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Darfur: Genocide in Slow Motion 

By Richard S. Williamson 
 
We live in momentous times when the war on terror, the advance of freedom, the spread of 
weapons of mass destruction and sorting out post-Cold War relationships are only some of the 
challenges that consume us. History will judge these days on what we do and what we do not do; 
what we accomplish and what we let languish. Even if we do much, achieve a great deal, but turn 
our backs on the great moral challenges of our time, history will not be kind to us nor should it 
be.  
 
Today, the greatest humanitarian crisis in the world is in Darfur, Sudan. It is manmade. It is 
horrific. And it must end. 
 
The international community has the capacity to stop this carnage. Yet it has not done so. 
 
In the days after World War II, as the world became fully aware of the Nazis’ systematic 
extermination of the Jews, the civilized world recoiled in horror and shame. Leaders said, “Never 
again.” 
 
Among the measures taken in response to these atrocities were the Nuremberg trials to hold 
accountable those guilty of the greatest responsibility for the Nazi crimes against humanity. 
Another step was the creation of the United Nations to help “prevent the scourge of war” and 
protect the dignity of man. Also, the international community adopted the United Nations 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Respect for and protection of individual rights, among 
other things, stand as a deterrent to such premeditated slaughter. 
 
Tragically, the rhetoric of “never again” has not been matched by the resolve to stop other mass 
exterminations.1 Genocide took place in the “Killing Fields” of Cambodia and the bloody 
slayings by machete in Rwanda.2 Then came gruesome ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and Kosovo. 
The international community time after time said “never again,” and now we have the 
decimation in Darfur, Sudan. Some have referred to the ghastly killings in Darfur as “Rwanda in 
slow motion.” 
 
This time no one can say that the atrocities are not known. No one can claim innocence. For the 
pain, suffering and death of innocent people in Darfur is well known. And the inadequacy of the 
response to this evil is widely recognized. 
 
 



 

  

Brief History of the Conflict 
 
Sudan is a large, diverse and war-torn country. About the size of France, it has the largest 
landmass of any African nation and sits on the ancient crossroads between Arab North Africa 
and sub-Saharan Africa. Sudan’s geographic diversity includes desert, jungle, plains and 
mountains. For countless generations, the Arabs of the north and the blacks of the south lived in 
peace, intermingling and intermarrying. Historically, Sudan was a mosaic of different tribes with 
various languages and many religions. More than 150 native languages are spoken in Sudan 
today, including some 20 in the Darfur region. Martin Meredith, in his important book, The Fate 
of Africa: From the Hopes of Freedom to the Heart of Despair, writes that in Sudan, the British, 
“used tribal identities to divide their subjects” as a means to keep control of this vast country.3 
The British restricted education in Darfur to the sons of chiefs. In 1935, there was only one 
elementary school in all of Darfur.4 
 
As the British prepared to leave, they began to hand control over to the northern Muslims. In 
1954, they gave all but six of Sudan’s 800 senior civil service posts to northerners.5 This 
engendered concern and resentment. In August 1955, the Southern Corps of the army mutinied 
and Khartoum authorities sent 8,000 troops from the north to try to establish order. Leading up to 
independence, the north offered to consider southern Sudan’s demand for semi-autonomy under 
a federal constitution. However, once the British left in 1956, the north dismissed southern 
concerns. Then in 1958, when the army took control of the government, General Ibrahim 
Abboud sought to impose Islam and Arabic in the south. General Abboud “considered 
Christianity an alien religion…expressed contempt for African religions (and) disparaged 
indigenous languages and customs.”6 He began building Muslim religious schools and mosques 
in the south and soon, civil war broke out. The conflict continued as Khartoum tried to repress 
the south and establish an Islamic republic. 
 
Finally, the government negotiated a peace agreement with the Southern Liberation Movement 
in 1972. It provided a measure of local autonomy for the south. The constitution adopted a year 
later declared Sudan a secular state with freedom of religion for Christians, Jews and traditional 
African religions. Some 500,000 people died in that first civil war. Deep divisions lingered but 
peace lasted for 11 years. 
 
During this period, friction between the Muslim north and the non-Muslim south continued. 
Khartoum controlled economic planning in the south and provided limited funds for 
development there. Khartoum interfered in southern politics and tension grew further after oil 
deposits were discovered in southern Sudan in 1978. The south unsuccessfully sought a refinery 
close to the oilfields but Khartoum ignored the request and instead planned a refinery in the north 
as well as a pipeline to the Red Sea. 
 
Then in 1983, in Khartoum, the head of state, Gaafar Numeiri, declared an “Islamic revolution.” 
He decreed that Sudan would be an Islamic republic governed by traditional Islamic law. 
Numeiri dissolved the southern regional government and divided the south into three regions. 
Thousands were arrested. Sudan again descended into civil war. Thousands of southern troops 
deserted and formed the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) headed by Colonel John 
Garang de Mabior, a Dinka officer. This civil war lasted 21 years, claimed the lives of 2 million 



 

  

people and displaced 4 million people.7 Throughout this period, Khartoum was stretched thin to 
deal with the rebellion in the south. 
 
