
A big information gap separates international courts charged with trying 
the world’s worst crimes from the populations that have been victim of 
those crimes. Independent information can help to reduce this gap. That’s 
a challenge Fondation Hirondelle is ready to take up.

International Justice

Even-Handed Justice 

International justice has made big strides 
in the last fifteen years, with the creation 
since 1993 of several international criminal 
tribunals and then, in 2002, of the 
International Criminal Court (ICC). The ICC is 
the first permanent international criminal 
court and its jurisdiction is worldwide. It thus 
represents a big step forward in the fight 
against impunity. But this new system of 
international justice lacks visibility, especially 
among the populations it is most intended 
to serve. A big gulf separates them. This gulf 
is firstly geographical, since the ICC is located 
in The Hague, far from the countries where 
atrocities imputed to those on trial were 
carried out. Secondly, the gulf is conceptual, 
owing to the complex nature of the cases, 
the procedures and legal language used. 

The ICC’s communication services are 
tasked with ensuring the Court’s visibility 
through distribution of information and 
outreach activities.  But so long as the 

information is not selected, covered and 
followed up by local media in the same way 
as other important information and with the 
same possibility to include critical content, 
then that communication has trouble 
achieving its goals. The populations 
concerned need independent information 
in everyday language, and what is more in 
their own languages. That is the best way to 
close the gap between the populations that 
are victims of grave human rights abuses 
and the institutions set up to bring them 
justice.  It is also the way those populations 
can make international justice their own. 

That’s why Fondation Hirondelle wants to 
create an International Justice News Agency, 
so as to reach the people most affected. And 
Fondation Hirondelle has an advantage in this 
respect: we already have leading radio stations 
in the countries where the ICC is prosecuting 
crimes: the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Central African Republic and Sudan. 
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The most heinous crimes are committed in the 
name of the State. That means genocide, war crimes 
and crimes against humanity. It is precisely these 
crimes, at the extremity of Man’s inhumanity to Man, 
that fall within the jurisdiction of the International 
Criminal Court.

Invoking state security or the higher interest of a 
particular community, one individual fires others up, 
mobilizes them, convinces them that torture, murder 
and massacres are useful, necessary and noble.  Such 
an individual is often seen as a hero by the masses. 
The Rome Statute, the founding document of the 
International Criminal Court, makes such a person a 
criminal who should be brought to trial and who is 
individually criminally responsible for his or her acts.  
The great hero, at the end of his trial, may be found to 
be a great criminal. 

This is a radical change. So radical that the most 
powerful nations of today’s world have done 
everything to protect themselves against this 
mechanism they created. The Rome Statute does not 
outlaw the use of nuclear, biological or chemical 
weapons, nor of anti-personnel mines. The United 
States has not ratified the Statute, nor have Israel, 
Russia or China. The cases so far being prosecuted by 
the ICC concern only African countries. 

So is it really international, this criminal court?  
Not yet. If we want it to become so, we need to make 
it the subject of debate. It is not enough to advocate 
and inform about the court just as it is. While 
highlighting the fundamental justice of the court’s 
principles, we also need to open it up to critical 
debate. And that is a question of information, in other 
words a job for journalists. 

Jean-Marie Etter, CEO
Fondation Hirondelle
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Dominique Jaccard: What is the aim of this 
project?

Julia Crawford: The aim is to create a news 
agency that will help reduce the gap between 
international justice institutions and the 
populations most directly concerned by their 
trials. The initial focus will be on the International 
Criminal Court and its current cases concerning 
the Democratic Republic of Congo and the 
Central African Republic. The idea is that the 
agency will have two offices working in 
synergy: one in The Hague and one in Kinshasa, 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo, with a 
network of correspondents. The Kinshasa office 
will ensure translation of text and audio reports 
into local languages, and cover local 
developments related to transitional justice. It 
will also relay local concerns to the Hague 
office to ensure that outputs from there are 
relevant to local needs. With donor support, 
we would also like to have an office in the 
Central African Republic, where only we can 
offer national broadcast of this information. 

DJ: The UN tribunals and the ICC all distribute 
information to the media, so why is this 
project necessary?

JC: It’s true that these courts are already 
doing information and outreach. But they 

don’t have the resources to reach all the 
people. Also, international justice is relatively 
new. It’s developing, learning lessons, but it is 
still the subject of lots of criticism and 
controversy. So for it to be really taken to 
heart and be credible with local populations, 
there needs also to be critical discussion. So 
it’s important to have coverage that is 
independent, including fact-based news and 
balanced debates about the issues, which is 
not necessarily the case at the moment. 

DJ: Don’t Fondation Hirondelle’s radio 
stations already broadcast news about 
international justice?

