Rwanda's genocide tribunal's witness 'hiding'
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Since his puzzling disappearance, a protected witness, code-named "GFA", is

still on the run. The witness suddenly vanished a few hours before he was to

re-testify before the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) to

confess to false testimony.

"He is hiding", an ICTR spokesman stressed when he announced that Tanzanian

and UN security have launched a manhunt for the controversial witness. "We

are still searching for him." He added that reports show that the witness

was still alive.

False testimony and genocide charges

GFA, himself accused of committing crimes in Rwanda, was part of the

Tribunal's Witness Protection Programme. He was allowed to leave the Rwandan

prison in exchange for his testimony against high-ranking officials. The

witness had testified for the ICTR prosecutors in several trials, including

the so-called 'Government II Trial', a joint case of four former Rwandan

ministers accused of genocide and crimes against humanity in 1994.

However, GFA contacted a defence team and admitted that he had lied in his

witness statement so as to get released from prison in Rwanda, where he was

facing 1994 genocide charges. He was later ordered to re-testify over his

admission to have given a forged statement.

On his arrival in Arusha for his re-testimony, GFA was warned by the

tribunal of the legal risks he faces of false testimony. He then asked for a

brief postponement of the testimony before deciding to disappear in May from

"the safe house" where he was placed by the administration of the Tribunal.

Contempt of court

GFA was probably afraid of being accused for attempt of court. In late 2007

another Rwandan witness was sentenced by the court to nine months in prison

for false testimony. This witness, known as GAA, admitted that he was

incited to make a false testimony during the appeal trial of Jean de Dieu

Kamuhanda, the former Minister for Higher Education. During this trial, he

had reconsidered statements made during the first instance trial.

GAA admitted to have given his false testimony at the request by a defence

investigator. He would have promised him a million Rwandan francs (1 800

USD) after his false statements. The investigator, Leonidas Nshogoza, did

not testify because he was imprisoned in Rwanda where he was accused of

bribing a witness and minimizing the genocide.

Jogging

The story goes that GFA had jumped over the wall of his safe house while he

was jogging. He left a note saying he was going to his girl friend's house

and that he had requested for $400 to be sent to his family, which he never

got. According to the letter, GFA had said that he was expected to stay for

only two weeks in Arusha, but that was not the case.

The safe houses are ordinary villas throughout Arusha and often surrounded

by high walls, aimed at protecting the identity of the witness and any

possible external influence in the course of the trial. 
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