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UNTAC deploys and displays success

On the eve of UNTAC’s arrival in Cambodia on 15 March 1992, the Khmer Rouge adopted a 
contradictory position: On the one hand they called for UNTAC’s quick deployment and promised 
to cooperate with the mission once it had arrived, but they had constantly and deliberately 
obstructed UNAMIC’s efforts in making preparations and violated the cease-fire. UNTAC was 
divided into two phases. Phase one, which started after the signing of the Paris Agreement, was 
to see a complete cease-fire and the total withdrawal of foreign military forces along with their 
equipment, with ongoing verification of their non-return. Phase Two would set in motion the 
disarmament and demobilisation of 70 per cent of the Cambodian factions’ armies, with the 
residual 30 per cent remaining in cantonments under UN control to be either demobilised later, 
or incorporated into a new national army. UNTAC would also have to foster a neutral political 
environment and organise and hold elections. During the negotiations of the Paris Agreements, 
much focus had been on disarmament, and a large part of the peace accords was devoted this 
part of the mission. It was considered to be the key to every other aspect of the operation and an 
absolutely vital precondition for the organisation of elections.1 Eventually, three months later, as 
Phase Two started, the Khmer Rouge boycotted the disarmament and demobilisation process, 
plunging the entire operation into a crisis. This chapter explores the reasons why UNTAC failed 
to achieve its first objective. 

Most scholars have pointed at the slow arrival of UNTAC’s military units and civilian 
teams in Cambodia as well as inadequate preparation as the main causes for UNTAC’s inability 
to succeed in disarming the Cambodian factions.2 It has been argued that the late deployment 
of UNTAC proved “extremely damaging” for the operation. Michael Mersiades has pointed out 
that it effected Khmer Rouge perceptions of UNTAC’s legitimacy.3 According to Lise Howard, 
the delays forced the operation into “a state of organisational dysfunction.”4 Sorpong Peou and 
David Roberts have argued that the Khmer Rouge demonstrated a degree of cooperation and 
seemed prepared to participate in the disarmament, and demobilisation process, but refused to 
comply because UNTAC failed to address their concerns about security.5 This chapter will show 
that scholars have made the same misinterpretation as the UN leadership at the time by taking 
the Khmer Rouge leadership’s statements about their commitment to the peace process at face 
value, although their statements continued to be in complete contradiction to their actions. 
It will be demonstrated, first, that rather than ignoring the Khmer Rouge’s security concerns, 
the UN leadership ignored the Khmer Rouge’s strategy of stonewalling UNTAC’s efforts while 

1   S/23613, Report of the Secretary-General on Cambodia, 19 February 1992.
2   Wang, Managing Arms in Peace Processes, 21, 43, 85; Peou, Conflict Neutralization, 14, 192; Chopra et al., Report on the 
Cambodian peace process, 18; Doyle, UNTAC’s Civil Mandate, 83; Findlay, Cambodia, 113, 35; Schear, “Riding the Tiger,” 154, 
175; Roberts, Political Transition in Cambodia, 64.
3   Mersiades, “Peacekeeping and legitimacy,” 210.
4   Morjé Howard, UN Peacekeeping in Civil Wars, 147.
5   Peou, “Implementing Cambodia’s Peace Agreement,” 512, 523; Roberts, Political Transition in Cambodia, 102.
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continuously raising their price for cooperation. Second, we will see that though the slow arrival 
of peacekeepers was certainly harmful for UNTAC’s authority, it was above all the great reluctance 
with which they were deployed in March 1992 that deprived UNTAC of early momentum and 
authority. Third, a major reason for Phase Two to flounder was the fact that the civilian UN 
leadership was more focussed on the ultimate objective of organising elections, sticking to the 
predetermined time schedule, than on the disarmament and demobilisation. 

A contested implementation plan 
With regard to the disarmament and demobilisation of the Cambodian factions, the Paris Peace 
Agreements stipulated that the factions’ soldiers were first expected to report to specifically 
designated regroupment zones; every faction had its own set in the parts of the country they 
controlled, where peacekeepers would be waiting for them. From there they would be escorted 
to nearby cantonment sites, large camps of battalion size (some 800 men) operated by UNTAC’s 
military. The faction’s soldiers would then hand in their weapons and ammunition to be stored in 
the custody of UNTAC. Once the cantonment would be completed, UNTAC infantry battalions 
would patrol the countryside and verify if all soldiers and their weapons had been committed to 
the cantonments. All in all, it was an ambitious and complicated process which relied on the full 
cooperation of all the factions. But these general outlines of the Paris Agreement had yet to be 
translated into a more specific implementation plan.6

Awaiting his official appointment as UNTAC force commander, Sanderson was temporarily 
named “Military Advisor to the Secretary-General on Cambodia.”7 Between 17 November and 
7 December 1991, General Sanderson and General Dibuama together led a UN military survey 
mission to Cambodia, which was mandated to prepare the military part of the implementation 
plan.8 As a result of this survey mission, which mostly operated from Bangkok and spent only nine 
days in Cambodia, a first draft of the implementation plan was produced by the UN Secretariat. 
Sanderson, who had not been given an official position in New York and continued to operate from 
Australia, had his doubts about the plan.9 It foresaw to deploy a force of twelve battalions with a 
total of 15,900 troops.10 This was much more than the 6,000 personnel a UN fact-finding mission 
in 1989, under the leadership of the Norwegian lieutenant general Martin Vadset, had concluded 
would be necessary, and Secretary-General Pérez de Cuéllar had in mind.11 UNTAC’s future force 
commander was especially concerned that the fragile infrastructure in Cambodia could not handle 
such a large force and that it would be too expensive. He therefore hoped that the Cambodian 

6   Agreement on a Comprehensive Political Settlement of the Cambodia Conflict, Paris, 23 October 1991, Annex II, Article 
III.
7   Resolution 718 (1991) Decisions, Dag Hammarskjold Digital Library, United Nations, New York; Interview by Hugh 
Smith with John M. Sanderson, 10 July 1998, Canberra Australia, Yale-UN Oral History Project, Dag Hammarskjold Digital 
Library, United Nations, New York.
8   UN Security Council Resolution 718 (1991).
9   Letter Sanderson to Dibuama, 6 December 1991, Sanderson papers, Australian Defence Force Academy Library (ADFA), 
box 2, file 7.
10   “Report of the United Nations Military Survey Mission to Cambodia 17 November–16 December 1991, United 
Nations New York, 24 December 1991,” NIMH-099, file 13; Letter Sanderson to Dibuama, 6 December 1991.
11   Military officers from Australia, Britain, Canada, France, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Norway, and Poland participated in 
this mission. See: Haas, “The Paris conference on Cambodia, 1989,” 45; Television interview with Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, 17 
November 1991, URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NDdFbMcMkS0.
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factions might be willing to agree to “a less precise and rigid approach to the disengagement 
and demobilization,” which would also considerably lower the costs of the operation.12 Realising 
that the Department of Peacekeeping Operations was overstretched and lacked the experience to 
plan such a large and complicated mission as UNTAC, Sanderson decided to travel to New York 
uninvited.13 But when he arrived at UN headquarters on 15 January, nobody could receive him 
because he had no official invitation. Sanderson was shocked to discover that at the Department 
of Peacekeeping Operations there was no special operation room for Cambodia and a limited 
understanding of translating the Paris Agreement into operational military terms. This was 
illustrated by Dibuama’s intention to deploy UNTAC between June and September 1992, which 
was in the middle of the wet season, when Cambodia’s badly-maintained roads would become 
impassable because of the mud, making a deployment a logistical nightmare.14 Sanderson had to 
wait until 5 February 1992 to become officially involved in the planning process, which was two 
days after the Secretariat had finished a definitive version of the implementation plan.15  

Loridon, who was wasn’t involved in the planning process for UNTAC either, also 
disagreed with the ideas that dominated in New York about the strategy for disarmament and 
demobilisation. The French general did not believe it was necessary to have as many as 15,900 
peacekeepers deployed in Cambodia, and felt that the mission of disarming and demobilising the 
Cambodian factions could be achieved in a much more efficient, cheaper and flexible way. On 
24 January, he sent his official recommendations to the UN Secretariat in which he proposed 
to start immediately with the progressive deployment of a total force of 5,000 peacekeepers. 
Loridon’s idea was to have all these units deployed before 15 May and organise them in fifty 
mobile groups of 100 blue helmets.16 These mobile groups would drive around the countryside 
and disarm the Cambodian factions’ units on the spot, completing the disarmament by 15 July. 
Once the demobilisation completed, the mobile groups would patrol vigorously and set up camp 
in the villages, live among the Cambodians to win their confidence and gather intelligence about 
remaining arms caches. In the case of a cease-fire violation report, one or two mobile groups 
would rush to the location to calm the situation and investigate.17 Loridon’s plan for deploying 
small mobile groups of blue helmets among the Cambodian population was partly inspired on 
classic counterinsurgency doctrine.18 It resembled the strategy that had been applied by General 
Jean de Lattre de Tassigny during the First Indochina War in the 1950s, but it deviated completely 
from the traditional United Nations operating procedure in which sectors were being allotted to 

12   Letter Sanderson to Dibuama, 6 December 1991, Sanderson papers, ADFA Library, S-2-7. Australian government 
officials also expected that the UN Secretariat would eventually scale down the proposal to cut costs as much as possible. See: 
Berry, Cambodia – From Red to Blue, 215.
13   John Sanderson, Command at the operational level, unpublished paper given at the Australian Command and Staff 
College Queensclif, 26 June 2000.
14   Horner and Connor, The Good International Citizen, 144; Chopra et al., Report on the Cambodian Peace Process, 18.
15   Lt. Col. Russel Stuart, “MMWG update on preparation for UNTAC,” 3 February 1992, “Deployment of military 
component UNTAC,” UNA, S-0994-0002-0006; Horner and Connor, The Good International Citizen, 144. It was only on 19 
February that the Secretary-General submitted the definitive implementation plan for UNTAC to the Security Council.  
16   Cable French Ambassador Phnom Penh, 27 January 1992, “Activités militaires des Nations Unies au Cambodge,” ADN, 
10 POI/1 1310.
17   Briefing by Brigadier General Michel Loridon to French officers in Phnom Penh, May 1992, ECPAD Ivry-sur-Seine, 
92.9.014 - K7-23.
18   Karsten Friis, “Peacekeeping and Counter-insurgency – Two of a Kind?,” International Peacekeeping 17, no. 1 (2010): 52.
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different national infantry battalions.19 But Loridon was largely unfamiliar with the UN’s modus 
operandi and proposed a plan that he believed was best adapted to the situation on the ground in 
Cambodia. The other problem was that the Paris Peace Agreements stipulated that the Cambodian 
faction’s soldiers were to disarm and demobilise by reporting to regroupment areas before being 
interned into cantonments of battalion size or larger. But Loridon did not believe that forcing the 
Cambodian soldiers to live in barbed-wire camps and separate them from their families for an 
extended period would be a workable method to achieve the disarmament of the factions.20 He 
argued that his alternative plan also fitted perfectly within the of Paris Agreements.21 But Dibuama 
and Goulding did not adopt Loridon’s proposals.22

Despite the input from both Sanderson and Loridon, the definitive implementation 
plan for UNTAC did not include their recommendations.23 On 19 February, Secretary-General 
Boutros-Ghali presented UNTAC’s implementation plan that respected Dibuama’s original draft. 
UNTAC would consist of an infantry element of 10,200 soldiers, subdivided in twelve enlarged 
infantry battalions of 850 blue helmets each.24 In consultation with the Cambodian factions, the 
number of cantonments had been scaled down from 317 to fifty-two camps, which meant that 
the number of cantoned soldiers per camp would now range between 1,600 and 7,000 men.25 
The number of camps had been reduced to the absolute minimum in order to reduce costs.26 
Whereas the Cambodian factions had agreed in Paris to a demobilisation of 70 per cent of their 
forces, the Secretary-General urged the factions again to agree to a demobilisation of all their 
forces, as this would enable UNTAC to close the cantonment areas and reduce the number of 
peacekeepers as quickly as possible, which would further reduce costs.27 But this ambition seemed 
unrealistic as Hun Sen’s State of Cambodia was unwilling to demobilise its entire army as long as 

19   Fredrik Logevall, Embers of War: The Fall of an Empire and the Making of America’s Vietnam (New York: Random House, 
2012), 266.
20   Briefing by Brigadier General Michel Loridon to French officers in Phnom Penh; Telephone conversation between 
Marrack Goulding and General Michel Loridon,” 7 February.
21   The Paris agreements could also be read in such a way that they did not. Paris Agreements, Annex II, Article VII 
Cessation of outside military assistance to all Cambodian Parties: “Immediately after the second phase of the cease-fire 
begins, UNTAC will take the following practical measures: c) Maintain mobile teams at strategic locations within Cambodia 
to patrol and investigate allegations of supply of arms to any of the Parties.” And Paris Agreements, Annex II, VIII, Caches 
of weapons and military supplies, 2: “On the basis of information received, the military component shall, after the date 
referred to in paragraph 1, deploy verification teams to investigate each report and destroy each cache found.” However, the 
Paris Agreements also determined that UNTAC would “supervise the regrouping and relocating of all forces to specifically 
designated cantonment areas [. . .] and initiate the process of arms control and reduction.” See: Section C “military functions” 
of the UNTAC mandate, 20. UNA, S-0797-0011-0006.
22   When Loridon wanted to elaborate on his recommendations, Goulding and Dibuama said that his cable had never been 
received in New York. See: “Telephone conversation between Marrack Goulding and General Michel Loridon,” 7 February. 
23   Lt. Col. Russel Stuart, “MMWG update on preparation for UNTAC,” 3 February 1992, “Deployment of military 
component UNTAC,” UNA, S-0994-0002-0006. It was only on 19 February that the Secretary-General submitted the 
definitive implementation plan for UNTAC to the Security Council. 
24   UNTAC’s military component would have a total strength of 15,900 men and women and would also include 485 
military observers, 2,230 military engineers, an air support group of 326, a signals unit of 582, a medical unit of 541, a logistic 
battalion of 872, and a naval element of 376 to operate six sea patrols boats and nine river patrol boats. S/23613, Report of 
the Secretary-General on Cambodia, 19 February 1992.
25   Internal memorandum Sanderson to Akashi, 24 March 1992, “Russian non-paper on expenditure cuts of the UN 
operation in Cambodia,” UNA, S-1854-0003-0001.
26   S/23613, Report of the Secretary-General on Cambodia, 19 February 1992.
27   S/23613; UN Security Council Resolution 745, 28 February 1992; Paris Peace Agreement, Annex 2, Article V-1. UNA, 
S-0797-0011-0006.
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the Khmer Rouge were able to hide soldiers and arms out of UNTAC’s sight.28 Logically, Khmer 
Rouge commander-in-chief, Son Sen, favoured a demobilisation of 100 per cent because it would 
strongly weaken the power of Hun Sen’s regime.29 

