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“My Reflections on the Paris Peace Agreements” 

Remarks by  

Ambassador Pou Sothirak 

Executive Director of the Cambodian Institute for Cooperation and Peace 

During the Commemorative Event of  

The 25
th

 Anniversary of the Paris Peace Agreements 

Organized by  

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Organization and the 

French Embassy in Phnom Penh 

With the Collaboration from 

The Cambodian Institute for Cooperation and Peace 

At the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation, 

Phnom Penh, 20
th

 October 2016 

 

- H.E. Prak Sokhonn, Senior Minister and Minister of MOFAIC,  

- The Honorable Members of Parliament of Cambodia,  

-    Esteemed Minister and High Representatives of the Royal 

     Government of Cambodia, 

-    H.E. Ambassador Jean-David Levitte, Dignitary Ambassador,  

-    H.E. Ambassador Wiryono Sastrohandoyo, High Representative of  

     the Republic of Indonesia, 

-    H.E. Ambassador Uch Kim An, Ministre Délégué attached to the  

           PM Office,  

- H.E. Ambassador Yukio Imagawa, Former Japanese Ambassador to 

Cambodia 

-   H.E. Ambassador Jean-Claude Poimboeuf, Ambassador of France to 

    Cambodia, 

-   H.E. Mr. Raoul Marc Jennar, Diplomatic Advisor of the MOFAIC, 

-   Distinguished Ambassadors and Members of the Diplomatic Corps, 

-   Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen 

 

I would like to take this opportunity to extend my deep appreciation to H.E. Prak 

Sokhonn, Senior Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs and International 

Cooperation for his kind invitation extended to me to speak in front of such a 

distinguished audience of eminent national and international personalities. 

 

Furthermore, please allow me to offer my sincere congratulation to the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation and the French Embassy in 

Cambodia for taking the wonderful initiative to commemorate the 25
th
 Anniversary 

of the Paris Peace Agreements, to reflect upon a process that lead to the successful 
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conclusion of the historic political Agreements as well as on numerous other 

positive changes which continue to bear relevance in present day Cambodia. 

My Institute, the Cambodian Institute for Cooperation and Peace, is honored to 

join the celebration of this landmark Agreements for the advancement of a 

sustainable peace in Cambodia. 

 

Today, I am indeed pleased to share my reflections on the Paris Peace Agreements, 

also known as a comprehensive political framework document that end the 

protracted conflicts and internal strife which had devastated Cambodia for more 

than two decades. 

 

Excellencies, Distinguished Participant, Ladies and Gentlemen 
 

Although 25 years have now passed, it is important for Cambodia as a nation as 

well as the world community to seize this opportunity to recollect on how an 

internationally guaranteed comprehensive political settlement was achieved to end 

the tragic conflict and bloodshed in Cambodia. 

 

Perhaps a good starting point should be for all of us here today to recall the 

unforgettable destruction Cambodian had faced since 1970 by massive US 

bombing, by civil war, by a genocidal reign of terror of the Khmer Rouge, by 

military intervention and by civil war again. These unconceivable tragedies 

resulted in the obliteration of Cambodia’s livelihood and national assets beyond 

comprehension. 

 

The so called Cambodian problems were very complex and seen as intractable 

conflicts. What had happened during that time were the results of the interplay of 

three disruptive forces with regard to internal conflict, peace, and sovereignty of 

Cambodia.  

The first level of disturbance had occurred domestically, resulting from the power 

struggle inside the country and among the four Cambodian warring factions.   

The second level of discontentment followed from regional determination on the 

part of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), to maintain an 

unyielding opposition to foreign intervention in a sovereign state, ultimately 

favoring the Coalition of the Government of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK).  
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And the third layer of acrimony came about due to the antagonistic attitude of great 

powers engagements in the Cambodia conflict with China, Soviet Union, and the 

United States supporting their own protégé separately. 

Attempting to force a breakthrough, France, with significant influence in the 

region, apprehended that the time was ripe in mid- 1989 for a full international 

conference on Cambodia. The first Paris Conference on Cambodia (PICC) was 

accordingly convened in Paris from 30 July- 30 August 1989, with joint 

Indonesian-French chairmanship. This brought together all four Cambodian 

factions, the six ASEAN countries, the Permanent Five Members of the UN 

Security Council, Vietnam, Laos, Australia, Canada and India as well as 

Zimbabwe (representing the Non-Aligned Movement) and representative of the 

UN Secretary-General. 

