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[Intro] 

As I look out of my office window each morning, I am privileged with 

the sight of a monument facing the UN building. It consists of five 

black pillars, a blue sphere and a bronze briefcase at the foot of the 

pillars. The briefcase, with the initials RW, seems left in a hurry as a 

representation of his unfinished work. The name of the sculpture, 

‘Hope’, is a reminder that it is possible to make a change, which the 

efforts of Raoul Wallenberg so clearly show.  

Rector Magnificus, Excellencies, students, ladies and gentlemen: I 

would like to start by thanking the Raoul Wallenberg Institute for 

convening this important event. It is a great honour to have been invited 
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to the commemoration of Raoul Wallenberg, a man who demonstrated 

remarkable courage and determination by standing up for human rights.  

[Raoul Wallenberg] 

The theme of today’s event is the individual responsibility to ensure the 

observance of human rights. The deeds of Raoul Wallenberg serve as 

an outstanding example of the difference one individual can make. He 

had the courage to act while others remained silent. Putting his own life 

in danger, he worked tirelessly to save the lifes of nearly 100, 000 

Hungarian Jews during the Holocaust.  

Wallenberg demonstrated both innovation and determination in his 

efforts to save lives when serving as the War Refugee Board’s 

representative in Hungary. His redesigned Swedish so-called protective 

passports, emblazoned with the symbole of the triple crown of Sweden, 

saved thousands of Jews from deportation. In Budapest alone, nearly 

50,000 Jews survived through the safety provided by Wallenberg’s 

“protected buildings”.  

I would like to quote Tommy Lapid whose mother was saved by 

Wallenberg: ‘I knew whom she meant because Wallenberg was a 

legend among the Jews. In the complete and total hell in which we 

lived, there was a savior-angel somewhere, moving around.’  

[The individual responsibility] 

As the first ever UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General on 

Sexual Violence in Conflict, I strongly believe that the determined 

individuals hold the key to stopping violations of human rights. Due to 

his diplomatic status and prominent background, Raoul Wallenberg was 
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able to work at a high political level. Efforts by individuals at all levels 

are necessary, however, if we are to achieve full respect for human 

rights. Throughout history, sexual violence in war has been an ignored 

crime. This must change. Every speaker who adds their voice to the 

debate is helping break what has been called ‘history’s greatest silence’.  

[The fight against three notions] 

 

Conflict-related sexual violence is surrounded by several myths and 

misconceptions. Let me mention three:   

 

The first notion is that conflict-related sexual violence is inevitable. 

That it should be considered collateral damage. That the phenomenon is 

nothing new. The latter is certainly true: Genghis Khan and his soldiers 

raped countless women during the Mongol invasions in the thirteenth 

century. In more recent history, there are numerous examples of rape 

and sexual violence from the Thirty Years War, the U.S. Civil War, 

colonial wars in Africa, the Central European Counterrevolution in the 

1920s and the Second World War (both in Asia, Russia and Europe) 

including the post-conflict situation in the countries affected. And from 

our days, horrible accounts of rape are known in the Western Balkans, 

Rwanda, Sri Lanka, Vietnam, Timor Leste and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC). 

 

In light of this, sexual violence may seem an inevitable part of any 

conflict. But sexual violence in conflict is neither cultural nor sexual. It 

is a criminal act and has to be treated as such.  
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A second common notion is that sexual violence is unspeakable. And 

very often, the blame falls on the survivors. They have to bear the 

shame while the perpetrators go free. In the words of one Libyan 

survivor: ‘If the bleeding had stopped, I would never have reported it.’ 

The shame and the stigma surrounding this issue must end and the 

perpetrators be held accountable for their actions. Together we must 

break down the walls of silence and shame.  

 

Thirdly, rape is considered a lesser crime, despite the great suffering 

women and girls face. During the proceedings at the International 

Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in The Hague, 

three Serbs were indicted for their role related to rape camps in Foca. 

The men did not understand why they were being tried. One of them 

defended himself by saying ‘But I could have killed them!’ Rape 

survivors see it very differently. A woman from Sarajevo, who was held 

in a rape camp with her then 21 year old daughter during the war, told 

me that ‘they have taken my life without killing me.’ Conflict-related 

sexual violence is a serious human rights violation with long-lasting 

effects, not only on the individual but on the entire society. It is a 

security issue and not only a women’s issue and it must remain on top 

of the Security Council’s agenda.   

 

[The changing nature of armed conflict] 

 

The nature of armed conflict has changed since the days of Raoul 

Wallenberg. Modern warfare is predominantly intrastate or domestic, 

waged by non-state actors and triggered by issues of identity, ethnicity, 
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religion and competition for land or resources, particularly oil and 

mineral wealth.  