When the Secretary-General presented his implementation plan for UNTAC to the 
Security Council on 28 February, he started with a disclaimer. He admitted to the Council that 
the plan “may appear ambitious, and its cost rather worrying,” but argued that it merely translated 
into operational terms the ambitious and unprecedented mandate conceived by the authors of the 
Paris Agreements. Nothing was definitive, he asserted, except for the timetable of the operation, 
in which the final objective was the organisation of elections in late April or early May 1993. 
This date was “a major political imperative,” and Boutros-Ghali assured the Security Council that 
everything would be done to hold that timetable. Somewhat paradoxically, the Secretary-General 
also underlined that it would be “necessary to show some measure of flexibility in the conduct of 
this operation.”30 Frankly recognising that the information in his implementation plan was not 
necessarily complete and precise enough – given the continuing development of the situation in 
Cambodia – Boutros-Ghali made it clear in his report that it contained recommendations that 
may “need to be re-examined in the light of experience, once UNTAC is in place.”31 He promised 
to the Council that he would propose necessary adjustments, as well as to visit Cambodia in April 
in order to examine personally how the whole operation was progressing in the field.32 Shining in 
absence was a budget for UNTAC. The Secretary-General did not spell out in detail how much 
the entire UNTAC operation would cost and only provided the rough projection of $1.9 billion 
to cover the entire mission’s eighteen months. This money, however, had not been reserved, and 
the General Assembly had only approved $200 million as an advance appropriation.33  

The Security Council members were not entirely satisfied with the Secretariat’s 
implementation plan. The scale and estimated costs for the operation were a true shock. The 
Americans, who knew they would have to pay the largest share of the bill, made it clear that 
UNTAC risked becoming far too expensive.34 The other P5 members were equally sceptical, but 
not only for financial reasons. As peacekeeping operations were multiplying, member states were 
facing difficulties in providing peacekeepers on time. Realising that a rejection of the plan was 
virtually impossible as it would only lead to further delays, it was unanimously adopted by the 
Security Council. The P5 and other Council members instead emphasised the importance of 
making UNTAC cost-effective and gladly endorsed Boutros-Ghali’s remarks about the need for 
constant re-evaluation and revision of the UNTAC plan in light of the real situation in Cambodia. 
The United States permanent representative, Thomas Pickering, stated: “We wholeheartedly 
welcome the Secretary-General’s intention continually to review and refine UNTAC’s operation 
in the light of actual experience and new information, with a view to maximum effectiveness and 

28   Cable Akashi to Goulding, 8 April 1992, “Your UNTAC-493,” UNA, S-0794-0046-0004.
29   Cable Akashi to Goulding, 1 April 1992, “Third situation report,” UNA, S-0794-0046-0004; Brief for the Secretary-
General on the military situation in Cambodia, 16 April 1992, UNA, S-0794-0046-0004.
30   Provisional verbatim record of the 3057th meeting, held at Headquarters, New York, on Friday, 28 February 1992 (S/
PV.3057.), 7.
31   S/23613, Report of the Secretary-General on Cambodia, 19 February 1992.
32   S/PV.3057., 7.
33   Ratner, The New UN Peacekeeping, 164.
34   Joel Brinkley, Cambodia’s Curse: The Modern History of a Troubled Land (New York: Public Affairs, 2012), 70.
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the most efficient use of resources.”35 In order to make UNTAC cost-efficient, Security Council 
members underlined that the timetable of the operation, and the target date for the elections, 
should be scrupulously respected.36 Everyone realised that speed was of the essence and that 
UNTAC would have to be fully deployed before the wet season arrived in May. Any delay in the 
implementation plan was likely to lead to difficulties and increasing costs. But the call for respect 
of the timetable was somewhat at odds with the call for maximum flexibility.
	 In his implementation plan, the Secretary-General also laid down four essential 
conditions that would have to be met to enable UNTAC to discharge its responsibilities effectively 
and impartially. First, UNTAC would need the full support of the Security Council; second, it 
needed to be assured of full cooperation, at all times, of all Cambodian factions; third, the military 
component would need to enjoy full freedom of movement; fourth, the necessary financial 
resources needed to be provided by member states in full and in a timely manner.37 With the 
Khmer Rouge dragging their feet and the uncertainty about the finances of the operation, the 
Secretary-General omitted to mention that only one of these conditions seemed to have been met 
at the time of publishing his report, which was the unanimous support of the Security Council.

UNTAC’s hesitant deployment
The situation in Cambodia was disconcerting. UNAMIC had not succeeded in maintaining the 
cease-fire: fighting was still ongoing in Kompong Thom where the NADK continued to attempt 
to push to the south and cut off the CPAF’s access to the northern provinces. The Khmer Rouge 
troops were at least ten kilometres (six miles) from Kompong Thom, surrounding all but the 
southern side of the town as they were unable to cut the road to Phnom Penh.38 The civilian 
population suffered badly from the fighting in Kompong Thom: 15,000 Cambodians, mostly 
poor rice farmers, were forced to leave their fields and villages.39 The Khmer Rouge’s cooperation 
with the UN had eroded significantly in the six weeks preceding UNTAC’s deployment. On 7 
March, Prince Sihanouk publicly accused the Khmer Rouge of deliberately stalling the peace 
process. “All the problems are created by them. If there were no Khmer Rouge there would be 
no problems. You won’t even need UNTAC,” he stated.40 Richard Solomon, the US assistant 
secretary of state for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, witnessed a widespread concern about the 
lack of cooperation by the Khmer Rouge when he visited Cambodia between 9 and 11 March, 
only a few days before UNTAC’s arrival. “Across the board, they just keep making excuses not to 
cooperate,” Solomon stated to journalists.41 In New York, however, one seemed to remain unaware 
of the erosion of the Khmer Rouge’s cooperation.

When UNAMIC transitioned into UNTAC, the UN operation in Cambodia was now 
officially placed under the leadership of the special representative Yasushi Akashi, who succeeded 

35   S/PV.3057, 44.
36   S/PV.3057, 18.
37   S/23613.
38   Jean-Claude Chapon, “Khmer Rouge refuses to end fighting, head of U.N. mission due,” AFP, 14 March 1992.
39   Mark Dodd, “U.N. peace team due in embattled Cambodia region,” Reuters, 2 April 1992.
40   Kiernan, “The Cambodian crisis,” 21.
41   Mark Dodd, “Cash, Khmer Rouge trouble U.N. effort, US says,” Reuters, 11 March 1992; Nate Thayer, “Solomon Says 
Khmer Rouge Obstruct Peace Process,” The Associated Press, 10 March 1992.
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Ataul Karim as the highest UN official in Cambodia. Lt. Gen. John Sanderson took over the 
military command from Brig. Gen. Michel Loridon, who became UNTAC’s deputy force 
commander. From the moment that Loridon passed over the UN military command in Cambodia 
to Sanderson it became clear that the two generals held very different ideas about how the 
peacekeeping operation ought to be conducted. As a consequence, the working relation between 
the force commander and his deputy was tense from the start.42 It was a clear clash of personalities. 
In character and experience, the two generals were each other’s opposites. Sanderson was a calm, 
reflective and soft-spoken political general, a methodical planner with diplomatic skills. Trained 
as an army engineer, he had been deployed to East Malaysia during the Malayan Emergency in 
1966 and to South Vietnam in 1971 where he was engaged in mine-clearance, the reconstruction 
of infrastructure and civic action operations.43 Later in his career, Sanderson became director of 
plans of the Australian Army and worked as a coordinator between the departments of Defence 
and Foreign Affairs for the development of Australia’s military strategic policy. It was in this last 
capacity that Sanderson became involved in the planning for Australia’s contribution to a future 
peacekeeping operation in Cambodia.44 This provided Sanderson with a clear understanding of 
the context in which he operated and how his actions on the operational level could have great 
implications on the political level. The head of the UN’s Department of Peacekeeping Operations, 
Marrack Goulding, remembered Sanderson as “rather conventional,” “very cautious,” but also 
“a safe pair of hands.”45 Loridon, on the other hand, acquired a reputation for being vigorous, 
dynamic, practical and forceful.46 The French general also explicitly distanced himself from politics. 
To the Cambodian generals he said: “we are officers and we will have accomplished our mission if 
the cease-fire is respected. Let the politicians discuss.”47 He was a veteran of the Algerian War and 
later served in the French Foreign Legion. He had been the commander of French forces in the 
Central African Republic and of the French army’s elite 11th Parachute Brigade. These experiences 
made him familiar with quick deployments and improvising in rapidly changing circumstances.48

On 11 March 1992, the first units of UNTAC’s military component, an Indonesian 
battalion of the 503rd Para Raider Infantry, arrived in Phnom Penh. Loridon was eager to deploy 
the Indonesian paratroopers immediately to Kompong Thom, interpose them between the 
belligerents to ease the situation, reassure the population and make a clear demonstration of 
UNTAC’s authority.49 He told journalists that UNTAC was able to deploy very quickly and that 

42   Author’s interview with Michel Loridon; Horner and Connor, The Good International Citizen, 145. 
43   CV Lieutenant General John Sanderson, AMBZ, BZ-00391; Interview by Hugh Smith with Lieutenant General John 
M. Sanderson, 10 July 10 1998, Canberra, Australia, Yale-UN Oral History Project, Dag Hammarskjold Library, United 
Nations, New York.
44   John M. Sanderson, Command at the operational level.
45   Interview by James S. Sutterlin with Marrack Goulding.
46   Richard Solomon was impressed by the “dynamic” and “vigorous” way by which Loridon had led the UNAMIC 
mission. See: Cable French Ambassador Washington, DC, 24 February 1992, “Consultations Franco-Américaines sur l’Asie: 
Cambodge,” ADN, 10 POI/1 1310; Klintworth, “Cambodia 1992: Hopes Fading,” 115.
47   Record of Mixed Military Working Group Emergency Meeting, 13 March 1992, UNA, S-1854-0080-0006.
48   CV General Michel Loridon, Archives Diplomatiques Nantes, NY 10 POI/1 1310; Author’s interview with Michel 
Loridon. For a good analysis of Loridon’s 11th French parachute brigade operating in a peacekeeping environment, see: Chiara 
Ruffa, Military cultures in peace and stability operations Afghanistan and Lebanon (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2018), 60.
49   Cable Loridon to Goulding, 15 March 1992, “Situation au Cambodge,” UNA, S-0995-0001-0004; Briefing by 
Brigadier General Michel Loridon to French officers in Phnom Penh.
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he had instructed the Indonesian troops in Phnom Penh to be on standby to move to Kompong 
Thom, adding that this decision was, of course, one to be made by his superior, Sanderson.50 The 
Khmer Rouge appeared to follow-up on their promise that as soon as UNTAC had arrived, UN 
forces would be allowed to deploy into their zones. On the day of UNTAC’s arrival, the Khmer 
Rouge commander-in-chief, Son Sen, announced that he was willing to talk about a cease-fire in 
Kompong Thom if UNTAC would immediately deploy a battalion to the disputed province.51 
Sensing a movement in the Khmer Rouge position he had not witnessed during his UNAMIC 
command, Loridon immediately drafted a plan for the deployment of two Indonesian companies 
to Kompong Thom, which he presented to Sanderson the moment the force commander landed 
in Phnom Penh on 15 March.52 But Sanderson did not follow Loridon’s advice and preferred to 
make his own evaluation of the situation and his own plan. “I need more information before I 
make that decision,” he stated to journalists at the airport.53

Interviews conducted by Steven Heder with Khmer Rouge defectors and by David Roberts 
with the Khmer Rouge leadership both suggest that Khmer Rouge military had received orders 
from their superiors to be cooperative with UNTAC in March and April. Heder refers to “a 
brief honeymoon of hospitality” in which Khmer Rouge troops were instructed to welcome the 
peacekeepers in their zones.54 Indeed, the Khmer Rouge leadership demonstrated very cooperative 
behaviour the moment UNTAC arrived in Cambodia. On 16 March, during a meeting of the 
Supreme National Council, the commander-in-chief of the Khmer Rouge army, Son Sen, made 
a solemn declaration in which he warmly welcomed Akashi and Sanderson to Cambodia and 
said that he strongly hoped that all UNTAC military and civilian personnel would soon be fully 
deployed around the country. “In this spirit, we salute with a profound satisfaction the arrival of 
the Indonesian and Malaysian battalion,” he stated.55 Although the Khmer Rouge had obstructed 
UNAMIC’s efforts to prepare for UNTAC’s arrival, Son Sen hypocritically paid “a vibrant tribute” 
to Karim and Loridon who, he alleged, had succeeded in their mandate despite the modest 
resources at their disposal.56 A day later, when Sanderson and Akashi met privately with Son 
Sen, the Khmer Rouge army leader again urged them to deploy UNTAC troops immediately 
to Kompong Thom, and promised complete Khmer Rouge cooperation in this effort.57 On the 
same day, the ambassadors of the P5 in Phnom Penh also strongly advised Akashi and Sanderson 
to establish a UN military presence in Kompong Thom as well as in the southern province of 

50   Nate Thayer, “Khmer Rouge Rebels Refuse to Halt Fighting On Eve Of U.N. Mission,” The Associated Press, 14 March 
1992; “Khmer Rouge shuns cease-fire demands,” Canberra Times, 15 March 1992.
51   Cable Loridon to Goulding, 15 March 1992, “Situation au Cambodge,” UNA, S-0995-0001-0004; “Khmer Rouge call 
for end to fighting at Kompong Thom,” AFP, 15 March 1992.
52   Cable Loridon to Goulding, 15 March 1992, “Situation au Cambodge,” UNA, S-0995-0001-0004; Briefing by 
Brigadier General Michel Loridon to French officers in Phnom Penh.
53   “Khmer Rouge call for end to fighting at Kompong Thom,” AFP, 15 March 1992.
54   Roberts, Political Transition in Cambodia, 94, 100, 96; Stephen Heder, “The Resumption of Armed Struggle by the Party 
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Kampot, in order to prevent further cease-fire violations in these areas and make it clear from the 
outset that UNTAC would not tolerate any “no-go areas.”58 But Sanderson refused, explaining 
that he wanted to avoid “entrapment” and emphasising the necessity to organise reliable supply 
lines first.59 Sanderson felt that he didn’t have sufficient logistical and medical support, nor were 
there enough officers available who could concentrate on making detailed plans.60 Only two out 
of eleven infantry battalions had arrived in Cambodia, and these were still dependent on support 
units from UNAMIC. The medical contingent from Germany counted only fifteen personnel, 
and the French aviation assets were reaching the limits of their capacities. UNTAC did not yet 
have logistic support units, which meant that the battalions were dependent on their own sixty 
days of supplies.61 With such a fragile force, Sanderson preferred not to send his troops into the 
area before the fighting had stopped, cease-fire lines were drawn, and a detailed plan for their 
supervision was agreed upon. His starting point was that the Cambodian factions needed to 
agree to a local cease-fire first, before he deployed his troops to the province. “I don’t want U.N. 
troops stumbling blind around the countryside [. . .] If I had put U.N. troops in there this week, 
they would have been put right in the middle of a counter-offensive,” the force commander told 
reporters.62 He ordered the Indonesian battalion to remain on standby in Phnom Penh until the 
fighting in Kompong Thom had stopped.63 

Emphasising the importance of making detailed plans, Sanderson preferred to convene the 
Mixed Military Working Group in Phnom Penh first in order to work out a plan together with 
the factions and then deploy peacekeepers “in a properly constructed way.”64 “You are all military 
officers and you know that you should make a plan before you commit your troops to an operation,” 
Sanderson said to the Cambodian generals during the meeting on 27 March in Phnom Penh. 
“Before I put UN soldiers in villages in the Kompong Thom area I must know what arrangements 
we have agreed there; who we are going to meet, what roads we are going to use, who is going to 
guarantee the opening of those roads.”65 But agreement around a concrete plan could not be found 
because Khmer Rouge general Nuon Bunno refused to reveal the exact locations of his troops 
and minefields. He nonetheless agreed to the principle of a cease-fire and assured Sanderson that 
any UNTAC forces that moved into Kompong Thom province would not have to worry about 
their safety.66 Meanwhile, Son Sen repeated his public calls for UNTAC to separate the fighting 
factions immediately: “If the referee stays only in Phnom Penh, we cannot stop the fighting,” Son 
Sen stated to the press, adding that “we will only be able to stop the fighting once UNTAC is on 
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the spot.”67 Son Sen’s appeal for UNTAC’s interposition surely reflected an opportunistic move 
to use the blue helmets to protect their conquered territory against counterattacks by the CPAF, 
but UNTAC missed an opportunity to respond to this Khmer Rouge request for an immediate 
demonstration of its strength.