 

Although there was visible progress in identifying a variety of element necessary 

for reaching a comprehensive settlement of the conflict in Cambodia, the first 

IPCC had to be postponed over one crucial point of disagreement on whether to 

include the Khmer Rouge in the transitional administration. The conference was 

suspended but all parties concerned had been urged to intensify their efforts to 

achieve a compromise, and the co-Presidents were asked to continue lending their 

good offices to facilitate these efforts. 

 

It was the Australian peace proposal announced by the Honorable Gareth Evans in 

November 1989 aiming to mend the discord which had occurred during the first 

PICC, by proposing that the United Nations be directly involved in the civil 

administration of Cambodia during the transitional period.  The proposal called for 

the UN to monitor the cease-fire and cessation of external military assistance and 

to organize a free and fair election. By establishing the actual governance of 

Cambodia during the transitional period by the UN, this allowed the major powers 

to compromise with the withdrawal of their support for the Cambodian factions. 

 

What was entailed were grueling but steady diplomatic efforts, undertaken by all 

parties involved, to refine and develop the Australian proposal so as to advocate 

effectively for the UN role in the peace settlement. There were noticeable 

endorsements from all key players, including the Permanent Five and Paris 

Conference Co-Chairmen, in close consultation with the UN Secretariat which 

begun to play central role. The Permanent Five held six major consultative 

meetings between January and August 1990, reaching an agreement in New York 

on 27-28 August.  The 'framework' document set out the key components of a 
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comprehensive political settlement, based on an enhanced UN role, and a sensible 

balance of the various interests involved.  

 

At a meeting in Jakarta on 9-10 September 1990, hosted by Indonesia and France 

as Paris Conference Co-Chairmen, the four Cambodian parties accepted this 

Permanent Five framework in its entirety as a basis for settling the Cambodian 

conflict.  They agreed to establish a Supreme National Council (SNC), which was 

part of the original Australian proposal, and called for in the framework, that 

would occupy the Cambodian seat in the United Nations.  

 

The final step was for the UN to endorse the basic elements of the peace plan. The 

UN General Assembly adopted the UN Security Council Resolution 668 of 20 

September 1990,
1
 and the UN General Assembly Resolution 45/3 of 15 October 

1990
2
  into framework document for a comprehensive political settlement of the 

Cambodian conflict. These Resolutions also welcomed the agreement of the 

Cambodian parties to form the SNC 'as the unique legitimate body and source of 

authority in which, throughout the transitional period, the independence, national 

unity and sovereignty of Cambodia is embodied'.  

 

As a result, twenty-five years ago, the Agreements on a Comprehensive Political 

Settlement of the Cambodia Conflict were signed on 23 October 1991
3
 by the four 

Cambodian parties and the international participants at the second Paris 

Conference on Cambodia. The settlement gave the United Nations Transitional 

Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) full authority to govern Cambodia from March 

1992 to September 1993.  It committed the Cambodian parties and those 

supporting them to a permanent ceasefire, repatriate the displaced Khmer along the 

border with Thailand, disarm and demobilize the factional armies, prepare 

Cambodia for free and fair elections, and adopt a new democratic constitution. 

 

Excellencies, Distinguished Participant, Ladies and Gentlemen 

Please allow me to give my assessment of the Paris Agreements as follows: 

  

The Paris Agreements were the product of landmark collaboration between 

Cambodia and the international community, working together to restore the 

                                                           
1
 UN Security Council Resolution 668 “The Situation in Cambodia” available at https://documents-dds-

ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/575/18/IMG/NR057518.pdf?OpenElement  
2
 the UN General Assembly Resolution 45/3 “The situation in Cambodia” available at 

http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/45/a45r003.htm  
3
 Framework for a Comprehensive Political Settlement of the Cambodia Conflict, available at 

http://peacemaker.un.org/cambodiaparisagreement91  

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/575/18/IMG/NR057518.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/575/18/IMG/NR057518.pdf?OpenElement
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/45/a45r003.htm
http://peacemaker.un.org/cambodiaparisagreement91
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independence and sovereignty of Cambodia and to rebuild the country into a 

peaceful, democratic and prosperous nation. 

 

To assess the PPA properly, one should come to term with the views that the 

Agreements provide the bases for typical and traditional peacekeeping functions. 

