediatric hospital, past mothers 
of sick infants and young dengue and malaria 
patients, a doctor guided me into bleak room filled 
with child amputees. The most recent admission was 
an 11-year girl, silently staring at the ceiling, a piece 
of shrapnel lodged in her forehead after stepping 
on a land mine near her village on the outskirts of 
Kompong Speu.

The parents had been told to expect the worst and they 
sat quietly by the bedside. The mother gently fanned 
her daughter in the still heat as she lapsed in and out 
consciousness. It was unlikely the girl would survive more 
than 48 hours. There was nothing the hospital or its staff 
could do. They lacked the expertise, instruments and 
medicine to remove the small metal shard – those lifesaving 
essentials were unobtainable due to the Western blockade.

I raised this case with Cambodia’s resident UN 
Development Programme representative, Rajiv 
Pillar, who listened and nodded in sympathy to my 
questions before he cut me off, reached over and 
switched off my tape recorder saying: “You are 
quite right, this should never have been allowed 
to happen.”

The sanctions – a redundant Cold War legacy – were self-
defeating. They barely affected Cambodia’s political elite, but 
rather demonstrated the chasm between high politics and 
the reality of life for the most vulnerable. Children were dying 
because they were deprived of access to basic medical 
care, like X-ray equipment.

For a journalist on the ground, and the average person in 
Cambodia, the Paris peace accords could not come soon 
enough – and we have the end of the Cold War to thank for 
that. Then, as now, the fate of smaller countries frequently 
hinged on the state of relations between the US, China,  
and Russia.

There had long been stirrings on both sides of politics in 
Canberra over the need to do something imaginative to 
solve the political, security, and humanitarian consequences 
of a failed Cambodia. In 1981, foreign minister Andrew 
Peacock, broke with the US, ASEAN and its supporters by 
withdrawing Australian recognition of Cambodia’s ousted 
government of Democratic Kampuchea, the formal name for 
the Khmer Rouge.

Following the election of Labor prime minister Bob Hawke in 
1983, foreign minister Bill Hayden unsuccessfully attempted 
formal reconciliation among the warring factions. There was 
talk among diplomats that he also supported Australian 
recognition of the Vietnamese-backed government. Given 
Australia’s later leadership role in UNTAC, Canberra’s 
decision to remain neutral was a good move but times were 
indeed changing.

A decade after Pol Pot’s “Killing Fields” reign of terror, 
Cambodia stood alone and isolated in a post-Cold War 
world. Comecon aid (former Eastern-bloc trade alliance) 
which accounted for an estimated 80 percent of the 
country’s annual budget had dried up. In the countryside, 
a resurgent Khmer Rouge and its two non-communist 
partners, the royalist FUNCINPEC faction and republican 
Khmer People’s National Liberation Front (KPNLF), were 
waging a destabilising guerrilla war against the authoritarian 
one-party State of Cambodia (SOC) led by Hun Sen.

The country was awash with weapons. In the Thai border 
refugee camps, a hand grenade could be bought for as little 
as 50 baht (20 cents). I recall an interview with the outgoing 
Russian ambassador who told me with some pride that 
while Phnom Penh’s treasury was exhausted a partial down 
payment of several tonnes of prized Kampot pepper was 
received in exchange for one urgent arms shipment.

Renewed civil war and mounting international efforts to 
find a solution led to the reopening in 1991 of the Reuters 
news bureau, which had closed in April 1975 when the KR 
took Phnom Penh and launched its reign with the chilling 
declaration of “Year Zero”. Reuters last correspondent was 
the famed Australian combat cameraman Neil Davis, so I had 
big shoes to fill when our office in Room 205 of the Pailin 
Hotel opened for business.

“YOU ARE QUITE RIGHT, THIS SHOULD 
NEVER HAVE BEEN ALLOWED TO HAPPEN”
By Mark Dodd
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CHONG KNEAS MASSACRE (photo depicts ethnic Vietnamese woman in shock just hours after the massacre by Khmer Rouge. pic by Dodd). 

In March 1993, a Khmer Rouge raiding party attacked the floating village of Chong Kneas on Tonle Sap Lake killing 36 ethnic Vietnamese fisherfolk including women and 
children. It was the worst single attack targeting ethnic Vietnamese by the communist insurgents, part of a campaign of terror designed to disrupt the UN election timetable.

A UN investigation found one reason for the high casualty toll was a UNTAC requirement that the population surrender unlicensed firearms in the lead-up to elections in 
May. Whatever its good intentions, the UN law was passed with little thought about its practical implementation in a country awash with illicit weapons stemming from 
decades of civil war. For the fisherfolk of the Chong Kneas floating village, it meant they had no weapons to defend themselves when the Khmer Rouge attacked.

UNTAC force commander, Lt General John Sanderson, defended the blue beret’s role in not retaliating against the Khmer Rouge, telling the Phnom Penh Post newspaper two 
days after the attack that his soldiers were on a peacekeeping mission and not an internal security mission, but the killings were a stain on UNTACs record and a failure of its 
responsibility to protect civilians. 

The Chong Kneas massacre proved the last straw for many Vietnamese, who fled in their thousands across the border despite having lived and worked peacefully for 
decades alongside their Khmer counterparts.

Mark Dodd

Photo: Mark Dodd Collection
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Reuters was not the first wire service to open. Agence 
France Press (AFP) had been operating for several years, 
served by its Hanoi based correspondent before they 
moved into a stately old villa in Phnom Penh. United Press 
International (UPI) represented by Australian Sue Downie 
preceded me by a couple of months before Associated 
Press arrived in late 1991. When UNTAC arrived, they would 
issue more than 700 individual media accreditations.

In fact, the pink UN media pass was so desirable, and 
credentials so hard to police, good quality forgeries could 
be bought for 200 baht ($5.00) in the Bangkok backpacker 
district of Khaosarn Rd. More than a few travellers were 
able to enter Cambodia and hop a free ride on a UN 
MOVECON approved flight. I know because I confronted one 
embarrassed German backpacker couple on a flight to Siem 
Reap, where they admitted they wanted to visit the fabled 
Angkor temples.

Before the arrival of UNTAC, Cambodia was a challenging 
country in which to operate as a journalist. Electricity was 
rationed and power, when it was available, was frequently 
pilfered. Hardly anyone except government officials could 
afford to own a motor vehicle. A lucky few had small 
second-hand motorcycles imported from Vietnam and 
Singapore, but most Khmer used bicycles for transport or 
the ubiquitous ‘Cyclopusse’ (rickshaw).

 Restaurants were few and menus even more spartan. The 
ground floor Pailin bistro was something of an institution 
humming at lunch time to the chatter of NGO staff evenly 
demarcated between a majority faction of French-speaking 
aid providers and an increasing number of Australians from 
the JANGOO (Joint Australian NGO Office) alliance led by 
senior diplomat Lyndall McLean.

In this international hubbub, Aussie English might have 
struggled to compete with French, but Australian influence 
was on the rise. In its heyday, it was a festive scene of chatter 
between resident aid workers, journalists and the odd 
diplomat, dinning on the restaurant’s sparse menu. A bottle 
of Comecon-subsidised Bulgarian Cabernet Sauvignon 
cost $2.00, a soda au citron et a la lime about 50 cents, an 
acceptable accompaniment to ‘poulet grille et frites’ and 
side salad. Gritty pink coloured rice was best avoided, as 
was a visit to the kitchen where food was prepared in giant 
grimy vats perched over charcoal fires, a sight one Reuters 
colleague, likened to the witches’ scene in Macbeth.

Among the small throng of journalists, dinner would usually 
be at Chez Lipp, opposite Calmette Hospital, before a cyclo 
ride home along darkened streets lulled by the reassuring 
swish of rubber tyres over steamy rain-soaked bitumen. A 
curfew was in place but seldom enforced.

On the eve of the UNTAC deployment, reminders of the 
war were never far away. Before a hangar collapsed in a 
tropical storm destroying in one night the entire Cambodian 
Peoples Air Force fleet of about half a dozen ageing MiG 
21s, occasional single aircraft sorties would be mounted. 
A frequent target was a Khmer Rouge base near Phnom 
Aural in the eastern Cardoman Mountains from where the 
KR could threaten the key town of Kompong Speu, which 
flanked the southern approach to the capital. At the time, 
I thought the noise of a jet flying over Phnom Penh served 
as much as a morale booster to the city’s residents as any 
military purpose.

It was a matter of pride for the government that train 
services were maintained to the southern port of Kompong 
Som (Sihanoukville) and Pursat in the northwest despite 
frequent ambushes and sabotage. A special unit of heavily 
armed railway militia provided onboard security. Passengers 
could also get discount tickets if they chose to ride on the 
two mine-clearing flat-bed rail cars attached to the front of 
the ageing French locomotive.

Occasionally you might meet members of the feared 
‘Nokabul Proyut’ (police commandos), specially trained 
in counter insurgency. They were an all-volunteer unit 
also known by the designation A3 and came under the 
command of a Hun Sen rival, Interior Minister Chea Sim. 
The A3 had a formidable reputation for reverse engineering 
Khmer Rouge tactics, which was not surprising given that 
many were themselves former insurgents.

A measure of their effectiveness was revealed at 
the 1991 Cambodia peace talks held in the Thai 
‘sex and sin’ resort of Pattaya when the head 
of the Khmer Rouge delegation insisted on the 
demobilisation of A3 as a precondition to the 
signing of any peace agreement.

The imminent signing of the Paris peace agreements 
spurred desperate last minute military action by all sides 
anxious to consolidate territorial gains. Central Kompong 
Thom was attacked by a combined force of royalists and 
Khmer Rouge. By chance I was at Phnom Penh railway 
station one morning and encountered a platoon of regional 
force soldiers just returned from fighting there.

Speaking through an interpreter, in this instance a female 
foreign ministry official, I asked one young soldier if his unit 
had captured any Khmer Rouge. His answer was overheard 
by an officer who promptly closed the conversation. As 
we walked away, my guide explained that the junior soldier 
confirmed his outfit had captured seven Khmer Rouge and 
after a brief interrogation promptly shot them, a reminder 
that atrocities were committed by all sides.
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Welcome to Cambodia. Qantas stewardess, Julie Foster, from Sydney chats with an Australian airfield guard, Corporal Mark Legg assigned to a security detail following the 
arrival of a Qantas 767 at Pochentong Airport. The aircraft was carrying Australian troops who would form part of the Australian contribution to UNTAC. Photo: Australian 
Defence Force, Mark Dodd collection.