Notwithstanding logistical problems, Sanderson’s cautious reflexes during the first two 
weeks of his command seem, above all, to have been informed by political considerations. On 
1 April, the Australian parliament was scheduled to vote about the government’s resolution to 
contribute a contingent of 500 army communication specialists to UNTAC. But the ambitious 
policy of the Australian Labor Party with regard to the Cambodian peace process was not 
uncontroversial. Already from early 1989, when the Labor government began discussing options 
for a contribution to a possible peacekeeping operation in Cambodia, a political debate erupted 
around the nature of such a mission and the dangers to which Australian personnel would be 
exposed.68 In August 1989, Foreign Minister Gareth Evans publicly promised that in the case that 
Australian troops were to be deployed to Cambodia, it would be to observe a negotiated peace, 
not to settle a war.69 Evans also reminded the “less-than-happy” and “destructive” role Australia 
had played two decades earlier in Indochina through its participation in the Vietnam War. “This 
time round,” he stated, “we want any contribution we might make to be wholly peaceful and 
constructive,” and emphasised that Australia would not send troops into a “shooting war.”70 Evans 
criticised the foreign policy of Australia’s conservative governments in the past which, from a left-
Labor viewpoint, had been too much focussed on maintaining the “imperial link” with Britain 
and close ties with the United States, leading to Australia’s active and much deplored involvement 
in the Vietnam War.71 Evans was determined to start a new chapter in Australia’s relations with 
Asia and implement the Labor Party’s foreign policy doctrine which was predicated on working 
out Australia’s regional identity by playing an “active partnership role” in Asia.72 Taking the lead 
in a future peacekeeping operation in Cambodia thus had a strategic and symbolic significance 
for the Labor government. However, it was clear from the start that it had to be avoided at all 
costs that Australia would be held responsible for an escalation of violence in Indochina. Such 
a scenario would be a nightmare for the Labor government, as it would not only go against the 
party’s traditional foreign policy principles and make itself vulnerable to the opposition, but it 
would also endanger the objective of establishing close partnerships with key Asian countries such 
as China and Japan and developing Australia’s new Asian identity.

In Australian political tradition, the government was expected to seek bipartisan support in 
the policy areas of foreign affairs and defence. It would be unthinkable that the largest deployment 
of Australian troops overseas since the Vietnam War, and especially to Indochina, would occur 
without bipartisan support. However, the shadow foreign minister, Senator Robert Hill of the 
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Liberal Party, was very critical of Australia’s involvement in Cambodia, which had resulted in some 
fierce confrontations between him and Evans in the Senate on this issue.73 Under heavy pressure 
from the opposition, Evans promised that the peacekeeping mission in Cambodia would be a 
low-threat operation. In late October 1991, with the ink on the paper of the Paris Agreements 
hardly dry, Evans succeeded to persuade Prime Minister Hun Sen of the Phnom Penh government 
to visit Australia first before returning to Cambodia.74 At a joint press conference with Evans in 
Canberra, Hun Sen reassured the Australian public that its peacekeepers “would not get bogged 
down in any military quagmire.” Evans quickly endorsed Hun Sen’s statements, and added that 
the most acute dangers that Australian troops would experience would come from the tropical 
environment and the many landmines in the Cambodian countryside. The Australian foreign 
minister also countered the idea that the Khmer Rouge was still strong enough to endanger the 
peace plan.75  
	 The debate about the safety of Australian troops nonetheless continued, and it was far 
from certain that the Australian contribution to UNTAC would receive bipartisan support in 
parliament.76 As reports about the continuous fighting in Kompong Thom were echoed in the 
Australian press, Senator Hill expressed his concerns that UN soldiers would get involved in 
separating the Cambodian factions, which in his view, would exceed their peacekeeping role.77 He 
threatened to withhold the opposition’s support for the Australian contribution to the operation 
if the government would not “come clean” about the dangers posed to Australian peacekeepers in 
Cambodia and provide guarantees that they would only receive tasks involving minimum risks.78 

In reaction, Evans guaranteed that UN troops would not get involved in a “separation exercise” 
and assured that they were “not going to be thrown into a hot-war, shooting-war situation,” as this 
was “not their role.”79

Before the Australian contribution was put to the vote in parliament on 1 April, Prime 
Minister Paul Keating had made a statement that aimed to reassure the critical opposition and 
obtain bipartisan support for the Australian contribution to UNTAC. He especially underlined 
the peacekeeping character of the operation by stating: “UNTAC most definitely will not have 
a role enforcing or imposing the peace if hostilities break out,” because that would be “a task 
that would go beyond the UN mandate.”80 Keating declared that the government had carefully 
assessed all the risks and vowed to take “every prudent precaution to protect our troops.”81 Finally, 
he made it clear that this meant that Australia could not sustain its presence in case the situation 
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escalated: “if we conclude that there is no longer a peace to keep in Cambodia, the Australian and 
other UN forces will have to be withdrawn.”82 Keating’s speech seemed to have the desired effect, 
as the Liberal-National opposition eventually voted in favour of the Australian contribution to 
UNTAC, but expressed ongoing concerns about recent violations of the cease-fire and the dangers 
these posed for Australian defence personnel, the precise role of the UN force, and especially 
the character of the proposed demobilisation.83 Keating’s promise that the Australian contingent 
would be withdrawn if there would be no more peace to keep in Cambodia quickly reached 
Phnom Penh where Hun Sen commented to Australian journalists: “If we already had peace we 
would have invited you to come here as tourists, not a peace-keeping force.”84 

It was clear that any casualty, caused by either a landmine or an accident, would certainly 
put the Australian government in a very difficult position. This domestic political context cannot 
be ignored in understanding Sanderson’s prudence. “We are in Cambodia as peacekeepers, not 
peace enforcers,” he told reporters on 29 March, adding that he would “not put U.N. forces in 
the middle of a confused environment and no cease-fire where the roads are mined.”85 Sanderson’s 
decision to delay the deployment to Kompong Thom until a local cease-fire agreement had been 
reached was publicly supported by Gareth Evans, who stated to the press that UN troops were in 
Cambodia to monitor a settlement, not to separate the warring factions.86 Interposing themselves 
between belligerents was nonetheless universally considered to be a classic peacekeeping task, 
which blue helmets had been executing since UNEF in 1956.

At this point, Akashi also believed that the risks to UN personnel should be kept as low 
as possible. The day after his arrival in Cambodia, the special representative argued in favour of 
employing demobilised Cambodian soldiers to demine the country instead of using UN personnel 
to do this dangerous work. Besides the argument that it would be cheaper, Akashi confided to 
Goulding that “loss of life and limb among volunteers from troop-contributing countries will 
have a very chilling effect on their willingness to participate in peacekeeping operations, and risks 
to them must be kept to an absolute minimum.”87 Akashi was keenly aware that Tokyo was just as 
sensitive to casualties as was Canberra. Besides paying a large part of UNTAC’s bill, the Japanese 
government was eager to contribute peacekeepers to UNTAC, which would be the first overseas 
deployment of the Japanese army since the Second World War. In the emerging post-Cold War 
world, Tokyo was actively seeking a more prominent role on the international stage. A permanent 
seat in the UN Security Council was no secret ambition, and sending peacekeepers to Cambodia 
provided an excellent opportunity to make a first visible contribution to international peace and 
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security that would enhance its stature as an international power worthy a seat at the table.88 The 
only obstacle in the way of realising these ambitions was the Japanese constitution that did not allow 
for sending the Japanese Self Defence Force (SDF) overseas. In order to modify the constitution, 
the Japanese government tried to get a bill adopted, the so-called Peace Keeping Operations (PKO) 
bill, that would allow Tokyo to contribute troops to UN peacekeeping operations, and in the first 
place to UNTAC. But when the Japanese government was officially asked for a contribution by 
the United Nations, six months of fierce political debate in the Japanese parliament about this 
sensitive issue had been inconclusive. As long as the PKO bill in Japan had not been adopted, 
news from Cambodia about casualties would certainly create an unfavourable climate for making 
it through parliament, which would be a major defeat for the government.

Things finally started to move with regard to the situation in Kompong Thom in the last 
days of March. A plan was made in the Mixed Military Working Group in Phnom Penh to hold 
cease-fire talks in the provincial capital itself. On 30 March, an UNTAC helicopter carrying 
Loridon picked-up two generals of the Khmer Rouge’s 616th division from the jungle and brought 
them to the provincial capital for a meeting with military representatives from the other factions.89 
The meeting marked the first time Khmer Rouge generals were present in the SOC-controlled 
city of Kompong Thom since their removal from power in 1979. Initially, progress was hard 
to accomplish. A breakthrough only came after the Belgian major Motmans, leader of the UN 
liaison officers in Kompong Thom, took the initiative to travel to the frontline and succeeded 
in persuading local officers from both the NADK and the CPAF to accept a cease-fire. This 
forced the generals from both factions to agree to stop fighting for one week, carry off their 
wounded soldiers and demine the roads.90 To celebrate this momentous occasion, Loridon offered 
the Cambodian generals a beer and together they toasted to the peace in Cambodia.91 Although 
the local cease-fire agreement was only temporary, it was a small but important step forward in the 
peace process because a framework for discussion in the volatile province was now finally in place. 
It also created the preconditions Sanderson had set for the deployment of his peacekeepers.92 In 
New York, Goulding, who was clearly preoccupied with the appearance of UNTAC’s success, 
expressed satisfaction that the event had led to  more positive reports about UNTAC in the 
international media.93
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Again Loridon did not hesitate to publicly pressure his superior to proceed with the rapid 
deployment of UN troops to the area: “I will tell General Sanderson we must show the U.N. flag 
to give confidence to the population,” he told journalists.94 The next day, Sanderson ordered one 
company of Indonesian peacekeepers to deploy to Kompong Thom. A convoy of seventeen trucks 
with 193 Indonesian soldiers was enthusiastically welcomed by the local population who turned 
out in thousands to greet them.95 But instead of immediately interposing themselves between 
the factions in the countryside, the peacekeepers remained inside the provincial town. Sanderson 
explained that the Indonesian troops would only be deployed to the villages once agreement 
on the separation of forces had been reached and confirmation was given that all roads were 
demined. Béatrice Pouligny’s field research in Cambodia gives an idea of how such actions were 
perceived by the local population. Pouligny recorded a testimony of a Cambodian district chief 
from Battambang, who witnessed a similar situation: “The UNTAC people never went further 
than here [the district capital]; they did not go into the district itself. […] There was a company 
here, but they stayed in the centre of the district, they did not move. UNTAC was afraid of the 
Khmer Rouge. They were afraid of those who had weapons. […] When they agreed to move, it 
was long after everything had calmed down. […]  I used to say to the village chiefs and peasant 
delegations who came to see me: You must not expect anything from these people; they won’t 
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do anything to protect you.”96 The Cambodian factions, including the Khmer Rouge, were also 
surprised and continued to assert that a cease-fire could only come into effect once peacekeepers 
were deployed between their armies.97  

Concessions in reaction to violations
After two weeks of UNTAC’s presence in Cambodia, the awe of the UN operation was rapidly 
vanishing. This was most clearly reflected in the increasingly uncooperative behaviour of the Khmer 
Rouge. The reason for the decreasing cooperation from this party was not that UNTAC was unable 
to fulfil the Khmer Rouge’s demand to verify the alleged presence of Vietnamese forces, as has 
been suggested by some scholars.98 On the contrary, Akashi and Sanderson went very far in trying 
to satisfy the Khmer Rouge by making demonstrations of UNTAC’s neutrality and goodwill. The 
problem was that the Khmer Rouge were clearly unimpressed by UNTAC’s authority and used the 
very fragile cease-fire in Kompong Thom to set conditions and demand more concessions. Before 
allowing blue helmets entry to their zones, the Khmer Rouge now demanded that UNTAC first 
verified the withdrawal of Vietnamese troops from Cambodia. They persisted in their claim that 
the Vietnamese army was continuously making incursions into Cambodia, but they were never 
able to provide any proof or exact locations. The Khmer Rouge cleverly used the Paris Agreements 
that did not give a precise definition of “foreign forces” to make the preposterous claim that the 
term also applied to what they referred to as “Vietnamese forces in disguise.” This virtually meant 
any ethnic Vietnamese in Cambodia, including the large number of Vietnamese immigrants who 
had recently come to Cambodia for economic opportunities in the wake of UNTAC’s arrival, 
reinforcing the Khmer Rouge argument that their country was being occupied by Vietnam. The 
Khmer Rouge probably knew that this would strike a responsive chord with the non-communist 
resistance factions and ordinary Cambodians. KPNLF-leader Son Sann repeatedly claimed in 
May 1992 that over one million Vietnamese had entered Cambodia illegally in an attempt to 
colonise Cambodia and prop up the Hun Sen government in the elections.99

The primary Khmer Rouge demand was that UNTAC establish twelve checkpoints at the 
Vietnamese-Cambodian border and three at the frontier with Laos to verify that no shipment of 
arms or Vietnamese forces were being brought into Cambodia.100 The Paris Agreements required 
UNTAC to deploy these border checkpoints with military observers only after Phase Two of 
the cease-fire had begun.101 Sanderson nonetheless decided to establish the checkpoints ahead of 
schedule, hoping that this gesture of goodwill would make the Khmer Rouge more cooperative. 
The force commander also attempted to build a personal relationship with Son Sen, which he 
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did by sending him letters and through several face-to-face meetings with the Khmer Rouge 
commander-in-chief.102 But despite these efforts and concessions, the Khmer Rouge maintained 
their evasive stance. On 9 April, Akashi warned the Khmer Rouge that he would be forced to 
make an official report to the UN Security Council about their insufficient cooperation, but he 
decided to wait until after the visit of the UN Secretary-General to Cambodia.103 
	 As he had promised the Security Council, Boutros-Ghali visited Cambodia between 18 
and 20 April and stayed in the Khemerin Palace as Prince Sihanouk’s special guest. It was the 
first opportunity for Boutros-Ghali to acquaint himself with the situation in Cambodia, which 
struck him as relatively peaceful. He was given a warm welcome by thousands of children standing 
alongside the road waving small UN flags and noted to this surprise that Phnom Penh showed 
few signs of war time devastation.104 The Secretary-General was also reassured by his talks with 
Khieu Samphan and Son Sen who, in their presentation, resembled in nothing to what one might 
expect from leaders of a guerrilla army. Instead of Maoist attire they wore Western suits with ties 
and spoke exquisitely polite and sophisticated French. Khieu Samphan, like Boutros-Ghali, had 
spent his student years in Paris and held a PhD from the Sorbonne. The Khmer Rouge leaders 
expressed their full adherence to the Paris Agreements and promised that, in a few days, UNTAC 
peacekeepers would be allowed to enter the zones under their control. At the end of his visit, 
Boutros-Ghali said that he was now more optimistic than before his arrival and reiterated that 
the United Nations would stick firmly to the target of holding elections in May 1993.105 Four 
days after the Secretary-General’s visit, Khieu Samphan made an encouraging but not spectacular 
gesture by announcing that UN teams would be allowed to inspect five locations located in the 
Khmer Rouge zone. On 27 April, a first UNTAC team made a reconnaissance trip to the isolated 
area of Anlong Veng, where General Ta Mok held headquarters. Several other survey missions 
were planned.106 But the reconnaissance parties were quickly disappointed as they were only 
allowed to participate in guided visits to specific locations under very strict controls. This was not 
the unhindered and unconditional freedom of movement UNTAC required. It seemed to be yet 
another sop, and Sanderson and Akashi made it clear that they were not totally satisfied.107 

