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Host: Hello everyone, this is your program On the Track of Justice, a program that follows trials taking place at the International Criminal Court. On the Track of Justice is an Interactive Radio for Justice production, in cooperation with Radio Notre Dame of Bangui in Central African Republic and La Colombe Radio in Goma. The trial opposing the Prosecutor Luis Moreno Ocampo to Jean-Pierre Bemba Gombo started on Tuesday 22 November and will attract our attention in this program. We will first listen to opening statements by victims’ legal representatives. But beforehand, remember that 759 victims have been authorised to participate in this trial by the International Criminal Court, while many other applications are being examined. The charges brought against Jean-Pierre Bemba are two counts of crimes against humanity and three counts of war crimes, which are murder, rape and looting. These were widespread attacks conducted by Jean-Pierre Bemba’s MLC troops in CAR, which had come to assist President Ange-Felix Patassé on 26 October 2002 until 15 March 2003 in order to thwart the rebellion launched by General François Bozizé, former Chief of Staff of the Central African Republic’s Army.
Without further ado, let us now go to the courtroom in The Hague to listen to Marie Edith Douzima, victims’ legal representative.
*
*
*

· Madam President, Honourable Judges, I think we can say today that the hour of truth has arrived. The hope to finally know the truth about what took place, about the atrocities allegedly committed on the Central African population during the period ranging from October 2002 to March 2003, is revived. Expectations are high for these victims whose souls were injured. This is a historical moment for them. Rape constitutes a large part of the crimes Jean-Pierre Bemba is accused of. Rapes, often committed collectively, were perpetrated on women, young girls, even during menstruation or pregnancies, children or even elderly people, and even men, which we had not yet seen, and all of this was committed in public, in the presence of relatives of these victims. These rapes were committed under armed threat, and these weapons were often used as a raping tool. Rape victims are vulnerable people. They are ostracised by society because they are considered soiled, they are stigmatised, traumatised, many have been infected and died, others committed suicide. In Africa in general and in Central African Republic in particular, the loss of the head of household is a terrible loss because the head of household often supports over a dozen people, including children under 18, who then end up in the streets as a result of them becoming orphans. Victims of looting saw the fruits of their years of labour disappear in one day, making populations even poorer than they were. The victims we are representing, Madam President, and who were authorised to participate in these proceedings, are parties to the trial. Their personal interests are at stake and they suffered one or several types of harm as a result of the crimes the accused it being charged with. These trials will therefore spark off a lot of hope, especially because it is the trial of a person who is considered powerful, and still referred to as a “war lord”. Jean-Pierre Bemba is accused because of his strategic position, his decision power, as General, Commander in Chief and President of the MLC, the individual responsibility of the accused, as a military commander, is definitely at stake. In fact, it could not be any other way. When one of his commanders told his troops “you have no parent, you have no wife, you have to go over there” – that is, in Central African Republic – “and you must destroy everything, it is war. Jean-Pierre Bemba sent you to kill and to have fun.” Crimes were therefore committed on a large scale by his elements, leaving the Central African population in complete distress. Grave crimes were committed on civilians who were innocent since they were not participating in a conflict they had no stake in. These civilians did not even cause any harm to their executioner. Therefore, Jean-Pierre Bemba must be answerable for his acts, for his crimes, before the International Criminal Court, especially before the Central African people, for justice and peace.
Journalist: After Maître Marie Edith, we now invite you to follow the rest of the opening statements by victims’ legal representatives, with Maître Assingambi Zarambaud.
