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Biography

Summary

15 March 1948 – 19 August 2003

Sergio Vieira de Mello was born on March 15th 1948 in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. He lived abroad
from a young age having had a father who was a diplomat and a historian. Once back in Brazil,
Sergio finished his secondary school education in the Lycée Franco-Brésilien in Rio, graduating
with a baccalaureate in Classical Literature. In 1966, in an e�ort to be close to his father, then
Consul General in Stuttgart, Germany, Sergio moved to Switzerland to study philosophy at the
University of Fribourg. He subsequently moved to Paris to pursue his education, graduating
with a Bachelorʼs degree in 1969 and a Masterʼs degree in 1970, both in Philosophy from the
Sorbonne University.

Sergio joined the O�ice of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) as a
French Editor when Sadruddin Aga Khan was High Commissioner. While holding this position,
he finished his third cycle Ph.D in 1974 (with honours) at the Sorbonne. He later obtained his
“State Doctorate” in 1985.

Following the proclamation of independence of “East Pakistan” in December 1971, UNHCR
undertook an unprecedented repatriation operation. In the context of this gigantic undertaking,
Sergio Vieira de Mello then aged 23, was sent to Dhaka to work on ensuring the successful
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repatriation and reintegration of the Bengali refugees who fled to India to escape the civil war.
In the five months of that assignment, Sergio was a witness to the birth of a new state—
Bangladesh.

In the summer of 1972, Sergio was again assigned to the field to help in another UNHCR
operation in South Sudan. Again at the young age of 24, he actively participated in the
repatriation and reintegration of hundreds of thousands of South Sudanese refugees who had
fled the country during the civil war. Upon returning to Europe, he got married in France in the
summer of 1973 to Annie.

In the following year, Sergio was assigned to Cyprus, first to South Nicosia, then to North Nicosia
as the Head of the UNHCR programme for the island.

On June 25th 1975, Mozambique, a former Portuguese colony, became independent, Sergio,
accompanied by his wife Annie, le� for Mozambique to take charge once again of the
repatriation operation and the reintegration of Mozambicans who had fled the country during
the war. When the UNHCR Representative in Maputo completed his assignment, Sergio, at age
28, took command of the UNHCR o�ice in the country becoming one of the youngest UNHCR
Representatives in the field.

In the beginning of 1978, Sergio was named Regional Representative for UNHCR to Peru. Sergio
was just turning 30. He le� with his family for Lima where their first son, Laurent was born in
mid-1978. Sergio and his family stayed in Peru for two years while essentially negotiating the
repatriation, particularly to Europe, of thousands of Latin American refugees who had initially
gone to Chile under the Allende regime, and later fled to Peru following the coup dʼEtat of
Augusto Pinochet.

In January 1980, Sergio returned to Geneva to take up a post in the Personnel Division of
UNHCR where he was responsible for shaping the careers of many international civil servants.
His second son Adrien was born in the same year.

In November 1981, a�er having spent 20 months in Geneva, Sergio was seconded by UNHCR as
Political A�airs Advisor to the United Nations Interim Forces in Lebanon (UNIFIL). This first
experience, as part of a peace-keeping operation, led him to appreciate the complexities of such
operations and drew him close to the military. In July 1983, Sergio Vieira de Mello returned to
Geneva to resume his functions in the Personnel Division at UNHCR Headquarters.

He spent the next ten years at the Headquarters occupying di�erent positions within the
organization. During that decade, he would be named to serve in Buenos Aires, only to be
quickly recalled when the new High Commissioner Jean-Pierre Hocké took o�ice in 1986, to
serve as his Chef de Cabinet. Sergio benefited from the period of stability in Geneva to finish his
doctorate thesis “Civitas Maxima” for which he received a “very honourable “mention from The
Sorbonne in Paris in December 1985.

During the years spent at UNHCR Headquarters, Sergio occupied the position of Chef de Cabinet
to the High Commissioner, Secretary of the Executive Committee and in May 1988 he became
Director of the Asia Bureau and subsequently occupied the post of Director for External A�airs.
In the context of his work in the Asia Bureau, he was the main initiator of the Comprehensive
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Plan of Action (CPA) which put an end to the exodus of the Vietnamese “boat people”, who were
still leaving Vietnam ten years a�er the end of hostilities. For that purpose, Sergio managed to
bring all stakeholders to the negotiating table, notably the administrations in Washington and
Hanoi, which in 1980 was an accomplishment, as the scars of the Vietnamese war were far from
healed in both countries.

At the end of 1991, the new High Commissioner for Refugees, Mrs Sadako Ogata, named Sergio
as her Special Envoy in Cambodia. He simultaneously assumed the responsibility of the Head of
the Division of Repatriation of the United Nations Transitional Authority for Cambodia (UNTAC).
This operation was considered a successful one for the United Nations. In June 1993, around
370,000 Cambodians returned home to their villages.

On returning to Geneva in the summer of 1993, Sergio had to leave again in the autumn of the
same year to Bosnia to take part in a peace-keeping operation. In October 1993, he became the
Political Director for UNPROFOR in Sarajevo, then in April 1994, he was stationed in Zagreb as
Head of Civil A�airs.

Sergio returned to UNHCR Headquarters in Geneva in October and became Director of Planning
and Operations. One of the main accomplishments in this post was the organization of the
Conference on Refugees and Population Movements in the Community of Independent States
(CIS). The Conference took place in Geneva in May 1996 and adopted a Plan of Action, the goal
of which was to control and channel the influx of migration as a result of the break up of the ex-
Soviet Republics. In January 1996, Sergio was promoted to the position of Assistant Secretary-
General and became the first Assistant-High Commissioner for Refugees.

In October 1996 Sergio Vieira de Mello was again detached from UNHCR and named as Special
Envoy of the Secretary-General for the Great Lakes Region. He performed the functions of
Humanitarian Coordinator for the three months of his assignment (October-December 1996).
He returned to Geneva at the beginning of 1997 to resume his functions as Assistant High
Commissioner in UNHCR.

In January 1998, Mr. Kofi Annan, who took o�ice as Secretary-General of the United Nations a
year earlier, appointed Sergio Vieira de Mello as Under Secretary-General for Humanitarian
A�airs and Head of of the O�ice of Coordination of Humanirarian A�airs (OCHA) in New York.
Sergio undertook, at the request of the Secretary-General, an evaluation mission to Kosovo
(UNMIK). Upon his return to New York, he delivered his report to the Security Council and was
shortly a�erwards named by the Secretary-General as his Special Representative in charge of
the United Nations Interim Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK). Upon his return to New York in July
1999, he resumed his function as Head of OCHA.

In November 1999, a�er the Security Council adopted a resolution on September 15th creating
the International Forces of Intervention (INTERFRET) and a subsequent resolution on 25th
October creating the United Nations transitional Authority for East Timor (UNTAET), Sergio
Vieira de Mello took over as Administrator of UNTAET in Dili. From November 1999 until April
2002, Sergio was the de-facto Governor of East Timor. Timor Leste was later created on May 20th
2002 with Xanana Gusmao becoming its first President.
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In September 2002, Sergio was named by the Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, as High
Commissioner for Human Rights, based in Geneva. He remained in his new post until the end of
May 2003, when the Secretary-General, asked him to serve as his Special Representative in
Baghdad for four months. Sergio arrived in Iraq on June 2nd 2003. On July 22nd , he delivered
his report on the situation in Iraq to the Security Council, noting the particularly di�icult
conditions under which the United Nations had to work in the country.

Sergio Vieira de Mello was killed in Baghdad, with 21 of his colleagues, in the bloodiest attack
that ever targeted the United Nations in its long history, on the a�ernoon of August 19th. 
The world was stunned. The deep sense of loss that accompanied Sergioʼs tragic abrupt
departure grew into a swell of unprecedented grief and despair. It is di�icult to select what
sentiment best represented the mood of gloom and emptiness worldwide that followed Sergioʼs
untimely departure but one obituary stand out because of its sheer simplicity… it came from
the heart.

Former UNHCR Assistant High Commissioner and close friend Kamel Morjane: “At the UNHCR,
where he spent 25 years of his life, he was the brilliant son that his elders would have wished to
have. For his peers, like me, he was the colleague or the friend, o�en both, that one tried to
emulate and hold up as an example, but one was never able to equal”.

Throughout his long illustrious career, Sergio was supported, encouraged and protected quietly
from behind the scene by his wife Annie as both watched with pride their sons Laurent and
Adrien grow and bloom into successful young men. As a family, they will continue to miss their
beloved Sergio very dearly.

A�er lying in state in his native Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and Geneva, a city that had become a
second home to him and whose citizens lined the streets to pay him their last respects, Sergio
Vieira de Mello was laid to rest in the Cimetière des Rois (the Cemetery of Kings) in Geneva on
28th August 2003.

May his soul rest in eternal peace

Timeline

1969 – 1971

French Editor, UNHCR, Geneva, 1969-1971
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• UNHCR shi�s attention from Europe to Africa and Asia. 
• High Commissioner Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan adapts organization to universality of its
mandate to also cover political intervention on behalf of refugees. 
• Bangladesh, Uganda and Sudan become countries of focus for repatriation and
resettlement. 
• Young talent in a transforming organization.

(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404124897)

UNHCR in early Seventies

1. Until 1964, some refugees were described as benefiting from the High Commissionerʼs good
o�ices, and others as falling within his mandate. From 1966 onwards, however, the General
Assembly ceased to make this distinction, requesting the High Commissioner to “continue to
provide international protection to refugees who are his concern, within the limits of his
competence, and to promote permanent solutions to their problems.” Later, in December 1972,
to allow UNHCR to assist in the repatriation of Southern Sudanese refugees from neighbouring
countries and also to resettle those who had been displaced within their own country, the
Assembly referred at one and the same time to refugees and displaced persons as coming
within the competence of the High Commissioner. In 1975, an important step was taken when
Resolution 3454 of December 9, rea�irmed in its preamble “the essentially humanitarian
character of the activities of the High Commissioner for the benefit of refugees and displaced

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404124897
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persons.” This era of the organization coincided with the leadership of Prince Sadruddin Aga
Khan at the helm of UNHCR as its High Commissioner. He is widely credited as the man who put
UNHCR on the map.

2. The organizationʼs expenditure in Africa and Asia for the first time exceeded that in Europe,
marking a clear shi� from Europe to the developing world. The High Commissioner
strengthened relations with african governments and helped to improve inter-agency
cooperation within the United Nations to address the problems of mass displacement in Sub-
Saharan Africa and Asia. The high points of his tenure were UNHCRʼs major role in assisting the
Bangladesh refugee crisis in 1971, the Asians expelled from Uganda in 1972 and in the massive
repatriation and resettlement of the Southern Sudanese refugees in 1972 following the Addis
Ababa Peace Agreement.

Achievements

3. Sergio Vieira de Mello graduated from the Sorbonne, France in 1969 majoring in Philosophy.
His suspension from the Sorbonne in 1968 for student activism and the forced retirement of
his father, then Brazilian Consul-General in Stuttgart, Germany in1969 by the Brazilian
military government of the time, did not prevent him from graduating from the Sorbonne.
This spirit of indomitable determination in the face of adversity would in later life serve him
well time and again whenever he was caught in situations that ordinary beings would
despair of.

4. At the young age of 21, Sergio finding himself in Geneva, decided to try his luck at jobs at the
United Nations. He was received by the then Chief of Personnel at the Palais des Nations, Jean
Halperin. Impressed by the young manʼs articulate demeanor but leary of the relevance of his
philosophy qualification, he o�ered to give him a temporary job as a messenger during the
ECOSOC session. A few days later the Head of the Secretariat at the UNHCR, asked Jean
Halperin to recommend a good young bilingual writer/editor to him. He immediately
remembered Sergio. Advising Sergio that the job was not exciting nor exalting, Mr. Halperin
recommended him to UNHCR. Thus begun the entry of Sergio into UNHCR on a career path that
would span thirty years. Jean Halperin, would in later years recollect his particular role in
launching Sergio in the UN system in these words “I had the extraordinary good fortune of
bringing him into the UN… putting him into orbit! Given, of course, that all the rest was
entirely due to his own merit”.

5. In conformity with his ideals for fairness, justice and respect for basic human rights so well
imbued into him by his solid grounding and passion in philosophy, Sergio found it easy to
adjust to and internalize the lo�y mission of the UN and particularly its humanitarian and
humanistic objectives and goals. He was convinced, very early in his career, that the UN could
not make headway on e�ective humanitarian response and sustainable peace building
without embarking on and promoting dialogue for the peaceful resolution of conflicts.

6. Sergioʼs first assignment in UNHCR at the entry P1 level as French Editor, coincided with the
transformation of the organization from concerns with the legal protection of refugees and their
integration in their countries of first asylum or their resettlement in third countries, to an
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international operational agency with a wider stronger mandate. High Commissioner Prince
Sadruddin Aga Khan resolved to adapt the organization to new realities and demonstrate the
universality of his mandate. By intervening, not only in the field, but also, at the political
level to find solutions, he laid the foundation for modern humanitarian action. He was
supported by a dedicated team of experienced UNHCR sta� and a new generation of talented
young men and women including Sergio who later grew into the organizationʼs shakers and
movers. Many would later express admiration for Sergioʼs outstanding leadership quality and
his warm heart for colleagues and friends.

7. Sergio was attached to UNHCRʼs Secretariat, responsible for all o�icial correspondence as
well as for preparing reports for Governments, the UN General Assembly and the Executive
Committee of the High Commissionerʼs programme. This was an excellent training ground for
Sergio in refining his diplomatic skills and ability to relate to and work with governments
which would in his later career prove invaluable. Within two years of joining UNHCR, Sergio
was assigned to the field – East Pakistan (Bangladesh) – starting a long illustrious field career
with which he would be prominently associated and immensely appreciated within as well as
outside the Organization.