Khartoum’s focus on fighting the southern rebellion, the government’s limited resources, 
persistent divisions between Arab and non-Arab, and great poverty were the dry kindling that 
ignited the awful conflagration of destruction in Darfur. 
 
A large region in western Sudan, Darfur has scarce natural resources and historically has 
suffered from economic discrimination and neglect.8 Long on autonomous sultanate, Darfur was 
conquered by the British in 1916 and merged with Sudan. Professor Gerard Prunier, in his book 
Darfur: The Ambiguous Genocide, traces to British colonial rule policies to keep Darfur 
backward.9 They have continued. Khartoum ignored Darfur’s infrastructure, rarely paying for 
road repair, schools or hospitals. 
 
Over time, the deprivation in Darfur has led to fights over land and water between the 
agriculturalists and nomadic tribes. In the 1980s, draught and desertification drove the Arab 
nomadic pastoralists further south into areas of black agriculturalists. There were occasional 
violent clashes with Khartoum supporting the nomads. In 1985, during a period of famine, 
Khartoum had Libyan forces deliver food aid in Darfur.10 The Libyans distributed the aid largely 
through nomadic tribes they identified as Arabs and armed them. In 1994, Sudan President Omar 
El Bashir reorganized the administration in Darfur giving members of Arab ethnic groups new 
positions of power. This accelerated the polarization in Darfur between Arab and non-Arab, 
which before had been splintered between dozens of tribes, languages and customs. Resentment 
grew among the “African” agriculturalists toward the Khartoum-backed “Arabs.”11 Also, during 
this period, the civil war in neighboring Chad spilled over in Darfur and “led some Arab tribes to 
adopt a supremacist ideology.”12 
 
In 2003, while Khartoum still was consumed with fighting the rebellion in the south, two 
insurgences from the “African” agriculturalists engaged in a series of raids and skirmishes killing 
several hundred government troops.13 Awful as these casualties were, this small rebel movement 
posed no serious threat to Khartoum’s rule. However, reluctant to divert soldiers from the south, 
Khartoum opened the gates of hell. 
 
Professor Benjamin Valentino in his book, Final Solutions: Mass Killing and Genocide in the 
20th Century, concludes that “(m)ass killing normally is driven by instrumental, strategic 
calculations. Perpetrators see mass killing as a means to an end, not an end in itself.”14 
 
Rather than reply with a targeted response directed at a few men of the incipient rebellion, 
Khartoum further armed the militia in Darfur.15 More than 20,000 highwaymen and bandits were 
armed, drawn from impoverished nomadic Arab groups in Darfur and Chad. These militia, 
known as the Janjaweed, were unleashed to wage a systematic campaign of mayhem and 
destruction against African civilians in the area belonging to the same non-Arab ethnic groups as 
the rebels: the Fur, Masaalit and Zaghawa. One commentator has written that “(t)he Sudanese 
government’s tactic seems to have been straight from the Maoist theory book. By destroying 
African villages, the army and their Arab militia allies drained the sea the rebels swim in.”16 
 



 

  

Often the attacks begin with government aerial bombardment of civilians—mainly using 
Antonov supply planes dropping lethal barrel bombs filled with metal shards, sometimes using 
helicopter gunships or MIG jet fighters.17 After the aerial attacks, Janjaweed riding camels and 
on horseback sweep into villages. They burn huts, destroy crops, slaughter or steal livestock, 
rape and brand women as slaves. African males, infant, men and elderly, are sometimes 
butchered as well. And non-Arab Sudanese are systematically expelled from their homes. 
 
The overwhelming majority of the men, women and children victimized by these merciless 
atrocities have no relation whatsoever to the insurgents. Their crime is their ethnicity. They are 
non-Arab and they are defenseless. 
 
Terrible crimes have been committed. Innocent people have suffered and many continue to 
perish. The ethnic cleansing has risen to horrific levels. 
 
The ethnic pattern of these atrocities is clear. A United Nations observer team reported that non-
Arab black villages were attacked while Arab villages were untouched.18 
 
The 23 Fur villages in the Shattaya Administrative Unite have been completely depopulated, 
looted and burned to the ground (the team observed several such sites driving through the area 
for two days). Meanwhile, dotted alongside these charred locations are unharmed, populated and 
functioning Arab settlements. In some locations, the distance between a destroyed Fur village 
and an Arab village is less than 500 meters. 
 
Following 25 days on the ground documenting the situation, Human Rights Watch reported, 
“Since August 2003, wide swaths of (Fur, Masalit, and Zaghawa) homelands, among the most 
fertile in the region, have been burned and depopulated. With rare exceptions, the countryside is 
now emptied of its original Masalit and Fur inhabitants. Everything that can sustain and succor 
life—livestock, food stores, wells and pumps, blankets and clothing—has been looted or 
destroyed. Villages have been torched not randomly, but systematically—often not once, but 
twice.”19 
 
Two years ago, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan warned of “ethnic cleansing” in Darfur and 
called on the international community to act. Eighteen months ago, then Secretary of State Colin 
Powell labeled the ongoing atrocities in Darfur “genocide.”20 Meanwhile, the violent atrocities 
continued and the world’s response has been modest. 
 