1991, Phnom Penh Paediatric Hospital. A young Cambodian mother fans her sick daughter in a malarial coma. The hospital lacked basic medicine and equipment because 
of a US imposed economic embargo made worse by the collapse of the Soviet Union. Photo: Mark Dodd
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In October 1991, all warring parties signed the Cambodian 
peace agreement giving the UNTAC unprecedented powers 
to uphold a shaky ceasefire, canton tens of thousands of 
troops and their weapons, organise national elections, 
oversee key government ministries, remove (if necessary) 
senior officials from office, repatriate 360,000 refugees, 
manage a devastated economy, and run its own nationwide 
media, nothing short of an ambitious nation building project. 
How successful was the mission?

There were failures and lessons for the future. There was the 
infamous 1992 ‘bamboo pole incident’ when UNTAC Force 
Commander Lt. Gen. John Sanderson and UN Secretary 
General’s Special Representative Yasushi Akashi were 
prevented from leaving the Khmer Rouge zone by two 
barefoot insurgents, manning a bamboo pole checkpoint. 
Publicised around the world, the symbolism was crushing. 
For the KR, it demonstrated that UNTAC was a ‘toothless 
tiger’, despite its formidable strength.

Although the refugee repatriation effort was deemed a 
success, the subsequent resettlement was shambolic given 
competition for farmland and the problem of uncleared 
minefields in one of the most heavily mined countries in  
the world.

UNTAC also failed to enforce the cantonment of 27,000 KR, 
and their subsequent boycott of the peace process and 
elections ensured strongman Hun Sen’s 126,000-strong army 
(and 200,000 militia) would opt out of this crucial element of 
the peace accords too. It proved that political power does 
indeed grow out of the barrel of a gun when an unfavourable – 
to the SOC – ballot result was announced in May 1993. 

But the Paris accords delivered a comprehensive political 
solution that would end decades of grinding conflict 
and turmoil. UNTAC allowed Cambodia to adopt a new 
Constitution and a vibrant free press. For the first time, a UN 
special prosecutor was appointed - Brisbane barrister Mark 
Plunkett - whose job it was to investigate major human rights 
crimes that threatened the election. This legacy influenced 
future UN missions, including East Timor, signalling that the 
establishment of the rule of law is critical to the success of any 
peace operation. In the end, the UNTAC-supervised elections 
were a stunning success with 90 percent voter turnout. They 
unquestionably marked the beginning of the end for the 
Khmer Rouge and its genocidal leadership, while setting the 
start of a long-awaited path to national reconciliation.

Mark Dodd was Phnom Penh bureau chief for the Reuters 
news agency and worked in Cambodia from 1991-1995. He 
holds master’s degrees in International Relations and Special 
Operations and Irregular Warfare.

UN Photo/J. Bleibtreu. A French soldier serving with UNTAC examines the weapon of a Khmer Rouge soldier in KR-held territory 1992.
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UN Photo/Pernaca Sudhakaran. Buddhist monks rally outside the Constituent Assembly Building as newly elected members hold their first meeting following the elections.
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THE LEGACY 
OF THE PARIS 
ACCORDS FOR 
CAMBODIA AND 
ASEAN
A UN soldier from the Indonesian battalion guarding the entrance to UNTAC Headquarters in Phnom Penh. September 1992.

Credit: UN Photo/Pernaca Sudhakaran
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Indonesia played a significant role 
in the Cambodia peace process 
by helping to broker the peace 
agreements and in deploying a crack 
Marine battalion to serve as part of 
Lieutenant General John Sanderson’s 
16,000-strong peacekeeping force. 
The 503rd Battalion was one of the 
first to deploy in the country; its troops 
announcing their presence with a 
mass martial arts display in Phnom 
Penh, which left a very favourable 
impression with Cambodian 
onlookers.

Indobatt or the Garuda Contingent, 
as it was called, served in the restive 
central province of Kompong Thom 
and as garrison guards securing 
the sprawling UNTAC headquarters 
complex in Phnom Penh. Mumblings 
from UNTAC HQ that the Indonesians 
had become “too friendly” with local 
Khmer Rouge were put to rest when 
those ties proved valuable in securing 
the release of six UN peacekeepers, 
three British, two Filipinos and a New 
Zealander, arrested by the insurgents 
during a botched reconnaissance 
mission in December 1992.

Villagers in Stung Treng Province, in 
Northeast Cambodia, spoke highly 
of the Indonesians especially their 
contribution to the local economy in 
one of the country’s poorest provinces. 
Indonesian quartermasters would 
frequently buy ‘meat off the hoof’ from 
the local market, in addition to poultry 
and vegetables, a practice unthinkable 
for Australian troops governed by 
strict military health regulations, yet 
culturally appropriate for Indonesian 
soldiers, many of whom came from 
rural backgrounds and who despite 
their Muslim religion found much 
in common with the predominantly 
Buddhist and animist, rural Khmer.

An Indonesian friendship 
monument in Kompong Thom today 
commemorates the role of the 3,957 
Garuda Contingent peacekeepers 
who served in Cambodia throughout 
1992-93 in addition to Jakarta’s 
well-documented part in the peace 
process.

Mark Dodd
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The Paris peace agreements enabled a lasting 
peace in Cambodia, saving countless lives during a 
horrendous period in the nation’s history. Every life 
saved is a precious one, and therefore whatever else 
may be said in favour of the Paris agreements, this 
aspect is the most important one. 

Others, especially those focused on the United Nations 
may wish to reference lessons learned by drawing from 
the experience of the Transitional Authority in Cambodia 
(UNTAC) as an example of UN engagement in a post-
conflict situation. Since then, the UN has been engaged in 
similar situations elsewhere, such as Timor Leste, no doubt 
drawing lessons from the Cambodia experience. From 
my perspective, there are three points to make about the 
importance of the Paris peace agreements.

Cambodia Peace Process as a Key Juncture in 
Formation of ASEAN
The first is how the peace process – I refer to the process 
rather than necessarily the agreement itself – enabled 
or made possible the transformation in Southeast Asia’s 
geopolitical dynamics and of intra-Southeast Asia relations. 
Prior to the peace process and peace agreement, Southeast 
Asia was divided between ASEAN member states and non-
ASEAN member states. 

ASEAN itself was described as a bulwark to contain 
the ever-widening threat of the supposedly monolithic 
communist threat. But I think the Cambodian peace process, 
the Paris peace agreements, and the developments since, 
have enabled the achievement of the ASEAN 10, with 
all Southeast Asian states under the same roof, with the 
exception of Timor Leste. For us in the region, if we were 
to look and think about these things, the Paris agreements 
would be an important juncture, a key point, which changed 
the dynamics of intra Southeast Asian relations. 

Second, and somewhat related to it, the Paris peace 
agreements remind countries of the region, Southeast 
Asian countries in particular, of our capacity to manage our 
own region’s affairs. And concurrently, how the divisions 
Southeast Asian countries experienced before actually 
weaken the resilience of the region. Division provides 
incentives and possibilities for external interference, for lack 
of a better term, or at least imposition of external geopolitical 
interests onto a pre-existing regional situation.

I think the Paris peace agreements is important, not only in 
facilitating the ASEAN 10, but also in reminding Southeast 
Asian states that if they get their house in order, if they’re 
able to communicate and promote regional resilience, then 
they have some sort of chance of managing the region’s 
affairs. And, of course, part and parcel of that could be the 
ability to manage the interaction with non-regional states in 
Southeast Asia. 

Third, post-Paris peace agreements, ASEAN started to 
speak of regional resilience. It then became more confident 
and spoke of ASEAN centrality and of ASEAN in the driver’s 
seat. This type of lexicon, and these types of ideas, were 
made possible by the Paris Peace Agreement. It permitted 
the countries of Southeast Asia, working together in 
ASEAN, to not only manage their internal and regional 
affairs, but also position themselves to manage the region’s 
common issues, such as security and stability. 

Before I identify some lessons learned, I’d like to make a 
couple of very general points that might seem obvious but 
are worth emphasising as qualifications even so. 

Lesson from Cambodia is not One-Size-Fits-All
It ought to be remembered there is no one size fits all in 
diplomacy. While we draw lessons from past experience, 
they must be qualified by the unique nature of each 
situation. Furthermore, we must be aware of the specific 
characteristics of each country when we try to supplant 
lessons from the past. This applies especially when we 
speak of internal political changes; Cambodia was not 
alone in Southeast Asia in experiencing upheaval. Indonesia 
endured its own difficult democratic transformation, coupled 
with challenges in Timor Leste, Aceh, and other parts of the 
country. The same can be said of the travails of Thailand 
and Myanmar. So, whatever lessons one draws from the 
Paris peace agreements they have to be qualified with the 
recognition of this factor.

THE PARIS ACCORDS: STRENGTHENING 
ASIA THROUGH DIPLOMACY
By Dr. Marty Natalegawa
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Peacemaking is an ongoing process and not a neat 
continuum 
A second general observation is that peacemaking and 
post-conflict peacebuilding are not a neat continuum. It’s not 
as if these processes take place back-to-back. 

When Gareth Evans refers, in a different context, to the need 
for continued efforts and perseverance to lock in whatever 
peace has been achieved, I am reminded that confidence-
building, conflict prevention, conflict resolution, and post-
conflict peacebuilding are all part of a dynamic process. 
There will be ups and downs and vacillation. Therefore, there 
is a need to ensure that it is a multi-dimensional, multi-sector 
effort. It requires constant nurturing and the investment of 
effort. It cannot simply be enacted by signing an agreement.

The Importance of National Ownership over Peace 
Processes
With those general qualifications out of the way, one lesson 
I want to stress is the importance of national ownership 
or national participation. Notwithstanding the importance 
of goodwill and good intentions at the regional and global 
levels, all such efforts only find traction and sustenance if 
there is a sense of national ownership and participation, a 
national stake in the entire process. 

We have seen recent examples, for instance in Afghanistan, 
where decades long efforts by practically the entire 
international community very quickly unravel. There needs to 
be an allowance at a national level for countries to find their 
own way. To make little mistakes themselves, rather than 
huge ones where everyone leaves and moves onto the next 
crisis. 