 1971 – 1972

Project O�icer, UNHCR, Dhâkâ, East Pakistan
1971-1972

• Bloody Rebellion for independence from Pakistan. 
• 10 million fled as refugees to India. 
• All refugees returned home and were resettled.

Prevailing Situation in East Pakistan in 1971

1. In 1971 East Pakistan under the leadership of Mujibur Rahman rebelled against the Pakistani
authorities and demanded independence. The violence that was unleashed drove 10 million
refugees across the border into India. All e�orts at reconciliation failed. India concerned over
the violent eruptions on its border and the massive influx of refugees on its soil, declared war
against Pakistan on 6th December 1971.Ten days later Mujibur Rahman declared the
secessionist province independent. A new nation : Bangladesh came into being.

2. The tension between India and Pakistan over the Bangladesh crisis placed UNHCR High
Commissioner for Refugees, Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan before a dilemma. On the one hand he
was anxious to put an end to the su�ering of the ten million Bengali refugees in India by
repatriating them voluntarily. On the other, he knew well that this could not be achieved
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without a successful dialogue and reconciliation between India and Pakistan. He embarked on
a shuttle diplomacy between the two nations. He designated an outstanding sta�, John Kelly,
known for his negotiating skills, accompanied by Sergio Vieira de Mello, who was likewise gi�ed
for diplomacy and dialogue, to undertake a mission to Dhâkâ to establish a UNHCR presence.
The team was supported at the Geneva end by the then Programme O�icer Catherine Bertrand.
The mission to East Pakistan was a success. By the time the massive exodus of returnees
begun in India, UNHCR was strategically established to receive them back or resettle them.

Achievements

3. Sergioʼs short assignment in Bangladesh coming early in his formative years, was rewarding
and the experience would prove invaluable to him in his later career. It is best summed up by his
own testimony in latter years to a close friend, “It was an extraordinary experience. I was 23,
the age of one of my sons today. I witnessed the painful birth of a nation”. If anything, the
assignment convinced Sergio more than ever before of the crucial importance of dialogue in
creating the conducive environment for reconciliation and sustainable peace and
development.

 1972 – 1973

Programme O�icer, UNHCR, Juba, Sudan
1972-1973

• Long brutal Civil War 
• Hundreds of thousands killed 
• 250,000 refugees in neighbouring countries 
• 600,000 internally displaced 
• 200,000 refugees repatriated and reintegrated or resettled
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(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404142953)

Prevailing Situation in the Sudan in early Seventies

1. Independence came to the Sudan in 1956 over the strong objection of the Southern Sudanese
who wanted an interim period of preparation in education, public service and democracy under
the British before deciding on their future. The mutiny by Sudan Defence Force (SDF) in
August1955 in Torit, Equatoria Province, was the climax of the resentment of frustrated
Southerners to what they perceived to be a total northern domination of all facets of life. The
period 1956-1972 was marked by severe repression of the Southern Christians and animists by
successive northern governments who viewed them as harbouring secessionist ambitions.
Indiscriminate killings, maiming and massive displacements became the order of the day.
Hundreds of thousands were killed and 250,000 fled and became refugees in the neighbouring
countries of Uganda, Kenya, Ethiopia, Central African Republic (CAR) and Zaire. Over 600,000
helpless victims were internally displaced and forced to eke out a living in squalid inhuman
conditions.

2. The armed Southern struggle against the North grew into a formidable movement known
popularly as Anya Anya (Snake Venom) led by a young army O�icer Lt Joseph Lagu, later to
become a general, who had deserted the Northern army. The long guerrilla warfare that lasted
for 17 years brought the case of the Southern Sudan forcefully to the attention of the world.
Nevertheless, the devastating e�ects of the war and the severe northern suppression created

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404142953
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havoc and immeasurable su�ering for the population. The situation was exacerbated by the
world looking the other way and the unrelenting Civil War became better known as “The
Forgotten War”.

3. It was only the successful conclusion of the Addis Ababa Peace Agreement between the North
and South in February 1972 in the Ethiopian capital, under the aegis of Emperor Haile Selassie,
that brought a cessation of hostilities and peace to the Sudan. The South was granted Regional
Autonomy and a highly respected Southern Lawyer Abel Alier became the first President of
Southern Sudan. General Joseph Lagu assumed the command of the integrated division of the
Sudan Army based in the South with its Headquarters in Juba. The country turned now to the
challenging task of receiving back millions of refugees and embarking on the reconstruction
and development of the Southern Sudan. The international community led by UNHCR came
readily to the assistance and support of the fledgling region.

Achievements

4. At the young age of 24, hardly three years since he first joined UNHCR, Sergio Vieira de Mello
was reassigned from Dhâkâ, Bangladesh and posted to Juba, Southern Sudan. His assignment
coincided with the coming into force of the Addis Ababa Peace Agreement. The then High
Commissioner for Refugees Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan, had played a significant role from
behind the scene in the conclusion of the Peace Agreement and had therefore a vested interest
in the successful repatriation and resettlement of the refugees. It was therefore no accident that
the High Commissioner ensured that the Organizationʼs best young talents represented by
Sergio, formed the backbone of UNHCRʼs dedicated core sta� to tackle the challenging
assignment.

5. His previous assignment in Bangladesh where UNHCR helped resettle a massive number of
returnees, prepared Sergio well for his new responsibilities. Under the overall management of
Thomas Jamieson, and supported by then Programme O�icer Catherine Bertrand in Geneva, he
operated from the UNHCR Sub-O�ice in Juba as his base. From this vantage point, Sergio
oversaw the distribution of food, clothing, medical supplies and building materials to the
returnees working closely with the other collaborating partners. Receiving, transporting and
repatriating 200,000 refugees to their villages and communities of origin was a major part of
Sergioʼs responsibilities. Overall 1,190,320 people, including those internally displaced,
emerged from the bush and returned to their original homes. He fulfilled these
responsibilities brilliantly, gaining appreciation and praise from his peers and superiors
alike. Above all, his great gi� for dialogue and reconciliation found ample expression in his
daily interactions with the restive returnees who came from diverse background and tribal
a�iliations. Although their expectations were sometimes unrealistic they could easily identify
with and looked up to Sergio as the one who built understanding and consensus through
dialogue and solved their problems.

6. Transportation and logistics problems were major hurdles to UNHCR carrying out its
enormous tasks of repatriating the returnees. River transport from the North to the South was
slow. Within the South itself, roads were unusable either because of rains or long disuse. The
most challenging feat was the transportation of people especially returnees and goods arriving
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from Uganda and Kenya across the Nile into Juba. This bottleneck was broken when the
Netherlands contributed a prefabricated bridge to UNHCRʼs programme for Southern Sudan.
It required a work of colossal engineering feat to transport the components of the bridge to
Juba and re-assemble it across the Nile. The bridge not only replaced the antiquated ferry
but to this day remains the most vital link of Southern Sudan to East Africa. Sergio and his
colleagues must be complimented for their foresight in negotiating the donation and
construction of this key bridge across the Nile, at Juba.

7. Sergio le� Juba and Sudan in June 1973 a�er UNHCR had assisted the Regional Government
of Southern Sudan to repatriate and reintegrate 200,000 returnees and 600,000 IDPs, paving the
way for recovery, reconstruction and development. Of lasting legacy to the people of Southern
Sudan was UNHCRʼs decision to go beyond its relief mandate for refugees to rebuild hospitals,
schools, roads and bridges and revive agriculture. Sergio was very much behind these advanced
thinking and creative policy. To his credit, Sergio not only discharged his UNHCR responsibilities
with distinction but also le� behind the lasting memory of a dedicated young man driven by the
passion for dialogue and reconciliation.

 1974 – 1975

Programme O�icer, UNHCR, Nicosia, Cyprus
1974-1975

• Tension between Greek and Turkish Cypriots. 
• Turkey invaded north Cyprus and Turkish Air Force bombed main Cypriot cities. 
• 180,000 Greek Cypriots fled to south of island and 11,000 Turkish Cypriots transferred to
northern, Turkish occupied zone. 
• A divided island. 
• All displaced Greek and Turkish Cypriot populations resettled.
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(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404150693)

Prevailing Situation in Cyprus in mid-Seventies

1. Since gaining independence from the British in 1960, Cyprus has been beset by tensions
between its majority Greek and minority Turkish populations. This came to a head in the
summer of 1974 when Turkey invaded and occupied an enclave in the north of the island and its
Air Force bombed the main cities. 180,000 Greek Cypriots fled to the south and 11,000 Turkish
Cypriots were transferred to the northern third of the island occupied by Turkey. The gravity of
the situation was underscored by the fact that at the time of the crisis, the displaced population
of 191,000 equaled about one third of the total population of the island! The UN Peace-Keeping
troops deployed on the island since 1964, could not calm the tension and all it could do was to
deploy along the ceasefire line, ostensibly to prevent direct confrontation and violence. The
island has remained divided right across the capital, Nicosia to this day.

2. In 1974, at the request of the then UN Secretary General Kurt Waldheim, the High
Commissioner for Refugees, Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan, launched what came to be known as
the “Special Humanitarian Operations” to address the problems of the displaced populations of
Cyprus. Sergio Vieira de Mello was a member of the team that UNHCR deployed on the island.
The teamʼs assignment was to provide relief assistance, to build and extend schools and
hospitals and to create employment for the a�ected populations.

Achievements

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404150693
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3. Sergio was assigned to the north to take care of the displaced Turkish Cypriots. Bangladesh
and Sudan had prepared him well for his new role. Cyprus became a very important milestone
in Sergioʼs life. It was to be his first contact with the military, an encounter that would in
coming years grow into an enduring relationship of friendship and mutual admiration. Sergio
loved the discipline and culture of the military and trusted them. Although the nature of the
problems and needs of the IDPs in Cyprus were unique to the island, Sergio and the team met
the High Commissionerʼs expectation. The Special Humanitarian Operations was a
resounding success.

4. His location in the north placed Sergio in a delicate position. To get things done, he had to
deal daily and negotiate continuously with both the UN Peacekeeping troops as well as the
occupying Turkish forces. He relied on his knack for diplomacy and passion for dialogue and
reconciliation to cut through red tape and bureaucracy. In the end, the real beneficiaries of
Sergioʼs e�orts were the displaced populations of Cyprus who were able to find new homes
and care and rebuild their lives.

 1975 – 1977

Deputy Representative and Representative,
UNHCR, Maputo, Mozambique 1975-1977

• A twelve-year bitter war of liberation. 
• Hundreds of thousands either fled and took refuge in neighbouring countries or tried to
survive in squalid conditions as IDPs. 
• 26,000 Zimbabwean refugees in Mozambique and thousands bombed by Rhodesian air
force. 
• 80,000 returnees repatriated and reintegrated. 
• 500,000 IDPs reintegrated.
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(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404176175)

Prevailing Situation in Mozambique in mid-Seventies

1. In April 1974, a revolution in Portugal brought into power a more progressive regime that
adopted radical policy changes, especially on decolonization. It negotiated independence for its
African colonies : Mozambique, Angola and Guinea Bissau. For Mozambique, the ten-year war of
liberation that caused tens of thousands of people to flee and seek sanctuary in neighbouring
countries, ended with independence in 1975. On 25 June 1975, the Frelimo (Front for the
Liberation of Mozambique) leader Samora Machel became the countryʼs first President. Massive
repatriation and reintegration of refugees became the most challenging task for the fledgling
government. Fortunately, UNHCR had the foresight to begin establishing a robust presence in
the country to support the government in receiving and handling the massive case load of
refugees.

2. The new government soon allied itself with the liberation wars in Zimbabwe, then Rhodesia,
and South Africa. This provoked indignation and full scale reprisals by the oppressive racist
regimes of the countries against Mozambique. Matters came to a climax when in August 1976,
the Rhodesian regime launched a devastating air raid that killed thousands of refugees in a
camp close to the border, under the care of UNHCR. The High Commissioner for Refugees,
Sadruddin Aga Khan, describing the incident as abominable, reacted angrily, “It escapes my
understanding as to what those responsible for it thought they were accomplishing through
such an atrocity.”

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404176175
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3. As if the confrontation with South Africa and Rhodesia were not enough, President Samora
Machel signed a treaty of co-operation and friendship with the Soviet Union that was not
accepted by all Mozambicans. This plunged the young country into civil war in 1976.

Achievements

4. Sergio Vieira de Mello was appointed by the High Commissioner for Refugees as Deputy
UNHCR Representative and re-assigned from Cyprus to Maputo in July 1975. He arrived to take
up his new assignment on very day of Independence when the new government with whom he
would work closely, took o�ice. Sergio took over as Acting Representative a�er one and half
years and oversaw Mozambiquesʼs major repatriation and reintegration operations.

5. The influx of the returnees started in mid 1975.With $7million at it disposal, UNHCR launched
an organized programme that repatriated and reintegrated 80,000 returnees and reintegrated
500,0000 IDPs in their original communities. These a�ected populations were assisted mostly
through the provision of tools, implements and seeds to resume agriculture and shelter to
rebuild their lives. UNHCR gave them food until harvests were adequate. The Zimbabwean
refugees were repatriated much later in 1980 when the country gained independence. Sergio
relied on his blossoming diplomatic skills and passion for dialogue and reconciliation to
facilitate his delicate work with the fledgling government and the returnees and IDPs who
came to trust him. He handed over to Anne Willem Bijleveld and le� Mozambique in September
1977 to Lima, Peru, as UNHCR regional representative. He was to return to the African continent
years much later.

