Just survive for a little longer

Between the UN's pledges and the resolution of west Sudan's nightmare lie huge hurdles
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On May 16, the United Nations at last began the process of stopping the catastrophe in Darfur. A peacekeeping force should be in place by September to end three years of horror that have sickened the world. 

Anyone who cheered the move, however, was being wildly premature. 

When it finally decides to act, the world community does so in slow, process-ridden ways. Between the UN resolution — an interim one subject to conditions — and the actual resolution of Darfur's nightmare lie formidable hurdles and pitfalls: 

  Sudan was formally accused last year of war crimes and crimes against humanity, but as a sovereign state, its consent to a UN force must be sought, its conditions acknowledged. The question is to what degree? 

  The first Security Council vote approved the mission in theory, subject to a UN assessment. On the final vote, analysts say China, which does business with Sudan, will never permit a non-consensual operation and will exercise its long-bruited veto. 

  Even if the intervention plan goes ahead, assembling a UN force in an already over-extended peacekeeping landscape will be daunting in the extreme. 

So, for the next four months, and probably longer, the people of Darfur will suffer on. 

They will continue to die of disease or starvation at a rate of 5,000 a month; those, that is, who aren't murdered by the still-roaming Janjaweed, the government-backed Arab militias the UN has time and again demanded that Sudan disarm. 

The 2.5 million people now crammed into refugee camps will still depend on woefully understaffed, underfunded and, some say, outright incompetent African Union (AU) troops to protect them. They and their weak mandate — monitoring a totally ignored 2004 ceasefire and the May 5 peace pact — are to stay in charge until Sept. 30. 

Of course, the message to the refugees is: Just survive for a few more months. Peace is coming. 

How many won't live long enough to see it? 

As an appalled Roméo Dallaire, the veteran Rwanda peacekeeper, put it earlier this month: "These people are dying now and they need us now, not next year." 

Delays will be inevitable. 

UN envoy Lakhdar Brahimi, Secretary General Kofi Annan's long-time personal troubleshooter, was in Khartoum last week trying, to no avail, to get the Islamist government to agree to the peacekeeping plan. 

He did at least convince President Omar Hasan al-Bashir to honour a three-week-old commitment to let in a UN assessment team. The Security Council will vote again, based on its findings. 

At UN headquarters, planners have been frantically juggling numbers to see how the envisioned force of 15,000 to 20,000 troops can come together — and the likely $1 billion cost be met. 

The UN is already operating 17 other peacekeeping missions worldwide, from Haiti to East Timor. Of 71,800 soldiers serving, two-thirds are already tied up in African conflict zones. Various Peters may have to be robbed to pay Paul, say analysts. 

Concerned citizens of Canada, the U.S. and the European Union may ask why their governments aren't rushing to commit troops, but the situation isn't that straightforward. 

Khartoum opposes "outside" peacekeepers from non-African or non-Muslim countries, claiming Western troops would ignite an Iraq-style quagmire. Indeed, in a recent audiotape, Al Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden, who lived in Sudan in the 1990s, warned he would dispatch jihadist fighters if Western "crusaders" entered the country. A credible threat? Nobody knows. 

Ideally, the 21-member Arab League, to which Sudan belongs, could be called on, but to date, it has refused to get involved. In Darfur, Muslims kill Muslims but "alarm bells have not been raised by Arab countries," dryly notes David Rudd, president of the Canadian Institute for Strategic Studies: "That tells you they have no appetite for engagement." 

A league mission last year is said to have found atrocities. No public condemnation occurred. 

That means, if Sudan's conditions are acceded to, Pakistan, Turkey, maybe Malaysia will be tapped to supplement the 7,000 AU troops. Forces of developing nations will be quick to volunteer, says Rudd, "because they want the $50-a-day pay, but they are inadequately trained, with no resource support." 

Whatever the combination, a strong anchor nation with the logistic and materiel capability will be crucial, he adds. That, problematically, means the West. Unless Khartoum is talked around, it won't happen. 

Landlocked Darfur, a region the size of France, consists mainly of desert with only one paved road. While oil-rich Sudan has attack helicopters and MiG jets bought from China and Russia, the Janjaweed militias cover the terrain on horseback or camel, burning, looting, raping and displacing as they go. 

"It's a difficult environment ... a guerrilla war that requires a non-conventional response," says Nigel Fisher, president of UNICEF Canada. 

The mandate of the UN force is as important as its makeup. Analysts say it cannot get bogged down in Darfur as peacekeepers did in the Balkans, keeping peace when there was no peace to keep. It must have the authority to halt attacks on civilians, not stand back as AU forces had to. 

A positive sign is that the May 16 resolution was passed under the UN Charter's Chapter 7, which authorizes use of force, says Georgette Gagnon, Africa specialist at Human Rights Watch. 

Why then is Khartoum still being deferred to? 

The process is a pre-emptive move, in case China pushes the final UN vote down to a Chapter 6 level, where any action must be consented to. "That will be the big issue," she says. 

Noah Novogrodsky, a law professor at the University of Toronto and director of its International Human Rights Program, excoriates the "kid-gloves" treatment of Sudan. 

"It has conducted a systematic ethnic cleansing because of a low-level rebel movement. To me, that means it has forfeited its prerogatives as a sovereign state." 

That hasn't happened, he says, because "it has oil, is an important Islamic state no one wants to alienate in case it further radicalizes it, and because of racial politics. Like Rwanda, the victims are black." 

Novogrodsky, who has been a human rights adviser in several African countries, is even more critical of the 53-member AU. He says it bowed down to Khartoum's claim that what was happening in Darfur was merely an "inter-tribal" conflict. 

Insisting Darfur was "an African problem requiring an African solution which it could provide was disingenuous," he says. It never gave its troops the mandate or wherewithal to do so. 

When South African President Thabo Mbeki visited Washington last year, he silenced suggestions that the AU needed outside help: "It's critically important that the African continent deal with these conflict situations. It's an African responsibility and we can do it." 

They couldn't or wouldn't, says Novogrodsky, and "the international community went along with the great lie." 

The AU has now acknowledged it needs outside help but insists its force of mainly Rwandan and Nigerian soldiers remain in charge until September. This, says Novogrodsky, although refugees able to leave Darfur have consistently called for them to be replaced. "The African Union is an incredibly corrupt club of dictators," he adds. "They protect each other and make a mockery of their own human rights charter." 

The AU wanted the job of enforcing peace in Darfur, and it got it. Yet it is the West, via the UN, that's condemned for allowing the crisis to go on, says Rudd: "We self-flagellate in the West. But if Sudan's neighbours are not concerned enough to act decisively, and we are, `white man's burden' is the implication." 

AU military leaders resent the criticisms. As Nigerian Maj. Gen. Collins Ihekire recently said: "If someone hasn't got wings and you say he has failed to fly, I don't think you can call that a failure." 

Would a solution to Darfur have been expedited if Kofi Annan had declared it a genocide? His inquiry last year found no evidence of genocide, but of "crimes no less heinous or egregious." In their fight over land and resources, both the Janjaweed militias, composed of nomadic Arab tribes, and the sedentary African tribes from which rebel groups arose committed despicable violence on each other. Only the Janjaweed, however, was state-sponsored. 

"The facts are the facts," says Gagnon. "But some argue the test for genocide is too strict, that there should be another category of `atrocity crimes' that trigger action by the UN." 

Maybe that will happen, maybe not. The UN has a lumbering attitude to change and the public's memory is short. 

"After Rwanda," says UNICEF's Fisher, "people said, `Never again.' But it happened."