 

These include the verification of the withdrawal of foreign forces and the 

supervision of the ceasefire - plus other functions being assumed by the UN, such 

as repatriation of refugees and involvement in elections.  

 

However, in Cambodia, the concept of peacekeeping was significantly expanded, 

to include comprehensive efforts towards institution building and social 

reconstruction as integral parts of the package designed to secure a lasting end to 

armed conflict and a genuine transition to democracy. 

 

On the basis of this understanding, the question arises, ‘To what extent have the 

Agreements been beneficial for Cambodia?’ 

 

On a positive note, one can say without exaggeration that the UN Blueprint for 

Cambodia succeeded where previous attempts – a confrontational approach and the 

use of military forces – had failed primarily because the international community 

included regional blocs such as the ASEAN and domestic Cambodian parties fully 

supported a negotiated peace settlement. Hence, the Paris Agreements gave rise to 

a political solution instead of a military one, which enabled the prospect of national 

reconciliation and a Cambodia that is truly independent, free from external 

domination. 

 

Other constructive benefits should be attributed to the United Nations Transitional 

Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) during its 18-month mandate in Cambodia. It 

was the most elaborate and intensive commitment from the international 

community, exceeding any UN peacekeeping operation that preceded it, with the 

total cost of over $1.6 billion. 

 

We must acknowledge the enormous tasks assumed by UNTAC. The overall plan 

for UNTAC which was approved by the UN Security Council on 28 February 

1992, called for 15,900 military personnel, 3600 civilian police and 1020 

administrative personnel.  34 nations contributed to the military operation and 45 

to the peacekeeping exercise overall.   Then UN Secretary-General Boutros 
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Boutros-Ghali held, “Nothing the UN has ever done can match this operation.”
4
 

Still today, UNTAC is universally regarded as one of the most successful 

peacekeeping missions in the history of the UN. 

 

On 15 March 1992, the first UNTAC units arrived in Cambodia accompanied by 

the Secretary-General's Special Representative, H.E. Mr. Yasushi Akashi, and the 

commander of the military component, Australian Lieutenant General John 

Sanderson. It was incredible that UNTAC had succeeded in establishing an 

effective administrative structure, for both civilian and military components, in 

dealing with Cambodia which had just exited prolonged internal conflict and was 

weak in human rights protection, without effective democratic governance, and 

rule of law and democracy were absent.  

 

With proper administration in place UNTAC had begun a step by step process of 

constructively engagement with the different Cambodian factions through the 

process of grass-root education as well top level consultations with the Khmer 

leaders, as well as appealing to NGOs to deliver good public service to meet the 

needs of the Cambodian society. 

 

It is fair to say that UNTAC has been able to achieve many of its main goals. One 

of the most important achievements was to organize a national election. It was a 

remarkable undertaking by UNTAC to organize nation-wide voter registration and 

general elections from the ground up, in which 90 per cent of the electorate 

participated in general elections in an atmosphere of a neutral political 

environment. The national election in May 1993 which known to be free and fair 

elections, was a considerable success. A new constitution based on the Constituent 

Assembly in 1993 was adopted to create a new government and return Cambodia 

to the path of peace and democracy.  

 

In this sense, UNTAC played an indispensable role in bringing to life a new 

Cambodian polity, based on unity it had carefully cultivated among the major 

factions with the exception of the Khmer Rouge. 

 

On a negative note, on cannot dispute the failure of UNTAC to ensure the 

disarmament and demobilization of the 40,000 strong armed forces of Democratic 

of Kampuchea (NADK). This letdown and the inability of the UN blue helmets to 

break open Cambodian territory under the Khmer Rouge control has led some 

                                                           
4
 Boutros Boutros-Ghali “The 'Second Generation': Cambodia Elections 'Free and Fair', but Challenges Remain” in 

United Nations Chronicle, 30:5 (1993): 26. 
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scholars to challenge the global evaluation of the Agreements.  Critics contend that 

UNTAC had not been able to implement its intended mandate properly, and 

because UNTAC did not end the Khmer Rouge threat the agreements failed to 

bring peace to Cambodia. 

  

At the end of the UN operation in September 1993, the territory under the control 

of the Khmer Rouge remained intact. The Cambodian government then had to deal 

with the security problem left by UNTAC.  