 1978 – 1980

Representative, UNHCR, Lima, Peru 1978-1980

• Right-wing dictatorships take power in various latin american countries. 
• Right-wing military coup in Chile forced tens of thousands of le�ist Chileans and those
suspected of le�wing sympathies to flee into neighbouring countries. 
• Trend repeated in Argentina, Bolivia and Peru creating a massive case load of refugees
across Latin America. 
• Responsibilities of providing protection, relief assistance, repatriation and resettlement
major challenges for UNHCR. 
• Asylees and refugees resettled mainly in Europe.

Prevailing Situation in Peru in late Seventies
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1. On 11th September 1973 General Augusto Pinochet overthrew the democratically elected
government of Salvador Allende and seized power in Chile. This ushered in a wave of right-wing
dictatorships soon to spread to Argentina, Bolivia and Peru. In Chile the change suddenly placed
the lives of tens of thousands of Chileans in danger. All the le�ist elites including politicians
lawyers, academics, journalists and other professions became suspect and were hunted down.
The repressive rule marked by harassment, arrests, torture and assassinations was extended to
labour leaders and workers as well as students. Many of these targeted victims were compelled
to seek refuge in neighbouring countries, Europe and North America. They needed UNHCRʼs
protection.

2. By a cruel twist of history, Chile had previously under Allende o�ered asylum to refugees
fleeing other dictatorships in Brazil, Bolivia, Uruguay and Paraguay. Chile which had by then
acceded under Allende to the 1951 Convention and 1967 Protocal guaranteeing international
protection to refugees, viewed the gesture as Chileʼs commitment to compliance with the
international protection instruments. These asylees found themselves suddenly in danger and
looked to UNHCR for protection.

3. The UNHCR High Commissioner, Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan, telegraphed Pinochet
reminding him of his countryʼs international obligations. A UNHCR team under the overall
responsibility of its Regional O�ice in Buenos Aires, was sent to Santiago to attend to the urgent
needs of the asylees. They were swi�ly resettled mainly in Europe. Although several Chileans
were lucky to find asylum in Europe, thousands were compelled to cross into neighbouring
countries as refugees. Conditions for them were not better then what they had le� behind. A
large number went to Argentina where Peronʼs populist regime welcomed them with open
arms. Brazil and Peru, although signatories to the international refugee instruments, reluctantly
accepted several thousands, partly because they were military governments whose right-wing
views were close to Pinochetʼs. These dictators demanded and obtained that the refugees
remain under the sole protection of UNHCR until such time that countries could be found
outside the region willing to accept them. Thus, UNHCR was compelled to open o�ices in Rio de
Janeiro and Lima to protect the refugees and organize their resettlement in third countries.

4. The refugee situation in Latin America was further compounded when on 24th Mach 1976 a
military junta led by General Jorge Rafael Videla seized power in Argentina. The infamous “Dirty
War” that followed forced thousands of Argentines pursued even beyond their borders, to go
into exile. They, like the Chileans before them, felt threatened wherever they went in Latin
America. At about that time, whereas asylum countries in Europe had shown great generosity in
the early days, the pool of visas for refugees began to dwindle and the laudable spirit of
welcome petered out. This problem was most sharply felt in Peru were the Chilean refugees
lacking any form of productive activities and losing hope of resuming normal life turned to
UNHCR to vent their anger and frustration. They occupied the UNHCR O�ice and protested their
case.

Achievements



23/11/2022 22:53 Biography – Sergio Vieira de Mello Foundation

www.sergiovdmfoundation.org/about-sergio/biography/ 17/59

5. Sergio Vieira de Mello was re-assigned by the High Commissioner to head the Lima O�ice
which was then occupied by refugees. At the age of thirty, Sergio was propably the youngest
representative in UNHCR history. His first task was to enter into dialogue with the refugees and
negotiate their withdrawal from the o�ice. It was not an easy task but he summoned his now
well developed skills at diplomacy and negotiations to bring the matter to a satisfactory
solution for the government, the refugees as well as for UNHCR. The organization was able to
resume its normal functions and the Lima O�ice was upgraded to report directly to the UNHCR
Headquarters in Geneva.

6. Looking back to his assignment in Peru, Sergio treasured two things very dearly. Having
lived part of the political turmoil in the country, it was a great source of joy and happiness for
him to see the end of the military regime and witness 850,000 indigenous Peruvians vote in a
democratic election!  
Secondly for the first time, he had the experience of dealing with individual refugee cases.
According to him, “I knew them by their names, their smiles, their songs and their tears”.

 1980 – 1981

Head of Career Development and
Training Unit of Personnel Section,
UNHCR, Geneva, January 1980-
1981

• UNHCR becomes highly operational but the need for qualified professional cadre
persisted. 
• Tens of thousands of Vietnamese refugees “Boat People,” dominated refugee case load 
• UNHCR wins Nobel Peace Prize for second time. 
• UNHCR strengthens collaboration with traditional NGO partners. 
• Comprehensive Sta� Development Programme and Emergency Unit launched.

UNHCR in early Eighties
1. By the early eighties, UNHCR, under High Commissioner Poul Hartling was facing new
challenges as refugee problems became highly politicized, especially with the intensification of
the Cold War. The sustained mass exodus in Indochina and a large scale international response
thrust the organization into a vast humanitarian operation. UNHCR set up other major
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emergency relief operations in the Horn of Africa and Central America, and for Afghan refugees
in Asia. The organization was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for a second time in 1981 in
recognition, largely, for its outstanding work in managing the Vietnamese refugee crisis, while
undertaking major operations on behalf of Afghan and Cambodian refugees.

2. In 1982, the number of refugees under UNHCR mandate exceeded 10 million. In Southeast
Asia tens of thousands of Vietnamese refugees (“Boat People”) languished in camps, expecting
resettlement opportunities outside the region. Millions of Afghan refugees who had fled the
Soviet occupation of their country swarmed in camps in Pakistan and Iran. The traditional
solution of resettling refugees in third countries became untenable and unrealistic for the
majority of the worldʼs refugees. UNHCR came to the conclusion that voluntary repatriation was
the only realistic durable solution to end the su�ering of the refugees in camps in Asia, Africa
and Central America. The period 1979-1981 was characterized by an unprecedented expansion
of UNHCRʼs activities, mainly in South East Asia. The sta� strength grew from a total of 730 in
1979 to over 1600 in 1981! To cope with the new expanded work load, High Commissioner
Hartling directed the strengthening of the organizationʼs capacity in a variety of ways. Much of
the responsibilities for translating this decision into action lay with the Career Development and
Training Unit which cooperated closely with newly created Emergency Unit.

Achievements
3. Back from his assignment in Peru, Sergio Vieira de Mello was appointed by the High
Commissioner as Head of Career Development and Training Unit in the Personnel Section in
January 1980. The challenges Sergio faced in his new job entailed assessing sta� training
needs through periodic surveys and developing and administering training programmes
across the organization. In addition, he developed a career counseling system to identify
sta� aspirations and skills and determine their needs for training. A special problem he had
to deal with was the orientation and training of the new specialized sta� to acquire
humanitarian experience and knowledge relating to the special situation of refugees. The
organization needed to shore up the quality of its sta� to shoulder its increasing role in
international protection. The specific problems of women refugees became an important
agenda in the training programme. Sergioʼs preoccupation with dialogue for the peaceful
resolution of conflict found ample application in the training programme. UNHCRʼs future
distinction as an acknowledged centre of knowledge and action on refugees owes much to its
early investment in the career development and training of its sta� and in creating a versatile
rapid field deployment capability.

4. In 1980, the new Emergency Unit under Nicholas Morris began to function. It was the
organizationʼs first e�ort to establish an organized system of roster, stand-by sta� and pre-
positioned supply for rapid deployment in the field. This is the machinery that would in latter
years serve UNHCR well in its major operations. The Career Development and Training Unit
complemented the work of the Emergency Unit especially in the successful development of
the well-known, ground-breaking “UNHCR Handbook for Emergencies”.



23/11/2022 22:53 Biography – Sergio Vieira de Mello Foundation

www.sergiovdmfoundation.org/about-sergio/biography/ 19/59

5. To complement its sta� strength, the High Commissioner encouraged the development of
collaborative agreements with UNHCRʼs traditional NGO partners known as Partners in Action—
PARINAC. Sergio played a major role in implementing the tenets of the agreements. These
agreements and the joint work with the Emergency Unit, equipped UNHCR with ready rosters
for recruitment and rapid deployment of sta� in the field earning the organization the
reputation of an e�icient and reliable agency capable of providing protection and ensuring
timely delivery of basic service to refugees. The strategic position of Head of Career
Development and Training gave Sergio the unique opportunity to cultivate close
relationships with a large number of UNHCR sta� who became part of his extended
professional and family circle. They have and will continue to miss him dearly.

 1981 – 1983

Senior Political O�icer, UNIFIL, DPKO,
Lebanon 1981-1983

• Brutal Civil war and unabated tension on Lebanese-Israeli border resulting in continuous
incursions. 
• Occupation by Israel of all Lebanese land south of Litani River and full scale invasion. 
• Thousands killed and displaced. 
• Security Council Resolutions not respected. 
• Worst e�ects of civil war, Israeli occupation and border tension contained but country le�
in ruins.
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(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633419640068)

Prevailing Situation in Lebanon in early eighties

1. Beginning of the seventies saw Lebanon engulfed in a ferocious civil war that ended only in
1990. It le� the country and its infrastructure in ruins. 20,000 were killed and hundreds of
thousands were displaced. Several thousand fled the country and became refugees in
neighbouring countries and worldwide. In March 1978, to prevent continuous incursions and
rocket attacks by Palestinians into Israel, the latter defying UN objections, invaded Lebanon and
occupied all land south of the Litani River. The UN Security Council demanded Israeli
withdrawal and decided to deploy a peacekeeping force in the region. Its main task was to
ensure the withdrawal of the Israeli troops and re-establish peace and security in the region by
helping the Government of Lebanon restore its authority throughout its territory. The United
Nations Interim Force in Southern Lebanon (UNIFIL) was deployed on 23rd March 1978
controlling an area of about 650 square km and a population of 4,000. A ceasefire was agreed
upon and Israel withdrew from Lebanon but continued to occupy a strip of land along the
border.

2. The presence of UNIFIL had little impact on the tension and violence on the ground. Fighting
continued between Christian and Syrian forces in Beirut and the situation worsened in the
south. A Christian leader, Saad Haddad, supported by Israel, declared independence over a 800
square kilometers stretch of land with 40,000 Christian and Shiite inhabitants. In April 1981, as a
reprisal against the Palestinian bombing of the Christian enclaves in the south, Israel bombed
Tyre and Sidon. The Palestinians launched rocket attacks on northern Galilea. UNIFIL was
powerless and unable to stop the hundreds of deaths resulting from the violence.

Achievements

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633419640068
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3. In late 1981 at the age of 33, Sergio Vieira de Mello was seconded by UNHCR to work in UNIFIL
as Senior Political O�icer. With far more experience in humanitarian operations under his belt,
the secondment allowed Sergio to shi� for the first time to political work in the UN. That part of
his career would in the course of time, prepare him to bring into full play, his diplomatic skills
and finesse and his talent for dialogue and reconciliation. He served as Special Political
Advisor to General Callaghan – in charge at this time of UNIFIL – with whom he built a special
rapport and a vibrant team. His responsibilities included liaison between the UN troops and
local authorities, assessment and evaluation of the humanitarian needs of the civilian
populations and administration of various projects. His easy dealings with the military made his
tasks easier . As usual, he performed outstandingly and won the appreciation and admiration
of the UN as well as the local authorities and communities he worked so hard to reach and
serve. UNIFIL relied on his disarming personality, magnetic charisma and power of
persuasion to cultivate dialogue and achieve understanding and cooperation to discharge its
delicate mission in the complex and hostile environment of Lebanon.

4. UNIFIL was tasked with the principal mission of maintaining peace and security in the region.
However, it had neither the mandate nor the means to impose compliance. Hence the mission
that was set up amidst high hopes and expectation ended in failure. This came to a climax in
June 1982 when Israel decided to eliminate once and for all the Palestinian military presence in
Lebanon by driving out Yasser Arafat and the 15,000 fighters of the Palestinian Liberation
Organization (PLO). Israel pushed all the way to Beirut and by the end of 1982 its violent attack
paradoxically named “Operation Peace in Galilea” had killed thousands, including the
massacres of the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps. Sergio could not control his indignation
and would for years continue to express his anger and outrage over these senseless killings of
innocent refugees with impunity. Nevertheless, Sergio and General Callaghan saved no e�ort
in working closely with all the parties in conflict, including PLO and Israel.

5. The Lebanon mission also le� Sergio in a dilemma over the role and impact of UN
Peacekeeping. On the one hand he believed in and identified with its principles. “Each
peacekeeping operation has a specific set of mandated tasks, but all share certain common
aims-to alleviate human su�ering and to create conditions and build institutions for self-
sustaining peace.” On the other, he found himself asking hard questions as to why UNIFIL could
not fulfil its mission. He did not spare himself either and wondered whether he could have acted
di�erently. In the end history will be the jury but above all Sergio and UNIFIL did their best
under the prevailing situation to save lives and protect innocent civilians caught in conflict.

 1983 – 1985

Deputy Head of Personnel, UNHCR, Geneva,
1983-1985
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• Refugee problem became one of the major challenges facing the contemporary world 
• Cambodian and Vietnamese refugees stuck in camps in situations of legal limbo:
“Palestinisation” 
• Voluntary repatriation of refugees accepted as the norm for providing durable solutions
for refugee.

UNHCR in the mid-Eighties

1. The mandate of the High Commissioner Poul Hartling ended in1985 a�er having served the
organization with distinction for eight years, leading it to win the Nobel Peace Prize for the
second time in recognition of its management of the Vietnamese Refugee Crisis and, by
extention, for undertaking major operations for the Cambodian and Afghan refugees. His tenure
will be best remembered for the recognition and acceptance of the problems of refugees as one
of the major challenges facing the contemporary world.