· Madam President, your Honours, whatever the length of the night, daylight will end up reappearing. For victims of mercenaries of this self-proclaimed General, Jean-Pierre Bemba, the night has not only lasted from October 2002 to March 2003, which is the period targeted by the indictment. This night continued from March 2003 until this important day of 22 November 2010, today. But this night will last throughout the length of this trial and maybe for a few more years. Indeed, only when justice is done will victims be able to start the reconstruction process, to the extent possible. This is neither a reproach nor a regret, to the contrary. Slowness is a quality of justice, as long as it does not get stuck. For a Court that has just been set up and which must deal with thousands of victims, slowness is even more important to ensure the good quality of the work it will have to do. At this point in the proceedings, the reality of the crimes committed is indisputable. Whether women were raped, whether there were looting campaigns, or massacres, I think these are undeniable facts. In fact, as usual, we will ask women to bring witnesses and when she says, “I was raped in front of my husband and my children”, we will say, “no, no, there is direct filiation, therefore the testimony cannot stand”. But, there are medical certificates, and other elements proving that rapes were committed. It is especially because, in cases of rape, women are often asked so many details, they often prefer to remain silent, suffer, absorb everything and ultimately lose their conscience. But now, I think that it won’t be the case before this international jurisdiction. And this is why I think that four main questions will be addressed: First, during the period in question, the Democratic Republic of Congo was itself also occupied in part by foreign troops and mercenaries from other countries. Then, why did Jean-Pierre Bemba, who is a General, not send his troops against these mercenaries who were occupying his own country, instead of sending them to Central African Republic, and for which purpose? Second question we may have to address, given that he was not the leader of an internationally recognised state, in what capacity and for which purpose did he send mercenaries – because this is how we have to refer to them, they did not belong to any state’s army – in Central African Republic? Third, did he go through the trouble, either by himself by reading the Constitution of the Central African Republic, or by asking the President, Ange-Felix Patassé, who he claimed called him for support in Central African Republic, did he ask him whether the President was authorized to bring a foreign army in his country to wage war without the authorization of his Parliament? I don’t think so. Fourth question: the self-proclaimed General, Jean-Pierre Bemba Gombo, does not deny having gone to Central African Republic on several occasion, he does not deny having held several talks with the then-President, Ange-Felix Patassé. Therefore, since crimes were being committed, when he was talking to President Ange-Felix PAtassé, did they not at least mention the situation and wonder what the troops he sent were doing? Did they not think about this or talk about it? We should therefore assume that when he met with President Ange-Felix Patassé they would only talk about the weather? The Court will establish that. So, Madam President, Ladies of the Bench, the answers to these questions will be provided by your jurisdiction. By providing answers to these questions I have no doubt that you will render justice to all these people who have fallen victim of these despicable acts. You will then allow humanity in general, but Africa in particular – where such things are still being perpetuated – you will allow people to continue to realize that this is not the best path, impunity must be stopped. If people continue to commit such things these people will also end up before the International Criminal Court and be punished.
Journalist: We will now listen to Madam Paolina Massida, principal counsel of the Office of the Public Counsel for Victims:
· Madam President, your Honours, I speak today in the name of the 653 applicants in the proceedings against Mr. Jean-Pierre Bemba Gombo: to break the silence. It is for the most part what the victims I represent today wish for. To break their silence and that of the world on the terrible events they had to endure. Silence prevents justice. Words are the first step towards establishing the truth and accessing justice. To break the silence in order to be free, build support within their communities and exist in spite of and with the weight of the past. To break the silence in order to be heard, make these injustices known and share their reality. To break the silence in order to finally hear that what took place is neither excusable nor justifiable. Without leaving any doubt or ambiguity over the nature of the crimes committed, and to shout that these must never be repeated at the expense of other people. To break the silence by putting words on acts, by identifying crimes that caused the suffering and the harm, by bringing answers to what happened. Many people were victim of sexual violence, without any consideration for their age. Victims of collective rapes, over and over again, in public, in the streets, in front of their fathers, mothers, sons, daughters, brothers, sisters. Beaten, looted and raped. Sometimes taken away to the other side of the river, in Congo, and used as ‘wives’, reduced to sexual slavery and forced prostitution. Defiled, impregnated, sodomised, abandoned by their husbands, deprived of any contact with their children by their in-laws or locked in behind a wall of silence, condemned to lie, hide, and cope alone, hundreds of women, but also men, were humiliated in front of their families, in front of soldiers who were men, women and children. Infected by diseases, contaminated, their bodies shocked to the point of having to interrupt pregnancies, thereby loosing their babies. All victims are having trouble getting back on their feet, they have no money to get treated, some died, while others become weaker everyday. The trauma resulting from what they experienced still forms a large part of their daily lives. There isn’t one victim who is no longer affected by the events they went through nearly eight years ago, in 2002-2003, and who could mention them without tears in their eyes or without clenching their teeth. These crimes were committed in the past, with a heavy resonance in the present, a difficult weight to carry into the future. I therefore wish that the words pronounced by the legal representatives in these proceedings will not only be heard by the participants and the Chamber, but also be heard as the individual and unique voice of each victim, as well as the voice of an entire community seeking to rebuild itself. Let us remember that throughout these proceedings, the victims are at the heart of this trial, they are its sad raison d’être and their heartbeats accompany each step of the process. Therefore, behind the technical and legal jargon each participant will use; let us not forget that hundreds of children, women and men are carefully watching these proceedings. And in the hope of being able to participate in these proceedings, to have their voices heard, their truth, their worries and opinion, to contribute to establishing the truth, to access justice, the victims I represent today say thank you: Singila mingi.
*
*
*

Journalist: We are now reaching the end of our program On the Track of Justice. Thank you for following it. You heard opening statements of victims’ legal representatives on the opening day of the trial. We will bring you the rest of the trial, with other interventions in our next programs. I am Abdon Manengu, Richard Goutia was in charge of production, and together with the whole team of Interactive Radio for Justice, which produced this program from The Hague, wish you all good bye till our next program.
 [Translated and transcribed by Sandrine Gaillot]
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