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Kenneth Quinn has had 4 long. distinguished diplomatic career, spending nearly 32 years in the American Foreign
Service and becoming one of the most decorated officers of his generation. He is regarded as onc of the foremost
experts on Indochina in the United States and is widely acknowledged to have been the first person to discover and
report on the genocidal policies and practices of the Khmer Rouge in 1974. Twenty-five years later, while serving as
US Ambassador to Cambodia, he played a pivotal role in the 1999 capture of the last remaining Khmer Rouge
general. He is currently President of the World Food Prize Foundation, an orgamzauon dexeded to recogmz@ and
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Kramer rcoently spake with former Ambassador Quinn about US-Camboadian relations, the behind-the-scenes

workings of diplomacy, and the challenges posed by policies of engagement with Southeast Asian nations.

Throughout most of your carcer, your area of specialization has been Southeast Asia. You were, in fact, the
United States’ ambassador to Cambodia for many years. What is the nature of the United States’ engagement

and relations with Cambodia?

Right now the United States” aim is 1o do what it can to support the process that has helped Cambodia turn away
from several decades of genocide, mass murder, and killings—severe traumas unlike those undergone by almost any
other country in recent history. The United States also aims to help Cambodians rebuild their society and pick up the
broken pieces of their political and social systems. It has been a long and arduous process, but one in which I think
the American people can feel that the money they have contributed in terms of support for UN peacekecping,
humanitarian and economic development assistance, infrastructurc-building activities, and support for human rights
has really paid off. Cambodia is a very different country today tfrom what it was 10 years ago, and its society is

certainly much different trom that which the Khmer Rouge almost destroyed in the 1970s.

Prior to your diplomatic service, you worked extensively on rural development projects in Vietnam. Similar
programs, when created by the United States and implemented in developing nations have, in the past, drawn

criticism for being imperialistic. How can developed nations best extend assistance?
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An open mind is crucial for all foreign service officers; I learned many lessons about cultural differences, learned
the local language, and spent much time talking to villagers. I came away with the understanding that the various
systems of commitment, family structures, and obligations in a village could be very different from those in the
United States. We must always do work in another country with the certainty, not that we know what is best for
them, but with the certainty that we are preparcd Lo share the benefits we have in a collaborative manner to create a
partncrship. All too ofien, it is casy to be the ugly Amcrican, (o seem overbearing and to assert that “ we know
what's best.” That leads to antagonism, but collaborative work is possible and mutual respect is the crucial

ingredient.

There was discussion at one point of tying the United States’ aid to Cambodia to certain terms of
conditionality— protection of human rights, development of democratic governance, allowance of the free
market system, and toleration of opposition figures. You voiced opposition to this conditionality—in your

view, what are the benefits and drawbacks of conditional aid?

Sometimes when aid is made conditionally—when we publicly say, “ you have to do this and if you don’t do this,
we aren’t going to give you aid”—you may be working against your goals. Often this stance may be perceived by
the target government as a kind of threat. The approach of both the Bush and Clinton administrations—and I think
that it has paid off—was (o influence the government so that it did those things necessary to support human rights
and the arrest of Khmer Rouge members responsible for genocide; to build human-rights organizations; to address
the most pressing social problems; to install open markets; to allow the opposition to operate; and to maintain
freedom of the press. And in fact, Cambodia now has probably the most open economic market and investment

system in all of Southeast Asia, as well as a free press.

I did favor conditioning aid and other improvements in our diplomatic relations with both Cambodia and Vietnam to
human rights improvements in both countries. In fact, I personally included this conditionality in our “Roadmap to
Normalization™ policy, which we presented to bOLl‘t‘?Oilgl?J'&.S This policy resulted in over 2,000 political prisoners
being freed in Cambodia and a number of high-profile political prisoners being freed and allowed to lcave Vietnam.

Once our Agency for International Development (AID) mission was set up inside Cambodia, all of the programs it
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carried out were humanitarian in nature, and none went through the government. Any withholding or conditioning of
that aid only meant that we would be taking assistance away from the Cambodian people who had already suffered
cnormously and, in my view, did not deserve to be further deprived of what little help we were providing. Idid not
think we should do anything that would further harm these unfortunate people. I did support halting and
conditioning our non-lethal assistance to the Cambodian military and police following the 1997 fighting, until such
time as the political opposition could return and internationally monitored and approved clections could be held in
an acceptable environment. That was the policy we did follow. Other types of assistance, such as Cambodia
receiving Most Favored Nation (MFN) status, were also made contingent on the government’s adoption of an
internationally approved labor code. Once again this approach succeeded in achicving its desired result, and today
over 100,000 workers are employed in new factories that are subject to international monitoring, thanks to the

conditional terms we utilized.

The system of interaction that you describe between the US and Cambodian governments is one of influence.