There is certainly something to be said to ensure that at 
the national level everyone is invested in it, has a degree of 
ownership and sense of participation in the process. I’m sure 
others have raised this point, that when we speak of peace 
it is not only about absence of conflict, but also the human 
rights dimension, respect for democratic principles. These 
are the types of things that require national ownership, the 
strengthening of national institutions, and the capacity and 
willingness to support and defend those institutions when 
challenges arise. So, I will say again that the importance of 
national ownership and participation is one lesson learned.

The Need for National, Regional and Global 
Synergy
Having said that, another lesson I want to emphasise is the 
need for national, regional and global synergy. All these 
levels must be in sync. It is not sufficient to just have national 
ownership and consensus. If the region is in disarray and 
if global interests are divided, they may impose their own 
geopolitical influences on the national setting, and rupture 
whatever fragile national consensus there may be. 

Therefore, national regional and global synergy becomes 
extremely important. The Paris Agreement in many respects 
was the highest culmination of such synergy, from a number 
of bilateral nexuses in Southeast Asia. Then we also have 
the regional efforts through the Jakarta Informal Meetings, 
as well as Australia’s (and Gareth Evans’s own) engagement. 
It took all these different levels to be in sync for the Paris 
Peace Agreement to be reached. If one of these levels 
or ingredients was missing, I’m sure we would not have 
achieved the type of results that we eventually did.

Need for ASEAN to Develop Capacities to Resolve 
Internal/Domestic Issues
This goes to a point Gareth Evans has made about ASEAN’s 
role – and I’m as disappointed as he is by ASEANs recent 
underwhelming management of the internal-external nexus. 
To be honest, when we draw lessons from Cambodia, from 
Timor Leste, the Southern Philippines, Southern Thailand, 
and all these other internal situations, we are reminded of 
how much work ASEAN still has to do.

If we don’t have the capability to deal with internal conflicts 
ourselves, then whenever they do arise, they can quickly 
become regional or global crises, and engage the highest 
level, meaning United Nations and the Security Council. 
Therefore, even from a realist viewpoint, it is important for 
ASEAN to develop the capability to manage our internal affairs. 

To underwrite and provide an anchor for that, we developed 
the notion of the ASEAN political and security community. 
Not only is ASEAN an economic community, but it is also 
a political and security community, dealing with issues 
including traditional and non-traditional challenges like 
human rights and democracy.

ASEAN has developed all sorts of institutional mechanisms 
in this area, such as the ASEAN Intergovernmental 
Commission on Human Rights and the ASEAN Institute for 
Peace and Reconciliation; both promising on paper, however 
they need to be empowered and made use of. This is where 
we have been lacking – the readiness of some ASEAN 
states to actually empower and utilise the very instruments 
they have created, leaving institutions either dormant or 
underutilised. Overcoming this requires leadership. 

Traditionally, Indonesia has tried to play this role, for example 
in Cambodia and the Southern Philippines, when dealing 
with the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) and Moro 
Islamic Liberation Front (MILF). Unfortunately, the problem 
of Myanmar has been with ASEAN for far too long. I have a 
feeling we wouldn’t be where we are today in Myanmar, if in 
recent years ASEAN hadn’t ignored developments on the 
ground there. 
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Importance of the Efficacy of Diplomacy
Finally, I’d like to reaffirm the value of diplomacy. It is vital 
that all capitals in our region invest in diplomatic capacity 
to be able to manage crises. My main observation about 
these issues is that nowadays diplomacy is being practiced 
in a somewhat different environment. It is complicated by 
phenomena like social media, which can sensationalise and 
publicise issues, where sometimes diplomacy of the kind we 
saw in Cambodia requires quiet and informal approaches. 
I’m not sure to what extent the current generation of 
leadership, both regional and elsewhere, has the discipline 
and humility to keep on with the hard work away from public 
accolade and the limelight. Sometimes I see these efforts 
being made, but concurrently there are tweets being sent 
out saying “here I am, I’m important and doing all these 
things.” I’m not sure if that actually makes for effective 
diplomacy, where give and take is extremely important. 
If everything is done in the full glare of the public, then 
sometimes countries end up in a dead-end situation taking a 
position they don’t actually want to take. 

Diplomacy is extremely important, yet there is a deficit at 
the moment, and it is not confined to the region. Messages 
are being relayed by means other than words. They’re 
communicated by means such as military deployment and 
by public proclamation. Though some may deem it old-
fashioned, diplomacy must always be placed at the forefront.

Dr. Marty Natalegawa served as foreign minister of the 
Republic of Indonesia from 2009 to 2014. 

Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali (right) meeting with President Suharto of Indonesia in New York in 1992

Credit: UN Photo/Michos Tzovaras
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For my generation in the Singapore foreign service, 
working on Cambodia after the Vietnamese invasion 
in 1979 was a defining experience. Almost all of us 
at some stage worked on Cambodia in one way or 
another. This is where we learnt our trade, and often we 
learnt by making it up as we went along. What I’m going 
to tell you is not history, but my personal experience 
of a very small slice of this period in history. It is a very 
Singaporean point of view.

Working on Cambodia we learnt some harsh realities about 
diplomacy. Diplomacy was not always about making yourself 
pleasant and agreeable, it was fundamentally about getting 
your way. Preferably, that was achieved by being pleasant and 
agreeable, however, if necessary, by any means that worked. 

Our discussion of Cambodia focuses on diplomacy. 
However, we must not forget what happened on the 
battlefield in resisting the Vietnamese occupation of 
Cambodia. Without at least a minimum level of resistance, I 
do not think that diplomacy would have worked very well. 

Even in terms of the diplomacy of Cambodia, it was not 
normal diplomacy all the time, at least not for us in the 
ASEAN countries. Although we didn’t realise it at the time, 
Cambodia was a relatively small event in the grand scheme 
of the endgame of the Cold War. Cold war diplomacy, 
particularly in the Non-Aligned Movement, was, to call things 
by their proper name, sometimes a thug’s game.

I’ll give you just one example. In 1979, when the Vietnamese 
invaded Cambodia, I was a grad student in New York, 
wondering what they hell I was doing trying to complete 
a PhD. However, 18 months later I was back in Singapore 
as a very junior member of our foreign service. Three or 
four months after I joined – as one of the greenest of desk 
officers – I was summoned in the company of one of our 
deputy directors to see the Permanent Secretary. We were 
told that in little more than a week, the Red Cross would hold 
its 24th international conference in Manila. For some reason, 
whether through sheer carelessness or some Machiavellian 
design we could not fathom, the Philippines Red Cross had 
invited the Heng Samrin Red Cross to represent Kampuchea, 
as Cambodia was then known. Samrin was the head of the 
regime which Vietnam had installed after its invasion.

“Stop them attending,” we were instructed. 

“How?” we asked.

“You’ll figure something out,” was the reply. 

“Can we have a few more officers to help?”

“No, we have no one to spare.”

In fact, the Singapore foreign service was then very tiny, 
the entire political division in headquarters was less than 
20 people, and I’m being a bit generous when I say 20, it 
was probably less. So, we resigned ourselves to our fate, 
only to have our Permanent Secretary call us back. He said, 
“regardless of whether you fail or succeed in what you’re 
supposed to do, Singapore’s bilateral relationship with the 
Philippines has to be preserved”. 

We hastily joined the Singapore Red Cross, because this 
was a non-governmental conference diplomats were not 
invited to attend. Our Red Cross wasn’t very happy having 
their arms twisted to get two strange characters in their 
midst. They acquiesced and off we flew to Manila, and we 
hadn’t a clue what to do. No other ASEAN country had 
bothered to send diplomats, even though we had asked 
for help. We did not know if they even knew or cared that 
the Vietnamese installed Heng Samrin regime would be 
represented. Other members of the Singapore delegation 
to the conference – the real Red Cross members as it were 
– wanted nothing to do with the two of us. We were so 
obviously not their type.

Desperate situations call for desperate measures and we 
split our mighty forces of two. My older colleague asked 
to see the President of the International Committee of the 
Red Cross, while I asked for a call of the President of the 
Assembly of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. 
Both these gentlemen were very senior both in rank and 
age, and there was no reason they should have received two 
obscure characters like us. They were kind enough to do so; 
we repaid their kindness by threatening them. We brushed 
aside their explanation that the Red Cross was humanitarian 
and non-political, that at least we already knew. We 
nevertheless demanded that the Heng Samrin Red Cross be 
disinvited, and if they came to Manila we would, regretfully 
but surely, wreck their conference. 

A LONG HISTORY OF NEGOTIATING 
THE FATE OF CAMBODIA
By Bilahari Kausikan PJG PPA(E) PBS
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Frankly, we had absolutely no idea how to actually carry 
out the threat. Nobody, not the Singapore delegation, and 
not any other delegation – ASEAN, Chinese, American, or 
Australian – would have lifted a finger to help us. Because 
they were all real Red Cross types. The Presidents of the 
ICRC and Assembly surely knew this, but somehow our 
threats worked. The Heng Samrin Red Cross delegation 
did not attend as planned. Why it worked I still do not know, 
perhaps it was because the very incongruity of these two 
characters led some credibility to our threats, and the Red 
Cross decided not to risk it with their invitation.

I tell this story for two reasons. First, it is to give 
you something of the flavour of the very different 
times. And this was only a stark example of the 
shenanigans that went on all the time in the  
Non-Aligned Movement and behind the scenes in 
the UN to get up the vote and so on. So, as I said 
earlier, diplomacy isn’t just about being nice.

Secondly, and more importantly, it illustrates some realities 
of ASEAN and ASEAN’s diplomacy that are still relevant. I 
mentioned that no other ASEAN country had bothered to 
send diplomats to the Red Cross conference, and they didn’t 
seem to take the question of Cambodia’s representation 
as seriously as Singapore did. Throughout the 10 years of 
diplomacy leading to the Paris Peace Conferences (don’t 
forget there were two), the hardest and most complex 
task was not to mobilise the world against the Vietnamese 
invasion and occupation – that was relatively straightforward. 
It was to hold ASEAN together. Intra-ASEAN diplomacy was 
the most difficult and time-consuming part of the operation. 
The second most complex part was to hold our friends 
together, among them Australia, the Europeans, the US 
and China. I’ll come back to that but let me concentrate on 
ASEAN for a moment.

