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Rwanda Also Awaits Justice 

By MARC LACEY
The arrest of Radovan Karadzic brings one of the most-wanted war criminals of the 1990’s within reach of an international tribunal. But a year before one of the most serious crimes he is charged with — the massacre of 8,000 Muslims in Srebrenica — however, a horrible slaughter was unfolding in another part of the world, where the wheels of justice have churned even more slowly.

The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, created in 1995 in neighboring Tanzania, has secured the arrest of more than 70 people accused of high-level involvement in the mass killings of more than 800,000 Rwandans in 1994, but 13 accused kingpins have not been caught.

Most could be tried before national courts, but tribunal officials remain eager to try four: Augustin Bizimana, a former defense minister; Felicien Kabuga, a businessman accused of buying machetes used to slay civilians; and two former army officers, Protais Mpiranya and Idelphonse Nizeyimana.

The bulk of the defendants have been politicians, there has been an array of others: journalists who helped fuel the slaughter, businessmen who helped finance it, members of the clergy who participated in it and even a musician, Simon Bikindi, who is accused of singing songs and giving speeches that promoted hatred and violence against Tutsis.

But the tribunal’s work has been slowed to a snail’s pace by bureaucratic snafus, the need for multiple translations and the shear complexity of the cases. In the tribunal’s four courtrooms, six trials involving 19 people are ongoing, the court reported in its latest submission to the United Nations, and two more are scheduled to commence. Four more cases are preparing for trial.

The Security Council has urged the tribunal to end its trials this year and wind up all its work by 2010. But in May, the tribunal indicated in a report that those deadlines would likely slip.

The effort, however, remains profoundly important for Africa, tribunal officials say. Ending the tribunal’s work too early and not rounding up every last fugitive, they say, would destabilize a part of Africa that has not rid itself of ethnic strife 14 years after the machetes and guns were laid down and Rwanda’s lush soil was stained with blood. 

Despite the burdened pace, the tribunal has some notable accomplishments. It secured the first genocide conviction against a head of government: former Prime Minister Jean Kambanda, who was found to have led the homegrown campaign to exterminate ethnic Tutsis and moderate Hutus. The tribunal helped establish the legal precedent that rape, which was widespread during the Rwandan massacre, can be a war crime, form of genocide to destroy a group.
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