2. In the mid-eighties, UNHCR faced an unenviable dilemma, especially with the countries of
asylum. On the one hand, the organizationʼs mandate empowered it to ensure that refugees
were not expelled to countries where they feared for their lives and freedom. On the other hand,
the organization was le� with millions of refugees in its hands to cater for, o�en with very high
cost for the countries of asylum, precisely because these very governments were unwilling to
resettle them on their territories. Several examples of refugees stuck in legal limbo, ironically
known as “Palestinisation”, could be cited. Tens of thousands of Cambodian refugees were
stuck for years in UN camps on the Thai border. Ten years a�er the end of the Vietnam War
similar situations persisted. In Central America large numbers of Nicaraguans, Salvadorians and
Mayas from Guatemala were stuck in neighbouring countries awaiting a political solution
allowing them to return home.

3 Accepting the fact that the traditional solutions of local integration or third country
resettlement were no longer feasible in situations where the organization had to deal with
massive numbers and where the host countries were not inclined to granting resettlement,
UNHCR institutionalized voluntary repatriation as the linchpin of its policy of durable solution
for refugees. It did so mindful of the budgetary implications but convinced it was the right thing
to do in the best interest of the teeming number of su�ering refugees worldwide. Consequently,
the organization relegated local reintegration and resettlement in third country as remote
options. The implications of all this on sta� and their morale was enormous. This placed equally
heavy pressure on the Personnel Division to meet field demands through rapid deployment of
sta� and providing them with back-up support. There was also demand on the Division to
maintain high sta� morale by attending to their concerns.

Achievements

4. A�er returning from assignment to UNIFIL (Lebanon) where he served as Political A�airs
O�icer, Sergio Vieira de Mello was appointed by High Commissioner Poul Hartling to the
position of Deputy Head of Personnel. He overlapped briefly with the then Chief of Personnel,
former Secretary General Kofi Annan. He found the transition from the political work of UNIFIL
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to the personnel side of UNHCR a bit of an adjustment. Kofi Asomani served as Chief of his old
Career Development and Training Unit. He had no choice but to get back into the organization
through this route. But being Sergio, he, quickly adjusted and in fact made important
contributions, although he was not in his element. The Division of Personnel covered Human
Resources Administration, including recruitment, appointments, postings, career development
and training. Already familiar with many of the key functions of the Division from his earlier
position as Head of Career Development, he focused on the newer challenges of adapting and
strengthening the Division as a reliable first port of call for demands from the field for back-up
support. An important achievement Sergio and the operational arm of UNHCR, represented
by the Emergency Unit, realized was the refinement and strengthening of the e�ective
system of rapid and timely deployment of sta� in the field at the height of an emergency.
This contributed immensely in winning respect and credibility for the organization,
especially amongst donors.

5. The sudden expansion of UNHCRʼs operations stretched its capacity to the limit and put
immense pressure on the sta�, leading o�en to frustrations and cynicism with the organization.
Hence maintaining high sta� morale became a major preoccupation of the Division. Sergio
led the e�ort of maintaining close links with the outstreched UNHCR sta� in the field as well
as those at the Headquarters in Geneva. Because of his out-going open personality, the sta�
found him easily accessible and ready to listen to them. They trusted him. He devoted much
time to dialoguing and counseling sta� and attending in a timely manner to their problems,
particularly through the Recruitment O�icer Jahanshah Assadi whom he depended on to
protect him from the overwhelming demands for jobs and favours. It was well known that
Sergio had the habit of never leaving o�ice without returning all the telephone calls of the
day. Sergioʼs conduct of business in this position won him the immense appreciation and
gratitude of a large number of UNHCR sta� who have and will continue to miss him dearly.
Werner Blatter, now a retired senior UNHCR sta� who took over the position of Deputy Head
of Personnel from Sergio in 1985 and later served as his Deputy when he was Director of
External A�airs, was very complimentary of the work Sergio did and the smooth transfer of
responsibilities.

 1986 – 1988

Chef de Cabinet and Secretary to the
Executive Committee, UNHCR, Geneva, 1986-
1988
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• New High Commissioner at helm of UNHCR 
• Aggressive defence of Humanitarian Law. 
• Introduction of innovative solutions to refugee problems and encouragement for sta� to
assume greater responsibilities 
• Repatriation promoted including resorting to preventive intervention in countries where a
crisis could lead to refugee exodus 
• Significant goodwill among countries/governments. 
• Conference International sobre Refugiados Centroamericanos (CIREFCA) launched.

UNHCR in mid-late Eighties

1. Jean-Pierre Hocke of Switzerland was elected High Commissioner and took over from Poul
Hartling in early 1986.Prior to his appointment, he served as Director of Operations of the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). During his tenure, the Indochinese refugee
crisis continued. The Comprehensive Plan of Action (CPA) was launched during Hockeʼs time. It
enabled the international commmunity to solve the Vietnamese Boat People crisis which began
a�er the end of the war in 1975. Hocke also played a key role in launching the CIREFCA process
in Central America, to consolidate peace in the region by extending assistance not only to
returnees but also, more broadly, to war-a�ected populations. During his period in o�ice,
UNHCR played an important role in establishing large camps for Ethiopian refugees in the
Sudan and for Somali refugees in Ethiopia.

2. Hocke was determined to shake up the UN bureaucracy by introducing new ideas and
bringing in young talented people from outside and within the organization. He demanded
innovative solutions and put new more horizontal structures in place to stimulate and
encourage sta� to take responsibilities. He sought to promote repatriation, and even intervene
preventively in countries where a crisis could lead to a refugee crisis.

3. Hockeʼs solid humanitarian operations credentials and uncompromising defence of the
Humanitarian Law, whose corollary is the Refugee Law and his energetic and aggressive style in
conducting business, won UNHCR significant goodwill and support, especially amongst the
donors. The honeymoon lasted long. The UNHCR Executive Committee received the highest
attention of the management, cementing further the excellent relationship with diplomats in
Geneva who were instrumental in influencing support for the organization. Kofi Asomani served
as Chief of the Secretariat of the EXCOM under Sergio.

4. However, this rosy picture and UNHCRʼs extensive successful field operations, which were
exalting and appealing to the younger generation (Sergioʼs contemporaries in UNHCR), was
soon to give way to a deteriorating climate within the organization. Some of the new high
Commissionerʼs innovative reform started to receive reservations, skepticism and criticisms by
governments, inside the UN bureaucracy and in the media. Jean-Pierre Hocke resigned a�er
four years as High Commissioner. His premature departure threw UNHCR into a crisis of
confidence among donors and a crisis of identity among sta�.

Achievements
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5. The new High Commissioner singled out Sergio Vieira de Mello as soon as he came on board
and appointed him as his Chef de Cabinet and Secretary to the UNHCR Executive Committee.
Sergio, with a select group of other colleagues of his generation, joined the inner circle of
Hockeʼs top management. The High Commissioner was commended widely for Sergioʼs choice
as his Chef the Cabinet. Then 38, Sergio used his position as the Secretary to the Executive
Committee and turned his full attention to building a strong relationship with Genevaʼs
humanitarian diplomats. He brought Jahanshah Asadi, who had previously worked with him
in the Personnel Division from Bangkok, to asssist him with the Executive Committee
function. Here he was on his home ground. His diplomatic skills and flair came into full play.
He used it well to establish and maintain one of the healthiest relationships UNHCR had ever
enjoyed with its donors and partners. This translated into a healthy funding for the
organization.

Asadi recalls a tense situation when Sergio came to him, almost in tears and expressed his
indignation at the Chairman of the Executive Committee for wrongly accusing him of taking
sides in the negotiations and dra�ing of the EXCOM resolution/conclusion. True to his
character, Sergio could not accept this a�ront to his integrity and pride. He confronted the
Ambassador and the matter was settled amicably.

7. Large refugee camps were established for Ethiopian refugees in the Sudan and Somali
refugees in Ethiopia but two major operations dominated UNHCRʼs work : Namibia and Central
America. True to its new emphasis on durable solutions, UNHCR repatriated tens of thousands
of Namibian refugees from Angola back home in time to vote in constituent assembly elections
that prepared the way to their countryʼs independence. This challenging exercise involving a
massive airli� was achieved against the background of a very strict deadline imposed by the
agreement reached between the South West Africa Peopleʼs Organization (SWAPO), the
Cuban forces backing the Namibian liberation movement and the occupying power, South
Africa. Sergio devoted much time to shuttle diplomacy in support of the High Commissioner
as they influenced and promoted dialogue between the parties in conflict to benefit the
refugees.

8. In May 1989, UNHCR organized a successful International Conference on Refugees in Central
America (Conferencia internacional sobre Refugiados Centroamericanos—or CIREFCA) that
brought together governments of the region, donors, humanitarian agencies and NGOs. The
conference focused on considering a wide choice of programmes directed at creating
appropriate conditions for the voluntary repatriation of refugees who had lived for years in
countries of asylum. The potential donors received catalogues of emergency and long-term
development projects in the countries of origin of the refugees. These projects were
conditioned on parallel peace talks between the governments and the rebels under the aegis
of the UN and the Organization of American States (OAS). A few years later most of the
refugees had returned to their homelands. Sergio gave Leonardo Franco who led the
planning and organization of the conference all his guidance and support. The series of
dialogues between the concerned governments and rebel groups that led to peace
agreements and lasting durable solutions for the refugees in Central America.
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 1988 – 1990

Director of Asia Bureau, UNHCR, Geneva,
1988-1990

• Intractable refugee situations in South East Asia. 
• Geneva International Conference on Indochinese Refugees. 
• Comprehensive Plan of Action (CPA) launched.

(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633419649496)

UNHCR in late Eighties

1. Thorvald Stoltenberg, then Norwayʼs Foreign A�airs Minister, was
appointed High Commissioner for Refugees in January 1990 to fill the gap
le� by the sudden departure of Jean-Pierre Hocke. His short term in o�ice
marked the beginning of UNHCRʼs increased involvement in large-scale
UN peacebuilding operations. He oversaw several repatriation operations,
especially in Central America. He resigned in November 1990 to return to
his previous position as Norwegian Foreign Minister. In May1993, at the
height of the Bosnian war, Stoltenberg returned to the United Nations as
the Secretary-Generalʼs Special Representative to the Former Yugoslavia.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633419649496


23/11/2022 22:53 Biography – Sergio Vieira de Mello Foundation

www.sergiovdmfoundation.org/about-sergio/biography/ 27/59

2. The intractable situation of the Vietnamese refugees (Boat People) stuck for more than ten
years in several countries in South East Asia became a major concern for UNHCR. Before leaving
o�ice, High Commissioner Hocke and his team led by Sergio Vieira de Mello, then Director of
the Asia Bureau, planned an International conference on Indochinese refugees. It was
convened by Secretary General Perez de Cuellar in Geneva in June 1989. The conference
aimed at reaching agreement on a new comprehensive approach to the Vietnamese Boat
People. Refugees and Asylum seekers from Laos were included in the agenda but the
conference did not address the question of refugees and displaced persons from Kampuchea, in
view of negotiations taking place within a di�erent framework. The conference, attended at
high level by major governments and donors, UN agencies and NGOs, was addressed by both
the Secretary General and High Commissioner Hocke.

Achievements
3. A major outcome of the June 1989 Geneva Conference was the adoption of a
Comprehensive Plan of Action (CPA). The CPA was cra�ed personally by Sergio who had been
appointed by High Commissioner Hocke as Director of Asia Bureau in May 1988.The CPA
established “new rules of the game” in order to put an end to the “Boat People” exodus
which had been going on for more than14 years. A certain “fatigue” had arisen in most of the
resettlement countries and consequently the Boat People were stuck, most of the time, in
inhuman conditions in various camps in South East Asia. Sergioʼs idea was to invite around
the same table all the protagonists of the drama: the main resettlement countries (USA,
Canada, Australia, the UK and the Nordic countries, among others); the countries of first
asylum of South-East Asia ( the Philippines, Thailand, Hong Kong and Malaysia) and the
country of origin, Vietnam. In the mid-eighties it was a ground-breaking idea to invite the
USA and Vietnam to sit at the same table.

4. By introducing individual status determination and precise guidelines on clandestine
departure, the CPA would stop the ongoing exodus. The repatriation option was introduced
within the CPA for the Boat People not recognized as refugees (those who failed the
individual status determination). This “new” durable solution was accepted by all concerned
as the returnees who were in fact economic migrants, received substantial cash grants. A
monitoring mechanism was put in place in Vietnam by UNHCR until the end of the CPA. In
summary, the CPA presented a challenge to the International Conference to reach a new set
of arrangements which safeguarded the fundamental principles of refugee protection while
taking into account the concerns of countries of first asylum, of origin and of resettlement. It
was adopted unanimously and this strengthened UNHCRʼs mandate further. This was the
first framework ever developed by UNHCR which combined its protection mandate with
material assistance to refugees.

5 While the CPA was a great success as the number of Boat Pepole stuck in camps in South East
Asia was dramatically reduced, its implementation started to dri� in 1995. Status determination
in one of the countries of first asylum was questioned by some of the main resettlement
countries. The new High Commissioner, Sadako Ogata, decided that UNHCR had to show



23/11/2022 22:53 Biography – Sergio Vieira de Mello Foundation

www.sergiovdmfoundation.org/about-sergio/biography/ 28/59

leadership again in the CPA and decided to bring it to its logical conclusion. She asked Sergio to
resume his responsibility for the CPA which normally would have been handled by the
Director of the Asia Bureau. Accordingly, Sergio expeditiously chaired an important internal
meeting with the UNHCR Representatives of the CPA countries in Singapore to map UNHCRʼs
“end game” strategy. This was followed by a meeting with the CPA countries in Bangkok
which agreed on how to bring the CPA to an end, including agreeing on a deadline.
Consequently, the CPA was o�icially concluded in February 1996.