All (then six) ASEAN members opposed the Vietnamese 
invasion and occupation on principle, with various degrees 
of enthusiasm. But we had different interpretations of how 
that principle should be implemented in practice, and 
consequently different notions of what ASEAN’s role should 
be. During the Jakarta Informal Meetings (JIMS) from 1988 
-1990 during the run-up to and in between the two Paris 
conferences of 1989 and 1991, these ASEAN differences 
sharpened. This should not be at all surprising. ASEAN is 
not, and never has been, a happy band of brothers always 
singing in perfect harmony. If we were, there would be 
no need for ASEAN in the first place. ASEAN’s basic and 
enduring purpose is not so much to solve problems, but to 
manage differences between its members so as to prevent 
them escalating into conflict. It should not be surprising 
that such a diverse group of countries have very different 
understandings of ASEAN’s role on the Cambodian issue. 

At one extreme was the Philippines, which in principle 
supported everything but whose attention was at best 
sporadic. At the other extreme you had Thailand, very 
worried as a frontline state. Then you had a different kind 
of extreme position in Indonesia, with all kinds of grandiose 
ideas of making peace. Then you had Singapore and 
Malaysia in between.

Now the diversity in Southeast Asia means organisation 
is both very necessary and very difficult. As long as the 
Vietnamese occupation seemed immovable, agreement on 
the general principle among ASEAN countries was sufficient. 
But once the pieces began to shift, then those differences 
of understanding of ASEAN’s role became more salient, and 
some of the JIM meetings were quite tense. I remember 
even at the official’s level, because some ASEAN members 
thought that some of us, Singapore and Thailand, were 
being too robust in our interventions. Ali Alatas, by that time 
Foreign Minister, decided to chair a senior officials meeting 
himself in the rather touching hope that his presence as a 
minister would restrain us, but it didn’t. 

Well, the more things change the more they remain the 
same, ASEAN’s expansion hasn’t changed its fundamental 
purpose or these complicated dynamics. Not just for 
Cambodia, which is over, but something to bear in mind 
when considering ASEAN’s dealings with Myanmar or the 
South China Sea today.

I mentioned different countries had different ideas of 
ASEAN’s role. To save time, I’m just going to address two. 
Singapore had never had any illusions about ASEAN’s role 
in Cambodia. To us this was a proxy Sino-Soviet conflict 
beyond ASEAN’s powers to influence in any substantial 
way. What ASEAN could do throughout was to prevent 
international acceptance of a Vietnamese fait accompli and 
keep the laudable but soft-headed humanitarian instincts of 
the Europeans and some Australians in check to maintain 
pressure on Vietnam and the Vietnamese installed regime. 
And then we had to wait for the larger constellation of 
international forces to shift so that a solution could become 
thinkable. When or even whether this would happen, we 
did not know. The other ASEAN countries would not have 
disagreed with this general position in any fundamental way, 
but they had their own preoccupations at the time.

Indonesia was the most ambitious. Jakarta somehow 
thought it had a special line to Hanoi because both countries 
gained independence through revolution. And they tried 
to work that line. We were polite about that delusion and 
Jakarta’s ambitions. However, our main concern was to not 
let unrealistic enthusiasm proceed to a premature and hasty 
settlement. There is a particular breed of diplomat – I’m sure all 
experienced diplomats have met this species – to whom any 
agreement is a good agreement. Now that breed was what 
Singapore had to watch out for as the end game in Cambodia 
began, although there were some within our own ranks.
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By 1989, the international constellation of forces had shifted enough 
to allow the first Paris conference to be convened. It had certainly 
shifted enough to encourage French and to some degree Australian 
ambitions of cobbling together a peace agreement of some kind. 
We Singaporeans were still wary about hasty settlement and were 
prepared to scuttle the conference if necessary. We need not have 
worried, there was some work done, however it was clear that the 
conference would fail of its own accord. There would be no agreement 
on the early versions of the fundamental issues, although there were 
some hardy optimists among the delegations who continued to bustle 
about for another three weeks. Still, it was agreed there would be 
another Paris Conference. As a kind of consolation prize, Indonesia was 
encouraged to continue the JIMs to flesh out the details of a settlement 
and to try to resolve outstanding details. 

Now what happened during those inter-sessional JIM meetings wasn’t 
really key in my mind. What was happening between the US and Soviet 
Union was by that time also secondary. Both had much bigger issues to 
worry about at the time, and Cambodia was a minor issue to them. The 
roles of Britain and France were mainly ornamental, to make for a better 
display of flags. Australia played an increasingly active role towards the 
end, and I think on the whole a useful role, as there were few countries 
that knew the region and had the energy to try to fill in the blanks. 

A Cambodian listening to a radio 
donated by a Japanese NGO and 
distributed by UNTAC. UNTAC used 
radio to convey information about the 
May 1993 election.

UN Photo/Pernaca Sudhakaran,
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The key was largely invisible – what was happening 
between Beijing and Hanoi. I must admit the JIM meetings 
bored me. They seemed to be going round in circles until 
at one of them the Chinese representative, Zhang Qing, 
who subsequently became the PRCs first ambassador to 
Singapore, and was a Vietnam specialist, joined me while I 
was having a drink at a bar in Indonesia. I earlier had slipped 
out of the meeting as nothing was happening. He had come 
to find me and tell me, ‘well don’t worry, we have settled, 
China has settled with Vietnam’. Then he added with some 
relish that China had demanded foreign minister Nguyen Co 
Thach’s head. Shortly after the agreement was signed, some 
months later, Thach was removed. Then it was over, and the 
second Paris Conference was mainly ritual.

I said the most important and complex aspect of this 
exercise was dealing with intra-ASEAN relations. The 
second was keeping our friends in line. As far as Australia 
is concerned in our perceptions, there were two parts to 
its role. We knew we needed your support, as you were 
an important regional partner. From the first part of the 
Cambodia issue until around the start of the JIM process 
in 1988-89 (although it’s hard to put a precise date on it) 
our main preoccupation with Australia was making sure 
your enthusiasm didn’t take you too far off the path. You 
had internal pressures to give aid to Vietnam and to stop 
in effect supporting the Khmer Rouge. But the fact is the 
Khmer Rouge were the main fighting force on the ground, 
and without that kind of ground pressure, everything might 
have taken much longer. We had the same concerns with 
the Europeans, but they were not very consequential as 
they were very far away. We had similar concerns in a very 
attenuated way with Japan. 

With China and the US, it was much more interesting. We 
made common cause with China, but we knew there 
would be a break. In fact, the break came much earlier than 
expected – in 1981 at the UN International Conference on 
Kampuchea – over the question of what we should do after 
the Vietnamese withdrew. The Chinese of course wanted 
a return to the status quo with the Khmer Rouge back. Of 
course, that wasn’t acceptable to the ASEAN countries 
and in particular not to us. We had expected to have that 
fight with China at some stage, so that wasn’t a surprise. 
What did surprise us was that U.S Assistant Secretary John 
Holdridge thought that the US-China relationship should be 
the overriding consideration of everything. He leant in very 
strongly on the Chinese side, telling my Foreign Minister 
S. Dhanabalan, “you must accept the Chinese proposal”. 
In other words, you had a senior U.S diplomat taking the 
side of the Khmer Rouge and arguing that the purpose 
of diplomacy would be to return the Khmer Rouge. Not in 
so many words, but that was the effect that he wanted. 
Dhanabalan held firm, and Holdridge resorted to threats by 
saying “I will call (prime minister) Lee Kuan Yew”. 

He thought that would make any Singaporean official quake. 
It didn’t. Dhanabalan politely said, “call him”. Holtdridge didn’t 
actually call him, and finally we came to a compromise. 
The very next year, Lee Kuan Yew went to Washington and 
told a large number of people how amateurish Holdridge’s 
handling of China was. Shortly after that, he was made 
Ambassador to Indonesia, which is an honourable position 
but had nothing to do with China. Amusingly, before he went 
to Indonesia, he called Singapore to find out rather anxiously 
if we had told President Suharto anything about him.

Now, even before the second Paris Conference our attention 
had shifted. The main outlines of the settlement were there. 
There would be some kind of act of self-determination, 
supervised in some degree by the UN, and frankly that 
was enough for us. We then shifted attention to developing 
bilateral relations with Vietnam. I was then in charge of 
Southeast Asia and after flying back from the second Paris 
Conference, almost immediately went to Hanoi to secure 
the premises for our embassy. The Australian ambassador 
at the time Michael Potts was a lifesaver. You had a very nice 
bar in your embassy which was kind enough to provide me 
with beer. 

As a final point, I note that I always used to be asked by 
younger colleagues in Singapore if it was all worth it. The 
question arises because what was always most important 
to us, and Australia too, was that Cambodia’s government 
be determined by an internationally supervised act of self-
determination, and not by foreign invasion. But the hard fact 
is that only five years after the 1992 election, the results were 
voided by the 1997 coup, which put in place largely the same 
government that the Vietnamese had installed in the early 
1980s. Subsequent elections have in essence served only to 
validate the results of the 1997 coup. That’s the hard fact.

What’s my answer? To me, the only surprising thing about 
the 1997 coup was that it took so long to happen. Almost 
a decade of working with the Coalition Government of the 
Democratic Kampuchea led me to the very sad conclusion 
that the most competent part of the CGDK was the Khmer 
Rouge. FUNCINPEC and the Khmer People’s National 
Liberation Front (KPNLF) were with very few exceptions very 
personally likeable people. But politically they were effete, 
ineffectual and incompetent, and had a mentality of entitled 
dependency. In the 1980’s, the only component of the CGDK 
that I could rely on to deliver on what they said they would 
do was the Khmer Rouge. Although he now denies it, Hun 
Sen was once part of the Khmer Rouge. And whatever else 
you can accuse him of you cannot call him effete, ineffectual 
or incompetent. You may not approve of his methods, and 
that there are serious lapses of governance, however, it is 
hard to deny that Cambodia is in a better position than it was 
in 1997. I for one would not be confident it would be in the 
same position if FUNCINPEC or KPLNF were in charge of 
the country.
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After the coup, Prince Ranariddh turned up in New York and said he 
wanted to see me as I was then Singapore’s permanent representative 
to the UN. When I visited him at his suite in a five-star hotel he greeted 
me in a high pitched voice with these words, and I quote verbatim as 
it is seared in my memory, “Bilahari, the struggle begins again”. I could 
hardly believe my ears and told him politely that he had been given 
his chance and this time if there were to be a struggle it would be his 
struggle, not Singapore’s or ASEAN’s struggle. He looked at me rather 
bemused; I wasn’t sure he registered the point. Then he did something 
very strange: he said to me “a cat is a cat, and a coup is a coup”. He 
seemed to savour the phrase, repeating it several times as if rehearsing 
a speech. And as quickly as I decently could, I left. On that somewhat 
tragic note I will end.

