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His Royal Highness Prince Norodom  Sirivudh, Chairman, Cambodian Institute for 

Cooperation and Peace, 

Ms Emma Leslie, Director, Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies, 

HE Ambassador Pu Sothirak, Executive Director, Cambodian Institute for Cooperation and 

Peace, 

HE PitonoPurnomo, Ambassador of Indonesia to Cambodia 

Excellencies, dear colleagues of the diplomatic corps, ladies and gentlemen, 

It is a great pleasure for me to be with you today for the celebration of the 23rd anniversary 

of the Paris Peace Agreements of 23 October 1991. Icongratulate the Cambodian Institute 

for Cooperation and Peace and the Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies for their welcome 

initiative which, in my understanding is a first for both organizations. 

The very fact that the actual date of the Paris Agreements is a public holiday in Cambodia 

gives a clear indication of their importance. Personally, I am not aware of other international 

agreements remembered by a national holiday.  

Today’s event provides us with the opportunity to reflect about past and present Cambodia. 

As far as I am concerned, having myself been involved in the peace process at different 

stages, it takes me back a quarter of a century ago: thanks to your kind invitation, I feel like a 

young diplomat again!    

To start with, I would like to go back in time even a little bit further than 1991. Back in 1983, 

my very first position at the French Foreign Ministry in Paris was as desk officer in the South-

East Asia division, with special responsibility for Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos.  

Allow me to remind you what the state of play was in those days. A strong cold war 

atmosphere still prevailed: it was only eight years after the end of the war in Vietnam and 

theSoviet Union was the dominant power in the sub-region. The long-running conflict 

between Moscow and Beijing was aggravated by the establishment of the People’s Republic 

of Kampuchea in January 1979 with the support of Vietnam and the Soviet Union. So, when I 

started as a young diplomat in the early 80s, regional tensions were high and fighting was 

going on in Cambodia although it had stopped in Vietnam and Laos in 1975.    

Those tensions lasted for the whole decade and reporting about the political and military 

developments was part of my job in my first overseas postings in Beijing, then Bangkok. 

However, there were a few signs of hope from December 1987 when France facilitated the 

first informal contacts between Prince Sihanouk and Prime Minister Hun Sen that took place 

in the château of Fère-en-Tardenois, in the Champagne area. I was stationed in Beijing at the 

time and I remember going as note taker with my ambassador to meet Prince Sihanouk at 

his residence, a beautiful building which used to be our legation before 1949. There, he 
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briefed us at length on the negotiations with Prime Minister Hun Sen that took place in 

France and in Jakarta (“Jakarta Informal Meeting”, JIM). 

We knew this was only the start of a political process that would take a few more years to 

reach its goal after many twists and turns. No matter what, the direction was set: a 

comprehensive political settlement was needed in Cambodia which implied an agreement 

between all Cambodian parties with the support of the international community. 

I was lucky enough, almost by coincidence though, to be part of the next significant step of 

the peace process: I am referring to the first Paris Conference on Cambodia which was 

convened in the summer of 1989. I had left my post in Beijing on the 3d June and was about 

to join the French embassy in Bangkok. The then director general for Asia at the French 

Foreign Ministry, Ambassador Claude Martin, knowing that my next position involved 

reporting about Cambodia from the Thai capital, suggested that I should join the secretariat 

of the Paris Conference, which I did. So, I was happy to postpone my arrival in Bangkok to be 

part of the action in Paris. 

This was going to be my first experience ever of an international conference and it was 

worth every moment. Not only because we were served good food and wine every day for a 

whole month. All those who participated have a fond memory of the dining room of our 

conference center which, by the way, was the venue where the Paris Agreements on 

Vietnam were signed in 1973. More seriously, it was a unique opportunity to start learning 

about multilateral diplomacy by watching the main players, be it in formal sessions or, more 

importantly as I discovered, in the corridors of the conference.  

However, if at the start we were hoping to make history, we were soon to be disillusioned. It 

appeared after a few days that the conditions were not met yet for a peace agreement. First, 

there was not enough trust between the four Cambodian parties which made it impossible 

to reach an agreement on power sharing during a transition period. Second, there were 

doubts about the reality of the withdrawal of remaining Vietnamese troops from Cambodia. 

Third, and this is probably the most important factor, China and Vietnam were not ready to 

bridge the gap between them.  

Although it was not the success we hoped for, the conference set the framework which 

would eventually lead to the Paris Agreements two years later. As President Mitterrand put 

it in his opening speech of the conference on 23 October 1991, “having an agreement on a 

working method is like walking half of the way”.  

Firstly, there was the co-chair by France and Indonesia, two countries which were ideally 

placed to play that role. In the West, for historical reasons, France was the country with the 

deepest knowledge of the issue and was in a position to talk to all main players in and 

outside the region. Indonesia was, among ASEAN countries, the one enjoying the best 

relation with Vietnam and could play a moderating role. The good relationship between the 
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two co-chairmen, Roland Dumas for France and the late Ali Alatas for Indonesia, was of 

course an additional asset. 