Paul Rosesabagina faced the forces of evil during the genocide in Rwanda and emerged a hero. 
The film “Hotel Rwanda” was based on his story as a hotel manager in Kigali who saved Tutsis 
in the midst of the killings by offering them refuge. Not long ago he wrote: 
 

History shows us that genocides can happen only if four important conditions are 
in place. There must be the cover of a war. Ethnic grievances must be 
manipulated and exaggerated. Ordinary citizens must be deputized by their 
government to become executioners. And the rest of the world must be persuaded 
to look away and do nothing. The last is the most shameful of all, especially so 
because genocide is happening again right now in Darfur and the world 
community has done precious little to stop the killings.21 



 

  

 
 
Testimonials of Horror 
 
A numbing number of people have died in Darfur, with estimates ranging up to 400,000. More 
than 2 million Africans have been driven from their homes. Most now live in desperate 
conditions in refugee camps in southern Sudan and neighboring Chad.22 Even while living in 
these perilous conditions, the black Africans from Darfur are not safe. In addition to malnutrition 
and disease, a number of refugee camps have been attacked by the Janjaweed.23 The nightmare is 
not over. More important, the sheer numbers do not tell the real story. Numbers never do. The 
stories of the Sudanese army and Janjaweed atrocities are horrific. No mercy has been given. 
Their ferocious attacks on innocent Africans have left a trail of destruction, death and misery. 
 
As a consequence of the good work and diligence of journalists, United Nations officials, and 
human rights and humanitarian workers, the destruction in Darfur has been documented and 
many of the disturbing stories of horror have been recorded. Nicholas Kristof of The New York 
Times has provided particularly exhaustive and noteworthy coverage on the tragic events in the 
region.24 It is through the voice of the victims that one can gain some appreciation for the 
unremitting brutality inflicted upon Darfur. 
 
One 27-year old woman from Amnaty village reported to Amnesty International about the 
attacks. 
 

“They dropped bombs from Antonovs on our cattle and on our huts. We were 
hiding near the village and were going back to the village at night to sleep there… 
Then they attacked the village. It was in the morning. I was preparing breakfast 
when I saw them coming. They started shooting. They came with horses and cars 
and they were all in uniforms. They killed my husband Musa Harum Arba. I ran 
and left the village. I took my three children and two children of my neighbor and 
we ran to Hara, the village in the valley. Then we went to Abu Liha where we 
stayed for two days and from there to Bamina. The Janjaweed found us on the 
way. Antonovs bombarded us and killed three people. We were many on the run 
and some people were caught by Janjaweed. Nine girls and two boys were taken 
by Janjaweed. They took one of my uncles and his son, Khidder Ibrahim. We do 
not know what happened to these people.”25 

 
Amina Abakar Mohammed from Furawiyah told her story to award-winning journalist Samantha 
Power.  
 

One day “(n)ot long after dawn, when Amina and Mohammed (her 10 year old 
son) arrived at the wells, they heard the sound of approaching planes. Fifteen 
minutes later, Amina recalled, the aircraft began bombing… When Amina saw 
the janjaweed approaching, she hurried the donkeys to a red-rock hillock three 
hundred yards away. She assumed that Mohammed had fled in another direction, 
but she turned and saw that he had remained at the wells, with the older boys and 
the men, in an effort to protect the animals. He and the others were surrounded by 



 

  

several hundred janjaweed. As the circle closed around her son, she ducked 
behind the hillock and prayed. 
 
By nightfall, the sounds of gunfire and screaming had faded, and Amina furtively 
returned to the wells. She discovered that they were stuffed with corpses, many of 
which had been dismembered. She was determined to find her son, but also hoped 
that she wouldn’t. Rummaging frantically around the wells by the moonlight, she 
saw the bodies of dozens of people she knew, but for a long time she was unable 
to find her firstborn. Suddenly, she spotted his face—but only his face. 
Mohammed had been beheaded.26  

 
Several months later, Ms. Power visited Furawiyah and went to the wells in which the Janjaweed 
had stuffed the bodies of their victims. Now there only was desert. The Janjaweed had covered 
the evidence of their crimes and, in the process, taken away wells that had nourished the people 
for generations. 
 
Following a visit to the area, Julie Flint, an independent journalist, testified to the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee: 
 

On a hillside in Chad, where a three-month-old refugee baby had just died for 
reasons that will never be known, I met a 12-year-old survivor of Tullus—a boy 
called Hussein Dafa’allah. He ran from Tullus with his mother and hid behind a 
tree with three other children. The youngest of the three, a girl from Fatima, was 
only seven years old. Hussein said a group of uniformed men approached him as 
he hid and sat down beside him. These men were not behaving as if they feared 
attack. Their behavior surely suggests there were no rebels here, nothing that 
could be considered a military target. The men taunted Hussein, calling him a 
‘Tora Bora’—a rebel, in Darfur-speak. Hussein told me: ‘Thee are no Tora Bora 
in Tullus. It’s a village.’ 
 