 

Although many civilians were killed also during the Second World 

War, civilians including women and children are now at the forefront of 

war. Civilian casualties in conflicts rose from a few per cent in the 

beginning of the 20th century to an overwhelming majority of the total 

number of persons killed in today’s wars.  

 

Practically every day, we in the UN system receive news reports from 

the field similar to this one: ‘This morning an 11-year old girl from 

Gereida, South Darfur, was raped by two armed men. The mother of the 

victim told Radio Dabanga she was collecting firewood with her 

daugter when the armed men attacked her daughter. She rushed to the 

displaced camp in Gereida to ask for help. As camp residents found the 

girl, the perpetrators had already fled the scene. The victim is severely 

injured and transferred to Gereida hospital.’ It is a story of one single 

girl but it reflects the very reality of war that so many women face.  

 

[Cause and effect] 

 

Sexual violence has become the weapon of choice for armed groups in 

all kinds of conflicts and contexts. The reason is as simple as it is 

wicked: Because it is cheap, silent and effective. For each rape 

reported, it is likely that up to 20 go unreported. For too long, impunity 

for the perpetrators of rape as a tactic of war has been the rule rather 

than the exception.  
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While the perpetrators go unpunished, the pain and suffering for the 

survivors of sexual violence continue long after the guns fall silent. 

Traumatization and mental and physical illness is common. Survivors 

of rape often face pregnancy, sexually-transmitted diseases such as 

HIV/AIDS, incontinence and risk inability to bear children. Long-term 

psychological injuries that occur frequently are depression, anxiety 

disorders, flashbacks, difficulties in re-establishing intimate 

relationships and fear.  

 

Targeting women means targeting the backbone of society as women 

often bear the primary responsibility for the family. Conflict-related 

sexual violence affects not only the individual but the whole 

construction of society. It tears societies apart and creates incentives for 

revenge.  

 

The weakening of social safety through the destruction of families and 

societies is only one of many obstacles to sustainable peace and 

security. If impunity reigns, the faith in a country’s judicial system is 

undermined and the prospect for reconciliation is jeopardized. The fear 

of assaults is an impediment to women’s participation in economic 

activities and girls’ school attendance. The high frequency of sexual 

violence often lingers even after a peace agreement has been signed. In 

Liberia, post-war sexual violence has taken on new characteristics, such 

as gang rapes and the sexual abuse of very young children. 

 

Conflict-related sexual violence is not limited to any culture or context. 

It happens both during conflict, in post-conflict situations and in the 

context of political strife. In Syria, there have been reports of alleged 
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human rights violations including sexual assaults, rape and sexual 

torture, both by national security forces and armed groups. In one 

incident in Homs, in November, members of an armed group reportedly 

ambushed a bus with 13 girls on board. The girls were reportedly raped 

and three were subsequently killed. In Northern Mali, women have 

been kidnapped and raped by rebels and in Somalia, internally 

displaced women and girls have been the primary victims of sexual 

violence. They have been subjected to multiple acts of sexual violence 

at night when they have been asleep in their huts by groups of armed 

men in military uniforms.  

 

Although conflict-related sexual violence disproportionately affects 

women and girls, men and boys also number among the direct and 

indirect victims. In Libya, men were sodomized in prisons and in places 

of detention as a means to obtain intelligence. Male survivors of sexual 

violence often face stigmatization and rejection by their communities 

and some of them have shared with me how they have been directed to 

a gynaecologist or a clinic for women and children. This is a testimony 

of both the lack of understanding of their predicament and of how 

assistance is not available to them or not adapted to their specific needs. 

Another group of forgotten victims of conflict-related sexual violence 

that deserves acknowledgement are children born of war rape. They are 

often rejected by their mothers and face the risk of being stigmatized by 

the society. 
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[Hopes for the future] 

 

All of this can certainly make the situation seem completely hopeless. 

But even in this horrific reality, there are a number of concrete points 

that provide hope for the future.  

 

First of all, conflict-related sexual violence is now on the Security 

Council’s agenda. Security Council resolution 1325, established almost 

12 years ago, was a landmark as it placed the issue on the agenda of the 

Security Council, which bears the primary responsibility for 

maintaining international peace and security. This was the first 

resolution to recognize that war impacts women and men differently, 

and mandated that the UN itself and its Member States protect 

individuals from sexual violence in conflict. 

 

Second, conflict-related sexual violence has been recognized as a crime 

against international law. The atrocities committed during the conflict 

in the Balkans between 1991 and 1995 and the Rwandan genocide in 

1994 left the world in shock. In order to bring justice to thousands of 

victims and address impunity, ad hoc International Criminal Tribunals 

for Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia were created. Although this 

meant recognition of conflict-related sexual violence as a war crime, a 

permanent international criminal court was not created until 2002 when 

the International Criminal Court (ICC) was established under the Rome 

Statute. The Rome Statute serves as a landmark in two ways. For the 

first time in history, sexual violence in the context of conflict is 

recognized by international law as a crime against humanity and as an 

international war crime. Secondly, the statute identifies many forms of 
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sexual violence including rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, 

forced pregnancy, enforced sterilization and other forms of sexual 

violence of comparable gravity. We have also seen in ICC indictments 

over the last couple of years that conflict-related sexual violence is 

almost always included in the charges. 