 1990 – 1991

Director of External A�airs, UNHCR, Geneva
1990-1991

• Changing nature of displacement. 
• Concerted e�orts to revamp and improve UNHCRʼs public relations and image. 
• Stronger relationship with UNHCR Executive Committee. 
• UNHCRʼs Budget and Sta� more than double. 
• Start of large-scale Emergency Operations.

UNHCR in early Nineties

1. Sadako Ogata, then Dean of the Faculty of Foreign Studies at Sophia University, Tokyo, Japan,
was appointed High Commissioner and replaced Thorvald Stoltenberg in December 1990. While
in academia, Ogata also held positions in the UN, chairing the UNICEF Executive Board in 1978-
79, serving on the UN Commission on Human Rights and as the Commissionʼs Independent
Expert on the human rights situation in Burma (Myanmar). As High Commissioner, she oversaw
large scale emergency operations in Iraq, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo and the Great Lakes
Region. UNHCRʼs budget and sta� more than doubled during her time in o�ice, and the
organization became increasingly involved in assisting internally displaced people and other
vulnerable civilians in conflict situations, emphasizing the link between refugees and
international security, Ogata strengthened UNHCRʼs relations with the UN Security Council.

2. What distinguished the 1990s from earlier decades was the weakening of central
governments shored up by super power support and the proliferation of identity-based
conflicts, many of which plunged whole societies into violence. The easy availability and
growing power of sophisticated light weaponry had increased the destructiveness of even
relatively low-intensity conflict. The profits to be derived from war economies o�en became the
main force perpetuating conflict – and an extremely di�icult one to reverse. In the post-Cold
War period, civil wars and communal conflicts have involved wide-scale, deliberate targeting of
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civilian populations. That was the stage upon which UNHCR made its entry into the Nineties.
The large scale operations that the organization launched to respond to the major humanitarian
crises in Northern Iraq, the Balkans, the Great lakes Region and Afghanistan, represented a
major shi� in the organizationʼs capacity to engage in several major operation simultaneously.
This resulted in a rapid expansion of UNHCRʼs functions and operations as the international
community looked to it to address some of its most acute dilemmas. The organization became
involved in situations of armed conflict and started to work side by side with UN Peacekeepers
and other multinational military forces to a greater extent than before.

Achievements

3. Sergio Vieira de Mello was appointed by High Commissioner Thorvald Stoltenberg as Director
of External a�airs in April 1990. On taking o�ice, Sadako Ogata drew Sergio into her top
management team. His first task was to take the lead in rebuilding UNHCRʼs public image and
restoring trust in the organization. The new High Commissioner relied heavily on Sergio to win
this battle. Sergioʼs charisma and adept diplomacy were instrumental in enabling the
organization to regain the confidence and trust of its hitherto disillusioned supporters,
especially the donors. The response in funding was dramatic and soon UNHCRʼs budget
headed towards a major increase. As then Director of Europe Bureau, John Horekens recalls
how Sergio was always a step ahead of the Bureau in the contacts with donors and would
then turn to them to follow up these contacts. UNHCR enjoyed an excellent relationship with
the donors and the Executive Committee gave the organization its unflinching support.

4. The delicate civil-military relationship that had become the main feature of operations in the
major humanitarian crisis countries, especially Northern Iraq and the Balkans, required the
High Commissioner and UNHCR to tread carefully. The organization turned to Sergio to cra�
the right strategies and shape the appropriate diplomatic finesse to steer clear of troubled
waters while e�ectively carrying out its mandate to refugees. He was always in the midst of
some of the most challenging dialogues that the organization conducted on behalf of
refugees with both State and Non-State Actors as well as the military.

Sergioʼs tenure as Director of External A�airs witnessed the start of UNHCRʼs era of major
operations starting with northern Iraq and the Balkans Sergio played a major role in
successfully organizing the High Commissionerʼs equally successful high profile visits and
missions to the field. His refined diplomacy, power of persuasion and wide network of friends
and allies were a real asset for the organization.

 1991 – 1993
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Director for Repatriation and Resettlement
Operations, UNTAC, DPKO, and Special Envoy
to High Commissioner Sadako Ogata UNHCR,
Phnom Penh, Cambodia 1991-1993

• Devastating Civil War 
• More than 1 million killed 
• Several hundred thousands fled country 
• 200,000 orphans le� to care for themselves
• 370,000 refugees repatriated and reintegrated into their places of origin 
• Successful negotiations with Khmer Rouge 
• Successful breakthrough with Washington for the resettlement of 385 Vietnamese
refugees from Cambodia in USA

(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404206409)

Prevailing Situation in Cambodia in early Nineties

1. In 1975, the Khmer Rouge seized power in Cambodia and imposed one of the most
oppressive rules in the history of mankind. It spread terror in the country, killing over one
million and maiming and displacing hundreds of thousands of innocent civilians, most of them
as refugees in neighboring countries. Over 200,000 orphans were le� abandoned, compelled to

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404206409
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look a�er themselves. This chapter of Cambodiaʼs history is now viewed as representing one of
the worst crimes ever committed against humanity in the Twentieth Century. This reign of terror
was only brought to an end when the Vietnamese forces invaded the country in 1978 and routed
the regime. It took the UN twelve years for the five permanent members of the Security Council
to create a United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) in November 1990. It
was the only acceptable formula for compelling foreign forces to withdraw from the country,
allow peace to be re-established and give Cambodia and its war-weary people the opportunity
to receive massive international assistance leading to recovery, reconstruction and
development.

2. On the 23rd of October 1991, following a series of extensive high-level meetings by the five
permanent members of the Security Council, the Paris Peace Agreement involving all the
parties in the Cambodian conflict was concluded. This was followed shortly a�erwards by the
appointment of Yasushi Akashi as the UN Secretary-Generalʼs Representative for Cambodia and
the launching of UNTAC. UNTAC was structured on seven pillars : military, human rights,
elections, civil administration, law and order, rehabilitation and repatriation and resettlement
of refugees and IDPs.

Achievements

3. Sergio Vieira de Mello, who was then the Director of External Relations in UHHCR
Headquarters in Geneva, was appointed as the Director of UNTACʼs Operations for the
Repatriation and Resettlement of Refugees and IDPs and re-assigned to Phnom Penh. He was
simultaneously designated by Sadako Ogata, the High Commissioner for Refugees, as her
Special Representative in Cambodia. His colleague and friend Anne Willem Bijleveld served as
UNHCRʼs Country Director.

4. The major challenge that Sergio encountered in assuming his responsibilities in Phnom Penh
was in overseeing the repatriation, return and resettlement of hundreds of thousands of
refugees, preferably in their homes of origin. He was expected to fulfil this arduous challenge
against an array of formidable logistics, security and landmines, not to speak of the skepticism
and impatience of the refugees themselves. Every displaced Cambodian wanted and expected
to be repatriated in his/her village which was not always easy. Most wanted to be transported
together with all their earthly belongings, including domestic animals, which was in most cases
di�icult to accommodate. In addition, the fragile agreement did not immediately produce
tight binding ceasefires, requiring Sergio to constantly negotiate access and concessions with
all the di�erent factions. The toughest of his tasks was negotiating with the Khmer Rouge,
which was known for its intransigencies.

5. Sergio successfully concluded his mission in Cambodia in June 1993 a�er repatriating and
resettling 370,000 refugees and hundreds of thousands of IDPs. He used his charm and power
of persuasion to convince the refugees and his own o�icials to ensure as much as possible,
the returnees and IDPs were reintegrated in their original villages. He also made special
e�orts to have them carry along as much of their worldly possessions as possible. Against the
advice of his colleagues and superiors, he embarked on a lone mission that eventually led to
direct negotiations with the Khmer Rouge on their own territory. It led to the Khmer Rouge
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releasing thousands of refugees to repatriate in their locations of choice in their country. He
answered his critics by saying: “I have had to shake hands with many war criminals, because
if you want results, you must negotiate with the devil. If you want to see 75,000 Cambodian
refugees freely return home, you have to deal with Leng Sary” (the former Chief of Diplomacy
and Pol Potʼs brother-in-law).

6. Perhaps the hallmark of Sergioʼs admirable negotiating skills and de� diplomacy are best
represented by his success in negotiating with a group of lost Vietnamese soldiers (reportedly
sponsored earlier by the Americans to fight in Cambodia), and persuading them to surrender
their weapons and move to a refugee camp. He later negotiated with the Americans and had
the group of 385 combatants and their families resettled in the United States where they
reunited with their extended families. The descendants of these fortunate Vietnamese owe
much to Sergio for daring to do what he did for their parents and families.

 1993 – 1994

Director of Political A�airs, UNPROFOR, DPKO,
Sarajevo, Bosnia-Herzegovina 1993-1994

• Implosion of Yugoslavia into multi-ethnic conflict resulting in horrific massacres and
massive displacements 
• 200,000 innocent civilians killed, 286,000 became refugees and several hundreds
internally displaced 
• Major cities besieged and destroyed. 
• Yugoslavia disintegrated into independent states – Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina
and Kosovo.
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(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404215225)

Prevailing Situation in the Balkans in early Nineties

1. Going back to the two World Wars, the Balkans have always been the last straw that triggered
the outbreaks of these cataclysmic conflicts. It was therefore a relief to all when in 1945 a�er the
Second World War, late Yugoslav President Josip Bros Tito succeeded in bringing the various
independent states under his control and created the Democratic Republic of Yugoslavia. The
situation changed drastically a�er his death on 4th May 1980. Slovenia and Croatia declared
their independence on 25th June 1991. In October 1991, the Yugoslav Federal Army made up
mostly of Serbs and Montenegrins, besieged and bombed Dubrovnik, in Croatia. Vukovar, a
symbol of Croatian resistance fell on 19th November. The atrocities committed by the Federal
troops and Serb paramilitary is best remembered by their ruthless massacre of wounded
civilians who had been evacuated from hospital. This started a spiraling of senseless bloodshed
that would eventually engulf the whole of the Balkans. It extended from Slovenia and Croatia
in1991 to Bosnia in 1992 and Kosovo in 1998.

2. In 1992 the UN Security Council established the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR)
in Zagreb, Croatia, with a mandate to initially create a conducive environment of peace and
security for negotiating a comprehensive settlement of the Yugoslav conflict. This included
demilitarizing the three “United Nations Protected Areas” and ensuring persons residing therein
were fully protected from harassment and intimidation by armed elements. In April 1992, when
war broke out in Bosnia, UNPROFOR was already on the ground. Its strength was increased to
cater for the additional duties of securing Sarajevo airport and ensuring the delivery of
humanitarian assistance to the besieged city and surrounding areas. In September 1992,
UNPROFORʼs mandate was expanded to support UNHCR to deliver humanitarian assistance

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404215225
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through Bosnia-Herzegovina and to protect convoys of released civilian detainees. UNPROFOR
was mandated under Chapter VII to only reply to attacks against the UN designated “Security
Zones” comprising Sarajevo, Bihac, Tuzla, Zepa, Srebenica and Gorazde in conjunction with
NATO.

Achievements

3. As he prepared to leave Cambodia, Sergio Vieira de Melloʼs looked forward to his next mission
with high hopes. Then UN Secretary General Boutrous Boutrous Ghali had o�ered him a senior
position in the Angola UN mission. He readily agreed to serve in Angola and prepared himself
accordingly but this was not to be. Because of his nationality it was not possible for him to serve
in the Angola mission. Disappointed but being the soldier he had always been, he welcomed his
secondment to UNPROFOR as its Political Director. He arrived in Sarajevo in early October 1993
and started his assignment with some misgivings. However, this soon gave way to enthusiasm
propelled by his dynamic sense of engagement with duty and responsibility. He was fully
aware of the enormity of his responsibilities. He was expected to give political guidance and
support to a UN force of over 45,000 serving in an environment best described as a quagmire.

4. Sarajevo was besieged by Serb artillery. The constant bombardment and the uncontrollable
sniping that earned the city the notorious name of a “Sniperʼs Paradise” rendered the helpless
civilians as easy targets to a formidable force. They had not only to endure the bombardments
with rising casualties but forgo food, water, heating and safe passage to hospitals. Sergio was
convinced that the only way to break the vicious stalemate was to negotiate directly with the
Serbs. The responsibility fell upon his shoulders to lead these negotiations. He relied on his
good sense of judgment, flair for diplomacy, courage and daring the impossible to engage the
Serbs in a substantive dialogue that made a major di�erence in the lives of the beleaguered
Bosnians.

5. Sergio convinced the Serbs to allow the evacuation of the wounded to hospitals and even fly
them out B-H. He negotiated ceasefires between the Serbs and Bosnians only to see them
broken every now and then. At the peak of the winter, he negotiated the reconnection of gas
to warm the freezing homes of Sarajevo. His position at the helm of political a�airs in the
mission gave Sergio that vantage point to use his diplomatic skills and charm to cement the
relationship between the military and the civilians. True to his convictions of respect for
basic human rights and justice for all, Sergio also assisted and supported the South African
Judge Richard Goldstone, then serving with International Criminal Tribunal for Yugoslavia
(ICTY), in the initial contacts and negotiations with Bosnian and Serb leaders in preparation
for the formal establishment of the court. Sergio was re-assigned from Bosnia-Herzegovina
back to the UNHCR Headquarters in Geneva and assumed the position of Director of
Operations.