One of the men who cornered Hussein was apparently unarmed—a detail that 
suggests he was not a member of the Janjaweed. He ordered his companions to 
fire at the children behind the trees and Hussein was hit three times—in the face, a 
leg and an arm. The three other children were also hit, but no one could tell me 
what because of them. When Hussein’s father arrived after the attackers left, he 
strapped his son onto a donkey and took him across Dar Masalit—the Masalit 
‘homeland’—to Chad.27 

 
In Terchana, 205 Africans were killed in one day by Janjaweed accompanied by three carloads of 
soldiers. A 42-year-old from that village, Adam, reported that the dead included 23 women and a 
100-year-old man, Barra Younis. “Barra Younis couldn’t walk and the Janjaweed burned him 
alive in his hut. They saw him there and they burned him.” They took the cattle and burned the 
entire village. They took some food for the horses and burned the rest.28 
 
A 15-year-old boy from Goz Um Beta has shared his story of abduction and torture: 
 



 

  

I was looking after the goats when I was taken by the Janjaweed… Eight other 
children who were not from my village were also taken, they are still with them, 
and myself I was able to escape. They took me to a camp in Abu Jidad where 
there were also many soldiers. They asked me where the goats were and beat me 
if I wasn’t answering. They tied up my sexual organ with a rope and pulled from 
both sides each time they were asking the questions. They beat me several times a 
day. …The other children received the same treatment from the Janjaweed and 
the soldiers.29 

 
Another typical case of torture was reported from the Garsila area. “A Fur man was detained and 
whipped until all the skin was flayed from his back. The whip handle was then used to gouge 
holes in his flesh.”30 
 
And sexual violence is a common crime that accompanies Janjaweed attacks.31 “In the villages 
of Dingo and Koroma in Dar Masalit, for example, men have reported that the Janjaweed ‘took 
girls into the grass and raped them there.’ One of the girls raped was only thirteen-years-old. 
Near Sissi, three women, aged thirty-two, twenty-two and twenty-five, were abducted at a water 
hole and taken to Nouri School, which was abandoned, and were raped. In the village of 
Dureysa, on the Masalit-Fur border, a seventeen-year-old girl who resisted rape was killed and 
her naked body left on the street.”32 
 
A 37-year-old from Mukjar told Amnesty International how the Janjaweed had raped and 
humiliated women. 
 

When we tried to escape they shot more children. They raped women; I saw many 
cases of Janjaweed raping women and girls. They are happy when they rape. They 
sing when they rape and they tell us that we are just slaves and that they can do 
with us how they wish.33 

 
A woman from Silaya who was five months pregnant when she was abducted by the Janjaweed 
with eight other women shared this story. 
 

After six days, some of the girls were released. But the others, as young as eight 
years old were kept there. Five to six men would rape us in rounds, one after the 
other for hours during six days, every night. My husband could not forgive me 
after this, he disowned me.”34 

 
And many of the sad stories testify to the strong ethnic and racial component in the horrors of 
Darfur. A female refugee from Disa was interviewed in Goz Amer camp for Sudanese refugees 
in Chad and shared her story. 
 

I was sleeping when the attack on Disa started. I was taken away by the attackers. 
They were all in uniforms. They took dozens of other girls and made us walk for 
three hours. During the day we were beaten and they were telling us, “You, the 
black women, we exterminate you, you have no god.” At night we were raped 
several times. The Arabs guarded us with arms and we were not given food for 
three days. 



 

  

 
A group of Masalit women in Goz Amer refugee camp reported their Janjaweed attackers cried 
out, “You blacks, you have spoilt the country! We are here to burn you. We will kill your 
husbands and sons and we will sleep with you!”35 
 
A Mesalit chief from the village of Disa reported that during the attack on his village the 
Janjaweed said: 
 

You are Blacks, no Blacks can stay here, and no Black can stay in Sudan… The 
blood of the Blacks runs like water, we take their goods and we chase them from 
our area and our cattle will be in their land. The power of al-Bashir (president of 
Sudan) belongs to the Arabs and we will kill you until the end, you Blacks, we 
have killed your God.36 

 
And here are the worlds of a Janjaweed fighter according to a refugee from Kenya. 

 
Omar al Bashir told us that we should kill all the Nabas. There is no place here for 
the Negroes anymore.37 

 
The testimonies make gruesome reading. And they echo thousands of other stories that have 
been collected from Darfur. They speak of summarily or indiscriminately killed Africans. They 
speak of raped, tortured, abducted and forcibly displaced Africans. They give account to how 
girls and women have been the particular target of sexual crimes. And most of these stories were 
collected more than two years ago. The killings, the atrocities have been known. They continue. 
Yet the international community has done little to react. Why? 
 