 

During the first term of government from 1993-1998 as Khmer Rouge threats 

remained real, limiting the transition to peace and stability.  The agreement 

recognized the interdependence between 'stabilizing the security situation' and 

'confidence building among the parties to the conflict' (Art. 11).  However, in the 

UNTAC period the process of confidence building was not completed and as a 

result, although the security situation was significantly improved, full stabilization 

was not achieved.5 

 

The Win-Win Policy of Prime Minister Samdech Hun Sen succeeded in removing 

these threats as the last groups of the Khmer Rouge guerrillas were integrated into 

the Royal Cambodian Armed Forces in late 1998. This marked the historical end 

and total dissolution of the Khmer Rouge’s political and military organs and the 

return of all secession areas to government control. 

 

In a more recent day Cambodia, the usefulness and continued relevance of the 

Paris Peace Agreements has been called into question.  

 

Looking ahead and considering how to render more credibility to international 

agreements such as the Paris Peace Agreements on Cambodia, it would be a tragic 

missed opportunity that all the instruments adopted under the framework 

Agreements on a Comprehensive Political Settlement of the Cambodia Conflict 

have not been able to consistently perpetuate the cooperation and goodwill from all 

parties to the Agreements.  
 

Despite all the positive policy of the PPA and practical contributions of UNTAC, 

the international community disengaged after 1993 and was too eager to both 'pat 

itself on the back' for its achievements and 'wash its hands' of a complex and 

controversial situation.  There has been minimal international pressure to ensure 

that signatories comply with their commitments, and democratic peace in 

                                                           
5 Karns and Mingst, p. 315. 
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Cambodia was reinterpreted in terms of the international opinion of the 

'intractability' of factional conflicts.  Peace in Cambodia was superseded by 

impressions formed from the more recent experiences of failed internationalism, 

such as the Rwandan genocide, the failed Somalia intervention, and the arduous 

process of peacemaking in the former Yugoslavia. Regionally, the primary concern 

of states became weathering the storm of the Asian financial crisis.   

The record of the international community remains then, at best, mixed.  On the 

one hand, it has consistently donated large amounts of ODA as well as 

guaranteeing the long-term activities of multiple UN related international 

organizations.  On the other hand, the international community has been negligent 

in demanding that national actors and stakeholders abide by the commitments they 

made in the PPA.  This mix is reflected in the assessment of UN Human Rights 

expert and former Special Rapporteur for Cambodia, Professor Subedi, who has 

noted that in the long-term peace and stability have brought “enormous dividends” 

to the country, and at the same time, “the Agreements will remain relevant until 

their vision is a reality for all Cambodians.”6
   

For the 1991 PPA to continue to be a relevant testament with great promise into the 

21
st
 century, remaining challenges must be overcome, for both Cambodia and other 

signatory states.  Together we must honor our pledge in accordance with the spirit 

and essence of the Agreements for the achievement of lasting positive peace, the 

protection of sovereignty and independence of Cambodia, and the fulfillment of all 

commitments as stipulated in the Declaration on the rehabilitation and 

reconstruction of Cambodia. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Paris Peace Agreements constituted a breakthrough moment for Cambodia and 

the international community by successfully crafting a comprehensive political 

resolution to end the Cambodia dramatic past and bring forward the much 

anticipated peace and development. It was truly a watershed event for the country, 

aiming for the respect of its political independence and territorial integrity, as 

supportive of rebuilding the rebuild the country into a progressive democratic and 

developed state.  

 

                                                           
6 http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/Cambodia-20yearsonfromtheParisPeace.aspx 
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As we commemorate the 25
th

 Anniversary of the Paris Agreements today, we 

should express gratitude to the two Co-Chairman of the Paris Peace Conference on 

Cambodia, namely France and Indonesia and the unwavering supports from the 

United Nations and other signatory states to the Agreements, namely Australia, 

Brunei Darussalam, Canada, China, France, India, Indonesia, Japan, Laos, 

Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, 

United Kingdom, United States of America, Vietnam, and Yugoslavia. 

 

We should also recognize and pay homage to the indispensable spirit of national 

reconciliation under the auspicious leadership of the late King Father, His majesty 

King Norodom Sihanouk and the Cambodian leaders for their bravery and sacrifice 

allowing us to unite as one Khmer family.  

 

     Thank you very much for your kind attention! 
 

       