 1994 – 1996
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Director of Operations and Planning, UNHCR,
Geneva 1994-1996

• Several major operations including a�ermath of Rwandan Genocide dominated UNHCRʼs
field work 
• Conference on Refugees and Population Movements in the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS)
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(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633419678940)

UNHCR in mid-Nineties

1. The April 1994 Rwandan Genocide triggered a massive flight of populations into Zaire and the
surrounding countries. Although UNHCRʼs financing had started to improve, the organization
was not in the position to mobilize adequate resources overnight to respond e�ectively to this

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633419678940


23/11/2022 22:53 Biography – Sergio Vieira de Mello Foundation

www.sergiovdmfoundation.org/about-sergio/biography/ 37/59

overwhelming human tragedy. It took the innovation of the High Commissioner and his team,
led by Sergio Vieira de Mello, then Director of Operations, to persuade donors in a crucial High
Level Working Group Meeting (HLWG) in Geneva in July 1994, to come forward with much
needed funding. So as not to lose momentum, UNHCR pragmatically resorted to its limited
reserves to mobilize sta�, supply and material. The organization had to act quickly to respond
to the protection and assistance needs of the massive Rwandan refugees in Eastern Zaire.
Despite all the obstacles, which included the ongoing crisis of insecurity for refugees and
internally displaced people, the organization discharged its responsibilities well.

2. During the long drawn war, Afghanistan produced the largest and the longest refugee exodus
in the world. The challenge faced by UNHCR was to help repatriate and reintegrate them with
the return of peace. When High Commissioner Ogata came into o�ice at the end of 1990, there
were over six million Afghan refugees, mostly in Pakistan and Iran. When she le� o�ice in 2000,
there were still close to three million refugees and many more internally displaced persons
within the country. The takeover of power in Kabul by the Taliban ushered in an era of harsh
repressive rule that denied basic human rights to Afghans and saw the rights of women eroded
drastically. Against this bleak background, UNHCR once again rose up to the challenge and met
the dire needs of the refugees and IDPs.

3. The dissolution of the Soviet Union in December 1991 unleashed massive population
movement in the countries that subsequently formed the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS). Inter-ethnic disputes and unresolved conflicts came to the surface and were played
out with devastating consequences. The erection of new boundaries le� millions of Russians
and others outside their “homelands.” 
Many of these people sought to return home and complex questions of citizenship arose. Some
who had been deported in the 1940s were finally able to return to their original homelands, and
new influxes of refugees and asylum seekers arrived from further afield. During the decade, it is
estimated that up to nine million people were on the move, largely as the result of the political
upheavals, making this the largest movement of people in the region since 1945. The special
challenge to UNHCR was addressing the problem of newly migrating populations between the
republics. John Horekens, then Director of Europe Bureau, worked closely with Sergio in the
planning and preparation of the CIS Conference.

Achievements

4. A�er completing his mission in former Yugoslavia, High Commissioner Ogata o�ered Sergio
Vieira de Mello the position of Director of Policy Planning and Operations, which reported
directly to her. This was a new position with supervisory responsibilities over all the Regional
Bureaux in UNHCR and thus over all UNHCR field operations. At this pinnacle in the
organization, in operational terms, Sergio was second only to the High Commissioner. She
relied heavily on him to develop the strategies and diplomacy for dealing with the intricate
refugee crisis in the Great Lakes Region, especially in negotiating access and security for the
protection and assistance for the refugees stuck in the region. Dialogue with the
governments of the region as well as with the armed rebels with which the High
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Commissioner was intimately involved was a major part of Sergioʼs responsibilities. He used
his wide network and diplomatic skills to conduct the most thorough groundwork for
ensuring fruitful negotiations and reaching agreements.

5. Whereas UNHCR was preoccupied by the crisis in the Great Lakes Region, the organization
remained very active in attending to the protection and assistance needs of the Afghan refugees
in Pakistan and Iran. However, their plan for repatriation and reintegration was made more
di�icult by the intransigencies of the Taliban. With the able support of Sergio, the High
Commissioner invested immense time in negotiating access and concessions for refugees
with the Taliban authority with appreciable success.

6. In 1996, Sergio, in close collaboration with John Horekens, then Director of the Europe
Bureau, led the planning and organization by an unusual consortium of international
agencies, comprising UNHCR, IOM and the human rights arm of the Organization for Security
and Cooperation in Europe, of a Regional Conference to address the problems of refugees
and displaced persons in the CIS. The conference took place in Geneva on May 30-31, 1996. It
was opened and addressed by the Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali. High
Commissioner Ogata and 60 high level country Representatives also addressed the
conference, which was attended, at high level, by all the 12 CIS countries, 70 other interested
states, 30 international organizations and 77 international and national NGOs. The
conference adopted a historic Programme of Action that laid out a reliable regional forum for
countries of the region in which to discuss the problems of population displacement and
refugees in a humanitarian and non-political manner. It reviewed the population movements
taking place in the CIS countries, clarifying the categories of concerns and proposed
guidelines for controlling and managing these movements.

7. As he handled the CPA, Sergio managed to gather all the protagonists, represented by the
CIS countries and the international community around the same table to dialogue, reconcile
di�erences and agree on a Plan of Action. The High Commissioner described the Plan of
Action as a breakthrough on international consensus for protecting and assisting refugees
and displaced persons in CIS. The Conference was a resounding success and Sergioʼs key role
in its planning and organization deserves a special recognition.

 10-12  1996

Special Envoy of Secretary-General to the
Great Lakes Region 10-12 1996
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• Following the genocide, thousands of Rwandan refugees fled to neighbouring countries 
• Separating refugees from armed elements in camps especially along the Rwanda-Zaire
border became a major humanitarian issue 
• Congolese rebels led by Laurent Kabila and supported by Rwanda attacked Goma refugee
camps forcing the inmates to flee into forest or return to Rwanda 
• Congolese rebels overthrew Mobutu and took over power in Kinshasa

Prevailing Situation in the Great Lakes Region in mid-Nineties

1. The 1994 genocide in Rwanda and subsequent take-over of power by the Patriotic Front led
by Paul Kagame forced thousands of Hutus to flee into the neighbouring countries, Zaire,
Tanzania and Burundi. Armed Rwandan Hutu elements (Interahamwe) mingled with the
refugees, creating insecurity for the latter. This came to a climax in May 1996 when Congolese
rebels led by Laurent Kabila and supported by Rwanda attacked the sprawling refugee camps in
Goma, Eastern Zaire, killing thousands of innocent, mostly Hutus, and forcing the refugees to
either flee into the forest or return unwillingly to an unknown fate in Rwanda. These
developments posed very serious moral questions to the humanitarian community and
especially to UNHCR.

2. In mid-1996, the situation in the Great Lakes Region had become extremely tense. In Burundi,
there was considerable tension between Hutus and Tutsis following the murder of the Hutu
President and takeover of power by a Tutsi. This led to outbursts of violence in which thousands
of people from both ethnic groups were killed. It had also led to the flight, mainly to Rwanda, of
about 700,000 Hutus. The neighbouring countries convened an emergency meeting and
declared an embargo against Burundi. Elsewhere in the region, relations between Uganda and
Sudan were deteriorating as each country accused the other of arming and supporting rebels
against the other. In eastern Zaire, the conflict in South Kivu was spreading to North Kivu.
Guerrillas attacked Banyamulenge (a Zairean Tutsi group).The work of UNHCR and other
humanitarian agencies in the Kivus became even more di�icult. UNHCR was portrayed by the
Rwanda government and its allies as supporting not so much the refugees but the genocidaires
and their sponsors, the Mobutu regime in Zaire. To make things worse, the refugees and the
Zairean government also criticized UNHCR. In 1996, UNHCR faced a very di�icult situation with
the Rwandan refugees in Tanzania as they were later reported to have been forcibly repatriated.

3. Kabila overthrew Mobutu and took over power in Kinshasa. He renamed the country the
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). The close political and military relationship between
Rwanda and DRC and the infiltration of Hutu militias into the camps created enormous
di�iculties for UNHCR and the partner agencies to assist the refugees and give them e�ective
protection.

4. UNHCR and other humanitarian organizations thus found themselves in a situation which
was not only politically extremely di�icult, but also increasingly dangerous. The argument that
humanitarian aid in the absence of political action can prolong, and sometimes exacerbate,
armed conflict was given force by the events that unfolded in eastern Zaire. The trend of events
compelled High Commissioner Sadako Ogata to state the following at the beginning of October
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1996: “The link between refugee problems and peace and security is perhaps nowhere more
evident than in the Great Lakes region in Africa…Probably never before has my O�ice found its
humanitarian concerns in the midst of such a lethal quagmire of political and security interests.
While our humanitarian assistance and protection serve an innocent, silent majority of needy
and anxious refugees, they also serve the militants who have an interest in maintaining the
status quo. This cannot go on.”

Achievements

5 Sadako Ogata was convinced that this stalemate could only be broken by UNHCR leading the
humanitarian operations in the Great Lakes Region. Consequently, she agreed to release Sergio
Vieira de Mello to serve as the UN Humanitarian Coordinator in the Great Lakes Region for two
months. 
Sergioʼs assignment entailed guaranteeing secure space for the refugees, ensuring e�ective
humanitarian assistance reached them and negotiating access and protection for them with the
State and Non-State parties. Sergio used his strong diplomatic skills to promote dialogue and
understanding between the authorities, the refugees, the non-state actors and the
operational humanitarian agencies and partners with resounding success. By the time he
returned to Geneva, in December 1996, the tension, violence and insecurity that had
exacerbated the situation on the ground had given way to an acceptable level of normalcy in
which the refugees could receive care and protection and the majority of them had returned
to Rwanda… Although the refugees returned safely home, the contention and debate that
these refugees were forcibly repatriated continues to this day. The verdict is still out there.

 1996 – 1998

Assistant High Commissioner for Refugees,
UNHCR, Geneva 1996-1998

• Situation in Great Lakes Region worsens. 
• The Balkans operation becomes high point of High Commissioner Ogataʼs tenure.

UNHCR in the mid-late Nineties

1. In the mid and late Nineties, the worsening security situation for refugees and IDPs in the
Great Lakes Region, the deteriorating relationship between the countries of the region and their
negative attitude to UNHCR, placed the organization in a very di�icult position politically. This
underscored the close link between refugee problems, peace and security. UNHCR geared itself
to embark on high level political dialogue with governments and civil society leaders in the
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region to gain greater leverage to protect and assist refugees amidst risks and dangers. Like the
Balkans, the Great Lakes Region was very high on UNHCRʼs agenda and both consumed a
disproportionatly high share of the time, energy and resources of the organization.

2. The Dayton Agreement marked the return of reconciliation and peace to the Balkans. UNHCR
had a clear repatriation mission under the Dayton Agreement. However, the success of this
mission depended greatly on the overall peace process and the commitment of the parties in
conflict to the agreement. At the time of the agreement, 1.3 million displaced persons were
estimated to be inside Bosnia-Herzegovina and 820,000 displaced persons and refugees in the
other republics of the former Yugoslavia. In addition, about 700,000 people remained under
temporary protection in Europe. In implementing the Dayton Agreement, UNHCR foresaw the
need of assistance for some 3 million displaced people. UNHCR emphasized the importance of
voluntary and organized return. It changed gear drastically from a wartime emergency-led
operation to a peacetime orderly rehabilitation-centered action.

Achievements

4. Sergio Vieira de Mello was appointed Assistant High Commissioner for Refugees by the UN
Secretary General Kofi Annan in January1996. The post was especially created by High
Commisioner Ogata to reward Sergio for his outstanding achievements at UNHCR. Although he
oversaw the organizationʼs massive field operations, most of his direct responsibilities
centered on engagement in delicate and substantive dialogue with governments, donors and
partners to resolve issues related to displacement and movement of people security and
access for refugees. The complex situation in the Great Lakes Region compelled High
Commissioner Ogata to release Sergio on secondment to the UN to serve as Special
Representative of the Secretary General in the region for two months. In this position and as
the third ranking o�icial at UNHCR, Sergio played a major role in leading the organizationʼs
di�icult negotiations with the governments of the region that resulted in the repatriation and
return of the majority of the Rwandan refuges to their homeland. For his successful
diplomatic work in the Great Lakes Region and the Balkans, Sergio relied much on the solid
preparatory ground work that François Fouinat, then Chef de Cabinet, and his team
conducted.

5. The UNHCR operation in the Balkan crisis stands out as the high point of High Commissioner
Sadako Ogataʼs tenure in UNHCR. Two features characterized the operation. The first was the
comprehensive coverage of all categories of people in need : refugees, internally displaced
persons, and a�ected civilians. The second was the heavy involvement in the return and
repatriation process. This is best captured by the High Commissionerʼs statement: “Operating in
war-torn countries in the Balkans for nearly a decade, we saved innumerable lives and
mitigated human su�ering. We strove and came up with new approaches and new hypotheses
to address evolving situations. We o�en had to deal with problems that were beyond what we
could achieve. The humanitarian ʻfig leaf” filled the gap that political and military action failed
for so long to address.” Sergio, who served in various senior UN capacities in the Balkans, did
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much to reinforce and promote the spirit of dialogue, understanding reconciliation and
respect for human rights not only in the Balkans but wherever his illustrious career and
exemplary life carried him.

 1998 – 2002

Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian
A�airs, UN, New York, USA 1998-2002

• Ascended to highest position in the Humanitarian sphere. 
• UN Reform and Humanitarian and Development Groups. 
• Challenges–strengthening the Department of Humanitarian A�airs (DHA), providing
strong leadership to the humanitarian community and creating conducive environment
and secure respected space for humanitarian action. 
• Raised the humanitarian stakes and served as the voice of the voiceless victims of
humanitarian crises.