 

Third, my mandate has made the fight against impunity for crimes of 

conflict-related sexual violence a first and overriding priority. This 

sends a strong message to perpetrators and would-be perpetrators of 

sexual violence in conflict that we are aware of the atrocities they 

commit, and that justice will ultimately prevail. Acts of sexual violence 

should lead to the cells of a prison rather than to the corridors of power. 

Prosecution is also prevention. And the ensurance of accountability is a 

prerequisite for a successful reconciliation process in the aftermath of 

conflict. The importance of giving rape a history in order to deny it a 

future can not be overemphazised. 

 

Fourth, the adoption of resolution 1960 in December 2010 gave the 

Security Council the tools necessary for holding perpatrators of sexual 

violence accountable. It is now possible for the UN to ‘name and 

shame’ perpetrators credibly suspected of committing or being 

responsible for acts of sexual violence. The Secretary-General’s report 

on Conflict-related sexual violence from February this year includes a 

list of names of some of the armed groups and security forces credibly 

suspected of conflict-related sexual violence, such as the Lord’s 

Resistance Army (LRA) – most recently known from the Kony 2012 

Campaign – and the national army of the Congo (the FARDC). The 

resolution is an important tool in order to combat conflict-related sexual 
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violence. It serves as a reminder to perpetrators that they can no longer 

sleep easily at night under the cover of impunity and anonymity. This 

has already started to yield result. ‘Lieutenant Colonel’ Mayele, one of 

the rebel commanders of the armed groups presumed to be responsible 

for the mass rapes in Walikale, the Mai Mai Cheka, was apprehended 

during our visit to the DRC in October 2010. And in less than a year, 

more than 250 trials of elements of national security forces were held 

with the assistance of the United Nations in the Congo.  

 

Fifth, the UN has also taken a number of concrete steps to address 

conflict-related sexual violence on the ground: We now have the 

necessary tools to identify and respond rapidly to early warning signs of 

ongoing or escalating sexual violence. The capacity of peacekeeping 

troops when it comes to protecting civilians from sexual violence has 

been strengthened. The UN has provided valuable recommendations to 

the troops, such as the deployment of accessible foot patrols who 

actively engage with the population. Efforts have been made to ensure 

the inclusion of sexual violence in peace and ceasefire agreements. And 

the manner in which the UN collects, verifies and uses information on 

conflict-related sexual violence in the field has also been improved. 

 

Last but not least – and this brings me back to the role played by Raoul 

Wallenberg – the active choices and actions of courageous individuals: 

I have just provided several examples of measures taken by 

governments and the UN in the fight against conflict-related sexual 

violence. But in the end, it is up to the individual peacekeeper, 

Government Minister, religious leader, diplomat or fellow human being 

to display the courage necessary to make a difference to the many 
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victims of sexual violence and other forms of gross violations of human 

rights. Only when this happens can true change be achieved. One such 

courageous individual is Dr. Mukwege. For those of you who have not 

heard about him, he is a Medical Doctor and the Founder of the Panzi 

Hospital in Bukavu in eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo. The 

Panzi Hospital offers free, comprehensive care for women victims of 

sexual violence. In the past ten years, Dr. Mukwege and his team have 

treated over 30,000 victims and survivors of rape and other forms of 

sexual violence. I have met him on many occasions, and he has told me 

that he and his colleagues can assess what armed group has inflicted a 

specific rape upon his patients from the way the damage is done; like a 

twisted form of an armed group’s ‘trademark’. Dr. Mukwege is, not 

unlike Raoul Wallenberg, not only an activist but also a political 

operative who knows how to put pressure on political leaders to act. We 

need more individuals like him. 

 

[Conclusion] 

When urged to not risk his life anymore and return to safety, Raoul 

Wallenberg replied: ‘To me there’s no other choice.’ We all have a 

choice, however, when it comes to the principles of human rights: to act 

or to remain silent when they are being violated. Philosopher Edmund 

Burke once said: ‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for 

good men to do nothing.’  

To me, the efforts to fight conflict-related sexual violence carried out so 

far is the start – not the end – of a process to prevent sexual violence 

and improving women’s security. Much more must yet be done to 

promote actions that have real impact, as we move from recognition to 
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action and from best intentions to best practice. The journey has only 

begun. Thank you very much. 

 

 


