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“The country you are going to is not your country. There are no mothers, no brothers, no family. Everyone you will encounter is your enemy.”

Jean-Pierre Bemba Gombo allegedly said this to his militia group before they entered the Central African Republic. The chief prosecutor Luis Moreno Ocampo cited this in his opening statement at the first day of the trial “The Prosecutor versus Jean-Pierre Bemba Gombo” before the International Criminal Court in The Hague, The Netherlands.

 At that moment I was sitting in the public gallery listening and felt shocked by the thought of the implications of this quote.

My name is Katharina Neureiter and I am currently an intern with Interactive Radio for Justice. The director, Wanda Hall, gave me the opportunity to join her and her team of Richard Goutia from the Central African Republic and Abdon Manengu from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, at the International Criminal Court in The Hague. 

On the 22nd of November 2010 I made my way from London to The Hague, excited, nervous and curious. Before the official opening of the trial on Monday morning, a press conference was held, which we were able to attend. 

Passing the security checks on our way to the Press Center felt a bit like being in an airport: rules, regulations, security checks and a lot of people from different nations buzzing around speaking different languages. 

Everyone involved spoke at the conference and there was the possibility to ask questions. Modern technology ruled the floor and the Registrar, the Defense, the Legal Representation of the Victims and the Prosecution could answer not only the questions from journalists present but also questions posed via video conference from Bangui and Goma. In the blurry video one could see a lot of excitement and arms raised, but unfortunately there was not enough time for all the questions. 

The trial itself started at 2:30 pm every day and Richard, Wanda, Abdon and I joined journalists, members of Bemba’s family and other interested parties on the visitor benches in the public gallery. The gallery was awfully cold and coats were not allowed. Not much was allowed in general. Security regulations were high: no photos, no talking, and no eating. Visitors had to hand in their passports upon entering the main building and on our third day we almost weren’t able to leave, because we didn’t have any staff accompanying us through the doors. Even for me, a person well accustomed to security regulations around the globe, this seemed a bit excessive. Security is not the only peculiarity here. Richard shows me the temperature of Bangui, the capital of the Central African Republic, on his computer screen. It is an image of a sun and 26 degrees is written beneath it. A look outside the window tells us we are in The Netherlands: 6 degrees and grey rain. Richard eyes his thick winter jacket and looks unhappy.

“What is your first impression of Europe?” I ask Richard. “That is difficult,” he contemplates. “Everyone seems to be in a hurry. All the time.” Abdon consents and talks about all the complicated rules one has to follow here, but also remarks on how delighted he is by the politeness and respect with which journalists and people in general get treated here. It is always the little things one notices when one travels. I notice the windmills on the fields, Abdon finds it strange how early the shops close and that no one seems to be on the street after the suns sets. “Bien sûr,” I say: “It is just too cold, why would you be out?”

All three of us comment on the impressiveness of the building. A white high-rise building. Thick dark carpets that swallow every sound.  International justice resides well here. Inside the building there is nothing which hints at the country one is in in any way. Everyone seems to switch effortlessly between French, English, and various other languages. 

If I had to put the trial itself into one word, it would be: Patience. 

Communication across cultures and language barriers takes its toll. Everyone has to slow down for the interpreters to stay on track. Every detail has to be clarified and there is a lot of procedure to go through until a statement can be made or an action performed. However, this is my personal observation. Other people watching the show, like Richard, experience a completely different set of emotions. “I am very reflective throughout the process. Eight years ago, I was there. I lived through the atrocities. It is a very unique experience to be here and be part of this.” Hence, in this sterile building through the impersonal process one should never forget that behind the curtain, which protects the victim’s identity and his blurred voice, there sits someone who lived through the most atrocious crimes humans can commit. Behind the impartial mask of Jean-Pierre Bemba Gombo there are a thousand fates, stories and tears - and some of them will be told in the coming months in The Hague. 