(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404232411)

Prevailing Humanitarian Situation in late Nineties and early 2000

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404232411
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1. Sergio Vieira de Mello was appointed by the then Secretary General Kofi Annan as the Under-
Secretary General for Humanitarian A�airs in January 1998. At a farewell party on his departure
from UNHCR, Gerald Walzer, then Deputy High Commissioner, gave Sergio a blue UN flak jacket
as a parting gi� “To protect you in New York”, he joked. The gi� would prove tragically
auspicious several years late, when following the tragic Baghdad bombing, ironically, Walzer
was tasked to lead the investigation on the lapses in security in the UN Headquarters in Iraq.
Sergio assumed responsibilities for the then Department of Humanitarian A�airs (DHA)
established in 1992 in fulfillment of GA Resolution 46/182. He took over from Yasushi Akashi
with whom he worked in Cambodia. During the short period of its life, the Department had been
led by three Under-Secretaries General, each making a special contribution to the growth of the
Department. It oversaw humanitarian operations in Somalia, Rwanda, Burundi, Sierra Leone,
Liberia, DPRK, DRC, Haiti and Afghanistan.

2. Sergio came into o�ice at the peak of the UN Reform led by Maurice Strong that threatened to
lump and reorganize all the major operational agencies : UNHCR, UNICEF, and WFP into one
single super agency. Similarly, the Reform also raised the possibility of grouping all the major
development agencies : UNDP, UNFPA etc… into another super agency. The general prevailing
mood that pervaded the system was one of anxiety, fear and uncertainty. In the end, the
Secretary General took the important decision to create two broad groups : Humanitarian
(UNHCR,UNICEF and WFP and plus) and Development (UNDP,WFP and UNFPA and plus), UNDG.

Achievements

3. Sergioʼs first duty was to reorganize DHA and make it a functionally e�icient machinery. He
reorganized the department and renamed it the “O�ice for Humanitarian A�airs.” Martin
Gri�iths, then Director of DHA in Geneva, moved to New York as Deputy to Sergio. He was later
replaced by Carolyn McAskie. Ross Mountain was appointed as Director of the OCHA Geneva
O�ice. Carolyn McAskie was later to ably hold the fort as interim Under-Secretary General for
Humanitarian A�airs when Sergio served as the UN Administrator in Timor Leste. With the
encouragement of Sergio, Carolyn initiated a review of OCHAʼs functions and management. Led
by David Bassiouni, the review presented a number of recommendations which were
approved by Sergio and applied. OCHA was restructured to keep the policy, advocacy and
political functions in New York and the field operations, administration and the management
and response to Natural Disasters in Geneva under Ross Mountain. Carolyn McAskie continued
as USG ad interim and Deputy Emergency Relief Coordinator (DERC). Ross as the third highest
ranking o�icial in OCHA, was designated by Sergio as the Assistant Emergency Relief
Coordinator (AERC) and Ed Tsui appointed Director in New York. 
Kofi Asomani of UNHCR was appointed as the first Director of the Section on the Protection of
Internally Displaced People (IDPs) in OCHA Geneva.

4. The reinvigorated OCHA became engaged in a number of major field humanitarian
operations and policy issues. Joint Field Assessment and Planning Missions became an
important feature of humanitarian operations. Sergio gave the Inter-Agency Standing
Committee (IASC) and the Secretary Generalʼs humanitarian policy-making body—the
Executive Committee on Humanitarian A�airs (ECHA) his personal attention. This resulted in
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the adoption of major humanitarian policies and guidelines including on Protection of
Civilians caught in Armed Conflict: the Burundi Regroupment; Protection of IDPs; Negotiating
Humanitarian Principles and Access; the Prevention of Abuse and Exploitation of Women and
the orientation of Peacekeepers to respect human rights in UN missions and the Security of
Sta� etc…

5. Sergioʼs appointment as USG was widely welcomed in the humanitarian sphere. The donors
liked, admired and respected him enormously. The honeymoon lasted long and OCHA enjoyed
an unparalleled support from donors. This later led to the donors organizing themselves into
“Friends of OCHA” that gave the O�ice immense support. Sergio encouraged and supported
OCHA Geneva in the organization of the annual Launching of the Consolidated Appeal
Process (CAP) as high profile public events in Donor capitals with resounding success.

6. While Sergio was intensely engaged in dialogue and negotiations for reconciliation with
State and Non-State parties worldwide on behalf of the victims of humanitarian crisis, he was
their eloquent and forceful voice. For the first time, he initiated the regular briefing of the UN
Security Council on Humanitarian A�airs. These sessions were so popular that they were
always well attended. For the first time this highly political body started to become engaged
in burning humanitarian issues of the time. Sergio will long be remembered by many in
OCHA and worldwide for many things but all will agree that he le� behind a legacy of
e�ective high profile leadership: a substantive functioning o�ice: the unwavering support of
donors, an engaged Security Council identifying with victims of crisis and an admirable
charismatic style.

06-07 1999

Special Representative of Secretary-General
to Kosovo June-July 1999

• Federal Yugoslav Republic revoked Kosovo autonomy followed by military confrontation 
• Destructive Yugoslav raids on Kosovars. 2,000 killed and 250,000 fled as refugees 
• NATO intervention and Federal Yugoslav forces withdraw from Kosovo 
• UN Mission in Kosovo
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(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404238999)

Prevailing Situation in Kosovo in late Nineties

1. The place of Kosovo in the larger context of the Balkans has always been an uneasy one. A
predominantly Moslem Albanian society under a Serb-dominated government, Kosovo enjoyed
a certain degree of autonomy. This delicate arrangement was shaken when Slobodan Milosevic,
a�er coming into power in 1989, announced his intention to revoke Kosovoʼs autonomy.
Tension grew between the two ethnic groups. Matters came to a head in March 1998 when the
Yugoslav army clashed with the armed Kosovo militia, the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA). These
clashes continued with increasing ferocity. The Army carried out raids on a number of Kosovo
villages, killing about 2,000 and forcing 250,000 to flee as refugees.

2. On 23rd September 1998, the Security Council appealed for a ceasefire, called for the
withdrawal of Serbian forces and the start of negotiations. Milosevic agreed to withdraw his
forces but clashes continued. This escalation was marked by ethnic cleansing. A last ditch
negotiation e�ort by the American Envoy Richard Holbrooke with Milosevic collapsed.
Following agreement within NATO, its Secretary General Javier Solana ordered the aerial
bombing of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. On4th June 1999, Milosevic capitulated under
the pressure of NATO bombardment and withdrew his troops from Kosovo on 20th June. Peace
and stability returned to Kosovo although friction between the two ethnic groups continued.

3. Earlier, on 27th May, Louise Arbour, then a Prosecutor at the International Criminal Court at
The Hague who replaced Judge Richard Goldstone on the Court and would later replace Sergio
Vieira de Mello as High Commissioner for Human Rights, announced that charges would be

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404238999
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brought against Milosevic for crimes against humanity. Indeed she would later bring charges
against him at The Hague for crimes committed against the other countries of former
Yugoslavia, including Bosnia.

4. The Secretary General Kofi Annan sent Sergio, then Under-Secretary General for
Humanitarian A�airs, on a humanitarian needs assessment mission to Kosovo in June 1999. His
report to the Security Council gave a powerful, candid and grim account of a whole people who
had been the victims of violence and forced displacement with very few le� to choose where to
go. He emphasized the importance of returning these people home and giving them
humanitarian assistance. He urged the Council to work towards establishing an international
presence in Kosovo. On 11th June, the Secretary General appointed Sergio as his Special
Representative for Kosovo on an interim basis. Thus the basis for establishing a UN
Administrator in Kosovo came into being. In that capacity, Sergio took charge of the UN Interim
Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK). The mission was structured on four pillars : Interim Civil
Administration, Humanitarian A�airs, Reconstruction and Institution Building.

Achievements

5. Sergio took over his responsibilities in Pristina on 13th June. The overwhelming challenges
facing the mission included establishing law and order, providing humanitarian assistance to
thousands of returnees, establishing an administration, reviving basic social services and
embarking on reconstruction. Sergio summed up their mission well by stating “This UN mission
in Kosovo is probably the greatest challenge the UN has faced since the launching in the late
1940ʼs of the concept of peacekeeping. Never elsewhere, even in Cambodia, has the UN
assumed such a broad, such far-reaching, such important executive tasks.”

6. Sergio persuaded the EU to include a police contingent in the mission. He encouraged
UNHCR to open five o�ices in Kosovo and UNICEF to lead the Back-to-School Campaign. He
turned his full attention to rebuilding the strained relationships between the Albanian and
Serb Kosovars through promoting dialogue, that for the first time brought the two
communities to sit together, discuss their problems and try to reconcile their di�erences.

7. He could have continued to lead the mission into which he had invested so much but the UN
Member States, recognizing NATOʼs predominant security role in the Balkans, insisted that it
had to be led by a European. Subsequently, Bernard Kouchner, a French national and a close
friend, was appointed to take over the mission from him. On welcoming Kouchner at the
airport, he said “Welcome Amigo. I am happy to see you here.” Kouchner replied “You have
been quicker then lightning, Sergio. Itʼs a pleasure to have inherited this job from you.”
Sergio reciprocated, “Youʼll see, itʼs a mission well suited for you, very political.”

1999 – 2002
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Transitional Administrator, UNTAET, DPKO,
Dili, East Timor-Leste 1999-2002

• Indonesia invaded and annexed former Portuguese colony of East Timor 
• Long War of Liberation with 200,000 killed and thousands displaced 
• UN supervised referendum voted for independence 
• Severe Indonesian repression resulting in between 600 and 2,000 killed and 250,000 fled
as refugees 
• UN Mission and Transitional Administration
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(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633419704890)

Prevailing Situation in Timor-Leste in late Nineties-early 2000

1. In July 1976 Indonesia invaded and annexed the former Portuguese colony of East Timor. The
United Nations never recognized the annexation. A struggle for liberation under the FLANTIL
Movement led by Xanana Gusmao started almost immediately and lasted until June 1999.
About 200,000 people lost their lives in the war and thousands either fled the island or were
internally displaced. Gusmao himself was captured and imprisoned by the Indonesians. Despite
several UN Security Council resolutions, East Timor remained under the firm grip of Indonesian
suppression for 23 years.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633419704890
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2. In June 1999 the United Nations established a mission in East Timor. The UN supervised a
referendum on 30th August 1999 in which the East Timorese voted overwhelmingly in favour of
independence. A reign of terror followed in which pro-Indonesian militias wreaked havoc on the
population. In the space of only two months between 600 and 2,000 people were killed and
250,000 fled as refugees to the western part of the island. On 15th September, the Security
Council passed resolution 1264 calling for the deployment of the Australian-led international
force INTERFET. On 25th October 1999, the Security Council passed resolution 1272 that created
the United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET) comprising 8,000 UN
Peacekeepers drawn from 24 countries, plus 1,000 international sta� and volunteers. Sergio
Vieira de Mello then Under-Secretary General for Humanitarian A�airs, was appointed
Transitional Administrator by the Secretary General Kofi Annan to head the mission and was
given the overall responsibility of this major UN operation.

Achievements

3. The mission of the interim UN Administration that governed East Timor from late 1999 until
independence in May 2002 was to restore law and order and create a conducive environment in
which the 740,000 people of East Timor could be assisted to rebuild their lives and country to
prepare them for independence. Under Sergioʼs dynamic leadership, UNTAET succeeded in
creating a viable state with a functional infrastructure of political administration, judicial
system, police, defense, health and education. Thousands of returnees were repatriated and
reintegrated. At independence in May 2002, the East Timorese could point with pride to all
these achievements and to the enrolment of 240,000 children in schools, 5,000 students
attending university and about 10,000 civil servants recruited and trained. Success on the
political front was likewise impressive. The East Timorese participated actively in legislative
and presidential polls, electing a 98-seat parliament, and their hero Xanana Gusmao, as the
first President of the young state. Sergio established a strong and close relationship with him
and his Foreign Minister, Jose Ramos-Horta.

4. On 20th May 2002 the ex-rebel leader formally declared the independence of Timor Leste. The
event was graced by several world leaders, including former President Bill Clinton. This was a
far cry from the country Sergio described when he first arrived in the capital Dili on 17th
November 1999,“When I arrived in Dili, I discovered a city and a country in complete ruins. I
was stunned and fearful of being capable of rising to such a challenge.” Despite all its
successes, many credited to Sergio, the mission was criticized alleged for heavy-handed
treatment of the FLANTIL fighters by INERFET and for not allowing the East Timorese to take
control of their own lives and future quickly enough. In one memorable incident, the FLANTIL
fighters demonstrated angrily in the UN compound against their alleged mistreatment by
INTERET. It was only Sergioʼs timely intervention in mediating between FLANTIL and INERFET
that prevented a bloody confrontation. Here again Sergio displayed his strong diplomatic
skills and power of persuasion to promote dialogue, bridge di�erences and achieve
consensus.
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5. A�er two peacekeepers were killed and rumours abounded of militia having infiltrated Dili,
Sergio acted firmly by persuading the Security Council to change the mandate of UNTAET to
Chapter VI and prevented the undermining of the mission and shattering its credibility. Thus
empowered, UNTAET was able to crush and eliminate the militia and ensure peace, security and
stability for Timor Leste. Sergio le� Dili on 21st May 2002, one day a�er Timor Leste gained
independence. Fate would not allow him to return and see the fruits of his vision and work. But
he le� behind a legacy of success for the United Nations. Timor Leste mourned Sergio deeply
and in the words of President Xanana Gusmao, “Our nation mourns the death of a unique and
unforgettable friend. The death of Sergio Vieira de Mello clearly demonstrates how important
it is for the world to unite and find a path to peace. The people of East Timor have lost an
extraordinary friend. His death is a terrible blow for humanity, for all those who strive for the
entire international community.”