Meanwhile, the fragile cease-fire in Kompong Thom province was unravelling. The local 
Mixed Military Working Group had been ineffective because plans to demine the roads in a joint 
effort were constantly called off at the very last moment by the Khmer Rouge representatives who 
took an unconstructive attitude and regularly refused to show up at the meetings.108 From 19 April 
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onwards, the Khmer Rouge continued to launch sporadic attacks against districts held by the CPAF 
and lay new mine fields to defend their own positions. The company of Indonesian peacekeepers 
was still in the provincial capital, and only deployed to the countryside on 24 April.109 Sanderson 
announced his intention to create a permanent presence of UN soldiers in the villages, but stressed 
at the same time that he would withdraw the Indonesians if armed clashes would break out 
again.110 In the following days, the Khmer Rouge withdrew their liaison officers from Kompong 
Thom and regrouped their forces around the town. Sanderson wrote a letter to Son Sen urging 
him to send the liaison officers back, give UNTAC full freedom of movement, and to finally start 
marking their minefields.111 But promises of forthcoming cooperation remained vague and were 
increasingly conditional.112 On 4 May, the Khmer Rouge launched a battalion-strength offensive 
in the north-eastern part of Kompong Thom province to take control of two vital supply routes. 
The small Indonesian company could not deter the Khmer Rouge from conquering several villages 
and establishing a strategic communication link with the southern province of Kompong Cham.113 
It was clear that the operation had been carefully planned and coordinated, supported by artillery. 
The Khmer Rouge simultaneously gained ground from their former allies Khmer People’s National 
Liberation Armed Forces (KPNLAF) and Armée Nationale pour Khmer Indépendant (ANKI) in 
the north-western part of the country. The Khmer Rouge radio also started to broadcast messages 
accusing UNTAC of not respecting the Paris Agreements.114 On 6 May, French ambassador Coste 
commented in his cable to Paris: “After six weeks of mutual observation, UNTAC is beginning 
to have the same experience with the Khmer Rouge as did UNAMIC.”115 UNTAC had failed to 
make a strong impression in the first weeks of its deployment which tempted the Khmer Rouge 
to test their manoeuvre space.

Tensions among the sponsors of peace
Diplomatic competition between Australia, France and Indonesia was tangible in the early 
phases of the Cambodian peace process. The prospect of peace in Cambodia and the opening 
of Southeast Asia resulted in a sort of a scramble for Cambodia, in which these three middle-
sized powers defended their strategic interests. The resulting political tensions between these three 
major contributors to the peace process severely compromised UNTAC’s effectiveness and its 
dealing with the Khmer Rouge, especially in the early phase of the operation.

When in mid-April Sanderson decided to deploy a second Indonesian company to 
Kompong Thom, he was confronted with a problem: the senior Indonesian officer, Colonel Ferry 

109   Angus MacSwan, “Khmer Rouge thwart U.N. in Northern Cambodia,” Reuters, 26 April 1992; Jennar, Chroniques 
Cambodgiennes, 299.
110   Angus MacSwan, “Khmer Rouge to allow U.N. Peacekeepers into zones,” Reuters, 21 April 1992.
111   Letter Sanderson to Son Sen, 1 May 1992, UNA, S-1854-0003-0002.
112   Minutes of the Mixed Military Working Group, 2 May 1992, UNA, S-1854-0003-0002.
113   Interview by Jerold E. Brown with Major George Steuber, 25 September 1992, Combat Studies Institute Report no. 
15, US Army Command and General Staff College, Kansas; Minutes of the 16th meeting of the Mixed Military Working 
Group, 2 May 1992, UNA, S-1854-0080-0006; Murray Hiebert, “Draining the swamp: Peace process grinds slowly forward,” 
Far Eastern Economic Review, 11 June 1992, 24; Jennar, Chroniques Cambodgiennes, 218, 299.
114   Peter Goodman, “UN deterrent or ploy in hands of rival militias?,” The Globe and Mail, 4 May 1992.
115   Cable French Ambassador Phnom Penh to Paris, 6 May 1992, “la situation militaire et les Khmers Rouges,” ADN, 10 
POI/1 1308.



90

Tinggogoy, refused to move the remainder of the Para Raiders out of Phnom Penh. Tinggogoy 
proclaimed that he had lost faith in Sanderson’s command and suggested that the Indonesian 
battalion might have to be withdrawn completely from Cambodia. The Indonesian officer had 
never been on speaking terms with Loridon during UNAMIC and now refused to obey any orders 
from Sanderson, following instead the instructions from the Indonesian ambassador in Phnom 
Penh by the letter. Sanderson cabled to Goulding that Tinggogoy was acting “more in the way of 
defence attaché than a United Nations officer” and that this behaviour of the Indonesian colonel 
put him in an “untenable position.”116 It was only after Akashi’s mediation that the Indonesian 
authorities agreed to send the three remaining Indonesian companies to Kompong Thom, 
provided that a second battalion, which Indonesia promised to dispatch to Cambodia, would be 
retained in Phnom Penh.117 

The Indonesian protestations seem to have been caused by tensions between the two co-
chairmen of the Paris Peace Conference: Jakarta and Paris. Sanderson had originally planned to 
keep the Indonesian battalion in the Phnom Penh area and allot the sector of Kompong Thom 
province to the battalion from Tunisia, but these troops had not arrived yet.118 Now the Indonesians 
were ordered to deploy from the safe capital to the province where most of the fighting took 
place. This contrasted with the French, who had successfully blocked Sanderson’s plan to deploy 
their battalion to the north-eastern provinces of Cambodia. In Sanderson’s analysis, the French 
paratroopers were the only soldiers sufficiently trained and equipped to deploy to this large sector 
with challenging terrain. But Paris feared that its contingent would be sent away to a remote 
and unpopulated part of the country where it would be invisible to the Cambodian population. 
Instead, France preferred to set up headquarters in a more populous area such as Phnom Penh, 
Battambang or Sihanoukville.119 This preference, which was interpreted by some observers as a 
search for political prestige and the protection of business interests in their former colony, was 
explained by the French themselves as an opportunity to better exploit what they considered to 
be their trump card in the Cambodian peace operation: the use of the French language. France 
also argued that for “for historical reasons” it could not deploy its contingent at the border with 
Vietnam, which could potentially jeopardise its improving relations with this country.120 Because 
of the size of the French contribution and its prominent position in the peace process, Goulding 
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was under a lot of pressure to satisfy the French demands.121 Sanderson wanted to avoid any more 
difficulties with France and eventually agreed to allow the French battalion to deploy to “Sector 
6” in the southern provinces and set up headquarters in Sihanoukville. “Sector 4” in the north 
east was allotted to a battalion from Uruguay.122 Goulding believed that the fact that France had 
gotten the sector of its choice was the cause for the Indonesian resistance to deploy its battalion 
to Kompong Thom. On 23 April he wrote to Sanderson: “we took [the] decision to change [the] 
planned deployment of [the] French battalion for non-UNTAC reasons and in full knowledge 
that this was contrary to an important principle and [that it] might have damaging repercussions. 
Our fears have been justified.”123

France’s refusal to deploy to the sector of Sanderson’s choice further aggravated the 
suspicion among Anglo-Saxon officers that France followed its own agenda in Cambodia aimed 
at regaining a foothold in their former colony.124 One of the objectives of the French presence in 
Cambodia was indeed to revive the cultural and economic ties with countries in Indochina by 
promoting French-language programmes and stimulate French business-opportunities.125 On 22 
November 1991, the French foreign minister Roland Dumas was the first Western minister to 
travel to Cambodia since the signing of the Paris agreements.  He was accompanied by a group of 
forty representatives of French companies and banks. A priority for France was to set up a renewed 
bilateral cooperation in rubber cultivation by reviving the Institut de Recherches sur le Caoutchouc 
au Cambodge.126 France also invested millions of francs in the construction of electricity and 
water supplies in Cambodia.127 This caused some friction with the Australians who had their own 
geostrategic and economic agenda in Southeast Asia. Australian historian John Connor explains 
that the main reason for the Australian government to contribute a contingent of communication 
specialists to UNTAC was to assist the government-owned Overseas Communication Corporation 
to take this “unique market opportunity” to obtain the exclusive rights of international 
telecommunications with Cambodia.128 Moreover, Canberra had systematically prepared its 
contribution to UNTAC and succeeded in placing its officers at key staff positions. With forty-
seven officers at UNTAC headquarters, Australia was much better represented than France with 
only fourteen officers, despite the fact that France’s overall contribution to the operation was 
much larger than Australia’s: 1,400 military personnel against 500.129 Somewhat frustrated by the 
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dominant Australian position at UNTAC HQ, France put much effort in protecting the French 
language within the UN operation which – at least in theory – enjoyed an equal status with 
English.130 This further reinforced tensions with Anglo-Saxon colleagues, who regularly excluded 
French officers from staff meetings.131 Even Deputy Force Commander Loridon was not allowed 
to attend the daily staff meetings, which would have been logical for a second-in-command.132 
In early April 1992, when a conference for the contingent commanders was organised in New 
York, Sanderson delegated Lieutenant Colonel Stuart, the second most senior Australian officer in 
Cambodia, as his representative.133 Loridon, frustrated to be forced to play second fiddle, felt that 
he was deliberately ostracised, but Sanderson found that Loridon and other senior French officers 
excluded themselves with a non-collaborative attitude and sulking about not being in control.134

The overall atmosphere of competition between France and Australia in Cambodia added 
to the tense working relation between Sanderson and Loridon, but neither Paris nor Canberra 
wanted that these frictions would stand in the way of improving their bilateral relation, after two 
decades of tensions around nuclear tests in the South Pacific.135 “It would be a pity,” Jean-David 
Levitte, the head of the Asia department at the Quai d’Orsay, wrote in a cable, “if misunderstandings 
between the two most senior officials of UNTAC’s military component contradict the acts and 
intentions of our two governments.”136 Levitte felt that it was up to Akashi to solve the problems 
between the two generals.137 The French chief of the defence staff, Admiral Jacques Lanxade, 
instructed Loridon to improve his relation with Sanderson because France had no interest in a 
renewed animosity with Australia.138 

“The main problem is not here in Cambodia, it’s in New York”
The slow process of approving the budget for what was then the most expensive operation in 
the history of the United Nations was a major concern for the understaffed UN Secretariat in 
New York, which was simply overwhelmed by the mushrooming of UN operations in 1992. 
UNTAC found itself in competition for resources with other peacekeeping missions, especially 
UNPROFOR in the former Yugoslavia.139 Therefore, the first priority of the UN civilian leadership 
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was to secure the money for UNTAC. The second preoccupation was to avoid additional costs 
and keep the operation on its tight time schedule to keep a certain grip on the finances. The 
actual situation on the ground in Cambodia, and the factions’ commitment to the peace process, 
or lack thereof, was not considered to be a cause for major concern. After all, the Khmer Rouge 
had solemnly declared their attachment to the Paris Peace Agreement and promised to cooperate. 
“The main problem is not here in Cambodia,” the Secretary-General told the press at the end of 
his visit to Phnom Penh in early April, “It’s in New York: how to find the money. I need a lot.”140 

In the first months after his arrival in Cambodia, Akashi did not seem focussed on the 
situation in Cambodia. He was distracted by politics in New York and national capitals where 
he spent a large part of his time securing UNTAC’s budget. Before arriving in Phnom Penh on 
15 March, Akashi flew from New York to Tokyo for a five-day visit to Japan’s cabinet offices and 
parliamentary committee rooms where he urged Japanese politicians to stay committed to pay 
one-third of the costs for what he sold as “the biggest test case of the UN’s ability to deal with 
regional conflicts in the post-Cold War era.”141 In early May, Akashi travelled to Washington, DC 
for talks with members of the US Congress to rally their support for paying another one-third 
of UNTAC’s budget.142 The Bush administration had already paid a $60 million share of the 
$200 million needed for the start-up costs of UNTAC, but the Americans owed the UN a total 
contribution of more than ten times that figure.143 Now Akashi essentially urged Washington to 
put its money where its mouth was.144 

After Washington, Akashi continued to New York to prepare the UN Secretariat’s official 
budget proposal of $764 million to enable him to run UNTAC for the next six months.145 In 
New York, he underlined the importance to speed up the deployment of UN troops in Cambodia 
in order to meet the deadline of holding elections in April or early May 1993.146 When asked 
by journalists at UN headquarters about the renewed fighting in Kompong Thom province, 
Akashi downplayed these events and replied reassuringly that “the peace has been restored in 
that area of Cambodia.” It was nothing more than “occasional fighting,” he said, which would 
stop automatically once the rain season had arrived and UNTAC would start disarming and 
demobilising the factions’ armies.147 Like the Secretary-General had done before, Akashi stated 
that UNTAC’s “main problems are not in Cambodia but here in New York over money and 
equipment.”148 In order to secure both cash and supplies, Akashi remained outwardly optimistic. 
Any suggestion that the operation in Cambodia was already derailing in its starting phase could 
make member states think twice about investing tax payers’ money in an uncertain adventure. 
Before returning to Phnom Penh, Akashi continued directly to Tokyo to pressure the Japanese 
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government again for paying its share to UNTAC as quickly as possible.149

Stick to the plan
Getting all the UN military and civilian personnel and their equipment to Cambodia on time 
was a complicated logistic operation. It took until July before all UNTAC’s infantry battalions 
had deployed, and the reason for this slow arrival was related to the fact that member states 
only received an official request to contribute troops to UNTAC two weeks before the starting 
date of the operation. Some member states had anticipated a participation in the Cambodian 
peacekeeping operation, but others had to organise this at the last moment. As one could expect 
with so many different troop contributors, there were unforeseeable circumstances which caused 
further delays. Venezuela cancelled its infantry battalion because of a coup d’état in Caracas, 
Uruguay was requested to take its place, but its troops needed another five weeks to arrive in 
Cambodia.150 UNTAC was in a race against time to get all the UN forces in Cambodia deployed 
by June in order to start with Phase Two of the operation before the seasonal rains began. To 
keep this schedule, UNTAC’s forces needed to be deployed by the end of May at the latest.151 It 
quickly turned out that this time schedule was overly optimistic. The force commander estimated 
that he needed at least nine battalions in order to proceed with Phase Two, but he knew that he 
could only count on six of the ten infantry battalions by that time. While the Indonesian battalion 
reluctantly deployed to Kompong Thom, the battalion from Malaysia was occupied with assisting 
the repatriation of Cambodian refugees from Thailand.152 