JC: Of course, our radio stations on the 
ground, like most media, cover the big 
developments such as arrests of suspects. But 
they often can’t cover international justice in 
a sustained and in-depth way, because they 
lack the resources and because the subject 
matter is so complex. And that brings me to 
another important aspect of this project, 
which is hands-on journalist training. We 
intend to bring staff journalists from Congo 
and the Central African Republic to The Hague 
for several months on a rotating basis, to help 
report from there, to learn about judicial 
procedures and attend ICC hearings.

Plans for an International Justice  
News Agency

Fondation Hirondelle wants to create a specialized news agency covering 
international justice.  Dominique Jaccard spoke to Julia Crawford, Project 
Development Coordinator at Fondation Hirondelle. 

What is international 
justice?

The idea of international courts to try 
perpetrators of the world’s worst crimes 
emerged after the Second World War when the 
victorious Allies brought Nazi war criminals to 
trial at Nuremberg. However, those trials were 
perceived as victors’ justice and the idea of 
independent international criminal courts to try 
those most responsible for the world’s worst 
crimes did not come to fruition until much later. 
In response to mass atrocities in Rwanda and 
Bosnia, the UN set up its first international 
criminal courts in the early 1990s, with 
mandates to try genocide, war crimes and 
crimes against humanity. Building on the 
experience of the first tribunals, it has also 
backed special courts for Sierra Leone, Cambodia 
and most recently for Lebanon.   

The International Criminal Tribunal for 
former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and the International 
Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) paved the 
way for the creation in 2002 of the International 
Criminal Court. The ICC, based in The Hague, 
Netherlands, is the world’s first permanent court 
with a mandate to try genocide, war crimes and 
crimes against humanity committed anywhere 
in the world. It is not a UN body, although it has 
close links to the UN. The ICC started its first trial 
in January 2009, in which Congolese militia 
leader Thomas Lubanga faces war crimes 
charges. It currently has three other detainees, 
including former Congolese vice-president 
Jean-Pierre Bemba. Bemba is scheduled to go 
on trial in April in connection with crimes 
committed in the neighbouring Central African 
Republic. 
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What is transitional  
justice?

Transitional justice includes a range of 
efforts to deal with the legacy of past human 
rights abuses, and to promote peace and 
reconciliation. Transitional justice can include 
internationally-backed trials, but also domestic 
trials, reforms of the state security forces and 
judicial system, truth commissions, memorials 
and reparations for victims.



Dominique Jaccard: How do you see the 
importance of international justice? 
François Roux: The main thing is the fight 
against impunity. But I like to remind people 
that when the international courts were set 
up, only the Prosecutor was mandated to 
fight against impunity. The job of the judges 
is just to deliver justice. But that is a sufficiently 
difficult task. 
DJ: You recently joined the Special Tribunal 
for Lebanon as head of its defence office, 
something that none of the other international 
tribunals have had. It’s a good example of 
how international justice is evolving. What is 
the role of this office?
FR: Indeed it is a welcome development, 
which lawyers think is very necessary. From 
the beginning we couldn’t understand why 
the defence fell under the authority of the 
court Registries. There have been some 
developments at the Special Court for Sierra 
Leone, Cambodia and the ICC that have 
allowed a bit more autonomy for the defence. 
The Office of the Prosecutor is part of the 
structure of the tribunals, but the defence 
often consists of teams of international 
lawyers who travel back and forth between 
their home country and the tribunal. So they 
obviously don’t have as much knowledge of 

the case as the prosecutor. So the first task of 
the new defence office will be to help defence 
teams catch up in this respect. It was time to 
put the defence on an equal footing with the 
prosecution at least institutionally. But only 
time will tell if we get enough financial means 
to fully carry out our mission. 
DJ: How important is it to disseminate 
information about international justice?
FR: We are already doing that for Lebanese 
lawyers here in Lebanon. We have organized 
seminars for between 50 and 70 lawyers 
depending on which bar they belong to, and 
we have seen how enthusiastic lawyers are to 
talk to each other. It is important to explain to 
our colleagues the role of international 
criminal justice, to explain that we are in a 
judicial process, not a political one. 
DJ: Do you think it is necessary to have 
independent media coverage of the 
Tribunal?
FR: I believe it is indispensable. I can’t imagine 
how you can have justice without publicity, 
in the good sense of the word. Just as we 
need competent people inside the tribunal, 
we also need competent people to explain 
on the outside what the tribunal is doing. So 
we each have our roles and our abilities, but 
of course we need each other. 

International justice, forged from elements of different judicial systems, is working 
out its internal structures over time. Dominique Jaccard talked to François Roux, 
head of the defence office at the Special Tribunal for Lebanon. 

