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I have the honor of presenting the Distinguished Humanitarian Award to General Romeo 
Dallaire. When Dallaire deployed to Rwanda in late 1993, he carried a Michelin map and a xerox 
copy of the page of the Encyclopedia Brittanica that summarized Rwanda’s geography and 
history. When he landed in Kigali, he would never have dreamed that ten years hence, he would 
be honored at a black tie event at the Waldorf Astoria. He expected simply to do his job – to 
enforce a peace deal, and to protect Rwandans – and then to return to his wife and his family. 
 
Dallaire’s simple expectations went unmet. Member states of the UN did what they did so often 
in the 1990s. They assigned blue helmets a righteous task, and then failed to give the commander 
the troops, the vehicles, the radios, the fuel, the guns, or even the food rations to achieve it. The 
UN in New York also did what it did so often. It reasoned that an overwhelmed and under-
resourced peacekeeping mission was better than none at all and it hoped for the best. And of 
course hate -filled perpetrators did what others had done so often in the twentieth century – they 
set out to systematically exterminate their neighbors. 800,000 Rwandans were murdered. 
 
Every day in 1994 Dallaire made decisions that affected lives. He warned of the impending doom 
to the Rwandans, but he is haunted by the fear that he didn’t warn articulately or relentlessly 
enough. Did he give in too easily? He wonders.  When the genocide commenced, he argued for 
more troops, but spent the bulk of his days scrambling to manage the chaos inflicted when 
individual national units were pulled out from under him. Should he have risked the lives of his 
unarmed observers to aid more Rwandans? He asks. Or did he put his troops at senseless risk? 
Where should his primary loyalty have lay – to the Rwandans or to his own men? Maybe now it 
is time to replace the phrase “Sophie’s Choice” in our lexicon with “Romeo’s Choice.” How 
fortunate all of us here are not to have had to make lose-lose decisions. What on earth would any 
one of us have done? 
 
I used to wonder how it was that the man who did the most for the Rwandans feels the worst. The 
answer is simple. Dallaire doesn’t live with abstract memories; he lives with human 
consequences. He doesn’t think of the numbing statistic of “800,000 deaths.” His mind still 
echoes with the piercing cries of those he could not save. That’s at least one answer to the 
question of why the man who did the most feels the worst. But the other answer has less to do 
with what Dallaire experienced than it has to do with the man he is: 
 
Romeo Dallaire is unsparingly honest. This deprives him of the alibis that console most of us 
most of the time. He was blessed to be born with sharp reason, but cursed to be born incapable of 
rationalization. If our policy makers could be given an injection of Dallaire’s power to feel, and 
Dallaire’s powerlessness to excuse, you would undoubtedly see different policies coming out of 
governments. 
 
This is not the first award that the General has received. One need only glance at his breast pocket 
to gather that this is one accomplished fellow. But no military man aspires to be decorated for 
eloquently bearing witness to a failure. There are many places I suspect Dallaire would prefer to 
be tonight. But all along, since he returned from Rwanda, and tried to master his post-traumatic 
stress, he has gritted his teeth, brushed aside the dissonance of public recognition, and seized the 
platform. He has not done so for himself. He has done so for the Rwandans he knew who died, 
the peacekeepers he knew who died, and, crucially, for the hundreds of thousands of those he 
doesn’t know who have not yet died. But who soon will.  



 
Over the last decade, how many of us – in the media, in the IRC, in the US government, and in 
the UN Secretariat -- have yearned for the chance for a “Do-over”? None of us can go back to 
1994. It is 2004. But in 2004 we have an opportunity to show we’ve done more in ten years than 
write books, issue reports, and hold conferences on “lessons learned.” In 2004 we have the 
opportunity to halt -- and reverse -- the ethnic cleansing in Darfur.  
 
It doesn’t take a military expert like Dallaire to know that the 4,000 African Union peacekeepers 
now being deployed cannot protect two million displaced or deter the determined janjaweed. And 
it doesn’t take a historian to know that the force being deployed in Darfur today bears worrying 
resemblances to Dallaire’s outmatched units from1994.  
 
What are we doing? Why aren’t we doing?  
 
Romeo Dallaire, among others, wants to know. He is our witness.  

– He is doing all he can to ensure that we do not gather here again in 2014 to honour the 
African Union Darfur commander who is forced to watch the bodies pile up around him.  

– He is doing all he can to ensure that lessons are not merely learned but – at very long last 
-- applied. 

 
That, ladies and gentleman, is Romeo Dallaire’s most lasting humanitarian contribution. And we 
are all so very grateful to you, Romeo, for your unending service. 
 