Sorpong Peou has argued that the P5, responsible for 55 per cent of UNTAC’s budget, failed 
to provide adequate financial support to allow UNTAC to deploy quickly and play a more active 
role. For Peou, the P5 were the ones responsible for UNTAC’s failure to establish its authority.153 
Though the lack of financial means indeed hampered a quick deployment into Cambodia, it must 
be argued that the P5 actually had serious doubts about the Secretariat’s implementation plan and 
the costs it entailed. The ambassadors of the P5 in Phnom Penh and New York frequently met 
about Cambodia, often joined by the ambassadors of five other countries that had a special interest 
in the Cambodian peace process. This group of the P5 plus Indonesia, Japan, Australia, Thailand 
and Germany was called the “core group” or “the expanded permanent five” (EP5). The French, 
who spoke of the “5 + 5,” invited Germany to join, which was considered somewhat misplaced by 
other capitals given Berlin’s limited involvement in Cambodia. It would have been more logical if 
the Vietnamese ambassador had joined the meetings, but this was apparently still too sensitive for 
Beijing and Washington. In Phnom Penh, the ambassadors of the core group frequently met with 
Akashi for an informal exchange of views. In New York, the EP5 formed a working group of experts 
with the aim to support the UN Secretariat in running UNTAC and enhance its effectiveness. 
After a thorough review of UNTAC’s operational plan, the group grew concerned about the 
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feasibility to deploy the full military component of twelve infantry battalions by 1 June. Key 
problems that were identified were Cambodia’s war-torn infrastructure, the inevitable onset of the 
rainy season, and the fact that the necessary logistical support was not yet in place to facilitate the 
deployment of military units and civilian elements around Cambodia. Two weeks after UNTAC’s 
arrival in Cambodia, the French permanent representative to the United Nations in New York, 
Jean-Bernard Mérimée, wrote a letter to Akashi and Goulding, in the name of the core group, 
to urge the two UN officials in charge of UNTAC to maintain maximum flexibility with regard 
to UNTAC’s scale and time schedule. Mérimée emphasised that the operational plan required 
continuous review and adjustment in the light of on-the-ground realities. The EP5 expert group 
proposed to deploy fewer military forces to Cambodia, which would enhance UNTAC’s ability 
to respect its timetable and reduce cost. Two concrete suggestions were made to help attain this 
objective: reducing the period of cantonment of demobilised soldiers and pressing the Cambodian 
parties to agree to a demobilisation of 100 per cent of their troops.154 The core group nonetheless 
emphasised that it could best be determined in the field what adjustments were necessary. They 
therefore encouraged Akashi and Sanderson to come with specific proposals for necessary revisions 
of the implementation plan and urged Goulding to endorse these in New York. The core group 
also promised that their governments would to do their part in helping to make the Cambodian 
factions understand that adjustments to the original plan were necessary in the light of the realities 
on the ground.155 

Despite the core group’s call for flexibility, Goulding and Akashi clung to the original 
plan frenetically, and focussed more on finding the budget to carry it out than on rethinking the 
plan according to the prevailing circumstances on the ground in Cambodia. Akashi saw limited 
possibilities to divert from the plan as it stood. First, he argued that trying to persuade the SOC to 
agree to full demobilisation would be a non-starter, as it would leave the Khmer Rouge militarily 
unopposed. Second, he deemed it undesirable to reduce the cantonment period for the reason 
that it would make it more difficult to conduct the disarmament and demobilisation process in a 
thorough and systematic manner.156 In this light, Akashi did not favour a reduction in the number 
of UN troops because he felt that UNTAC would simply have to deliver on its commitment to 
have its forces in place on time and begin with the disarmament and demobilisation as planned. 
A failure to do so, he felt, could result in a serious loss of UNTAC’s credibility and of confidence 
in the peace process as a whole. He therefore pressured New York to speed up the deployment 
of the military component and emphasised that in order to conduct the election in April 1993, 
UNTAC would have to start with Phase Two on 1 June. This timetable could not be tampered 
with, or the operation would face the serious consequences of the wet season: “The importance of 
achieving complete UNTAC deployment by 01 June cannot be overemphasised,” Akashi cabled 
to Goulding.157 If disarmament could not be completed according to schedule, elections would 
have to be postponed until November 1993, after the rainy season of that year, which implied 

154   The second measure was probably pushed by the United States.
155   Letter Jean-Bernard Mérimée, French permanent representative to the UN New York to Goulding, 31 March 1992, 
UNA, S-0795-0008-0001.
156   Letter Akashi to Jean-Bernard Mérimée, 13 April 1992.
157   Cable Akashi and Sanderson to Goulding, 21 April 1992, “UNTAC deployment – Military and Police component,” 
UNA, S-1854-0003-0002; Cable Akashi to Goulding, “Advanced Requirement for Additional Battalions,” 23 March 1992, 
UNA, S-0794-0046-0004.



96

that UNTAC would have to stay in Cambodia until 1994. One could only imagine the explosion 
of costs this would entail. As scholars Macalister Brown and Joseph Zasloff put it: “The election 
dates drove UNTAC’s efforts.”158

The Paris Peace Agreement stipulated that it was the responsibility of UNTAC’s force 
commander to determine the exact time and date on which Phase Two of the operation would 
begin, and that this date would be set at least four weeks in advance.159 The two main conditions 
for proceeding with Phase Two were the full – or at least sufficient – deployment of UNTAC’s 
military component in all the faction’s zones and the preparedness of the Cambodian parties to 
fully cooperate with this process.160 The Cambodian soldiers could only be demobilised once 
UNTAC was confident that all the listed forces and weapons had been cantoned. Accurate 
information about the factions’ units and their locations, weapons and equipment was therefore 
essential. Since UNAMIC, all factions had been delivering most of the necessary information 
to the UN, but the Khmer Rouge was failing to respect this commitment. However, even if 
the Khmer Rouge decided to cooperate, military planners at UNTAC HQ were not confident 
that the disarmament and demobilisation could actually be undertaken according to the time 
schedule. UNTAC’s forces would first need to deploy into the Khmer Rouge zones, set up their 
own camps and construct cantonment sites to receive the Khmer Rouge forces. Moreover, it 
was felt that UNTAC lacked the resources and manpower so set up a thorough programme for 
the reintegration of the factions’ soldiers into Cambodian society. There were even fears that the 
release of the demobilised Cambodian soldiers was likely to result into further disintegration 
of the security situation in Cambodia, especially because half of UNTAC’s military forces were 
scheduled to withdraw by the end of 1992.161

For all these reasons, Sanderson did not yet feel confident to announce the starting date 
for Phase Two, which he was normally expected to do on 1 May if disarmament was to begin on 
1 June. On 27 April, the force commander warned the ambassadors of the P5 in Phnom Penh 
that he could not rule out a postponement of the cantonment and disarmament until October, 
after the rainy season, understanding very well that such a decision would mean that the factions 
remained fully armed for at least another three months and probably delay the elections. But as 
long as insufficient UN forces were deployed around Cambodia and the Khmer Rouge refused to 
give them access to their zones, postponing the disarmament and demobilisation process might 
be the only logical thing to do.162 Sanderson’s reluctance to announce a definitive starting date for 
Phase Two was met with strong resistance from New York. The Secretary-General was committed 
to announce Phase Two on time and excluded the possibility of postponing the disarmament 
and demobilisation until after the rainy season. Akashi, who was visiting New York, co-drafted a 
cable with Goulding in which they made it clear to the force commander that it was “politically 
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imperative” that the starting date was kept as close to 1 June as possible.163 The reality on the 
ground, however, remained that the preparations for Phase Two were far from adequate. Under 
strict controls and conditions, the Khmer Rouge had allowed UNTAC to visit ten locations 
for cantonment sites situated in their zones, but there were still six more that needed to be 
inspected.164 During the Mixed Military Working Group of 2 May, Sanderson reemphasised that 
he needed guarantees for freedom of movement and accurate figures on the faction’s troops and 
weapons.165 The force commander made it clear that if the Khmer Rouge would be unable to 
deliver these figures before 6 May, he would publicly announce that they were not ready for Phase 
Two.166 After the meeting, Sanderson shared his concerns in a conversation with a journalist in 
Phnom Penh: “If they’re not ready to do all these things, they’re not ready,” he told to the reporter 
and added that UNTAC’s lack of sufficient resources was the other part of the problem: “now I 
have only 4,000 people in the country . . . (and) we need close to 16,000 men to do Phase II 
of the ceasefire.” Although Sanderson did not make these remarks in an official interview, the 
Bangkok-based newspaper The Nation headlined the next day that UNTAC was forced to delay 
its time schedule.167 The civilian UN leadership was not amused. As Akashi was in New York, his 
deputy, Behrooz Sadry, brought Sanderson back in line. After a long conversation with the force 
commander, Sadry reported to Goulding: “It is now clear to him that Phase II must be announced 
on, or close to schedule.” The deputy special representative also immediately implemented stricter 
rules with regard to UNTAC personnel’s freedom to talk to journalists, with the aim to prevent 
further “off-the-cuff comments regarding sensitive and important issues.”168 The Khmer Rouge 
failed to provide the required information on 6 May, forcing Sanderson to push the deadline to 20 
May and announce in the SNC that if the Khmer Rouge’s cooperation would not be forthcoming, 
it would be impossible to conduct Phase Two correctly, which would jeopardise the entire peace 
process.169 This statement caused some concern among ambassadors of the P5 who questioned 
Akashi whether it was not too early to move on into the Phase Two. But Akashi made it clear that 
UNTAC needed to respect its time schedule and that a postponement of the cantonment and 
disarmament until after the rainy season was not an option.170

Whereas the Paris Agreements determined that an effective cease-fire and freedom of 
movement were preconditions for moving into Phase Two, the Khmer Rouge publicly stated 
that announcing Phase Two was the best way to solve the fighting in Kompong Thom and all 
other problems.171 The Mixed Military Working Group on 9 May was the moment of truth. 
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As Sanderson was under great pressure from his civilian superiors to announce the starting 
date of 13 June of Phase Two, he asked the factions to endorse a prepared statement which he 
would read to the press after the meeting, to avoid endless discussion. It announced that the 
factions had given the force commander the assurances that they would prevent further cease-
fire violations, mark their minefields, and provide UNTAC immediately with full freedom of 
movement, including unconditional access to all faction areas and with detailed information 
about their military personnel, equipment and weapons. All factions endorsed the statement, 
but Khmer Rouge general Nuon Bunno only indicated that he had “no comment to add” and 
left the talking to Tep Khunnal, a shrewd political officer who made vague promises to agree to 
Sanderson’s demands as soon as UNTAC had finished the establishment of all its checkpoints at 
the border with Vietnam.172 Seven out of the ten checkpoints had been deployed and UNTAC 
was working hard to establish the three remaining ones as resources and logistics allowed for 
it.173 After a difficult three-hour meeting in which the Khmer Rouge did not make any explicit 
assurances, Sanderson nonetheless decided to proceed with the announcement of Phase Two to 
the reporters who were waiting outside the meeting room.174 Despite his personal doubts about 
the Khmer Rouge’s sincerity and readiness to disarm and demobilise, the force commander made 
the single most important decision of his command under strong pressure from the UN civilian 
leadership.175  

Difficult Dutch deployment: the reality behind apparent Khmer Rouge cooperation
The Khmer Rouge’s stance in the first months of UNTAC has been characterised by James Schear 
as “cautious cooperation.”176 But a more accurate description would be “apparent cooperation,” 
as the Khmer Rouge continued to apply their strategy of gaining time by promising and not 
delivering while setting the bar for their actual cooperation higher and higher. On 22 May, the 
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Khmer Rouge again failed to comply with the deadline to deliver the required information, and 
UNTAC still didn’t have full freedom of movement.177 They continued to raise their stakes by 
demanding that all the border checkpoints with Vietnam should be manned by platoons of armed 
UNTAC peacekeepers as well as representatives of the four Cambodian factions.178 They promised 
that all problems would be resolved once UNTAC met these demands.179 “If you satisfy our 
request,” Khmer Rouge general Nuon Bunno told Sanderson, “then I will do my best to cooperate 
with you in every way.”180 But many concessions and demonstration of goodwill had already been 
made by UNTAC. Besides establishing border checkpoints as the Khmer Rouge had requested, 
Sanderson had deployed no less than 100 teams of military observers in eastern Cambodia who 
were constantly on the lookout for Vietnamese forces, that were simply not there since Vietnam 
had completed the withdrawal of all its troops in 1989. He also created special helicopter-borne 
investigation teams that could respond immediately to indications of Vietnamese troops or any 
other complaints regarding violations of the peace agreements.181 The force commander repeatedly 
requested the Khmer Rouge to provide specific information about Vietnamese troops in order to 
conduct a joint investigation, but the Khmer Rouge leaders were never able to substantiate their 
claims.182 

The starting date of 13 June for Phase Two meant that by then all UN battalions had to 
be deployed with the regroupment areas and cantonment sites completed and ready to receive 
the disarmed factions’ soldiers. The dominant idea was that once all UNTAC units had arrived in 
Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge would lift their restrictions and cooperate. “Our ability to make the 
Khmer Rouge and the other factions cooperate with our plan depends on getting a strong, credible 
force in there of some 15,000 soldiers,” Akashi stated to reporters in New York.183 The question 
how the blue helmets were to gain access to the Khmer Rouge zones remained unanswered, and it 
was left entirely to the individual battalions to find their way in.

UNTAC’s military units arrived unprepared for a forceful deployment in Cambodia, 
not so much materially, but especially mentally, as UNTAC headquarters had not given any 
specific instructions about what to do in case of non-cooperation by the Khmer Rouge. The force 
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commander had selected the battalion of the well-equipped and well-trained Royal Netherlands 
Marine Corps (Korps Mariniers) to deploy into the extreme western part of the country, labelled as 
Sector 1, and set up headquarters in the Khmer Rouge-controlled town of Pailin.184 It was clearly 
the most risky deployment of all UNTAC units as it was uncertain whether the marines would 
actually be “welcome” in their sector. A Dutch advance party based in Phnom Penh had not been 
allowed to freely survey all locations for their battalion and they noticed that Khmer Rouge troops 
were actively building additional checkpoints around the area they controlled.185 At UNTAC 
headquarters, the prevalent idea was to deploy the battalions as quickly and as impressively as 
possible into the sectors.186 The French battalion deployed in one single move into its sector and 
staged an impressive military parade in the town of Sihanoukville. The local Cambodian population 
had streamed in massively to witness the spectacular entry of the French peacekeepers, which 
included speeches, music performances and a spectacular jump demonstration by a paratrooper 
with a tricolour parachute.187 Contrary to the Dutch marines, the French paratroopers had an 
easy sector which allowed them to arrive via Cambodia’s harbour town of Sihanoukville, where 
they could immediately set up their headquarters and spread out over a territory which was largely 
controlled by the State of Cambodia. The sober Dutch marines felt that such a “Charge of the 
Light Brigade”-style deployment was unsuited for their sector, which was logistically much more 
challenging.188 The Dutch battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Herman Dukers, opted for a 
careful approach, as detailed information about his sector, such as the position of minefields, was 
not available.189 He wrote to UNTAC headquarters that he did not intend to send his men “into 
the unknown” and dispatched reconnaissance parties first, which could prepare the camps before 
deploying the main body of the battalion.190 

The Dutch battalion decided to deploy into Cambodia via Thailand, because the 
infrastructure from the Cambodian side was insufficient, which made the marines dependent on 
the cooperation of the Thai military authorities.191 Although Sanderson had visited Bangkok a few 
days before the Dutch deployment to discuss Thai assistance to UNTAC, the Thai government 
had not made any arrangements and a Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) with UNTAC did 
not exist.192 One of the consequences was that the Dutch advance party was not allowed to set up 
camp near the Cambodian border and was therefore forced to stay in a hotel in the beach-town 
Pattaya.193 The timing of the arrival in Thailand was very unfortunate because it was between 17 
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and 20 May that the government of General Suchinda Kraprayoon quelled the biggest and most 
violent protests the country had seen in decades, an event that resulted in the deaths of at least 
forty people and would later become known as “Black May.”194 