2002 – 2003

High Commissioner for Human Rights,
Geneva, Switzerland 2002-2003

• New field and new challenges. 
• Uneasy relationship of outgoing High Commissioner with some major powers. 
• New O�ice and limited resources but high expectations 
• Major Human Rights Violations and the war on terror.
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(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404271641)

Prevailing Human Rights Situation in early 2000

1. The O�ice for the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) was established in
September 1997. The appointment of Mary Robinson, former President of Ireland, as High
Commissioner for Human Rights in the same month, raised the profile of the hitherto little
known o�ice by her o�en strongly-worded public statements. This did not endear her to some
of the major powers. The o�ice lacked the resources and capacity to cope with the formidable
challenges in many countries with reported high human rights violations records and culture of
impunity. The world expected the o�ice to address these violations and bring the perpetrators
to justice and hold all governments accountable to their citizens. Mary Robinson le� OHCHR in
June 2002. Secretary General Kofi Annan appointed Sergio Vieira de Mello to succeed her.

2. Sergio took over as High Commissioner for Human Rights in September 2002. This was a
departure from his well grounded world of refugees, humanitarian action and diplomacy. His
appointment was received with mixed feelings. There were those who felt he did not have the
required background and experience in human rights and the courage to speak out to warrant
occupying the position. Kenneth Roth, the Director of Human Rights Watch put it more bluntly,
“The challenge he faces is to prove that he will stand up to governments and be an
unwavering voice on behalf of the victims of human rights abuse.” Others were convinced that
he would bring his vast experiences in managing crises and people and his ability in dealing
with authorities to turn the o�ice around. Sergioʼs answer to critics and supporters alike was,
“You can believe me when I say that each time it becomes necessary to speak out on an issue,
I will do so in my own way, and itʼs too bad if it makes some people unhappy.” True to his
word, he would, as events would later prove, speak out his mind boldly on major human rights
issues whenever he felt it was the right thing to do.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633404271641
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Achievements

3. Sergio approached his new assignment with his characteristic pragmatism, saying “Universal
and abstract concepts are only valuable if one can translate them to a practical application.
That is what I will try to do.” His vision for the O�ice was that of a quasi-independant UN
Agency in the mode of UNHCR. He proceeded to reform the O�ice by introducing a number of
actions. Shocked by the paltry budget that it received, he introduced a number of cost-cutting
measures which were not accepted readily by all the sta�. He immediately appealed to the
Secretary General and Donors to support his o�ice. The response was rapid and substantive. He
encouraged rotation between the Headquarters and the field. Faithful to his esteem for field
operations, he quickly paid special attention to the forty field o�ices. One of his first actions was
to pay o�icial visits in January 2003 to Angola and the Democratic Republic of Congo. His visit to
DRC coincided with the peak of widespread human rights abuses by the rebel factions as well as
the Congolese Government. He criticized both sides publicly in the strongest terms. On his
return, he pressed the UN Security Council and Donors to help bring the flagrant atrocities to
an end, partly by boosting the UN Peacekeeping Mission(MONUC) presence then thinly
sta�ed on the ground by the Uruguayan contingent. Several governments led by the French
responded quickly by contributing troops to MONUC.

4. The history of the Human Rights Commission has been one of unrealized dreams and
expectations. Their deliberations and resolutions were marked by acrimony, lack of reality and
inaction. The relationship between the Commission and the OHCHR is supposed to be
complementary and mutually reinforcing. Sergioʼs relationship with the body was not an easy
one. It reflected the natural bipolar repelling phenomenon between a pragmatic realist and a
theoretical rhetorician. In his first address as High Commissioner to the Commission at its
59th Session on 25th April 2003 in Geneva, Sergio clearly outlined the di�erence between his
O�ice and the Commission and appealed for mutual understanding and cooperation. He
urged the Commission to produce realistic, implementable resolutions that can be
monitored closely. He advised the body to avoid politicizing its work and drop “traditional
denunciations” that are usually never applied, from its annual resolutions.

5. Sergioʼs tenure in OHCHR was also marked by two burning human rights issues. He felt
strongly and spoke openly of the failure of the UN and the International Community to
respond robustly and put a stop to blatent human rights abuses in Iraq. While he did not
condone terrorism, he felt and expressed the strong view, publicly and even to President
George Bush, that the manner in which the “war on terrorism” was approached, planned and
executed, would have a negative impact on human rights. Events would later prove him right.
A former senior UNHCR sta�, Ghassan Arnaout, paid tribute to Sergio in these words, “His
intellectual foundations and his own personal sensitivity compelled him to espouse all of the
noble causes, to transcend and to refuse forcefully and with conviction all prejudices
concerning race, culture and religion. 
Indignant over the wave of Islamphobia that had swept through the Western world a�er the
tragic event of 11th September 2001, Sergio told me of his intention and determination to
organize a large conference in order to denounce this phenomenon and to invite Muslim
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nations to publicly emphasize their belief in the Islamic values of respect for human beings,
in the hope of fostering peace and reconciliation, he personally intended to lead and
participate in the discussions and debate.” Cruel fate could not allow him to fulfill this dream.

05-08 2003

Special Representative of Secretary-General
to Iraq, 2003

• American-led Invasion of Iraq 
• Fall of Saddam Hussein and collapse of Iraqi Government and the countryʼs
administration 
• Thousands displaced as refugees and IDPs 
• Mission Impossible

(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633406665901)

Prevailing Situation in Iraq in Early 2000s
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1. Sergio Vieira de Mello had barely been eight months as the High Commissioner for Human
Rights in Geneva when the UN Secretary General Kofi Annan appointed him as his Special
Representative in Iraq for a period of four months. The Human Rights community, including his
sta� at the Palais Wilson, who had by now come to fully appreciate his work, commitment and
vision, expressed disbelief and outrage at this appointment. They felt a sense of abandonment
creating the impression that human rights were being downgraded to a lower UN priority. The
Secretary General tried to placate them with these words, “Obviously, I have to admit it was a
rather di�icult decision for me to name a sitting High Commissioner as my Representative in
Iraq, even on a temporary basis, particularly as Human Rights has been on top of my own
agenda and it is absolutely important to this organization. It was not an easy decision, but it
also reflects the important challenge that we need to take on. No one has more experience in
this area than Sergio Vieira de Mello, and I think for us to really get organized and become
operational and e�ective immediately, I needed someone who can hit the ground running
and help us set up the operation at its early stages.”

2. The British-American Coalition of the Willing, invaded Iraq unilaterally on 19th March 2003.
The speedy military action led to the quick fall of Saddam Hussein and the collapse of the Iraqi
government and the countryʼs administration. Following weeks of inertia and indecision, the
UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1483 on 22nd May to chart the way forward for
managing post-conflict Iraq. It charged the UN with the responsibility of assisting the Iraqi
people in coordination with the Coalition Authority in a number of areas including
humanitarian assistance, repatriation and reintegration of refugees and IDPs, re-establishing
basic social services: reconstruction; rehabilitation of infrastructure; restoring governance
through legal and judicial reforms and re-establishing the police. 
Throughout his short tenure, he listened to the complaints, wishes, pains and hopes of the
Iraqis with unwavering attention. He expressed the candid view that unless the Iraqis were
convinced that it is they and not the Americans who were in charge of democratization, this
important political process would not take root in the country. His selfless service to the Iraqis
was influenced by his respect and love for the people and by remaining true to his principles
of equity and justice.

4. Shortly a�er his arrival Sergio initiated with the collaboration of OHCHR the holding of a
Colloquium entitled “Expert Consultation on the International Principles to Support Justice for
the Past Human Rights Violations Committed in Iraq.” Human Rights were so central to Sergioʼs
work in Iraq that he also planned to establish a Human Rights Documentation Center at
Baghdad University. From the very beginning, Sergio questioned the mandate of the Iraqi
mission which he described as “hazy and ambiguous”. Nevertheless, being the good soldier he
was, he accepted his assignment willingly. When asked by a journalist why he had accepted the
perilous mission, he replied: “Because I did not find good arguments to refuse.”

5. On 22nd July Sergio, for the first time since taking over his position in Baghdad, addressed
the UN Security Council in New York. He gave them his candid appraisal and reminded them
that the mission, “Was the cornerstone of the Secretary Generalʼs approach to the work of UN
in Iraq. That everything done must be for the benefit and empowerment of the people and
country of Iraq; it must be decided on by or in consultation with them and must be aimed at



23/11/2022 22:53 Biography – Sergio Vieira de Mello Foundation

www.sergiovdmfoundation.org/about-sergio/biography/ 55/59

enabling the full restoration of sovereignty and Iraqʼs full return to the community of
nations… Democracy could not be imposed from outside. The Iraqis wanted the arrival of
security and of the rule of law, the restoration of basic services and the establishment of
permanent, Iraqi, representative and credible institutions”

6. In the summer of 2003, the security situation in Iraq began to worsen. Sergio raised the alarm
to the UN, reporting the deep concerns of the Iraqis over the deteriorating security situation,
especially in Baghdad. At a press conference in New York following his address to the Security
Council, Sergio expressed his fear that even international sta� could be targeted. He insisted
repeatedly that the Coalition Provisional Authority was primarily responsible for maintaining
security, law and order. Sergioʼs relationship with the Civilian Administrator of the Coalition,
Paul Bremer, was not an easy one. On18th August, the day before the bombing of the UN
Headquarters in Baghdad, an article published in the Mail and Guardian stated that Sergio
Vieira de Mello had, “recently reported that he had told the US Administrator, and his British
counterpart, about his anxiety over searches, arrests, the treatment of detainees, duration of
preventive detention, access by family members and lawyers, and the establishment of a
central prison data base”.

7. In his last televised interview, just forty-eight hours before his death, Sergio was asked by a
BBC film crew, “What do you think of the conditions in which people were being arrested? He
replied” Unnecessarily rough, I have made that point and o�en (they are) not respecting
local sensitivities, culture, and religion, and that is unnecessary because I presume you can
achieve the same purpose by displaying more respect for local traditions and local culture.”

8. On 19th August in the middle of the a�ernoon, a truck loaded with explosives hit the UN
compound in Baghdad and cut short the life of a tireless humanitarian activist and of twenty-
one of his colleagues.

The world was stunned.
The outpouring of grief and rage was overwhelming.

Epilogue

 

His Last Hours
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(https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633422162400)

On the hot a�ernoon of August 19th 2003, Sergio was in a meeting in his Canal Hotel o�ice in
Baghdad. Meanwhile, a truck laden with explosives was making its way around the security
perimeter using a dirt road on the side of the building and stopping a few meters away from
Sergioʼs o�ice. It was 4.30 p.m. local time when the explosive charges in the truck were set o�,
causing one side of the building to collapse, wounding hundreds and killing 22, including
Sergio.

Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the chief of Iraqʼa Al-Qaeda branch, quickly claimed responsibility for
the attack, which marked the start of a bloody string of violent attacks in Iraq.

A security perimeter was quickly erected around the explosion site by the US military and the
UN close protection sta� for the purpose of facilitating rescue operations. Despite Sergio being
found under the rubble by his two body guards, Gabriel Pichon and Romain Baron, help was
very slow in materializing on the site, due to the rudimentary state of the means of rescue and
the general chaos that hit the place in the wake of the bombing.

Romain, with a bleeding head wound, had to be evacuated to a medical facility. Gabriel and
Sergioʼs military attaché, Je� Davie, managed to dig their way through the rubble of the
building to arrive at Sergioʼs side to try and save him. They were the last persons to have spoken
with Sergio and bear witness to his last moments of su�ering, pinned down by the rubble of the
Canal Hotel.

Gravely injured, “he was in a state of semi-coma; his answers to my questions are more and
more vague” Gaby recounted. “Je� and I wanted to get him out of that hell at all cost…it was up
to us alone to do that […] Sergio just died in front of Je� and myself. One hour a�er the attack,
our Samurai of Peace has given up the fight…” (Translated extract from – the French original –
Gabriel Pichonʼs book “Mission Inachevée” – Mission Unachieved).

https://www.flickr.com/photos/95480276@N07/albums/72157633422162400
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The World was in a state of shock. The United Nations, who were in Iraq in the wake of the
military operations to help the Iraqis with rebuilding their country and achieving their
independence, were the target of a terrorist attack. The United Nations lost some of their best
sta� on that day, families torn apart, lives shattered.

On August 22nd, the Iraqi Government, the diplomatic corps and members of the international
community in Iraq pay their final respects to Sergio on the tarmac of Baghdad airport. The
Brazilian presidential plane, dispatched by the Government of Brazil, carried the slain body of
Sergio to Geneva, where his family waited to meet him and accompany him on the trip to Rio de
Janeiro. Three days of o�icial mourning were declared in Brazil, where thousands of Sergioʼs
Brazilian compatriots lined the airport road waving white cloths to bid their hero farewell.

In Geneva, Sergioʼs friends and colleagues gathered for a silent march, each carrying a white
rose. A ceremony was organized at the Assembly hall, proving too small for the crowd, wishing
to say a final goodbye to Sergio.

On the 28th of August 2003, a�er the body of Sergio was flown back to Switzerland, a funeral
procession le� the morgue for the church of St. Paul in Geneva for a last benediction in a private
ceremony. Despite the fact that the ceremony was planned as a private one, more than 800
people, flying in from around the globe, were present at the funeral to pay homage to Sergio. 21
candles were lit that day, in memory of the 21 other victims who have fallen during the Baghdad
attack. Sergioʼs wife, Annie, and his two sons, Laurent and Adrien lit the 22nd candle: Sergioʼs
candle.

A�er a moving ceremony where few of those present could hold back their tears, Sergioʼs
bodyguards honored him by carrying his co�in out of church. A last somber convoy traversed
the streets of Geneva until it reached its final destination, le Cimetière des Rois, where Sergio
rests in peace.
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