Bilahari Kausikan PJG PPA(E) PBS was Permanent Secretary of the 
Singapore Ministry of Foreign Affairs and served as ambassador to the 
United Nations and Russia.

Uneasy allies. Hun Sen and Prince 
Ranariddh embrace on the Phnom 
Penh waterfront. Following the 
May 1993 elections, the royalist 
FUNCINPEC Party led by King 
Sihanouk’s son, Prince Norodom 
Ranariddh, won 45 percent of the vote 
– insufficient to govern in its own right. 
Hun Sen’s Cambodian Peoples’ Party 
(CPP) won 38 percent.

A week later, amid claims by the CPP 
of widespread voter fraud, Hun Sen 
strong armed himself back into power 
with Hun Sen and Ranariddh serving 
as co-prime ministers. 

Photo: Mark Dodd Collection
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In the summer of 1991, I was part of a civil society 
group called the Asia Dialogue Society that included 
luminaries from ASEAN, including former Malaysian 
Deputy Prime Ministers Musa Hitam and Anwar 
Ibrahim, that initiated efforts to establish linkages 
with the so-called CLMV countries (Cambodia, Laos, 
Myanmar, and Vietnam). Our goal was to promote the 
idea if “One Southeast Asia”, based on the themes of 
“A Shared Destiny” and “A Shared Future”. 

1   A record of these efforts is found in M. Rajaretnam and Thai Quang Trung, eds., One Southeast Asia, Shared Destiny, Shared Future, (Kuala Lumpur: J. N. Coory Publishing  
for the Asia Dialogue Society, 2012).

Our group travelled to the CLMV countries and deliberated 
on the above themes in meetings with leaders and 
intellectuals. In Cambodia, after the 1991 Paris peace accords 
and after the 1993 election, we met Samdech Norodom 
Sihanouk, Hun Sen and Prince Rannaridh, and many others. 
Our goal was to not only advance the cause of peace in 
Southeast Asia but also to create a sense of regional unity.1

THE CONUNDRUMS BEHIND THE 
CAMBODIA VICTORY

By John McCarthy AO

By Professor Zakaria Ahmad 

UN Photo/Milton Grant. The UN Security Council voted unanimously to support the Paris peace agreements in resolution 718 (1991).
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While the meetings were enlightening, they also opened 
our eyes to the depth of the challenges. We were left in no 
doubt about the difficulty in reconciling the diametrically 
opposed positions of the protagonists in Cambodia. There 
was a sense, then, of an ominous future for the country’s 
democratic prospects and the inevitability of autocratic rule, 
if not renewed fighting and bloodshed. 

The Paris peace accords were a “quick-fix”, but there 
was a sense of hope, amid a pervasive sense of despair, 
that the UN Transitional Authority on Cambodia (UNTAC) 
intervention might prove to be a magic wand. But quick 
fixes and magic wands need to be treated with suspicion in 
international affairs – the results of interventions take time to 
percolate and what looks like success today might look like 
failure tomorrow.

I’m reminded of that by a story that dates back two decades 
before the Asia Dialogue Society’s 1991 mission. On a visit 
to Beijing, President Richard Nixon had a conversation with 
Chinese Premier Zhou En Lai, in which Nixon famously 
asked Zhou what he thought of the results of the French 
Revolution. Zhou remarked that “it may be too early to 
tell”! On that note, which may be apocryphal, I might ask if 
assessing the Paris peace accords and the performance of 
UNTAC may still be premature.

Be that as it may, we can recognise UNTAC as a bold 
experiment at multilateral peacebuilding, an expensive 
undertaking costing some $US 2 billion, and the entry of 
a multinational force that did keep at bay the hostilities 
between the warring factions in Cambodia. The Paris peace 
accords reflected the ability of the Permanent Five members 
of the UN Security Council and the wider UN organisation to 
stop the fighting, coinciding with the end of the Cold War. It 
marked the termination of the Third Indo China War.

For the ASEAN countries, the events of 1991 were a victory 
that followed the withdrawal of Vietnamese troops two years 
earlier, and demolished Hanoi’s claim that its occupation 
of Cambodia was an “an irreversible event”. There are 
two conundrums that one may note. One, whether justice 
had been delivered to the victims of the Khmer Rouge 
genocide, and two, whether the results of the 1993 elections 
(implemented by UNTAC) only justified or legitimised a 
political situation that led to Hun Sun’s eventual ascendancy 
as the leader of Cambodia. It is debatable whether this 
ascendancy took place via devious or unfair means. 

Thirty years on, tremendous changes have occurred in 
Southeast Asia and in Cambodia. Political realities on the 
ground in Cambodia are a manifestation of culture, history 
and even karma. The hope is that Cambodia has prospered, 
although not at the expense of the ordinary Khmer. At least, 
the nasty violence of the past is at best a memory, and the 
killing fields have turned into verdant plots. 

The ASEAN-6 has become the ASEAN-10. Southeast Asia 
is no longer divided into diametrically opposite camps, and 
more importantly, the region is on an economic growth 
trajectory. Difference of views exist, reflecting in essence 
ASEAN’s unity in diversity, but ASEAN’s coherence and 
cohesion depends on a third ‘c’ – centrality – ASEAN 
centrality, which is the cornerstone of ASEAN’s direction, 
manifested in a free and open Indo-Pacific.

This contemporary state of affairs in Cambodia and 
Southeast Asia must be recognised as having been set 
in train in 1991, heralded by the Paris peace accords and 
the events that followed. The geopolitical contests of the 
past are now history. But the internal dynamics of political 
evolution and the transition to democracy came at a hefty 
price, and its sustenance by writ of force. UNTAC itself as an 
operation and model of conflict resolution may have been an 
exceptional experience, but its results are, at best, mixed.

Let me conclude by referring to Gareth Evans views 
expressed in an opinion article in the Sydney Morning Herald 
on the 30th anniversary of the Paris accords. There, Evans 
observed that the greatest hope for Cambodia’s future lay 
with its people, who had shown “extraordinary pride, courage 
and resilience” to advocate for decent governance.

In the context of the next general election in Cambodia 
in 2023, Evans urged the international community and 
individual countries to do more to support those popular 
aspirations. 

His comments were incisive and thoughtful, and his 
suggestions are, perhaps, what Australia and ASEAN should 
work on. 

Prof. Dato’ Dr. Zakaria Haji Ahmad is Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
(Research) at the HELP University, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 
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Thirty years on from the Paris peace accords, there 
has been progress in Cambodia on several fronts. 
Before the advent of COVID-19, the average national 
growth rate was 7 percent. In the early years after 
1991, there were openings for a multi-party system, 
vibrant civil society, and shared power, which offered 
hope for not only peace and stability but also human 
rights and democracy. That space, there and then, 
should not be forgotten.

In recent years, there has been a disturbing, deteriorating 
backsliding. Reduction of the democratic space and 
civil and political rights and freedoms, interlinked with 
the monopolisation of power, has emerged as the major 
longitudinal issue. Currently, the hermetic atmosphere 
caused by executive superimposition is intimidating; it stifles 
those opposed to the ruling power.

In this context, several interlinked challenges facing the 
country deserve attention.

First, COVID-19 and its consequences. Some measures to 
counter the pandemic, particularly the very extensive rollout 
of the country’s vaccination drive, deserve praise. On the 
other hand, there are various anomalies. In 2021, the anti-
COVID-19 law was passed and its severe enforcement has 
resulted in arrests of more than 700 individuals, according 
to reliable sources. The penalties mount up to 20 years’ 
imprisonment and hefty fines. Intolerance towards online 
criticism of the response of the authorities to the pandemic 
has led to arrests and prosecutions with a chilling impact on 
freedom of expression, leading to both self-censorship and 
state censorship.

Second, civic space, political space and related civil and 
political rights. In recent years, there has been a shrinking 
of civic space, especially due to constraints on activities 
of human rights defenders, environmentalists and non-
government organisations where they are seen to be critical 
of the authorities.

According to reliable sources, at least 25 human rights 
defenders, about half of them women, are currently in prison. 
This includes a 19-year-old affiliated with the NGO Mother 
Nature Cambodia, who was convicted under the Criminal 
Code simply for wanting to walk peacefully to the house of a 
dignitary to voice concern over environmental degradation. 
Recently, there was the conviction of a prominent human 
rights defender, Rong Chhun, and two of his supporters, in 
which the court sentenced them to between 20-months 
and two-years imprisonment and ordered them to pay 
a combined fine of $US 100,000. This year alone, the 
Cambodian Journalist Association documented 50 
instances of harassment of journalists.

Democratic space in Cambodia is substantively non-existent, 
especially after the Phnom Penh Municipal Court on 1 March 
last year convicted nine senior leaders of the Cambodia 
National Rescue Party (CNRP) and sentenced them to 
between 20-years and 25-years imprisonment. This decision 
comes after the verdict of the Supreme Court in 2017 to 
dissolve the then main opposition party. This will effectively 
deny the rights of these leaders to stand as candidates in 
the next election. The trial of Kem Sokha, the last remaining 
senior leader of the CNRP in the country, has been delayed 
indefinitely and mass trials are pending against a number of 
opposition politicians.

There are concerns that the commune elections in June 
and national elections in 2023 may take place without the 
existence of a viable opposition party, putting at risk the 
genuine right to participate in public affairs. Currently, all 125 
seats in the national assembly are in the hands of the ruling 
party – the Cambodian People’s Party. 

CAMBODIA’S SHRINKING 
FREEDOMS

A former member of the royalist 
FUNCINPEC party, French-educated 
politician and anti-corruption zealot, 
Sam Rainsy, served as Minister for 
the Economy and Finance in the 
post UNTAC cabinet in 1993 until his 
sacking a year later. He would later 
form the main political opposition, the 
Cambodian National Rescue Party. 
Convicted of sham criminal charges, 
he was forced to flee Cambodia and 
faces arrest should he return.