The Dutch battalion had not received clear guidance from UNTAC headquarters. No 
document listing UNTAC’s rules of engagement had been communicated, nor was there any 
information about the condition of the roads in their sector and whether they were cleared of 
mines.195 After his arrival in Bangkok, battalion commander Dukers immediately continued to 
Phnom Penh to meet with Sanderson. But the force commander was unavailable, and without 
any specific orders other than to deploy as quickly as possible, Dukers returned to his men in 
Thailand.196 When the Dutch reconnaissance party arrived at the Thai-Cambodian border they 
succeeded, after long negotiations with the Khmer Rouge border guards, to proceed with a small 
part of their convoy to Pailin in order to inspect the site of the future battalion headquarters. 
However, when they returned the next day, the marines were stopped by the Khmer Rouge who 
told them that passing into their zone was from now on completely forbidden.197 The Thai military 
were not eager to help the Dutch since the deployment of UNTAC into the Khmer Rouge zone 
would interfere with their lucrative business in hardwood logging and gem mining with which 
the Khmer Rouge earned an estimated eight million dollars per month.198 When Dutch officers 
discovered that their Thai liaison officer maintained close relations with the Khmer Rouge border 
guards and exploited a gem mine in Cambodia himself, they reported to The Hague that it was 
clear they had ended up in a “snake pit.”199

In Phnom Penh, the force commander confronted Nuon Bunno with his soldiers’ refusal 
to provide the Dutch battalion access to their zone, but the Khmer Rouge general evasively replied 
that they did not know that the Dutch wanted to deploy into their zone and that there was some 
sort of mistake.200 But the fact of the matter was that the Khmer Rouge knew exactly when and 
where to expect the Dutch battalion because all Cambodian factions had been briefed in detail 
about the deployment schedule of all UNTAC battalions.201 Every day, the marines continued to 
drive back and forth between Pattaya and the border and made continued attempts to negotiate 
their way into Cambodia, without any success.202 The only remaining option seemed to deploy by 
using force, but the Dutch battalion commander decided not to do so because these were not his 
orders from Phnom Penh. His mission was to deploy into Cambodia with the cooperation of the 
Cambodian factions, and he had received no instructions what to do in case the Khmer Rouge 
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would not let them pass.203 The Dutch felt there were too many risks involved in forcing their way 
into Cambodia as they did not know what to expect deeper into the jungle.204 While continuing 
their attempts to persuade the Khmer Rouge border guards, they decided that their own safety 
came first and that it was the responsibility of the UNTAC leadership in Phnom Penh to find a 
solution to the stalemate.205 Dutch officers stationed at UNTAC headquarters felt a strong lack 
of understanding for the difficult conditions in which their battalion was expected to deploy.206 
Sanderson was nonetheless aware of the problems the Dutch peacekeepers experienced, and wrote 
another letter to NADK-commander Son Sen with the request to make an unequivocal statement 
to guarantee the access of UNTAC to Khmer Rouge areas.207 

The fact that the Dutch battalion was unable to deploy into their sector while the Khmer 
Rouge leadership demanded more concessions, perfectly illustrates the Khmer Rouge’s strategy of 
delaying the peace process by claiming a different reading of the Paris Agreement. The problems 
the Dutch were encountering with the Khmer Rouge also made Sanderson lose confidence in 
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the Khmer Rouge’s readiness to participate in the disarmament and demobilisation process. In 
a memorandum to Akashi he concluded that it was clear that the Khmer Rouge had been “too 
busy taking advantage of the cease-fire and establishing themselves in the countryside to prepare 
for the regroupment and cantonment. They are not ready and may be having difficulty delivering 
their troops to the process.”208 On 26 May, Akashi presented twelve points that would have to 
be met by the Khmer Rouge within a week, of which the most important were: the full and 
unrestricted freedom of movement to UNTAC, to refrain from further cease-fire violations, and 
to cooperate fully with UNTAC in the reconnaissance of the remaining cantonment sites. Akashi 
threatened that if his demands would not be met satisfactorily before 5 June, he would inform 
the UN Security Council.209 But the special representative’s warning did not impress the Khmer 
Rouge who refused to make any gestures and continued to present their own interpretation of 
the Paris Agreements.210 The ambassadors of the P5 agreed that this situation could not continue 
and therefore believed that the Security Council should be brought into play by the Secretary-
General.211 However, Boutros-Ghali, who was focussed on the historic UN “Earth Summit” in 
Rio de Janeiro, did not believe this to be necessary and requested Akashi to continue to seek the 
compliance of the Khmer Rouge through “quiet diplomacy.”212 

 
The Bamboo pole incident: a symbolic moment
As had been the case with the wounding of the Australian officer during UNAMIC, an incident 
serious enough to be picked up by the international media was necessary to create some realisation 
in New York about the difficulties UNTAC was encountering with the Khmer Rouge. On 30 May, 
Sanderson and Akashi travelled to north-west Cambodia for a tour along the headquarters of the 
three resistance factions. At the camps of the two smaller factions, in Phum Ku (FUNCINPEC) 
and in Banteay Meanrith (KPNLF), Sanderson and Akashi were warmly welcomed and released 
doves of peace in solemn ceremonies of disarmament. They subsequently travelled to Pailin by 
helicopter with the aim to inspect the situation and the future cantonment sites earmarked for 
the Khmer Rouge.213 Although their visit had been announced in advance, there were no Khmer 
Rouge officials in Pailin to meet them. After Akashi was briefed by the local UNMO team in 
Pailin about the fact that the Dutch were still stuck at the border and that the Khmer Rouge 
had strengthened their checkpoints, the special representative decided to attempt to drive to the 
Thai border to meet with the Dutch battalion. The convoy of UN vehicles did not come far. Less 
than a kilometre outside the town of Pailin, they were halted by a checkpoint manned by two 
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Khmer Rouge guards who blocked the road with a bamboo pole. For thirty minutes, Akashi tried 
to persuade the young Khmer Rouge soldiers to lift the bamboo pole and let them through, but 
without any success.214 Eventually, the highest ranking civilian and military UN officials in the 
country decided to obey the Khmer Rouge and turn around, while Thai trucks filled with logs, 
gems and other goods passed the checkpoint without any problems in both directions. A group of 
twenty-four journalists present in the UN convoy witnessed this painful moment which was soon 
referred to as “the bamboo pole incident.”215 The event was symbolic for the risk-aversiveness of 
the UN leadership and clearly set the wrong example for the entire peacekeeping force.

Sanderson did not believe it to be a good idea to defy the Khmer Rouge at the bamboo 
pole. “To attempt to push through the barrier with our unarmed party might have made a good 
story for the press but it would have achieved nothing except to place you and the rest of the 
party at risk,” he wrote to Akashi several months after the incident in a memorandum which was 
clearly meant for the record. Moreover, the force commander did not believe that such a bold 
action would have drawn the Khmer Rouge any closer to the peace process. “On the contrary,” 
he argued, “it may have wrecked the Paris Agreements completely, denying us any further 
opportunities for maintaining a dialogue with the PDK.”216 One year after the incident, the force 
commander explained in an interview with American scholar Steven Ratner that he believed that 
ignoring the roadblock would have caused the Khmer Rouge to stop them further down the road 
with heavier weapons and mines, leading to bloodshed which would have sabotaged diplomatic 
efforts to gain Khmer Rouge compliance.217 Concerns about an escalation of events and the larger 
political consequences, particularly in Canberra, were clearly on top of Sanderson’s mind. He later 
remembered: “Many of our troop-contributing countries were sending their soldiers on their first-
ever UN missions [. . .] Some hadn’t even arrived yet. How many of them would have signed on if 
the mission had been advertised as ‘Come to Cambodia to make war with the Khmer Rouge’!”218 

Sanderson recalled Akashi’s intentions in Pailin as to “test the freedom of movement” and 
believed that the Khmer Rouge’s demonstration of denying them this “fulfilled the objective of 
the visit.”219 Akashi later claimed that he wanted to demonstrate to the journalists “the utter 
arrogance of the Khmer Rouge and their non-cooperation” and that the course of events unfolded 
exactly as he intended to.220 But it seems unlikely that Akashi decided to voluntarily humiliate 
himself, and the United Nations, in front of the cameras. Back in Phnom Penh, Akashi protested 
to Khieu Samphan that the incident in Pailin was “unacceptable, deeply disquieting, and totally 
unsatisfactory.” But the Khmer Rouge president stoically stated that he could only comply with 
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Phase Two as soon as UNTAC had, first, ensured that all Vietnamese forces had left the country, 
and second, endowed the Supreme National Council with governmental functions so that it could 
replace the State of Cambodia. But Akashi made it clear that there were no sine qua non conditions 
and no priorities set forth in the Paris Agreements.221 The special representative reported to the 
Security Council and informed the ambassadors of the P5 about what had happened in Pailin.222 
Among the ambassadors, there was a general feeling of consternation about Akashi’s actions.223 
The US ambassador and the French ambassador believed that Akashi and Sanderson had made 
the wrong judgement call by not forcing their way in.224 UN headquarters in New York was also 
displeased, but instead of pushing through, Goulding felt that Akashi should have avoided the 
guaranteed humiliation in Pailin by simply not going there.225 “There was no way in which the 
Khmer Rouge was going to be intimidated by the television cameras to lift the bamboo 
pole,” Goulding later said in an interview with Professor James Sutterlin.226

Pushing through the bamboo pole would probably have changed the entire dynamic of the 
operation in one way or the other. It was a question of judgement how much risks were involved 
in calling the Khmer Rouge’s bluff. Prince Sihanouk believed that it was unlikely that the Khmer 
Rouge would fire at UN troops as that would equal “a declaration of war to the United Nations” 
the prince told the Portuguese ambassador Castello-Branco in Phnom Penh who presented his 
letters of credence the day after the bamboo pole incident. If the Khmer Rouge would be bold 
enough to fire on the peacekeepers entering their zone, the Prince said, the only way for the UN 
“to defend its honour and authority” would be to launch an operation similar to Operation Desert 
Storm. If UN member states contributing troops to UNTAC were not willing to get involved 
in such an enforcement operation, the only solution according to the prince, was to ask Hanoi 
to send the Vietnamese army back to Cambodia to “fight under the UN banner” against the 
Khmer Rouge.227 Sihanouk sharply analysed the dilemma for UNTAC and more generally for UN 
peacekeeping operations operating in semi-permissive environments. Perhaps the Khmer Rouge 
would indeed not dare to shoot at UN peacekeepers entering their zone, but if they would, the 
situation could escalate very quickly, and the United Nations would find itself in a totally new 
situation for which the existing peacekeeping force was ill-prepared. 

Despite the fact that the bamboo pole incident made it blatantly clear that the Khmer 
Rouge’s promises of forthcoming cooperation were an illusion, a tendency remained among the 
UN civilian leadership to ignore this reality and what it meant for UNTAC’s ability to fulfil its 
mission. The Dutch battalion commander regretted that Sanderson and Akashi had not been able 
to reach him and were sent back to Phnom Penh by the Khmer Rouge as two “schoolboys,” but 
it suited him well that the whole world could now see that he and his men were not to blame for 
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their inability to deploy into the Khmer Rouge zone.228 
Whereas Sanderson later explained his decision not to escalate the situation at the bamboo 

pole by pointing out that the troop-contributing countries might be deterred to send their troops 
to Cambodia, the fact that the Khmer Rouge had dared to refuse UNTAC’s highest officials 
access to their zone had exactly the effect the force commander feared. The Dutch government 
was alerted by UNTAC’s humiliation in Pailin and decided to suspend the departure of the next 
shift of 200 marines to Thailand. The prospect of having an entire battalion sit idle in a hotel in 
Pattaya – a place known for its sex tourism – was considered far from ideal.229 It was decided to 
put the remaining marines on a 48-hours’ notice to move until safe access to the area of operation 
in Cambodia was guaranteed.230 

Instead of publicly denouncing the Khmer Rouge for their non-cooperation with UNTAC 
and violation of the Paris Agreements, the UN leadership turned the Dutch into the scapegoat 
to blame for disrupting the deployment schedule and causing further delays. Goulding angrily 
accused the Dutch of giving the Khmer Rouge a “free ride” and made it clear that the UN would 
keep this incident in mind when asking The Netherlands to contribute troops to future UN 
operations.231 Akashi agreed with Goulding’s firm stand vis-à-vis the Dutch unilateral decision. 
“We certainly cannot afford to lose any positive momentum of deployment of infantry battalions,” 
he cabled to New York.232 The Secretary-General sent a letter to the Dutch minister of foreign 
affairs, Hans van den Broek, in which he pointed out that he was determined to press ahead 
and make it clear to the Khmer Rouge “that it is they who will suffer if they try to frustrate the 
process.” The decision by the Dutch government, he wrote, would convey the opposite impression 
and could be interpreted as a signal of weakness. The Secretary-General firmly added that the 
build-up of UN troops in and around Cambodia should signal to the Khmer Rouge “how much 
they will pay if they defy the international community’s will.”233 The Dutch government felt that 
the reaction from New York was exaggerated and that it was not up to their battalion to solve the 
issue with the Khmer Rouge, but to the UNTAC leadership in Phnom Penh.234 The Hague came 
up with a compromise solution: for every hundred marines that succeeded to enter Cambodia, 
another hundred would immediately be dispatched to Thailand.235 It was also decided to deploy 
the Dutch peacekeepers to locations outside Khmer Rouge-controlled territory and have them 
set up headquarters in the town of Sisophon, capital of Banteay Meanchey Province, instead of 
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Pailin.236 When the Khmer Rouge was looking the other way, a Dutch company even succeeded 
to deploy to Sok San, a KPNLF-enclave located in the middle of Khmer Rouge territory south of 
Pailin.237 

The very resolute tone of the Secretary-General in the correspondence to the Dutch foreign 
minister contrasted sharply with the very polite letter he sent, on the same day, to Khieu Samphan 
in which he said to be “somewhat surprised” by the Khmer Rouge’s refusal to allow UNTAC troops 
into their zones and their unpreparedness for the disarmament phase, and gently asked for his 
cooperation.238 But Khieu Samphan used his personal correspondence with the Secretary-General 
to create a smoke screen and isolate an increasingly uncompromising Akashi. In his reply to the 
Secretary-General, again written in exquisitely polite French, Khieu Samphan solemnly declared 
his profound attachment to the Paris Agreements and promised to continue to cooperate with 
UNTAC and Akashi if his two “key conditions” were met.239 But Akashi’s attempts to reason with 
Khieu Samphan were going nowhere, and the special representative started to lose his patience. 
 

Soldier or diplomat and the issue of risk
The French sociologist and philosopher of history Raymond Aron considered the soldier and 
the diplomat as the two most important and mutually complementary actors in the realm of 
international relations.240 A UN peacekeeper, however, is expected to combine both functions 
in one job. The decision to lay emphasis on either diplomatic or military measures in fulfilling 
peacekeeping missions revolves around many considerations. The issue of risk, which has 
been identified by historian Ben Schoenmaker as the central dilemma in post-Cold War peace 
operations, was certainly a key element at play in Cambodia.241 Soldiers accept risk as part of 
their profession, and diplomats generally try to avoid it in achieving their goals. UNTAC’s force 
commander Sanderson clearly defined his role more as a diplomat than as a soldier. His political 
antenna and diplomatic skills gave him a strong sense of what the political consequences might be 
in case of an escalation of the situation. Loridon, however, believed that a military dynamic was 
required to keep the peace, emphasising the symbolic importance of a demonstration of authority 
and determination to succeed in the mission’s objectives, but not taking into account that some 
countries might not be willing to pay the price for escalation. 