 
The International Community’s Response 
 
The problems in Darfur began in February 2003.38 As the killing of innocent civilians picked up 
momentum, Khartoum had some discussions with the rebel groups but the peace talks collapsed 
on December 17, 2003. On January 13, 2004, the United Nations World Food Program appealed 
for $11 million to help the Darfur refugees near the Chad border. On February 17, the UN 
announced an emergency airlift for 110,000 refugees fleeing the Janjaweed. By March 2004, the 
UN’s humanitarian coordinator for Sudan, Mukesh Kapila said, “The only difference between 
Rwanda and Darfur is the numbers involved of dead, tortured, and raped.…This is ethnic 
cleansing, this is the world’s greatest humanitarian crisis, and I don’t know why the world is not 
doing more about it.”39 On April 2, UN Emergency Relief Coordinator Jan Egeland said that in 
Darfur, “scorched-earth tactics” have triggered “one of the world’s worst humanitarian crises.” 
In a statement on April 7, 2004, US President George W. Bush condemned the “atrocities” in 
Darfur, stating that, “The government of Sudan must not remain complicit in the brutalization of 
Darfur.”40 
 
Also, in early April 2004, on the International Day of Reflection on the 1994 Rwanda Genocide, 
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan traveled to Geneva to address the UN Commission on Human 
Rights.41 I was there serving as the US Ambassador to the Commission. At the time, negotiations 
for a resolution on the situation in Darfur seemed dead in the water. Annan talked about the 



 

  

tragic events in Rwanda 10 years earlier when, in 100 horrific days, Hutus had slaughtered 
800,000 Tutsis, mostly by hand, neighbor wielding machetes against neighbor.42 Annan outlined 
his thoughts about how the international community, and in particular the UN, might act to avoid 
a repeat of the terrible slaughter in Rwanda. Then he turned to the gruesome events in Darfur. He 
called the killings “ethnic cleansing.” He demanded “swift and decisive action” from the 
international community. He even raised the possibility of “military action.” 
 
As the first sub-Saharan African ever to serve as UN Secretary-General, Annan’s words had a 
powerful impact on all the delegates, especially those from Africa. There was new momentum 
within the commission to address the situation in Darfur. On behalf of the US, I pushed for a 
resolution that would call on the Sudanese government to stop arming those engaged in these 
terrible acts and stop all other support given to the Janjaweed. I sought a strong and effective 
mechanism to monitor and report on the events in Darfur. And I sought a guarantee for 
unfettered access for humanitarian assistance to the displaced people that already numbered 
some 900,000.43 From Washington, instructions for demarches seeking support for this resolute 
position went out to capitals all over the world. For a time, there seemed to be reason to hope we 
would be successful. Unfortunately, we were not. 
 
While following Annan’s speech, most African delegations recognized the need to address the 
situation in Darfur, regional loyalties made many African states susceptible to Khartoum’s 
enticements for a watered-down resolution. Then, in negotiations between the Africans and the 
European Union, the EU proved more interested in sub-Saharan buy-in to any resolution and the 
broadest possible consensus than in the people suffering in Darfur. When Irish Ambassador 
Mary Whelan, then holding the rotating seat of EU president, announced agreement with all the 
African states on a resolution, it was a disgrace. The final resolution did not condemn the 
atrocities, nor demand they end, nor require humanitarian access. It even expressed appreciation 
to the Sudanese government for its cooperation with the UN Commission on Human Rights. The 
United States could not, in good conscience, support this resolution.44 The European Union 
resolution was adopted by the UN commission even though the member states had the report of 
the Office of the UN High Commissioner on Human Rights’ Mission to Darfur. The report 
highlighted various terrible acts that were contributing to a reign of terror including, but not 
limited to: repeated attacks on civilians by the government of Sudan and its proxy militia forces 
with a view to their displacement; the use of systematic and indiscriminate aerial bombardments 
and ground attacks on unarmed civilians; the use of disproportionate force by the government of 
Sudan and Janjaweed forces; the fact that the Janjaweed operated with total impunity and in 
close coordination with the forces of the government of Sudan; the fact that the attacks appeared 
to have been ethnically based and the pattern of attacks on civilians included killing, rape and 
pillage.45 
 
In more than 20 years of multilateral diplomacy, this was one of my greatest disappointments. 
Well-meaning but misguided diplomats had allowed their understandable desire for consensus 
decision-making or, absent that, the broadest possible support to blind them to the principles of 
decency and humanity they believed in and they turn their backs on the victims in Darfur. The 
diplomatic minuet had resulted in a watered-down, weak resolution. The message seemed clear: 
the international community cared little about the tens of thousands already killed and the 
hundreds of thousands driven from their homes and living in desperate conditions. Khartoum 
acted accordingly. The ethnic slaughter continued. 



 

  

 
There followed a series of diplomatic milestones, but the relentless violence continued. In April, 
Khartoum and the two rebel groups agreed to a 95-day ceasefire, but violence continued.46 On 
May 28, 2004, Khartoum and the rebels agreed to African ceasefire monitors, but violence 
continued. On June 3, the UN gathered donors seeking $236 million in aid for Darfur. Days later, 
the UN said that Khartoum was still blocking humanitarian aid. Diplomacy continued in a 
parallel universe having little to no impact on the ground.47 The relentless brutality continued.  
 
In June, the leaders at the Group of 8 Summit joined in calling on the Sudanese government to 
disarm the militias that “are responsible for massive human rights violations in Darfur.”48 The 
UN Security Council passed a resolution calling for an end to fighting in Darfur and urging the 
creation of a peacekeeping force in southern Sudan.49 
 
In July 2004, former Senator John Danforth became US Ambassador to the United Nations. For 
more than three years, he had served as President Bush’s Special Envoy working to broker a 
peace agreement in Sudan between the north and south. He brought a keen interest in Sudan and 
added urgency to the efforts to help end not only the north-south civil war but also the killings in 
Darfur. 
 