Photo: Mark Dodd Collection

By Professor Vitit Muntarbhorn
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Third, laws, their related enforcement, and the administration 
of justice. There is a tendency to over legislate with laws 
of a draconian kind. A current concern is the law on the 
single internet gateway, which could turn the tap on and off 
arbitrarily for internet traffic with ominous implications for 
freedom of expression. 

The case concerning the autistic 16-year-old boy jailed 
for various comments is emblematic of failings in the 
administration of justice. In June, he was arrested and 
detained without access to his family. This boy’s mother is a 
human rights defender and his father is a detained former 
CNRP member. Despite many requests for justice and 
leniency for the child from the Special Rapporteur, there has 
been official intransigence.

This is an inhumane act, which should not take 
place at all, and indicates how the justice system 
is pliable towards the powers that be. Of 24 
court hearings in 14 criminal cases observed by 
the Special Rapporteur, the majority contained 
irregularities.

The Special Rapporteur also has advocated that the 
Government address the problem of prison overcrowding. 
The situation poses a significant risk in relation to COVID-19, 
as prison occupancy is on average 2 to 3 times at capacity, 
which makes social distancing virtually impossible and 
general health and hygiene conditions sub-optimal. 

Fourth, economic, social and cultural rights. The budget 
allocation in Cambodia remains an issue of concern in 
the context of these rights. In the 2021 national budget, 13 
percent of expenditures were allocated to defence, security, 
and public order. Furthermore, the national expenditure 
from the Ministry of Defence in 2020, at 14.1 percent, was 
substantially greater than the allocation for the Ministry of 
Health (9.1 percent) and Social Affairs (6.3 percent). 

Health coverage in Cambodia remains limited. The Health 
Equity Fund, which is designed to improve access to 
healthcare for the poor, only covers 30 percent of the 
population. The authorities have adopted a poverty 
identification scheme, IDPoor, which identifies households 
eligible to access health assistance. I received reports of 
discrimination, long waiting times, and low level of services, 
unless patients were willing to pay extra money.

Fifth, protection for vulnerable groups. Various groups, such 
as women and children, deserve special attention. COVID-19 
has accentuated vulnerabilities, such as domestic violence. 
With lack of educational access, the shift to online learning 
implies more disparities between those who have and those 
who have not, unless it is addressed through accessible 
social protection measures. The rights of indigenous peoples 
are also closely tied to the land and land title - recognition 
of such rights needs to be accelerated. More thematically, 
there is the troubling phenomenon of State land being 
reclassified as private land and ending up in commercial 
hands. Forced evictions should not take place, especially 
during the pandemic, and yet there are disquieting examples 
of forced displacement, such as the recent plight of floating 
communities.

The solutions to all these interlinked challenges are not 
difficult if there is the necessary political will in combination 
with exemplary official conduct. The government should 
suspend draconian laws and reform them; drop unjust 
legal cases and end the detention of those who disagree 
with authorities; restore rights to members of the political 
opposition and propel reconciliation; share power and end 
the political monopoly; and respond to social vulnerabilities 
and the totality of civil, political, economic, social and cultural 
rights in times of COVID-19 and beyond. 

Subsequent generations should not forget that there were 
greener pastures after the peace accords, which have 
now been subsumed under single-party-rule and political 
cooptation. 

Calling for a society grounded in liberal 
democracy and pluralism, those accords are a 
resonant testament that are ever relevant. This is 
the predicament that will be tested surely with the 
forthcoming elections. 

To achieve transformative change, this great country, with 
renowned culture and hospitable people, deserves more 
and not less commitment from the international community.

Professor Vitit Muntarbhorn is an international human rights 
expert and professor emeritus of law at Chulalongkorn 
University in Bangkok, Thailand. He was appointed as the 
Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in 
Cambodia in 2021. Parts of this article are derived from his 
statement at the UN Human Rights Council in 2021.”
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Professor Miriam Coronel-Ferrer in conversation 
with Dr Tania Miletic
Dr Miletic: What do you see as the gaps and steps forward 
for the pursuit of democracy and peace in the region?

Prof. Coronel-Ferrer: What we find is a very snail-paced 
process of building democracy and building peace. And we 
know, of course, these two tracks are very much related, that 
they actually can support each other very well, that they can 
actually provide very good conditions to settle different sorts 
of conflicts, inter-state and intra-state, especially the ones 
that have been protracted and very violent. 

But what we see is a lack of sustained effort to really 
strengthen democracy in the region. We’ve had good 
moments when we saw that kind of opportunity, turning 
points that transformed existing regimes. And some of 
these, as we know, were facilitated by political negotiations, 
particularly, for example, in Cambodia. But for the most 
part these were really internal processes brought about by 
democratic reform movements within different countries.

So, we may say that there have been clusters of such 
momentums taking place in the 70s and 80s. We saw 
that in the case of Thailand, the Philippines, even Vietnam 
with the opening up of its economy, the introduction of Doi 
Moi [economic reform program]. Also, to a certain extent 
Myanmar, although it did take much longer for Myanmar to 
be able to really get to a point where some kind of transition 
happened, and unfortunately, as we know now, this has 
been taken back. But that unfortunately, is really the story. 
Democracy has been quite fragile in the whole region. 

Certainly, the role of civil society, the role of social 
movements has been very, very crucial in sustaining 
democracy and where civil society appears to be weak, 
where civil society organisations continue to suffer from 
some kind of restraint or oppression, then, of course, 
the challenges become greater and the process of 
democratisation continues to be highly, highly contested. 

2  Anna Jarstad and Desiree Nilsson, “From Words to Deeds: The Implementation of Power Sharing Pacts in Peace Accords”, Conflict Management and Peace Studies,  
Vol. 25, No. 3 (2008), pp. 206-223.

According to one study by Jarstad and Nilsson2 in 2018, 
democratic regimes are able to produce better territorial 
political pacts and I think that’s really very relevant 
considering that much of the issues in Southeast Asia, in 
different countries in Southeast Asia today, are precisely 
issues of territorial, sub-national conflicts demanding more 
autonomy, if not independence, from the mother union. 
And it is again in that sense that we see the importance 
of the role of civil society in the whole democratic reform 
process, and also in being the prime advocates for pursuing 
a peaceful path to transition. 

But this is ASEAN, and it takes forever. Just take a look at 
the ASEAN Regional Forum set up in 1993, with an agenda 
to move from confidence building measures to preventive 
diplomacy and to conflict resolution. Of course, the ARF is 
an ASEAN driven process and, 30 years later, they’re just in 
the beginnings of the second phase of preventive diplomacy. 
Precisely how long more will it take the region to get to the 
stage of really institutionalising at the national, sub-national 
and regional levels the basic mechanisms for effective 
conflict resolution and mediation? 

I think that’s where we are right now. The challenge 
continues to be huge, precisely because of the democratic 
setbacks that we are seeing in different types and forms; 
military regimes in some countries, creeping authoritarianism 
in others. In any case, we have seen some good examples. 
In the Philippines, there is the case of the Bangsamoro 
peace process, which tried to address the core issues 
that have defined the nature of that conflict. And that has 
become possible because you had governments elected 
with legitimacy, and which were also able to open up the 
spaces for more democratic content, rather than just simple 
military arrangements with a very, very limited purview when 
it comes to the issue of security and conflict.

AN ASEAN PATH TO  
NON-INDIFFERENCE 
By Dr Tania Miletic
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Dr Miletic: There was discussion of a desire for young 
people in Cambodia to not be satisfied with a certain level 
of stability. But to fulfill aspirations for a widening of what 
was described as ‘shrunken’ civic, political and economic 
spaces. Now that’s not just Cambodia, as you said, that’s 
also Myanmar where the young are at the forefront of the 
response to the military coup. So, what if we start with 
ASEAN with that context in mind, what more can we be 
doing? Cambodia is now the chair. Miriam, you’re involved 
with the ASEAN Institute for Peace and Reconciliation, as 
well as other mechanisms. What are we understanding 
better? Where are we going? 

Prof. Coronel-Ferrer: Professor Vitit [Muntarbhorn] has 
emphasised the role of political leadership at the highest 
level. Of course, we know it’s a political leadership-driven 
process in the ASEAN. The executive decisions and the 
membership will only be as good as the state leaderships 
that exist at any given time. That’s why a lot of this has to 
do with national politics; how domestic politics are played 
out in the different countries. But I also would like to draw 
attention to the role of the middle level institutions. Professor 
Vitit has mentioned some of these such as the Human 
Rights Commission and so on. There are some movements 
there, and we know some breakthroughs have occurred, 
particularly with reference to really trying to advance the 
ASEAN Institute for Peace and Reconciliation. There also 
have been some breakthroughs on the part of the ASEAN 
Humanitarian Agency, for instance, in actually being able to 
come into an otherwise closed space, such as during the 
typhoon Nargis in Myanmar, where the ASEAN Humanitarian 
Agency was allowed to enter, when all other foreign donors 
were banned from doing so. 

There are other areas because peace and security are 
really cross-cutting issues. When you talk about the 
environment, when you talk about women, climate change 
and humanitarian assistance, that has something to do with 
peace and security. 

At the same time, of course, AIPR is mandated to do just 
research and training. That’s one of the pieces of work 
that we’re doing now, developing a series of modules on 
conflict resolution and mediation, with a strong emphasis 
on women, peace and security for the AIPR. But a lot still 
has to be done to support it in terms of its overall mandate. 
Perhaps it will take longer. It’s getting a lot of donor support, 
but institutionally it’s not really funded. So, a bigger vision for 
what the AIPR can do there can be one of the big steps.

I don’t know how soon we can look forward to a paradigm 
shift in ASEAN, as we saw in the African Union moving 
from OAU to AU, on the basis of moving from the principle 
of non-interference to the principle of non-indifference. If 
we can only nudge ASEAN to move closer to that kind of 
a concept, a concept of non-indifference. We know that 
non-indifference can take different forms. Right now it might 
be too ambitious to think of direct intervention and direct 
condemnation as the AU is doing for any illegitimate seizure 
of power, as it has done for the various coups that have 
happened in Africa recently. Maybe it’s too much expect 
them to actually come out the same way the AU has come 
out in terms of not seeking to legitimise this and initiating a 
process to resolve political crises. But non-indifference, as I 
said, can have other forms. Non-indifference, short of non-
interference can happen in different ways. And to a certain 
extent, we are seeing this in the examples that have been 
have cited, but more certainly can be done. 