Nonetheless, the force commander and his deputy did share at least one perception: they 
were both sceptical about the feasibility of the disarmament and demobilisation of the Cambodian 
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factions. Sanderson had carefully expressed his doubts about the feasibility of pursuing Phase Two 
while the cooperation from the Khmer Rouge was not forthcoming, but Loridon was less hesitant 
to openly express his increasing scepticism about the UN’s ability to succeed in its mission in 
Cambodia. On 27 May, he told a journalist: “I haven’t been very optimistic for the last fortnight 
since the Khmer Rouge are creating serious problems by refusing our requests.”242 Privately, the 
deputy force commander expressed his concerns more explicitly. When the first officers of the 
French battalion arrived in Cambodia, Loridon told them in a briefing about the situation in 
Cambodia that he was of the opinion that the operation was heading towards “great difficulties” 
because he did not see how the Cambodian factions’ armies could be disarmed as long as UNTAC 
was denied access to the Khmer Rouge zones. He added that he had never believed in the 
feasibility of the plan for disarmament and demobilisation, which in his view was too inflexible 
and necessitated far too many UN forces. He recognised that chances were slim that the Khmer 
Rouge soldiers would open their zones on 13 June and report voluntarily to the UN regroupment 
zones to be disarmed and demobilised, which would have the foreseeable consequence that the 
other factions would refuse to be disarmed as well. 

Loridon had taken an early interest in the Khmer Rouge’s strategy and understood their 
objective to thwart UNTAC’s efforts as much as possible, while accusing the mission of not 
respecting the peace accords and trying to obtain as many concessions as possible to serve their 
objective of regaining power. His analysis was based on his own experience in dealing with the 
Khmer Rouge during his command of UNAMIC, but also strongly influenced by reading the 
manuscript of an extensive research by the then 33-year-old French Cambodia scholar Christophe 
Peschoux, who analysed the strategic thinking of the Khmer Rouge leadership. Peschoux concluded 
that the “new” Khmer Rouge were actually “old wine in new bottles” and that Pol Pot’s objective 
was to reconquer 35 per cent of the Cambodian villages, in order to dominate a large part of 
the countryside before the elections were held in May 1993.243 Pol Pot’s plan reflected the classic 
model of Maoist insurgency which prescribed the slow expansion throughout the countryside, the 
creation of liberated areas, link them up into liberated zones and increase the popular support for 
the insurgency.244 Since the Khmer Rouge only controlled 20 per cent of the Cambodian villages, 
Loridon believed that the Khmer Rouge would continue to obstruct the peace process. He 
therefore argued that the only way for UNTAC to counter the Khmer Rouge’s strategy was to call 
the Khmer Rouge’s bluff, exert the UN’s right to freedom of movement, demonstrate authority, 
and deploy UN forces into the Khmer Rouge zone, preferably in the presence of the UNTAC 
leadership, and see if the Khmer Rouge soldiers would dare to shoot at them. He strongly believed 
that they would not.245

 	 It was a matter of time before Loridon, who was certainly not of the stereotypical grande 
muette-type, went public with his views. The bamboo pole incident seemed to have been the trigger. 
On 30 May, the French general sat down with a group of French journalists in Sihanoukville 
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and openly spoke his mind about why UNTAC was about to derail. “The fact that I speak out 
today,” he told the reporters, “is not for self-promotion. It’s not for my career that I am here. My 
career ends in two years [. . .] I want peace in Cambodia, but I do not agree with the plan of 
the United Nations, so I say it.”246 Loridon did not mince his words in explaining his conviction 
that the plan for Phase Two was too rigid, insufficiently adapted to the local circumstances, and 
too vulnerable to the slightest contingency. The Khmer Rouge, Loridon argued, were taking full 
advantage of this. He added that he regretted that New York had refused to take into consideration 
his alternative “more flexible” plan.247 The journalists wrote with sympathy about the French 
general whom they believed was sincerely passionate about his mission, but frustrated that an 
opportunity to make peace in Cambodia was missed and that his opinion had not been heard. The 
articles appearing in French newspapers about Loridon’s cri de cœur were a cause of concern for 
the French government.248 Speaking frankly to the press was already a taboo for a French general, 
but by openly questioning the UN strategy in Cambodia and indirectly criticising his superiors, 
Loridon had clearly exceeded his authority in the eyes of the French defence minister Pierre Joxe, 
who immediately decided to call the outspoken general back to France.249 Loridon’s dismissal did 
not cause much surprise or debate in France where, traditionally, politicians have a low tolerance 
for senior military officers who publicly comment on political-strategic issues.

Loridon was nonetheless proven right when Khmer Rouge general Nuon Bunno officially 
announced, on 9 June, in a letter to Sanderson that he was not in the position to allow UNTAC 
forces to deploy in the areas under its control to disarm and demobilise the Khmer Rouge forces. 
It was now officially clear that the start of Phase Two on 13 June would be “a non-event,” as Prince 
Sihanouk put it.250 Akashi condemned the Khmer Rouge declaration as “completely unacceptable” 
and “a clear breach of the Paris Agreements.”251 But in actuality, the Khmer Rouge statement was 
merely a confirmation of the policy Pol Pot’s men had been following for months.

It has generally been assumed that the Khmer Rouge ceased to cooperate in June 1992 
out of protest against UNTAC’s inability to satisfy their demand of controlling the SOC’s 
administrative power.252 It is true that UNTAC’s civil administration component had not yet 
initiated supervision and control over the five major departments of the SOC government in early 
June, as they were originally scheduled to do. The recruitment of qualified civil administrators had 
started late and was progressing slowly as the UN did not have a reservoir of specialised personnel. 
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This meant that the civil administration could only begin exercising control a month later.253 
Some scholars have suggested that early UNTAC control over the SOC might have persuaded the 
Khmer Rouge to give UNTAC peacekeepers entry to their zones.254 But the Khmer Rouge did 
not explicitly put forward the absence of UNTAC’s control over the Phnom Penh government 
as a reason for their refusal to cooperate. The precondition for their compliance with Phase Two 
was the implementation of what the Khmer Rouge interpreted and presented as the two “key 
provisions” of the Paris Agreements. The first point was to ensure that all Vietnamese forces had 
left Cambodia.255 In the first three months, the Khmer Rouge focussed their complaints entirely 
on the alleged presence of Vietnamese forces and UNTAC’s inability to find these troops. In line 
with these “concerns,” they conditioned their cooperation with Phase Two on the establishment of 
checkpoints along the border with Vietnam.256 As we have seen, UNTAC made strenuous efforts 
to complete the positioning of these checkpoints, but the Khmer Rouge continued to adjust the 
prerequisites for their cooperation, up to the point of dictating the composition and operation of 
these checkpoints. 257  

The second precondition was to strengthen the power of the Supreme National Council 
and endow it with governmental functions. Khieu Samphan maintained that the existence of 
Hun Sen’s government was in violation with the Paris Agreements, and basically demanded to 
replace the State of Cambodia with the Supreme National Council.258 But this claim had no 
basis because the SNC had never been intended to act as a de facto transitional government but 
rather as a symbolic authority that conveyed power for supervising and controlling Cambodia’s 
public administration to UNTAC. The Paris Agreements stipulated that UNTAC’s administrative 
control should be exercised through the existing administrative structures of each of the four 
Cambodian parties, and not abolish them altogether.259 Khieu Samphan was clearly applying 
the strategy outlined by Pol Pot of using the Paris Agreements as a weapon to justify their own 
obstructionism and demand more concessions. 

Loridon believed that the point of no return had been reached after the Khmer Rouge 
officially refused to disarm and demobilise. The UN’s house of cards in Cambodia had collapsed. 
A week before his departure from Cambodia, the deputy force commander stated in an interview 
with historian and veteran Indochina-journalist Nyan Chanda of the Far Eastern Economic 
Review that he was leaving Cambodia frustrated because of UNTAC’s inability to implement its 
mandate. The French general openly accused his superiors of being “too busy being diplomatic 
while ignoring the Khmer Rouge strategy of buying time,” and urged that UNTAC should push 

253   On 1 July the civil administration component started to exercise control over the SOC ministries in Phnom Penh. 
UNTAC’s twenty-one civil administration offices in the provinces were opened on 15 July. It would take until 27 September 
before the full staff of 600 internationals and 600 Cambodians got into action to oversee the SOC administration. Peou, 
Conflict Neutralization, 196; Schear, “Riding the Tiger,” 155.
254   Ratner, The New UN Peacekeeping, 200; Schear, “Riding the Tiger,” 173; Doyle, UNTAC’s civil mandate, 35.
255   Cable Akashi to Goulding, 4 June 1992, “Meeting with Mr. Khieu Samphan,” UNA, S-1829-0313-0005; Letter Khieu 
Samphan to Boutros-Ghali, 5 June 1992, UNA, S-1829-0313-0005.
256   Cable Sadry to Goulding, 12 May 1992, “Commencement of Phase II,” UNA, S-0794-0020-0001.
257   Message Sanderson to Akashi, 25 May 1992, “Preparation of NADK for Phase 2 of the Cease-Fire”, UNA, S-0794-
0020-0001.
258   Cable Akashi to Goulding, 4 June 1992, “Meeting with Mr. Khieu Samphan,” UNA, S-1829-0313-0005; Letter Khieu 
Samphan to Boutros-Ghali, 5 June 1992, UNA, S-1829-0313-0005.
259   Second Special report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia, S/24286, 
14 July 1992, NIMH, UNTAC 099, box 82; Schear, “Riding the Tiger,” 158.



111

the local Khmer Rouge commanders for compliance instead of “just sitting and waiting for the 
Khmer Rouge leaders to agree to disarm their troops.”260 During his command of UNAMIC, 
he argued, he had obtained results not by pandering to the Khmer Rouge but by being firm 
with them, adding that the UNTAC battalions were not being used to their potential. “I have 
done a lot more with 300 troops than is now being done with 14,000,” he stated. The French 
general went on to make the point that no peacekeeping operation could be risk-free, and that 
“courage and a willingness” were needed to push the Khmer Rouge into respecting the terms of 
the peace accords they had signed. In order to further illustrate this, he made a bold statement 
for which the interview would become best remembered: “It is possible at some point they will 
try to block the UN move by force. If it comes to that one may lose 200 men – and that could 
include myself – but the Khmer Rouge problem would be solved for good.”261 This single quote 
was immediately copied in many news reports and caused much consternation, but Loridon 
later wrote in a letter to Nyan Chanda that he regretted some of his “provocative” remarks.262 
Nonetheless, the statement has led scholars to picture Loridon as a loose cannon who proposed to 
start a punishing counterinsurgency campaign, or at least a peace enforcement operation, against 
the Khmer Rouge. Sorpong Peou, for example, has argued that Loridon suggested “that 200 
UN troops could be sacrificed in a swift war against the Khmer Rouge.”263 However, in the same 
interview, Loridon explained that he was absolutely convinced that the Khmer Rouge would not 
dare to shoot at UN troops. He was probably right in this assessment as interviews with Khmer 
Rouge defectors by Cambodia scholar Stephen Heder suggest that they had received orders not to 
shoot at UNTAC for fear of international condemnation.264

Contrary to conventional analysis, Loridon was not fired because of his remarks in the 
interview with Chanda, which was published on 23 July 1992, three weeks after it was publicly 
confirmed by the French government that Loridon would leave Cambodia by the end of the 
month to be succeeded by another French general, Robert Rideau.265 Loridon’s remarks nonetheless 
shocked the UN leadership. Akashi publicly said he was “startled.”266 Sergio Vieira de Mello, the 
chief of UNHCR in Cambodia, cautioned for the rest of his career against “crossing the Loridon-
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line.”267 But others believed that Loridon was right and regretted to see him leave. Ironically, the 
Americans, who had been opposed to Loridon taking command in Cambodia, were impressed 
by the French general’s vigour and dynamism, and generally supportive of his views.268 Charles 
Twining, the US ambassador in Phnom Penh, maintained a good relation with Loridon and wrote 
in a last letter to him: “I have every expectation that, when the history books are written on the 
Cambodian peace process in the future, your name will be prominent among those who made 
a lasting contribution to the process.”269 Despite his decision to replace the outspoken general, 
Defence Minister Joxe nonetheless seemed to have agreed with Loridon’s point of view. According 
to Loridon, the minister told him during an official debriefing in Paris that the general had said 
everything what had to be said, but that it was impossible for the French government to agree with 
these statements in public.270

Loridon’s provocative public statement has been falsely interpreted as a concrete proposal 
for starting a counter insurgency operation against the Khmer Rouge. He rather aimed to make 
the fundamental point that risks would have to be accepted if one wanted to achieve the objective 
of the operation. In making this argument, Loridon reflected the general French philosophy about 
the conduct of peacekeeping operations. According to Professor of International Security Shaun 
Gregory, the French political vision on the conduct of peacekeeping operations demands “clarity 
about the purpose of the mission, acceptance of the potential for escalation, and flexibility for 
the political position to evolve in relation to events on the ground.”271 This was well illustrated 
when Boutros-Ghali met with the French Chief of Defence, Admiral Lanxade, a week before 
Loridon’s departure from Cambodia. Surprisingly enough, neither Loridon’s dismissal nor the 
overall situation in Cambodia was discussed during the meeting that exclusively focussed on the 
situation in the former Yugoslavia, revealing that the priority for both the Secretary-General and 
the French military was with the Balkans and not in Indochina. Boutros-Ghali began the meeting 
by expressing his condolences to Lanxade for the death of two French officers who had been killed 
by a Serbian bomb in Croatia earlier that week. He underlined that the protection of UN forces 
was of great concern to him and that he considered it “inadmissible that soldiers of peace were 
getting killed.” After thanking the Secretary-General for his condolences, Admiral Lanxade made 
it immediately clear that “the President of the French Republic has chosen to accept the risks of 
the operation and to have them accepted by public opinion as well.”272 Lanxade’s reply reveals 
how different the mentalities with regard to casualties and the dangers involved in a peacekeeping 
operation were at UN headquarters in New York and a permanent member of the UN Security 
Council, in this case France. In the 1990s, French society and public opinion generally supported 
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France’s participation in peacekeeping operations and concern about the safety of its military 
personnel was rarely an issue.273 According to political scientist Brigitte Stern, in France the 
possibility of casualties in peace operations is considered as “the price France is prepared to pay to 
retain its rank as a permanent member of the Security Council and a defender of the fundamental 
values of international society, respect for human rights, humanitarian law, democracy, and 
peace.”274 This means that the parameter of domestic political support and the fear for casualties 
were not of primary concern to Loridon in his considerations.