Ambassador Danforth immediately began working on a strong UN Security Council resolution 
that would call for an end to the carnage in Darfur and threaten sanctions. He was met by strong 
resistance. China has precious oil concessions in Sudan.50 Russia has large military contracts 
with Khartoum. And Pakistan sought to provide support for Sudan’s Muslim government. With 
Beijing and Moscow, two veto wielding states, plus Islamabad, and the elected African members 
of the Security Council all opposed to the strong US language, there was no realistic possibility 
for the sort of robust resolution Danforth sought. 
 
After weeks of wavering, council members finally passed a resolution condemning the killings in 
Darfur but stopped short of creating sanctions against the Sudanese government for its 
involvement in the atrocities.51 
 
In the months that followed, the Security Council remained “seized” by the issue. Reports on 
events in Darfur were delivered and Security Council meetings were held. With each new 
deliberation, the language got tougher, but the violence continued. On October 15, 2004, the UN 
World Health Organization estimated that 70,000 already had died in Darfur. And on October 
30, Rwandan troops arrived to join Nigerian soldiers in Darfur to monitor another shaky 
ceasefire. The African Union’s decision to deploy monitors to Sudan was a significant step.52 It 
was the first commitment to actually do something beyond rhetoric to try to stop the killing. 
However, the number of AU monitors were few, the landmass to watch very large, and the 
“terms of reference” strictly limited them to monitoring rather than allowing them to stop the 
violence. The killing continued. 
 
In September, President Bush went to the UN General Assembly and called the vicious violence 
in Darfur “genocide.” He called on the UN to act.53 In November 2004, it was the United States’ 
turn to assume the rotating seat as President of the UN Security Council. Danforth sought to take 
the Security Council on the road to dramatize the international community’s concern about 
Sudan’s civil war and the killings in Darfur. For the first time in more than 30 years, the council 



 

  

met outside its headquarters in New York City for a special session in Nairobi, Kenya. This 
increased world attention on the situation and heightened pressure for action. In the run-up to the 
Security Council’s trip to Africa, Khartoum felt the mounting pressure and, for the first time, 
agreed to create “no-fly zones” over Darfur, banning military flights over the region. And on 
November 27, Khartoum announced it was lifting all restrictions on aid workers and revoked a 
state of emergency in North Darfur. On December 19, Khartoum agreed to stop military 
operations in Darfur. But still, the killing continued. 
 
Victims of the violence have not been limited to Africans from Darfur. International aid workers 
also have been harmed. After the killing of four staffers, on December 21, 2004, the British aid 
charity Save the Children pulled all 350 of its staff out of Darfur. On March 16, 2005, the UN 
was forced to withdraw its entire international staff from areas of Darfur after the Janjaweed said 
the Arab militias would target foreigners and UN convoys.54  
 
By March 2005, estimates of those who had died in this senseless conflict had risen to more than 
200,000 and nearly two million people had been driven from their homes and were living in 
desperate conditions. Physicians for Human Rights issued a report that detailed destruction of 
community support, economic structures, livestock, food production, wells and farming capacity 
as well as huts and homes burned to empty shells.55 Human Rights Watch released a video 
interview with Musa Hilal, who admitted to committing crimes in Darfur. He said that the Sudan 
government steered the attacks. “These people get their orders from Khartoum,” he stated.56 
 
A document seized from a Janjaweed official that the AU believed to be authentic calls for the 
“execution of all directives from the president of the republic.” It went on to call for the 
Janjaweed to “change the demography of Darfur and make it void of (black) African tribes.” It 
encouraged “killing, burning villages and farms, terrorizing people, confiscating property from 
members of African tribes and forcing them from Darfur.” 
 
In the face of continuing ethnic violence and mounting evidence of Khartoum’s central role in 
the ongoing carnage, on March 31, the UN Security Council voted to refer war crime suspects in 
Darfur to the International Criminal Court.57 The ICC launched its formal investigation that June. 
 
By May 2005, there were tentative signs of progress. Attacks diminished, but most observers 
believe the reduced violence was not due to any change of heart but because by then the 
government forces and the Janjaweed had successfully killed, displaced and intimidated the 
black Africans in Darfur.  
 
However, in July 2005, UN High Commissioner on Human Rights Louise Arbor reported that 
“rape and gang rape continue to be perpetrated by armed elements in Darfur, some of whom are 
members of law enforcement agencies and the armed forces.”58 Also in July, US Secretary of 
State Condoleezza Rice traveled to Khartoum for talks with government leaders about the 
appalling situation in Darfur. When she sat down with Sudanese President El-Bashir to press the 
case, Sudanese security forces manhandled US officials and reporters traveling with her.59 
Scuffling with US government officials and the media traveling with the Secretary of State is 
unacceptable on many levels. But more fundamentally, it demonstrated Khartoum’s continued 
sense of impunity. 
 



 

  

By mid-summer, there were 3,000 AU peacekeepers on the ground in Darfur with thousands 
more committed. Armored vehicles, training and maintenance assistance, and personal protective 
equipment had begun to arrive to support the AU Mission in Sudan. For a time, the worst 
violence abated. 
 
