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"SANDERSON'SS COUP" 

Militarise dd Elections Amidst Escalating Violence 

Inn November 1992, UNTAC had been in a serious quandary over whether to abandon the 
mission,, postpone it and hope for conditions to improve, or continue under the then present 
reality.. On 30 November, following the advice of the Secretary General, the UN Security 
Councill  had formally authorised UNTACs military component to remain in Cambodia in 
fulll  strength and help complete the civilian part of the mission.1 The combined civil-military 
operationn now centred on the organisation of free and fair elections for more than four mil
lionn Cambodians who had never had the right to vote and had to be convinced that their vote 
wouldd be secret and would matter. However, security progressively broke down instead of 
improvingg during UNTACs presence in Cambodia—obviously the envisaged pattern for 
peacee operations. Holding elections amidst continued military confrontations and political 
violence,, with overall public safety dramatically deteriorating as a result of banditry, de
mandedd an unprecedented degree of cooperation and coordination between soldiers and 
civilians.. Although the military role in support of the civilians in charge of the electoral 
processs has been recognised, there has been little appreciation of the extent to which the 
militaryy component slowly but surely took over key civilian responsibilities amidst escalat
ingg violence. 

Electorall  Registration 
Manyy commentators had written off UNTAC by the end of 1992. The mission was criticised 
ass being soft on the Khmer Rouge and for failing to control the State of Cambodia's gov
ernmentt structures. With the two largest factions fully armed and neither party's administra
tivee structures in check, there was indeed littl e reason for optimism if the original plan was 
too be achieved.2 The precondition for elections, the "neutral political environment" was all 
butt absent, with the Khmer Rouge eager to disrupt the elections, which they boycotted, and 
thee State of Cambodia relying on the use of force to obstruct and intimidate its political 
adversaries.. CivPol was nowhere near establishing control over the state police and due to 
lackk of administrative control of the government, state resources continued to flow freely to 
thee Cambodia's People's Party (CPP), which represented the State of Cambodia in the elec
tions. . 

Inn order to save the mission, UNTAC had to rely on its ability to improvise and move 
forward,, bypassing the obstacles raised by the factions. For this, UNTAC headquarters 
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appearedd to be better equipped. While there were many flaws in UNTAC's mandate, means 
andd command structure, a high degree of operational authority had been delegated to Akashi 
andd Sanderson. This proved one of the few advantages of the virtual absence of a properly 
functioningg strategic headquarters in New York. The UN's attention, as well as that of the 
worldd media, continued to be consumed by events in Somalia and Bosnia. This allowed the 
operationall  commanders to react flexibly within the parameters set by the Security Council 
andd take key initiatives aimed at accomplishing the primary remaining goal of the mission— 
freee and fair elections. 

Pushingg ahead with the elections amidst continued violence was a gamble. It broke 
withh all the rules recently developed for complex peacekeeping, or what also became known 
ass "second generation peace operations." Conventional wisdom held that peacekeepers first 
establishedd military security, followed by the neutralisation of political strife. Only then 
couldd elections be held and other more delicate state-building measures be implemented. 
Nevertheless,, four factors gave the exercise some promise. First, elections were a clearly 
definedd goal, which provided the entire UNTAC operation with a focal point. The peace 
processs terminated when the Constituent Assembly, elected in conformity with the Paris 
Peacee Agreements, approved the new Cambodian Constitution and transformed itself into a 
legislativee assembly, and a new Cambodian Government was created. It was an "end-state" 
thatt missions in Bosnia and Somalia lacked. 

Second,, the Khmer Rouge was not well positioned to disrupt the electoral process on 
aa large scale as it controlled only five percent of the population. Its troops and party cadre 
weree mostly located in remote jungle areas and not well positioned to pose a threat to 
Phnomm Penh or most other urban centres. Ninety percent of the country continued to be 
accessiblee to UNTAC since the ruling State of Cambodia, while notoriously corrupt and 
repressive,, was supportive of the elections as it assumed it could win at the polls and legiti
misee its rule. Third, the Cambodian people, although disillusioned with many elements of 
UNTAC,, continued to be eager to express their political will . The Khmer Rouge seemed to 
havee lost touch with popular sentiments and seriously underestimated this force. Moreover, 
althoughh they displayed repeated claims of prescience in their few available internal com
munications,, the party cadre had in fact a poor record at anticipating their "new enemy's" 
moves.. Just as the Khmer Rouge had miscalculated that UNTAC would not start the demo
bilisationn process without their participation, Pol Pot and his fellow leaders seem have been 
caughtt off guard when it decided to hold elections with or without them. This was the likely 
resultt of what one UNTAC analyst called "centre of the world politics", the Khmer Rouge's 
tendencyy to see itself at the heart of all developments.3 

Thee wisdom of the path chosen by the United Nations was first tested during the 
electorall  registration process that was to take three months, beginning in early October. 
Whilee many within the military component had been critical of most of the civilian branches 
forr their lack of planning, the poor quality of their staff and lack of effort to coordinate their 
operations,, the soldiers saw one notable exception. The Electoral Component came well 
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preparedd and proved to be UNTAC's fourth strong point. It had used the UNAMIC phase to 
plann and prepare for the plebiscite, building on the experiences from the Zimbabwean and 
Namibiann elections. In his analysis of the UN mission in Cambodia, Trevor Findlay called 
thee Electoral Component "one case where the UN learned from previous experience, some
thingg that cannot be said for other aspects of the Cambodian operation."4 During the regis
trationn process over 450 United Nations Volunteers acted as District Electoral Supervisors 
(DESs)) and were put in charge of approximately four thousand local Cambodian electoral 
personnel.. They worked in teams of five, covering the most distant corners of the country. 