So again, Professor Vitit has asked, what were you doing 
in 1991? In 1993, I was part of the ASEAN ISIS [Institute 
of Strategic and International Studies] delegation that 
examined the implementation of the [Cambodia] peace 
agreements. I think that the ASEAN ISIS was one of the 
breakthrough approaches in terms of developing Track 
2 within the region. And now what we have is even more 
global civil society movements, regionalised civil society 
groups, that are actually directly engaging ASEAN, over 
and beyond the academic think tanks-network of ASEAN 
ISIS. I think that’s good, because that will keep pushing 
ASEAN beyond its comfort zone. And again, the point here 
is that you can’t really rely on the states to transform ASEAN 
themselves. Certainly, we need the people of ASEAN and we 
need organised civil society organisations. We need these 
networks – regional networks, global networks - to ensure 
that state leaders go beyond their own vested interests, their 
national interests, their geopolitical alignments, which have 
all defined the way that the ASEAN has behaved in the past. 

Professor Miriam Coronel-Ferrer is Professor of Political 
Science at University of the Philippines Diliman and a former 
member of UN Standby Team of Senior Mediators.

Dr Tania Miletic, Senior Research Fellow and Assistant 
Director of Initiative for Peacebuilding, the University of 
Melbourne.
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Australia’s ambassador to Thailand, 
Richard Butler, presents Canberra’s 
accreditation to the UNTAC backed 
Supreme National Council to its 
president, Prince Norodom Sihan-ouk, 
in a 1992 ceremony at the Royal Palace 
in Phnom Penh.

Photo: Mark Dodd Collection
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There is no single formula for diplomacy. But there  
are some key ingredients to success: feet on the 
ground in policy areas and physical arenas and an 
ability to work relationships in a multi-layered way. 

Australia’s diplomatic skill is evident in the signing of the 1991 
Paris peace agreements. It was an example of Australian 
diplomacy at its best – creative, constructive, energetic, and 
regionally influential. 

The tectonic power shifts that came with the end of the Cold 
War in the late 1980s and early 1990s instigated a plethora 
of possibilities for sudden diplomatic progress in Cambodia. 
It would not have been possible to achieve so much in such 
a short time had the collapse of the Soviet Union not so 
dramatically altered global geopolitics. 

However, power shifts are not themselves sufficient to 
ensure positive change. Policymakers must have the 
courage and imagination to seize opportunities. In the case 
of Cambodia, several key players in the region demonstrated 
both in working towards a settlement of one of the region’s 
most protracted security problems. 

They saw the opportunities and possibilities and set out 
to achieve them through creative collaboration. In signing 
the agreements, they succeeded in the face of prevailing 
sentiment that Cambodia was an intractable conflict. 

Cambodia illustrates that realism and pragmatism must be 
balanced with imagination, courage, and determination. 
Players such as Mike Costello, Gareth Evans, and Bilahari 
Kausikan showed what can be achieved when imagination, 
endurance and an ability work beyond narrow self-interest 
are connected. Pushing forward despite the challenges, 
and asking not just what can be achieved, but what could 
be achieved. In this process, they drew diverse voices into 
the process—their counterparts, peers and academics 
from across the globe—to canvass the complex contours of 
the conflict, surface new ideas, and engage in a process of 
constructive dialogue.3

3   For further background see Martin Stuart–Fox (1989) ‘Conferences on Conflict Resolution in Kampuchea’, Asian Studies, 12:3, pp. 58-60. 

Australia continues to face many foreign policy challenges 
today. We require much more of our diplomatic officials. We 
need them not only to demonstrate knowledge and skill, 
but to be empowered with the capacity to draw on their 
experiences and insights to secure beneficial solutions in 
highly contested environments. 

Yet today, we see a tendency to sideline experience and 
expertise in foreign policy making in Australia. This trend 
is largely linked to the short-term nature of our diplomacy. 
Foreign policy continues to be influenced by the long arm of 
political interests that have infiltrated the policy space. There 
has also been an increasing saturation of policies made in 
Parliament House itself, rather than in the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade. 

This trend poses serious problems, with Parliament House 
possessing neither the intelligence nor deep experience of 
the Department. The gap in experience has been evident in 
recent times with the floating of ill-conceived policies such 
as the relocation of our embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem. The continuation of these trends will increasingly 
demoralise some of our most skilled and experienced 
diplomats who in turn might question their career in the 
diplomatic service. 

As a result, we would fall short if we were to try to pull off 
an accomplishment similar to the Paris agreements today. 
While there is significant expertise within Australia’s current 
diplomatic service, it remains under-valued, under-resourced 
and constrained by political imperatives. 

Those Australians, including Gareth Evans, Michael Costello, 
Bob Hawke or Bill Hayden who pushed forward on peace 
for Cambodia understood that such an outcome was of 
fundamental interest to Australia. Rather than political point 
scoring, their investment in Southeast Asia was out of 
imagination and an appreciation of national interest. 

This sentiment is not detectable in the current Australian 
leadership. Over recent years Canberra has developed 
an abundance of rhetoric that positions Asia as crucial to 
Australia’s interests, however this has not been matched by 
action. We will continue to fall short of truly engaging the 
region until our politicians understand Southeast Asia is a 
vital strategic neighbour. 

DIPLOMACY 
AT ITS BEST
By Professor Michael Wesley and Professor Caitlin Byrne
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It is important to note that we have witnessed a 
transformation of the international system in the past 
30 years. The geopolitical reality for Australia today is 
far removed from the environment that presented itself 
during the Cambodian peace process. China’s rise 
to global superpower is the most notable difference, 
particularly under the leadership of Xi Jinping. The active US 
engagement in competition with China is further evidence 
that times have changed. 

However, the presence of great power politics does not 
detract from Australia’s core interests. Today, we tend to 
view the world through the lens of a rising China without 
considering the periphery. Canberra often refers to ‘strategic 
gains’, yet we must also be cognisant of the proximity of 
Southeast Asia and the opportunities that cooperation with 
the region provides. 

The Paris peace process illustrated several important lessons 
for Australian diplomacy. Perhaps one of the more significant 
of these is that working collaboratively with Indonesia 
can deliver stronger outcomes. The Australia-Indonesia 
partnership is central to our strategic geography. And yet this 
relationship is more often reflective of crisis management 
and mixed messaging. Both countries struggle to sustain 
positive bilateral relations in the long-term. We have found 
opportunities to keep collaboration going, whether through 
APEC, the ASEAN Regional Forum, or the East Asia Summit. 
However, without stronger foundations in the relationship, 
these instances of collaboration are insufficient. 

We must engage more consistently and with a more 
coherent message for Indonesia, and more broadly  
ASEAN, about how we see ourselves and our contribution  
in the region. 

Without falling into the trap of self-congratulatory nostalgia, 
it’s fair to say that as we enter another year in Australian 
diplomacy, we still have much to learn from predecessors 
three decades ago. Over this time the source of decision-
making has largely shifted from DFAT to Parliament 
House. This shift has ushered in an era of lacklustre Asian 
engagement. 

Until our political leaders recognise Southeast Asia to 
be integral to Australia’s future economic and political 
success and enable better diplomacy we will continue to 
underperform. Academics, policymakers and diplomats 
are right to place a spotlight on the people, practices, and 
policies that brought the Paris peace agreements to reality. 
In doing so, hopefully we can once again lift our aspirations 
and engage thoughtfully, creatively and persistently—as we 
did during the Cambodian peace process—to ensure our 
impact on the long-term stability of our region.

Professor Michael Wesley is Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
International at the University of Melbourne. 

Professor Caitlin Byrne is Director of the Griffith Asia Institute.

NAA: A6180, 3/11/80/8. Women refugees from Cambodia on arrival in Thailand (United Nations picture)
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The Indo-Pacific region continues to be extremely 
volatile and complex. Boiling issues in Myanmar, 
Cambodia, and Thailand – indeed other states such 
as the Philippines – down to black and white cases is 
reductionist.

The region is currently witnessing a particularly interesting 
moment. Tensions over the South China Sea, Taiwan, and in 
the broader geo-economic and geostrategic domains are as 
high as they have ever been. Cambodia remains central to 
this competition.

The relationship between Cambodia and China is 
complex, with Cambodian officials reiterating that 
they will not be the lacky of Beijing. As a result, 
we stand in a particularly positive moment to 
progress peace. But we must assess the people’s 
ability to seek democracy and governance, 
resilience, and reconciliation.

The Paris peace accords are a great benchmark, where 
an extraordinary number of countries came together 
and agreed that what was unfolding in Cambodia was 
unacceptable. Much weight has been placed on the peace 
accords themselves, yet we consistently omit investigation 
of what it takes to make peace and of the process leading 
up to the accords. As we shift to a reality where peace is 
increasingly rare, we must look to what was successful and 
what new ideas, actors, and processes should be brought to 
the fore.

First, it is essential to understand the fragility of the current 
domestic political situation in Southeast Asian states and 
how Australia has not aided this reality. We can all do more. 
The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade would love 
to have greater investment in peacebuilding and conflict 
transformation again, but these times have passed. The 
Australian public could also do more about whom they elect 
to manage and decide on the volume of refugees we’re 
willing to tolerate. But let us not detract from the enormous 
amount of work that Australia did in Cambodia in the 
company  
of ASEAN.

From assisting greatly in the peace process to de-mining, 
Australia has made a significant impact on Cambodia. 
The embassy’s Twitter feed currently shows the range of 
actors Australia is engaging across Cambodia, from Poipet 
to Phnom Penh, from economic actors to human rights 
advocates.

The political transition underway in Cambodia will be 
complex and difficult, yet we have not evolved our thinking 
about how best to assist in this reality. Australia, and the 
wider international community, must prepare for what comes 
next, as it may be worse than what has come before.

Australia must scale up investment in preventive diplomacy. 
We need to be significantly more generous than we are as a 
community concerning whom to take in. We must hold our 
politicians to account for the juxtaposition between our vast 
investment in military capability and the lacklustre effort put 
into mobilising action on refugees.

We must continue to accompany fragile states such as 
Cambodia – and Myanmar – to make sure we understand 
where we are positioned, where they are positioned, and the 
forces under the surface.