On September 15, a series of AU mediated talks began in Abuja, Nigeria between Khartoum and 
the rebel groups. The lack of unity among factions within the rebel groups made progress 
difficult; there often was a spike in violence before each round of discussions as one group or 
another sought to enhance its leverage.  
 
During the fall, despite a formal ceasefire of a year’s duration between the rebel groups and 
Khartoum, security in Darfur deteriorated. Much of the violence was directed against internally 
displaced people (IDP) and refugees around the refugee camps, but not only them. In addition, 
there was a wave of violence targeting aid workers.60 Some of it was “banditing committed by 
those who have nothing left to live off in a desert region razed by nearly three years of fighting. 
As a local tribal leader (told The Economist) ‘There is nothing left to loot apart from the NGO 
convoys.’”61 There are many reports of armed gunman ambushing humanitarian aid convoys, 
beating aid workers, sexually abusing women and looting supplies. 
 
But even more disturbing are the claims of AU observers that despite the formal ceasefire, 
Khartoum’s attack helicopters continued to swoop down strafing villages in coordinated attacks 
with the Janjaweed.62 In October, the AU condemned “the government’s act of calculated and 
wanton destruction that had killed at least 44 people and displaced thousands over two weeks 
time.”63 
 
Relentlessly, the violence continued. In early December, the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) 
reported that in Western Darfur, the Janjaweed attacked Congo Harasa and destroyed the town’s 
wells that humanitarian workers had constructed.64 UN staff and international NGO workers 
continued to face “harassment, threats and ambushes” in Darfur.65 Later that month, UNICEF, 
the UN Children’s Fund, reported that 1.25 million children in need were beyond reach of aid in 
Darfur due to continuing violence. UNICEF Country Representative Ted Chaiban said, 
“Persistent instability and political stalemate means that children have little hope for a 
meaningful future.”66 
 
In late December, UNMIS reported that both Sudanese government and rebel troops were 
violating the ceasefire agreement. Banditry and looting continued. Janjaweed activities had 
increased with fresh attacks on villages and “harassment, beating, (rape) and killing of internally 
displaced people grazing their cattle outside their camps.”67 The cycle of violence again was 
escalating. Fighting in the Zalenjei area of west Darfur resulted in 3,800 new arrivals at IDP 
camps with another 5,000 displaced, reportedly stranded in the conflict area.68 At the end of 
2005, Secretary-General Annan confirmed that there had been a marked deterioration in Darfur 
since September “including an increase in ethnic clashes.”69 
 
Furthermore, the atrocities in Darfur had bled into neighboring Chad. Janjaweed crossed Sudan’s 
border to terrorize displaced blacks from Darfur, marauding near refugee camps, attacking those 
who traveled out to gather wood, killing men and raping women.70 
 



 

  

In late January 2006, reacting to growing bloodshed in Darfur, Annan sought to increase 
diplomatic pressure. He called on all involved parties “to immediately stop all hostility, to 
respect international humanitarian law and resolve their differences at the negotiating table.”71 
On the same day, UNCHR issued a detailed report portraying dismal human rights conditions in 
Darfur. The report stated that government forces working with Janjaweed continued to attack 
camps and villages occupied by IDPs; killing and wounding civilians and destroying homes. The 
High Commissioner’s Office called on Khartoum to end the prevailing culture of impunity.72 
 
In February 2006, the US again took the UN Security Council’s rotating presidency. At the first 
council meeting of the month, the US initiated work on Sudan.73 And the next day, the Security 
Council unanimously agreed to begin the planning process to send UN peacekeepers to Darfur, 
with a final decision to come later.74 That planning has begun. However, difficulties are expected 
in locating countries willing to contribute troops to the UN mission. 
 
Meanwhile, the government initiated demonstrations in Khartoum opposing deployment of any 
UN peacekeeping force in Darfur and sought an extension of the ineffectual AU presence.75 The 
AU did agree to extend its force in Darfur for an additional six months and, despite objections 
from Khartoum, agreed “in principle” to ask the UN to take over in Darfur.76 
 
Compounds in Darfur have nonetheless continued to be attacked and clashes between armed 
groups are ongoing.77 There has been an increase in Khartoum’s obstruction of humanitarian aid 
as well.78 In late March, Jan Pronk, the UN special envoy to Sudan, warned of an upsurge of 
violence in Darfur.79 In southern Darfur, “militia continue to cleanse village after village,” he 
said. “The government has not disarmed them.” Pronk called on the international community to 
act to augment and assist the 7,000 AU troops that are under funded and poorly equipped. He 
called for a robust international force. 
 
