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Excellencies,  

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

 

It is an honor to welcome you to Berne for this third regional forum on 

regional approaches to the prevention of genocide. Thank you for taking 

the time to come here to reflect on this important topic with us.  

 

I would like to start by expressing my gratitude to the representatives of 

the governments of Argentina and Tanzania, who have proved to be 

indefectible partners in this enterprise. This is the third forum of this kind 

we organize together. The vivid, serious and honest discussions that 

took place in Arusha and Buenos Aires showed us how relevant these 

issues are in all continents, and how important it is to ensure regional 

ownership in order to prevent the threats of genocide and mass 

atrocities. 

 

Genocide and mass atrocities are the worst violations of human rights 

that can be conceived. These crimes are a threat to the whole of 

mankind, as people are denied the right to live, are denied their status of 

human beings. Unfortunately, they are not a rare historical instance. We 

all came here today because we know that genocide and mass atrocities 

can and must be prevented. The ongoing efforts to establish credible and 

effective international genocide prevention and response mechanisms 

carry a great hope. At the same time, current events pose real 

challenges for the international community. 

 

The international response to events in Libya is confronting us with a 

series of hard questions. On the one hand, the international community 

reacted swiftly with a number of strong measures aiming at preventing 

the regime from using violence against its own citizens: Assets have 

been frozen, travel bans have been imposed, Libya was suspended from 



 
 

the Human Rights Council, and the International Criminal Court has 

opened an investigation into these events. And not to forget, the UN 

Security Council referred early on to the Responsibility to Protect in 

relation to the events in Libya.  

 

On the other hand, we have seen that these measures have not been 

sufficient to prevent the government of Libya to act against its population. 

As we speak, thousands of civilians are still being threatened with 

violence, and thousands of people are fleeing in difficult conditions. With 

the military intervention, we have entered the phase of last resort under 

the third pillar of the R2P (Responsibility to Protect) doctrine. Now we 

face a series of complex questions: What constitutes an appropriate 

objective to effectively protect civilians? How does the endgame look 

like? How do we interact with the rebels? Should the operation be limited 

to protecting civilians in a narrow sense? Or does it mean that the regime 

has to be removed? This experience and the way the international 

community answers those questions will have far-reaching implications 

for the future of R2P. It is encouraging that the Arab League has taken a 

stand on this issue, and that countries from the region participate in 

operations, making it clear that such behavior will not be tolerated in the 

region.  

 

This brings me back to the rationale for this series of genocide 

prevention forums. The special advisers of the United Nations Secretary 

General for the Prevention of Genocide and for the Responsibility to 

Protect, Mr Francis Deng and Mr Edward Luck, have repeatedly called 

for the creation of regional mechanisms to adapt and implement the 

policies developed at the multilateral level. It is in this spirit that we have 

initiated this process of regional forums. The first of these was organized 

together with Argentina in Buenos Aires, in December 2008, and the 

second one was organized together with the governments of Argentina 



 
 

and Tanzania in Arusha, in December 2009. This time, we are here to 

talk about Europe, and next year we hope to be in Asia. I guess you may 

be interested to know what we have achieved with these forums so far, 

and here are a few things that I think are worth mentioning: 

 

First, the prevention of Genocide is not an easy subject, and the fact that 

we have managed to hold these forums on three continents so far is an 

achievement in itself. It demonstrates that the prevention of genocide is a 

universal objective. Discussions have also shown, however, that 

effective responses and institutional mechanisms need to be adapted to 

the political, cultural and historical context of each region to ensure 

ownership and sustainability.   

 

Second, we have highlighted that in each continent countries are ready 

to take the initiative in this matter and are engaged to avoid these terrible 

tragedies. They take the lead in convening regional experts and 

government officials to think about common solutions; the best example 

is the IGGLR (International Conference on the Great Lakes Region 

(ICGLR) that adopted a special protocol on this issue to enable them to 

intervene in a timely and efficient manner. We are similarly encouraged 

by the fact that the response from geographical neighbors has been 

overwhelmingly positive: interest has been high and there is a feeling 

that most governments, including those who were not in a position to 

take the lead on this issue, for their own reasons, have been thankful for 

this initiative.  

 

Third, we have managed to lower the threshold to discussing genocide 

and responsibility to protect internationally. It remains an emotional 

subject, but we feel that the debates are now increasingly centered on 

how to set up effective prevention architectures. This is a positive trend, 

which is in line with efforts that have taken place elsewhere, notably at 



 
 

the General Assembly, where a way forward has been found after the 

divisive debates of the past years.  

 

Fourth, we have contributed to strengthening the relation between 

prevention and the struggle against impunity. When atrocities have been 

committed, violators need to be judged, and the societies need to be 

rehabilitated in order to ensure the guarantee of no repetition. Effective 

transitional justice strategies are crucial to preventing recurrence of such 

tragedies. 

 

Fifth, in parallel to a well established community of experts on the 

prevention of genocide and mass atrocity crimes, we have been able to 

identify numerous senior government representatives with both a strong 

personal interest and a mandate from their governments to engage into 

genocide prevention and responsibility to protect policy efforts. This may 

be a good starting point to discuss the questions whether we should 

build a network of national focal points, what role such a network could 

play, how it could complement and support regional and multilateral 

structures, how it could strengthen the link between early warning, timely 

decision-making, and action? On our side, we have just created a new 

“Task force for dealing with the past and prevention of mass atrocities” in 

the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs. It will serve as the focal point 

for Switzerland. 

 

Major adaptations were recently made in the UN Secretariat, in particular 

with the creation of the Joint office of the special advisers for genocide 

prevention and R2P. We are supportive of this change and firmly believe 

in the value of tackling genocide and R2P together. We must now work 

to ensure that prevention of genocide and responsibility to protect 

become one unified field, and make sure that appropriate national 



 
 

structures exist to make this change tangible at regional and national 

levels.  

 

All of this is encouraging, but at the same time we need to remain 

humble: there is still a lot of progress to be made. If we look critically at 

the broader historical record and the past performance of the 

international community, we have to acknowledge serious shortcomings. 

In cases of suspected mass atrocities, decisions are many times not 

made on time. When they are made, they too often originate in the global 

north, giving arguments to those who profess that the prevention of 

genocide is a western concept.  

 

Our efforts should also emphasize the development of civilian 

capabilities. As we are seeing in Libya, the use of force under the 

auspices of the United Nations cannot be ruled out as a measure of last 

resort, but this should not prevent us from further developing 

mechanisms for early prevention. Countless human lives have been lost 

over the course of history as a result of a failure to act early enough. We 

have a moral debt to those people.  

 

As you will be reflecting about European approaches to genocide 

prevention it is really important to identify the lessons learned of our past 

experiences. Let’s never forget this continent bears the scars of a dark 

history: the holocaust, in which millions of Jews and other people were 

brutally and systematically murdered. The executions, disappearances 

and forced displacements of the darkest days of the Soviet Union. The 

atrocities of the Balkan wars that took place on European soil less than 

20 years ago. 

 

In order to prevent the recurrence of such tragedies we need to work on 

strengthening the already existing early warning systems. We need to 



 
 

link them with the appropriate decision making structures to ensure that 

risks are taken into account early on by decision makers, and that proper 

decisions are made on time. We also need to be able to deploy the 

whole range of instruments to protect populations rapidly. I hope this 

forum can contribute to making this ambition a reality.  

 

Excellencies,  

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

I wish you a productive time over the next two days. 

 

Thank you for your attention.  