Byy late October the military force was already protecting and supporting voter regis
tration,, even though it was not yet officially within their mission. Mid-November Sanderson 
directedd his troops to prepare for redeployment from the zones designed to accommodate 
cantonment,, to their provincial sectors. This facilitated their new mission, laid down in 
Sanderson'ss second operational order, issued on 9 December, to "create a secure environ
mentt conducive to the preparations for and later the conduct of an election in Cambodia."5 

Forr this purpose he was allowed to keep his twelve infantry battalions and support troops in 
Cambodiaa instead of reducing his force by half as had been planned. From 23 November, 
Dutchbattt supported thirty-nine election registration teams throughout Banteay Meanchey 
province,, their new sector. Nation-wide the military component supported 834 teams and by 
Januaryy twenty political parties had officially registered. The Khmer Rouge's new party, the 
Nationall  Unitary Party of Cambodia (NUCP), was not amongst them. 

Ass the number of eligible voters turned out to be much larger than expected the reg
istrationn period was extended to 31 January. The registration of over 4.7 million Cambodi
ans,, then 95 percent of the estimated eligible voters, exceeded all expectations. In Banteay 
Meancheyy alone, 225,630 voter registration cards were distributed instead of the intended 
178,500.66 Under Dutchbatt protection the registration teams were even allowed to do their 
workk in some Khmer Rouge villages. It gave UNTAC the success it needed after the initial 
setbackss and was the immediate proof that it had done the right thing. Most of all it showed 
thee people's commitment and belief in the elections, although the attraction of the laminated 
voterr registration cards, complete with coloured photograph and fingerprint certainly con
tributedd to the success of the registration. It was the most modern object ever in their posses
sionn "a portent of future national modernity, a harbinger of political change and a tangible 
signn of the UN's presence."7 

Despitee its limited means, UNTAC's Information and Education Division played a 
keyy role in stirring the public conscience in Cambodia. Radio UNTAC was finally opera
tionall  in late 1992 and became a sensation and household name in Cambodia.8 In its civic 
educationn program, it taught "the virtues of free speech and democratic behaviour" and its 
programss played a pivotal role in convincing the electorate that "your vote is secret." The 
"Equall  access, equal time" radio-program was launched in early March and allowed five 
minutess of airtime to each party. As a result of the Hun Sen regime's objections it took 
muchh effort to guarantee free and fair access to other media.9 A Japanese donation of close 
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too 349,000 radios and 830,000 batteries helped to make the UN radio station accessible to 
thee vast majority of the people mat had never had access to such luxuries.10 

Anotherr weapon in UNTAC's arsenal was its small Human Rights Component. A 
stafff  of thirty-six led by Dennis McNamara, a New Zealander from the UNHCR, fought an 
uphilll  battle against the entrenched autocrats of the State of Cambodia. They successfully 
initiatedd judicial reviews of numerous cases in which prisoners were held without adequate 
evidencee or charges, resulting in the release of 370 detainees. The human rights workers 
workedd extremely hard and were most successful in stimulating new concepts of participa
toryy democracy among the Cambodian population through the distribution of literature, the 
preparationn of lectures and by fostering the growth of indigenous human rights organisa
tions.. Their effort contributed much to "the ferment and enthusiasm" in Cambodia in 1992, 
whichh in some ways reminded William Shawcross of the Prague Spring of 1968. "Here, too, 
peoplee were finally being offered political freedom. But here, as in Prague, there was the 
threatt that spring could be plunged into winter."11 

Thee "Militar y Coup"  Withi n UNTAC 
Sincee the civil war never entirely ended despite the signing of the Paris Peace Agreement, 
Akashii  was required to act more as a negotiator between the rival factions than as an interna
tionall  administrator. The continued non-compliance of the two larger parties consumed the 
Japanesee diplomat, who avoided any form of confrontation with the faction leaders and the 
unpredictablee Prince Sihanouk. What his supporters saw as carefully considered tactics and 
awarenesss of Asian cultural sensitivities—such as the avoidance of loss of face and confron
tation—hiss critics saw as chronic indecisiveness.12 These distractions further hampered the 
smoothh functioning of an extremely complex ad hoc organisation that apart from poor plan
ning,, suffered badly from a lack of leadership. Akashi failed to direct and integrate his sub
ordinatee staff to work toward a common goal. In short, he may have been an able diplomat, 
butt he was a poor manager. Ideally, a Special Representative was both. 

Meanwhile,, the military role in the electoral process was slowly moving beyond the 
meree security and logistical support role stipulated in the new military mandate. In early 
December,, the second operational order on the primacy of military support to the electoral 
processs was launched in a meeting between Akashi and his component chiefs at UNTAC 
headquarters.. Here, Sanderson made his move to increase his control in the field of plan
ning.. As the Chief of Military Plans, Huijssoon had long been eager to formalise some form 
off  authority over the civilian branches. While providing military support to the electoral 
registrationn process it had become apparent that the military could not effectively perform its 
neww job without information and prior arrangements with the civilian others. He prepared a 
presentationn in which he proposed the elevation of his military planning staff to become the 
planningg staff of the entire UN operation. To have his English corrected, he showed the text 
too his Australian deputy Lieutenant Colonel Russel Stuart, one of the driving forces within 
thee Plans Branch who had been hand-picked by Sanderson in 1991. After a quick glance 
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