Sanderson, on the other hand, operated in a context in which pressure to avoid escalation 
was high. Although the troops Canberra contributed to UNTAC were not the infantry units 
that would be in the first line to enter the Khmer Rouge zones, casualties among blue helmets of 
any nationality would have increased the political pressure by the opposition on the Australian 
government considerably. In May 1992, Shadow Foreign Minister Hill, unsatisfied with the 
information provided to him by the government, decided to travel to Cambodia to see for himself 
“what exactly is going on” and determine the dangers of the cease-fire breaches for Australian 
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Brigadier General Michel Loridon talks to a group of French journalists at a beach café near Sihanoukville on 30 May 1992. 
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troops.275 Two months later, Foreign Minister Gareth Evans publicly resisted suggestions that 
military action against the Khmer Rouge would be justified, and declared that UN troops would 
have to leave Cambodia if the Khmer Rouge made it impossible to carry out the terms of the peace 
settlement. Any use of military action, Evans stated, would require “a fundamental re-writing” of 
the Paris Peace Agreements. “It is not the sort of thing that can creep up on us within the terms of 
the present settlement,” he said.276 Political commentators in Australia believed that in the face of 
the March 1993 elections in Australia, the Keating government was unlikely to support any action 
that might expose Australian troops in Cambodia to danger.277  

In Tokyo, the Japanese contribution to UNTAC and the risks of escalation in Cambodia also 
remained a sensitive topic. On 15 June 1992, after nine months of fierce parliamentary debates, 
the PKO bill was finally forced through parliament in a vote that was dramatically boycotted 
by deputies of the opposition, after they had unsuccessfully tried to dissolve the assembly by 
collectively submitting their resignation. The government was forced to accept many restrictive 
amendments prohibiting the Japanese peacekeepers to participate in activities that were considered 
too dangerous such as enforcing cease-fires, disarming combatants and removing mines.278 If the 
mounting tensions in Cambodia would lead to a serious escalation, Tokyo’s highly symbolic 
contribution would have to be cancelled because of constitutional constraints.279 However, the 
political situation in Tokyo did not seem to have been of direct influence on Akashi, who was a 
career UN official and not employed by the Japanese government. But Tokyo’s prominent position 
as the principal financer of UNTAC gave Sanderson and Akashi an additional reason to avoid 
risks. 

The issue of risk forms a recurrent theme in the articles published by both Sanderon and 
Loridon in which they have reflected on their command in Cambodia and UN peacekeeping in 
general. Although the generals’ writings serve, to a large extent, as ex post facto justifications for 
their decisions in Cambodia, they also provide an amplification of their visions on the conduct of 
peacekeeping operations. It becomes clear that their principal point of difference was on whether 
the risk of escalation should be accepted or not. Sanderson warned in his articles of “the incalculable 
dynamic of force,” arguing that peacekeeping operations run the risk of “dabbling into war” if 
control is lost.280 Loridon, on the other hand, argued that the unwillingness to take risks paralyses 
a UN peacekeeping operation. Although acknowledging that military leaders always have the 
responsibility to protect the lives of their soldiers, the French general identified the concern 
with a “zero mortality rate” as the central factor that prevents peacekeepers from achieving their 
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objectives.281 “If blue helmets do not inspire confidence, if they are hesitant, if their behaviour is 
questionable,” he argued, “the mission is doomed to fail.”282 Loridon applauded the courage of 
his colleague, General Philippe Morillon, force commander of UNPROFOR between 1992 and 
1993, who decided to travel to the besieged town of Srebrenica in March 1993 and declare it a safe 
area under the protection of the United Nations. He observed that Morillon had demonstrated 
a “willingness to act, to take responsibility, not to favour one party over the other, but to help 
a suffering population while risking his own life and those of his men.”283 Both French generals 
considered risk-taking an important military virtue, and have argued that peacekeepers should 
adopt a posture based on the idea “shoot at us, if you dare!”284 Loridon believed that “the stakes 
for the Cambodian people and for peace demanded such risk-taking.”285 But Sanderson made 
the point that such views are incompatible with peacekeeping and could potentially unleash an 
uncontrollable dynamic of violence.286 He described peacekeepers as “instruments of diplomacy,” 
who should always behave in a way that is consistent with their diplomatic objectives.287 Actions 
that included the use of force by peacekeepers in a Chapter VI peacekeeping mandate would 
have “a corrosive effect” on the UN’s moral authority.288 Loridon, on the other hand, argued that 
UNTAC lost its authority when it refrained from exercising its freedom of movement.289 

The arguments of the two generals also reflect different interpretations of the guiding 
principles of peacekeeping. Sanderson emphasised the importance of absolute impartiality for 
peacekeepers in order to protect their credibility as honest brokers in a peace process, and avoid the 
risk of becoming another party to the conflict.290 Loridon, on the other hand, explicitly challenged 
the notion of impartiality, arguing that it should be replaced by the term “active neutrality,” 
meaning a neutral posture but with the possibility to be firm with the parties that do not respect 
their obligations.291 With regard to the use of force, Sanderson pointed out that UNTAC had 
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no legitimate authority to use force against any party in Cambodia because this was contrary to 
the pacific nature of Chapter VI of the UN Charter.292 But for Loridon, the use of force did not 
necessarily mean the use of armed force, but could also amount to a show of strength and forceful 
persuasion.293

The doctrines for peacekeeping operations that were later developed by Australia and 
France, both in 1994, can be seen as conceptualisations of the visions that were expressed by 
Sanderson and Loridon during and in the aftermath of the mission in Cambodia. The Australian 
doctrine defined peacekeeping as “a non-coercive instrument of diplomacy,”294 whereas the French 
developed the term restauration de la paix (peace restoration) to underpin the idea that there is 
a continuum between peacekeeping and peace enforcement.295 It seems likely that the origins 
of these national peacekeeping doctrines can be found in the Cambodian experience, although 
experiences of both countries in Somalia, and for France in the former Yugoslavia have left marks 
that were just as important, if not more important.296

A central point Sanderson made in his articles is that there is a strict dividing line between 
peacekeeping and peace enforcement. Although this was possibly his strong conviction, it also 
provided an elegant excuse that conceals other factors that were at play and that informed his 
policy decisions. Scholars of UNTAC have nonetheless portrayed Loridon as the man who 
wanted to sacrifice 200 blue helmets in a peace enforcement operation and argued that Sanderson 
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was correct in knowing the limits of his peacekeeping mandate. By misrepresenting Loridon’s 
views, the alternative courses of action he defended have been misunderstood. The theoretical 
and legalistic distinction between peacekeeping and peace enforcement therefore does not offer 
a suitable lens for a correct understanding of the different mindsets of the two generals and why 
they defended certain policies. 

The UN’s gamble of moving ahead
After the announcement by the Khmer Rouge that they would not disarm, UNTAC was officially 
in a crisis. As long as the Khmer Rouge would not cooperate, the State of Cambodia refused to 
disarm and demobilise 70 per cent of its troops. Prime Minister Hun Sen agreed to proceed with 
Phase Two, but without commencing the actual cantonment and disarmament process. Goulding 
and Akashi also agreed that UNTAC should proceed.297 A postponement, Akashi argued, would 
allow the Khmer Rouge to sabotage the entire peace process, while UNTAC had finally reached 
momentum. By the end of May, Cambodia witnessed a sudden surge of white vehicles and blue 
helmets. Practically all military units had arrived or were arriving and deploying throughout the 
country. Sanderson had deployed his units all around the Khmer Rouge areas in anticipation of 
a possible future Khmer Rouge decision to cooperate. “Since our contingents are arriving, our 
deployment plans all made and the process in full swing, apart from the absence of [the Khmer 
Rouge], there is really nothing else that we can practically do,” Akashi cabled to Goulding.298 But 
as long as the Khmer Rouge showed no sign of cooperation, the mission to disarm the factions’ 
forces was on hold. This meant that some 11,000 peacekeepers deployed around Cambodia were 
unable to do the job they had come to do.

The P5 wanted to resolve this situation as soon as possible. On 22 June, their foreign ministers 
were scheduled to travel to Tokyo for a conference on the rehabilitation and reconstruction of 
Cambodia. The gathering, aimed to pledge funds for the rebuilding of Cambodia, was hosted by 
Japan, co-presided by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and attended by all 
nineteen countries that had signed the Paris Peace Agreement plus fifteen other countries. France 
considered Tokyo a good occasion to organise a “mini Paris Peace Conference” in order to discuss 
how the clearly diverging interpretation the Khmer Rouge maintained of the peace agreements 
could be resolved. Although Khieu Samphan had announced that he was not planning to attend 
the Tokyo conference, it was hoped that he would agree to come after all for a fundamental 
discussion.299 

Article 29 of the Paris Peace Agreements was the only whip that could be activated in the 
event of a violation of the accords. It was a vague procedure that authorised France and Indonesia 
to consult with the Cambodian factions “with a view to taking appropriate steps.” But the co-
chairmen were only allowed to do this upon request by the UN Secretary-General.300 Boutros-
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Ghali, however, though contradictorily believing in a dialogue with Khieu Samphan, was not 
enthusiastic about the idea of reconvening the Paris Conference. In his view, the Paris Agreement, 
as it stood, was the only solid foundation for UNTAC, and any suggestion to modify or amend it 
should be vigorously resisted. He therefore asked Akashi to discourage the co-chairmen to pursue 
the idea.301 Goulding later recalled that the option of putting the operation on hold and reconvene 
the Paris Conference was not given serious consideration in New York mainly for the reason that 
such a decision would inevitably cause further delays, higher costs, and was likely to lead to more 
negative publicity. The prevailing idea at UN Headquarters was that it was better to have a partly 
implemented agreement than no implementation at all. Goulding retrospectively admitted that 
things might have turned out differently if the UN had agreed to the reconvening of the Paris 
Conference: “it is interesting to think of what would have happened if we had gone down that 
road.”302 But rather than pausing the operation and face the challenge of a fundamental debate 
about the Paris Peace Agreement and a possible revision of the operational plan, the UN civilian 
leadership decided to move ahead in the hope that Khieu Samphan would keep his promises of 
cooperation and decide to join the disarmament process at some point. The Secretary-General 
already felt the pressure from the United States and other major countries to ensure that the UN 
operation would end as soon as the objective of the elections had been achieved.303 Boutros-Ghali 
therefore saw no time for a pause, a revision or a discussion. UNTAC needed to keep up with its 
time schedule.

Although the Paris Conference was not officially reconvened in Tokyo, the fact that all the 
signatories were present provided an occasion to discuss solutions for the way ahead. In Tokyo, 
the foreign ministers of the core group agreed to see what adaptations to the peace process could 
be made to persuade the Khmer Rouge to come back in. Eventually, Khieu Samphan did show 
up in Tokyo after all, and in the margins of the pledging conference, an extraordinary meeting 
of the SNC was convened. An informal “proposal for discussion” was circulated that sought to 
address the Khmer Rouge’s concerns, especially by promoting a more active role of the SNC in the 
implementation of the peace process. Although the other three Cambodian factions accepted the 
paper’s proposals and thus made another concession to the Khmer Rouge, Khieu Samphan asked 
“for more time” to study what came to be known as the “Tokyo non-paper.”304 
 	 Meanwhile, access to the Khmer Rouge’s territory was now explicitly forbidden. Signs 
appeared alongside the roads around the Khmer Rouge-controlled zone in western Cambodia 
with the text: “Unless [the] 23rd October 1991 Paris Peace Agreement is implemented correctly, 
unless the Vietnamese withdrawal from Cambodia is verified, unless the SNC is functioning as 
sole authority in Cambodia, there will be no deployment in the western area.”305 The road sign 
was symbolic for the fact that the stalemate had become definitive. UNTAC had failed to get 
a foot in the door when it had the opportunity, early on, before the Khmer Rouge abandoned 
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their wait-and-see attitude and fell back into the pattern that had characterised the UNAMIC 
experience: applying the strategy of stonewalling UNTAC’s efforts and continually raising 
demands. The civilian leadership, especially in the UN Secretariat, largely ignored this problem 
as they were entirely focussed on mounting this gigantic operation and safeguarding its budget, 
despite calls from the core group to handle the imperfect implementation plan flexibly and adapt 
it to on-the-ground realities. They boxed themselves in with declarations that the timetable of the 
operation should be respected and the elections could not be held any later than early May 1993. 
An uncooperative party did not fit into that plan. The goal of the UN leadership to respect the 
operational calendar had been accomplished, but in doing so, it essentially skipped the first crucial 
step in the mission. The choice to ignore the Khmer Rouge’s violations of the Paris Agreement 
would have grave consequences for the peace process. Goulding would admit in his memoirs, 
albeit not explicitly for the Cambodian case, that a central lesson he drew from his time as head of 
the Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) was to never turn a blind eye to the parties 
that do not respect the agreements they signed: “every condoned violation creates a precedent; 
ground lost at the beginning cannot be recovered; start tough and continue tough. But I have to 
confess that there were occasions when I too paled at the prospect of an early confrontation with 
one of the parties and agreed that a violation should not be challenged until later.”306

The disarmament and demobilisation process turned into a superficial exercise. By 16 
June, not a single Khmer Rouge soldier had reported to the UN forces, whereas 4,324 CPAF, 
450 KPNLAF and 100 ANKI troops were disarmed and transferred to the cantonment sites.307 
The Paris Agreement determined that the regroupment and cantonment process should be 
completed four weeks after its commencement. But on 13 July, only 13,512 soldiers from the 
four Cambodian factions had been cantoned, barely 5 per cent of the 200,000 soldiers that were 
projected. Amongst the cantoned troops, 9,003 belonged to the CPAF, 3,187 to ANKI, 1,322 
to KPNLAF and none to the NADK.308 Soldiers of the two smaller resistance factions loyally 
reported to UNTAC and disarmed enthusiastically. Their armies practically ceased to exist. 
Although most of the troops in the cantonments were from the CPAF, they were generally of poor 
quality and the weapons they handed were old, rusty and unserviceable: “more dangerous for the 
shooter than for the enemy,” Prince Sihanouk said.309 The CPAF made sure it was not weakened, 
and actually increased its efficiency because of reorganising and ridding itself of poor-performing 
conscript soldiers it wasn’t able to pay anyway.310 On 17 June, Hun Sen’s army launched its biggest 
offensive in months against the Khmer Rouge in the provinces of Kompong Thom and Preah 
Vihear to regain the ground lost. UNTAC did not intervene as it considered the attacks to fall 
within the State of Cambodia’s right to self-defence. The “military balance on the battlefield” 
needed to be maintained, declared Akashi.311 Part of this effort was that UNTAC made a deal with 
the other factions that its soldiers could go on “agricultural leave” once they had registered and 
handed in their weapons. This allowed the soldiers to work their fields and re-join their families, 

306   Goulding, Peacemonger, 336.
307   Klintworth, “Cambodia 1992: Hopes Fading,” 116.
308   S/24286.
309   “. . . ceux qui sont plus dangereuse pour le tireur que pour les ennemis.” See: Note de l’entretien du Secrétaire général avec 
Son Altesse Royale Samdech Norodom Sihanouk à Jakarta, le 31 août 1992 à 17:00 heures, UNA, S-1829-0314-0002.
310   Heininger, Peacekeeping in Transition, 71.
311   “Cambodge: offensive des troupes de Phnom Penh contre les Khmers rouges,” Le Monde, 17 June 1992.
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while remaining on a two weeks’ notice to report back to the cantonment site in case the Khmer 
Rouge decided to cooperate and come into the cantonments as well. But the partial disarmament 
clearly benefitted the Khmer Rouge whose troops were steadily gaining ground and expanding 
their influence into the vacuum left in the field as a result of the cantonment of the three other 
factions.312 The Khmer Rouge’s refusal to provide UNTAC access to its zones endangered the 
creation of a neutral political environment, which was necessary for free and fair elections that 
were to held in May 1993.313 UNTAC’s challenge continued to be to determine a strategy that 
could break the stalemate and induce the Khmer Rouge to cooperate.
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attacked by Khmer Rouge,” Reuters, 10 June 1992.