What form docs such a tactic assume? Who are the parties responsible for wielding this influence?

Influence takes placc in scveral ways, Sometimes it comes from high-level players: the US Secretary of State,
Madeleine Albright, participated, for example, on scveral occasions in mectings and negotiations. Sometimes it
comes [rom the United Nations and UN organizations; sometimes it comes from joint efforts with other nations.
Other times it originates in quiet, private meetings, In 1997, for instance, there was a serious question in Cambodia:
would the political opposition be allowed to return to the country? Would it be able to stand and participate in
_ _ SENuR Diplamatic
elections? It appeared that that was not going 10 happen, despite having imany ermissaries come and despite
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discussion of the issue at the United Nations, Then d me very private conversations i, Hoa,
G vewmeX during which the implications of banning the opposition party were made very clear. As a result, the political
opposition was allowed to return, its members were allowed to participate in the election, and, in fact, they got more

votes than the ruling party.

Are private meetings, then, the backbone of policy formation?
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Sometimes private negotiations will work, and sometimes they won’t. Some negotiations need to be conducted
publicly, but the judgment of what is most cffective needs to be made for each situation as it arises. It may be that
private meetings will yield no results; then you have to turn to something clse. My experience in Cambodia and
Vietnam was that T could be most effective working out of the public view. The Cambodian and Viemamese
officials tended to think that if the United States went public, we weren't really interested in negotiations, but
instead in scoring points with popular opinion or making the other side look bad. That was their prior experience.
W
Yet if US officials could speak clearly and privately, progress could be made. I negotiated the ﬁrst@it{y into a
prison camp in Victnam to look for American prisoners of war (POWs) and men listed as missing in action (MIAs).

This was done outside the glare of the cameras by explaining the situation and what the United States” goals were.

Qur views were taken into account and the Vietnamese government allowed us into the prisons.

Cambodia’s current government, although a notable improvement over the Khmer Rouge regime, has often
been labeled as merely the lesser of the two evils, There has also been criticism leveled at the United States for
not taking a stronger stance against the coup that ocenrred in 1997, How have perceptions of Cambodia’s

government changed in recent years, and shonld there be active work to create a better system?

Cambodia in 1990 seemed witljout hope. The political opposition had not been back in the country for 20 years; the
king and the queen hﬂd-ﬂv:dé'}‘f;?ﬁhmcr Rouge had probably 15,000 troops with which they controlled huge
portions of the country. In Phnom Penh, the Cambodian People's Party, the communist party, had installed a system
under which there was no respect for human rights, no political freedoms, and several thousand political prisoners.
There was little press freedom, no non-governmental organizations (NGOs) or human-rights organizations. But the
UN agreement and the UN-supervised elections produced a dramatic transformation; all of these things changed
guickly. Suddenly the opposition was back in the country an?i‘;on the most votes when the election was beld. They
took leadership positions in government, the King was able to return, political prisoners were freed, and newspapcers
could be reopencd. There was a euphoria in the international community abo.ut that, but Ehen the situation
deteriorated in 1996 and 1997. When T arrived in Cambodia in 1996 as ambassador, aftc}‘;;ﬁays 1 asked the State
TRE messaes T CARRWD back wias
Department to let me return to Washington, He}el-(-hmmn was likely 1o result in violence, becausc

there were these two opposing factions that increasingly mistrusted one another. Violence did come about in July

1997, although I would not describe it as a coup, but as a return to civil war. Essenuially you had two sides, each in
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Phnom Penb, fully armed, with sandbag bunkers around the houses of their leaders. One weekend, they started
shooting each other. My own house was hit with a rocket, with my family inside, and most Americans had to be
evacualed from the city. That was heartbreaking for all of us who had worked on the Cambodian peace agreement, [t
Tcft the sense that all our effort had been lost. We entered into a period of about year and a half of negotiations,
pressure, and cajoling to finally push the Cambodian government to hold another internationally supervised election
in which the political opposition could return with their safety assured. That has been the start of a sort of second
beginning or second chance for Cambodia. It has been a slow, step-by-step process since then of trying to move in a
positive direction. We no longer have that sense of euphoria, but 1 think now we have recouped much of what was

lost in the first round of fighting in 1997.

There have been calls in the international community urging the formation of tribunals in Cambodia,

whether to make legal judgments on war crimes, prosecute offenders, or hear testimony from victims of
Khmer Rouge policies. Mcanwhile, efforts such as South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
which aims at healing rather than prosecution, have been criticized by many as toothless. What should a

tribunal attempt to do in the Cambodian situation?