Secondly, all Cambodian parties were represented, although with different agendas. 

Thirdly, all the international players were involved: the five permanent members of the 

Security Counciland the Secretary General of the United Nations; the six members of ASEAN; 

Vietnam, Laos, Japan, India, Canada, Australia and a representative of the Non Aligned 

Movement.  

As you know, it took two more years to finalize the negotiation. As far as I am concerned, I 

watched the different steps towards the Paris Agreements from my successive observation 

posts, Bangkok then Tokyo where I was transferred in 1990. 

In Bangkok, the Thai government, led by General ChatitchaiChoonhavan, was determined to 

facilitate a political solution to the Cambodian crisis, which was perceived asa security issue 

and an obstacle to its economic ambitions in the region that he wanted to turn into a 

“marketplace”. However, Thailand alone did not have the key that would unlock the 

stalemate. As mentioned earlier, it needed China and Vietnam to agree on the basic 

principles of a political settlement. This was made possible by major international 

developments between 1989 and 1991: the Berlin Wall had fallen; China had normalized its 

relations with Moscow and Hanoi; the withdrawal of Vietnamese troops from Cambodia was 

confirmed.The context was therefore more favorable and helped overcome the last hurdles. 

At this stage, I would like to pay homage to the historical role played by the late King father 

who was central in reaching an agreement. He was the first Cambodian leader, as soon as 

the autumn of 1989, to support the peace plan outlined by the then Australian Foreign 

Minister, Gareth Evans, recommending that the United Nations should exercise its authority 

over Cambodia during a transition period and organize elections. He was instrumental in the 

success of the Pattaya meeting of the National Supreme Council, in June 1991, which can be 

seen as the real breakthrough that led to the Paris Agreements. 

Allow mealso highlight the role played by a French diplomat, Jean-David Lévitte, who, as 

Director General for Asian Affairs at the Foreign Ministry, was closely involved in all steps of 

the negotiation where he demonstrated his outstanding diplomatic skills. I was myself the 

witness of that in several occasions and I was much honored when he invited me to be part 

of his team a few years later when he became President Chirac’s diplomatic adviser. 

*** 

That was the long, complexprocess leading to the Paris Agreements. When the Agreements 

were signed in Paris 23 years ago, the consensus was that it was a success story for 

Cambodia and for the international community.  
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After more than two decades of war and unprecedented suffering for its people, Cambodia 

was eventually on the road to peace and national reconciliation. The repatriation from 

Thailand of more than 350 000 refugees was made possible. Deminingand reconstruction 

could start. The first free elections were going to be organized by the United Nations. 

Cambodia was back into the international community. 

The Paris Agreements also paved the way for a new South-East Asia. It took a few years after 

the Agreements but restoring peace in Cambodia was a precondition for enlarging ASEAN to 

its current format. 

As far as the international community is concerned, Cambodia was a showcase of what had 

become possible after the end of the Cold War and was, for the United Nations, the theatre 

of its most ambitious operation ever.  

*** 

23 years later, can we still consider the Paris Agreements as a success story? 

Unfortunately, it soon appeared that the Paris Agreements would not be fully implemented 

because the Khmers Rouges decided to stay out by refusing to disarm and to participate in 

the May 1993 elections. The Khmers Rouges resumed their attacks, including against UN 

personnel. While I was serving at the French embassy in Tokyo, I followed the patient, 

although unsuccessful, efforts by Japan and Thailand to bring them back in the process. As 

you know, it was not until 1999 that the Khmers Rouges can be considered as completely 

defeated. I will not go into the judicial process that followed later since it is a different story 

and was not part of the Paris Agreements.   

I am also aware that some critics were disappointed by the fact that the Paris Agreements 

did not bring right away multi-party democracy and the highest standard of human rights to 

Cambodia. The Paris Agreements provided the conditions for free and fair elections which 

allowed the Cambodian people to decide on its institutions, including restoring the 

monarchy. Considering the complex, tragic history of the country, it is not surprising, after 

all, that the road to democracy is a bumpy one. One has to admit however that Cambodia 

went a long way in 20 years in terms of stability, economic development, and poverty 

reduction. Everyone is aware of the challenges ahead to build a peaceful, stable, democratic, 

vibrant Cambodia. It is primarily the responsibility of Cambodians themselves but I am 

confident that those countries which helped the Kingdom to restore peace 23 years ago 

stand ready to assist Cambodia to improve its governance and contribute to its socio-

economic development. 

History shows how fragile peace can be. Nothing is assured forever. This is the reason why 

what has been achieved by the Paris Agreements 23 years ago should be cherished by all 

Cambodians, their regional partners and all those who have a stake in maintaining peace and 

stability in the Kingdom.  Thank you 