It is easy to use Hun Sen as a protagonist, yet Cambodia’s 
reality is significantly more complicated than the story of 
a single individual. We should not turn a blind eye to his 
actions, but more forces are in play than leadership. We must 
be more sophisticated and mature about where we are in 
our analysis and understand the complexity of what we are 
dealing with.

Religion, enormous wealth, governance, and 
political issues are being combined in the region. 
The reality that countries such as Myanmar have 
abundant resources does not implicitly lead to 
democratisation and a peaceful ending – often, 
the opposite has been true.

CONTEMPORARY LESSONS OF 
THE CAMBODIA PEACE PROCESS
By Dr. Emma Leslie AM
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Given this reality, we must review how we understand 
mediation and the connection between mediation and 
peace processes. We must seek to move past male 
dominated negotiation in favour of multi-track diplomacy. 
We are dealing with extremely complex conflict systems 
in our region through an outdated lens. It is no longer the 
case that one envoy can be flown in with esteemed political 
credentials and pull together a peace agreement like the 
Paris accords.

We must look towards webs of mediators: how do you 
connect the different elements of conflict? The newly 
appointed UN Special Envoy for Myanmar, Dr. Noeleen 
Heyzer, from Singapore, will be a tremendous resource in 
this department – she is brilliant, pragmatic, sensible. 

We need a wide variety of partnerships that go 
beyond diplomatic ties. Peacebuilding is not the 
domain for diplomats. They must understand the 
process, and they should consistently be taught 
more, but it is not the dominion of the DFAT, nor 
do they have the excess capacity.

A vital advantage in Cambodia is that it is a youthful society. 
Seventy per cent of Cambodia’s population is under thirty. 
This is extraordinary, and they are on the cusp of an entirely 
new way of operating – in many ways, they are already 
doing so. The dialogues on social media and the awareness 
people have of what is going on are staggering. Equally too 
is a hunger and desire to be seen as a credible nation in  
the region.

We also see movements and dialogues in the region that 
are not necessarily within government spaces. We’ve 
witnessed a trend of young people supporting one another, 
from Cambodia to Myanmar, Hong Kong to Thailand. The 
emerging generation is contemptuous of the status quo, 
outdated mediation processes, or meaningless dialogue. 
These processes do not align with their visions. They 
are establishing their own mechanisms to achieve social 
outcomes. In doing so, they use meaningful discussion and 
dialogue rather than armed struggle.

We also have a new generation of NGOs in Cambodia who 
are learning to engage the government, to give feedback, 
and to have deep and rich analysis and research. They are 
reaching out to their counterparts in the region and working 
collaboratively and multilaterally. Flying in mediators to sit 
side by side is not the legacy of the Paris peace accords, and 
it should not be what we aspire to today either.

As we continue to become increasingly future-focused, 
women’s networks and feminist mediation models should be 
looked to and explored. Importantly, this does not just include 
more women sitting at the table. It expands the mediation 
process to include a variety of views; better decisions are 
made when more diverse ideas are involved. 

As we continue to become more regionalised, let us bring 
in Japan, let us bring in Chinese people; let us crack open 
the dialogues that have been lost and see what is under 
the surface. We are all naturally generative and creative. 
Conversations should not be limited and focused on the 
hard political space. Keeping meetings secret and behind 
closed doors limits new ideas and perspectives. 

The Paris peace accords were a creative solution that 
included many actors. Although the agreements are three 
decades old, they illustrate what is often lost in modern 
mediation. The sooner contemporaries use the accords to 
create models of peace creation and mediation today, the 
better our ability to meet the next set of challenges.

Dr. Emma Leslie AM is the executive director of the Centre 
for Peace and Conflict Studies. She is a member of the 
board of the Initiative for Peacebuilding at the University of 
Melbourne.
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Prince Norodom Sihanouk (centre, with hands clasped), President of the Supreme National Council, and Yasushi Akashi, Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General for Cambodia (to the right of Prince Sihanouk), arriving at UNTAC’s provincial headquarters in Siemreap.

UN Photo/Pernaca Sudhakaran
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This publication on peacebuilding in Cambodia 
encapsulates Asialink’s role in promoting Australia’s 
creative engagement with Asia - deepening 
understanding of Australia’s foreign policy and 
activating high quality discussion about Australia’s 
roles in Asia. The publication charts the history of 
one of Australia’s major foreign policy achievements 
on its 30th anniversary. It also provides a record of 
Australia’s capacities – in both our foreign affairs 
and defence establishments – for initiating novel and 
effective diplomatic strategies that help build peace 
and prosperity in the Asian region. 

As Professor Louise Edwards has argued, reputation 
matters in international relations and Australia has had to 
live with damaging, negative stereotypes in some quarters. 
Our response to the Cambodian crisis, driven by genuine 
humanitarian concerns and a commitment to work effectively 
with our neighbours, strengthened Australia’s image. 

The contributors to this publication include key players in 
Australia’s Cambodian initiative – very senior figures from 
our political, diplomatic and military leadership – as well as 
prominent commentators and analysts from both Australia 
and the Asian region. Their experiences and reflections on 
the challenges of negotiating peace in Cambodia provide 
crucial insights into how Australians can craft a national 
narrative that will enhance their potential for future positive 
global engagement.

The motivation that drove Australian leaders to tackle the 
seemingly intractable problems Indochina faced drew 
on an important aspect of our ‘better national self’— a 
recognition that the people of Cambodia deserved the 
world’s protection and that they had a right to live in peace 
and safety. Motivated by a sense of moral duty, Australia’s 
diplomats, soldiers and political leaders dared to have tough 
conversations with friends and foe alike. 

Seeing beyond the Cold-War partisanship and narrow 
nationalism of the past, dedicated negotiators and military 
administrators grappled with the legacy of European 
colonialism, and new forms of great power rivalry to 
assist a people deeply scarred by the brutality of military, 
political and structural violence. In achieving international 
support for the Australian initiative, and in the challenging 

task of administering Cambodia under UNTAC, these 
senior Australian officials also demonstrated a depth of 
understanding of cultural and historical context – a degree 
of Asia knowledge which some analysts fear is lacking in the 
Australian policy community of today. 

John McCarthy has written recently of the importance of 
‘soft power’ in Australia’s regional relations, suggesting that 
governments can strengthen the nation’s foreign reputation 
through their regional initiatives – for instance, in 2004, 
following the tsunami, when Australia gave a $1 billion gift to 
Indonesia. Other examples of creative government action, 
in addition to our Cambodia intervention, include Australia’s 
role in the building of APEC in the late 1980s. There is also 
our collaboration with Indonesia in 2002 in establishing the 
Bali Process on People Smuggling – and our engagement 
in 2005 as a founding member in the ASEAN-led East Asia 
Summit. Looking back over the post-Pacific War period, 
regional influence-building has been undertaken by both 
sides of Australian politics.

At the present time, there is added reason to think hard 
about such regional endeavours. As Tony Milner and Sid 
Myer have argued, the creation of AUKUS – with its close 
collaboration between Anglosphere states – makes it all the 
more important for Australia to deepen engagement with 
Asian and Pacific states. The government has been right to 
highlight the ASEAN region, and our contributions to battling 
COVID and enhancing regional connectivity make good 
sense. These essays on Australia’s role in the Cambodian 
peace process – and the implications for Cambodia and the 
wider region since – are a reminder of what can be achieved 
by big ambition in regional diplomacy and from close 
collaboration between regional governments. 

The relationships Australians forged across the Asian region 
three decades ago in the joint project of forging peace 
for Cambodia built crucial capital that Australia’s political, 
diplomatic, and military leaders could draw on for decades 
to come. In addition, immigration from Cambodia, flowing 
from our foreign policy work in the region, has been a direct 
flow-on benefit to Australia. The nation has gained myriad 
advantages from the dynamism, energy and multilingualism 
of Cambodian migrants. The ties they nurture with their 
homeland not only help us to work with the complex 
challenges Cambodia faces today, but also enrich Australia’s 
own Asian engagement. 

THE CAMBODIA PEACE:  
INSPIRING CREATIVE DIPLOMACY
By Martine Letts 
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Australians from Indochina know the horrors of war and 
the importance of guarding peace and forging constructive 
dialogue with people holding vastly different views. The 
consequences of failure contributed to the deaths of millions 
of their friends and relatives. 

The essays in this publication show us that peace building 
is complex, that it requires patience and commitment to 
a ‘long game’. They reveal that the best practitioners of 
peacebuilding communicate a degree of selflessness, a 
commitment to collaboration and a pragmatic resolve to 
embrace compromise. Most of all, this is a case study with 
the potential to inspire creative diplomacy in the future 
– strengthening Australia’s role and influence as we face 
almost unparalleled challenges in the Asian region.

Martine Letts is Group CEO of Asialink,  
University of Melbourne

Gareth Evans speaks to Australian and 
New Zealand troops of the UNTAC 
force in Cambodia 1992-1993.

Photo credit: Australian War Memorial, 
P03258.027
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UN Photo/John Isaac. United Nations military observer from the United States blowing up balloons for children of the Krung-Brao people in Ratanakiri 1993.

70  |  PEACE BUILDING IN CAMBODIA



71




	A Ringside Seat to History
	By John McCarthy AO
	Why Southeast Asia Matters
	By Peter Varghese AO

	Cambodia: A History of Oppression

	The Origins and Execution of
the Cambodian Peace Deal
	By Michael Costello AO

	The Lessons for Peacemaking and Peace Building
	Professor the Hon Gareth Evans AC QC

	“You are quite right, this should never have been allowed to happen”
	By Mark Dodd

	Commanding UNTAC:
The General as Diplomat
	By Lieutenant General John Sanderson AC

	An ASEAN Path to 
Non-indifference 
	By Dr Tania Miletic

	Cambodia’s Shrinking
Freedoms
	By Professor Vitit Muntarbhorn

	The Conundrums Behind the Cambodia Victory
	By Professor Zakaria Ahmad 

	A Long History of Negotiating the Fate of Cambodia
	By Bilahari Kausikan PJG PPA(E) PBS

	The Paris Accords: Strengthening Asia Through Diplomacy
	By Dr. Marty Natalegawa

	The Cambodia Peace: 
Inspiring Creative Diplomacy
	By Martine Letts 

	Contemporary Lessons of
the Cambodia Peace Process
	By Dr. Emma Leslie AM

	Diplomacy
at its Best
	By Professor Michael Wesley and Professor Caitlin Byrne