There are several roles: one is bringing senior leaders of the Khmer Rouge who were responsible for crimes in the
1970s to trial. That should be a primary goal. The United States played a significant role in bringing about the arrest
of Ta Mok, the last remaining Khmer Rouge military commander. Also, before Pol Pot died, he was being tracked
down in an attempt to eapture him so that he could be taken to an international tribunal for trial. The United States
was intimately involved in that effort, even making the arrangements for Pol Por’s wransportation out of the country.
Beyond that, the question of how Cambaodians come to deal with the tragedies that have happened, and
whether they have a truth commission or some other type of process is something that needs to be done carefully,
with the Cambodians themselves taking the lead. Almost every Westerner with whom ?rg:r' had a conversation
while I was in Cambodia came away very surprised by the fact that the Western reaction to what should be done in
Cambodia seemed to be different from what Cambodians were thinking. Having gone through this terrible
experience in which upwards of two million people, or one quarter of the population, may have died, virtually every
family is affceted; it has left a very deep scar. Moreover, it is easy 1o have that trauma return. T remember one day

when there was an explosion at the edge of Phnom Penh—some old mines were being detonated by the Cambodian

h
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Mine Action Center to get rid of them. This set off a panic downtown because people heard the noise and thought it
was 1975 again and that the city was about to be retaken by the Khmer Rouge. Markets were closed, schools
emptied, and people raced to find their families and get to safety, whatever safety meant in that situation. The impact
on Cambodians has been very dramatic. Whatever is decided needs to be based on what Cambodians from all levels

of society want to have happen, and not something that is fore-ordained by outsiders.

You secin to strongly favor policies of engagement that involve cooperation and partnerships between
Cambodia and the United States. Also in Southeast Asia, the notion of normalizing relations with Vietnam
highlights a similar sort of alliance relationship. Is the US/Vietnam relationship similar to that between the

United States and Cambodia? Should policies be similar in terms of partnership and engagement?

Obviously the geographic proximity of Viemam and Cambodia tends to make one think the policies should be
somewhat parallel. I always start out by asking what our national interest is. What are we hoping to achieve? Whom
do we have 1o deal with? In Cambodia, my sense was that first and foremost, we should feel an obligation to the
people of Cambodia who were worthy of assistance, even though the government might not be as worthy. In
Vietnam, the overriding interest that was articulated in America for many years was getting the full and complete
accounting for our POW/MIAS, since thousands of men were unaccounied for after the war. That was articulated by
all US presidents as our highest national interest in Vietnam; fes-a-long-time-thatis-what-drovc our poliey. Vietnam
is a much more difficult environment in which to work; there are not the same political freedoms there as in
Cambodia. There is just one pelitical party, so you have to deal differently with the Vietnamese government than the
Cambodian. All our assistance programs in Cambodig, for instance, went through NGOs, not the government. You
probably cun’t do that in Vietnam becavse-the-gevernment-would notpermit-i#, S0, we have a different environment
in which to work. At the same time, Vietnam has an interest in improving relations with the United States, and we
certainly have felt some obligation to the Viemamese people. After the war we were involved in humanitarian

o : s e Proirdins
projects in terms of mine clearing, assisting Vietnam in finding its own missing men, and getng humanitarian
assistance. We haven’t had the open environment that we have had in Cambodia; our policy must be more nuanced,
but basically we are hoping to move toward a relationship that is increasingly normal. Obviously it will be

generations before the war is removed from the forefront of American thinking about Vietnam, and vice versa, but
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we have taken some important steps. Certainly the relationship the United States has with Viemam now, compared
o et
to 10 years ago, isfimproved.

How would you distill your many years of foreign service—in Southeast Asia, with the Department of State,

and as Ambassador—into several salient lessons for other diplomats?

Number one: don’t assume that in the country you are dealing with that people think or act the same way or work
out of the same set of historical precedents that we do in the United States. One of the great mistakes is to assume
that the leaders or people of another country view a problem or an issuc in the same way as we do in the United

States. You must make the effort to breach the cnltural and linguistic barriers to understand how people in another

COUNIry or society view issues, how they view the US approach, and how they view the United States as a whole.

Sccond, it is terribly important to speak with clarity iﬁ—?—way that other nations understand so as to give a clear
impression of who is speaking with anthority. The United States is an open society, in which many citizens travel
around the world and interact with other governments and political leaders; determining which messages come from
the US government can sometimes be muddled as a result. It is very important to have clarity. For example, with
Victnam in 1990, we weren't getting anywhere in terms of POW/MIA accounting until I was able to convey to my
Vietnamese counterparts a message directly from President Bush, making clear what exactly our policy was and
assuring them that this was the approach the United States would take. Once they understood, then we could work to

enact reciprocal actions in terms of POW/MIAs.

A third iesson I take away at the end of my career is a sense of concern that the United States is increasingly seen
abroad as arrogant and, in some instances, as a buily toward smaller countries. I worry that we are going to be seen,
not as a country that has sacrificed much or assisted nations in rebuilding after World War II or contributed much
through aid programs, but as a country that is pressing and pushing its positions, often for its own demestic political

considerations,