And in early April 2006, Manual Aranda da Silva, the UN humanitarian coordinator in Sudan, 
reported that about 150,000 people had been driven from their homes in Darfur in February and 
March and dozens of villages had been burnt to the ground.80 
 
The Norwegian Refugee Council, an NGO operating the Kalma refugee camp in Nyala—one  of 
the largest in the region, was ordered to leave Darfur by the Sudanese government.81 And 
Khartoum briefly blocked Jan Egeland from visiting Darfur, prompting him to say, “My 
interpretation is that they don’t want me to see what I was planning to witness in South and West 
Darfur, which is renewed attacks on the civilian population.”82 
 
UN Assistant Secretary-General Hedi Annabi of the UN Peacekeeping office told the Security 
Council that “April seems set to be another month of spiraling violence.”83 
 
What lies ahead? At the conclusion of his book, Darfur: The Ambiguous Genocide, Prunier 
notes, “The Darfur horror is still unfolding… Indignation will be voiced and diplomatic 
maneuvering will take place while the GoS (Government of Sudan) will continue to 
procrastinate, lie and obfuscate in its usual fashion. Whatever something practical will be 
attempted at the international panel level remains to be seen.”84 
 



 

  

With violence still raging in Darfur, indeed an upswing of violence, what should the international 
community do? What is the responsibility to protect?85 
 
 
Going Forward 
 
Every genocide is unique. Each has singular contributing factors and horrors that are particular. 
But every ethnic cleansing and each act of genocide is evil. In the face of such evil and as 
witness to such great suffering, to fail to act is morally inexcusable. 
 
Michael Barnett was a political officer at the US Mission to the United Nations at the time of the 
genocide in Rwanda. He has written a disturbing book that documents the actions and inactions 
of the UN and its member states during the 100 days of mass slaughter in Rwanda. In Eyewitness 
to Genocide, he writes, “[T]he UN preferred talk to action.… My images of the Rwanda 
genocide are now situated alongside those of a UN so consumed by fears of its own mortality 
that it had little evident compassion for those on the ground. When I now think of Rwanda… I 
think of diplomats and UN officials hurriedly milling in and out of Security Council meetings. 
They are reciting their talking points and proclaiming, in the UN’s locution, that they ‘remain 
actively seized of the matter.’ And they deliver only rhetoric in the hope that rhetoric represents 
its own consolation.”86 As Barnett points out, rhetoric is not sufficient. Action is required. We 
ought not to turn our backs on the moral challenge of Darfur.  
 
The United States cannot be the “world’s policeman” for every clash and conflict anywhere in 
the world, nor should it be. There are limits to blood, treasury and reach. The US must be 
attentive to national interests: security, economic and otherwise. But, at the same time, the US 
cannot turn its back on the principles we hold nor the values we cherish. We cannot deny our 
humanity. American exceptionalism is grounded in our morality and driven by a faith in the 
transcendent value of the great ideas on which our nation was founded: faith, the rule of law, 
freedom, opportunity and the equal rights of all mankind. Surely ethnic cleansing and genocide 
so offend our ideals and trample our values that it must stir us to action. 
 
The stain of blood from this killing frenzy in Darfur rests not only on the hands of those in attack 
helicopters swooping down on defenseless villages and those who ride on camel and horseback 
to burn dwellings, kill livestock, slay black males and rape women. The taint also rests on those 
who fail to stop the killing. It scars our time, disfigures the conscience of decency and debases 
any claim to righteousness. 
 
That we cannot do everything does not mean we should do nothing. 
 
In 2005, NATO began a fledgling training mission to help better prepare the AU peacekeepers in 
Sudan. Lately, it has provided some airlifts. On February 12, President Bush met with Secretary-
General Annan in the Oval Office, after which, Annan said, “I’m very happy that we have agreed 
to work together on the Darfur issue, working with other governments from Europe, from Asia 
and other regions to ensure that we do have an effective security presence on the ground.”87 And 
on March 20, 2006, President Bush met with NATO Secretary-General Jaap de Hoop Schaffer to 
discuss a possible expansion of NATO’s role in Sudan.88 After the meeting, Bush said he would 
like to see more NATO involvement to “make it clear to the Sudanese government that we’re 



 

  

intent upon providing security for the people there, and intent upon helping work toward a 
lasting peace.”89 
 
It is important that the US commit diplomatic and other resources to insure progress at the Darfur 
peace talks in Abuja. Just as Bush sent John Danforth to help broker a peace between northern 
and southern Sudan, the President should also designate a special envoy to the peace talks in 
Abuja.90  
 
The US also should remain actively engaged on the Darfur issue at the UN Security Council with 
other member states and the Secretariat working for a comprehensive plan for UN peacekeepers, 
sufficient resources to get the job done and early deployment. The US should continue to push 
for Security Council targeted sanctions against individuals responsible for the worst abuses 
including seizing assets, targeted travel bans and an arms embargo. If we cannot get muscular 
sanctions through the Security Council, the US should pursue US-European sanctions. The US, 
in addition to its own contributions, should actively solicit others to step forward to guarantee 
success.91  
 
Acting with our allies, the US should push for greater NATO involvement to help stop the killing 
in Darfur. It is especially important that the government push France and Germany to support 
NATO enforcement of a no-fly zone over Darfur. Bush is on the right track. However, the US 
must lean forward and redouble our efforts to insure that NATO and the UN accomplish the 
mission our values require us to accept. 
 
Sixty years ago, the United States joined with others in saying, “Never again.” Is it not time to 
give meaning to that pledge? Do we not owe that to the innocent, defenseless people of Darfur? 
Do we not owe that to ourselves? 
 

*     *     * 
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