Good justice needs good coverage, 
says international lawyer

Unique Hirondelle Expertise

 The Hirondelle News Agency in Arusha, 
Tanzania, has been reporting daily on the 
activities of the International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) since 1996. 
Fondation Hirondelle is the only organization 
that has been providing uninterrupted 
coverage of the ICTR since it was created. 
Through the Hirondelle News Agency, it has 
acquired experience and expertise in 
independent coverage of international 
justice, and in training journalists as court 
reporters. 
 Fondation Hirondelle will continue to 
provide exhaustive coverage of ICTR trials 
until the Tribunal’s work is complete. It also 
provides the most regular media coverage of  
“gacaca”, Rwanda’s village courts adapted 
from traditional justice to try genocide 
suspects. 
 The agency produces dispatches in French, 
English, Kinyarwanda and Swahili on different 
aspects of the ongoing judicial process. It also 
produces audio reports for radio. The people 
of the Great Lakes region thus have access to 
quality information that allows them to 
follow developments at the ICTR, to better 
understand the national and international 
justice mechanisms at work in the region and 
to understand their importance. 
Approximately one thousand subscribers 
receive daily reports directly, while all outputs 
are also available to a wider global audience 
via a dedicated website.  
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The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has set 
up a working group to develop a new approach to international aid.

International community works toward 
better aid structure

The Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) has 
set up a working group to develop a new 
approach to international aid. 

This working group has arisen from the 
International Network on Conflict and Fragility 
(INCAF), which was established by donor 
countries at the beginning of the year. Donors 
say they are increasingly concerned with the 
slow progress towards the Millennium 
Development Goals resulting from state 
fragility and violent conflict. According to the 
OECD, a third of the world’s poor live in 
countries where the state lacks either the will 
or the capacity to engage productively with 
their citizens to ensure security, prevent 
conflict, safeguard human rights and provide 
the basic functions for development. 

Donor countries are looking at a new 
approach that would bring together the two 
main types of international aid to fragile and 

conflict affected countries: on the one hand 
humanitarian or emergency aid, which 
includes peacekeeping, and on the other 
hand development or reconstruction aid.  

This process stems from awareness that 
emergency aid with its own culture, networks 
and actors does not take account of what 
happens when these actors leave, and does 
not create the right conditions for the State 
and its representatives to ensure the civil 
protection and economic wellbeing of its 
citizens. 

Fondation Hirondelle, which is battling to 
convince partners and donors that durability 
of its media projects needs to be planned and 
supported, is particularly interested in this 
realistic approach to international aid. 
Fondation Hirondelle is participating in this 
debate as part of the “Geneva Peacebuilding 
Platform”, which groups several UN bodies 
and NGOs in Geneva. 

 Fondation Hirondelle has passed its 
first test with flying colours since the 
tightening of legal requirements on 
management controls. Following 
changes in Swiss law, the 2008 audit 
included for the first time the auditing 
of the internal control system. Fondation 
Hirondelle management, with the help 
of an intern in his final year of 
management school, drew up an 
inventory of internal controls to be 
applied to operations both at 
headquarters and in the field. 
 This is very important because, as 
our auditors said, “the durability of 
Fondation Hirondelle depends 
essentially on the reputation that it has 
with donors. In this respect, rigorous 
accounting, an efficient internal control 
system and integrity – both real and 
perceived – are vital to Fondation 
Hirondelle’s future, because any lack of 
transparency would inevitably tarnish 
its reputation”.
 In their first report to the Board 
drawn up in accordance with the new 
criteria, the auditors said they had 
“remitted the audit certificate without 
any reservations or comments”. To be 
more precise, the audit report covers six 
main areas. For each area, there were 
three possible gradings: the existence of 
a big deficit requiring management 
action; a potential for improvements, 
which the management should put in 
place; or results that were up to 
standard, requiring  no action from the 
management. Fondation Hirondelle 
obtained the best grading in all six 
areas.  DR

Rigour and Transparency
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Press wins a victory

The theme of the seventh Airwaves of 
Freedom Festival, which took place in Bamako 
at the beginning of November, was the “role 
of radio in the fight against child trafficking”. 
Fifty-one radio stations from francophone 
regions of West Africa competed in the radio 
competition. This festival aims to promote 
quality reporting by West African media, 
especially radio stations. STAR Radio won the 
top prize at this year’s event with a 17-minute 
production in French on child trafficking. 

STAR Radio is now entirely Liberian. It was 
created in 1997 by Fondation Hirondelle, but 
was closed down three years later by former 
strongman Charles Taylor. It was able to 
reopen in 2005 and resume its task of 
providing independent, professional news 
and information in all the country’s main 
languages. Since January 1, 2008, STAR Radio 
has been run entirely by Liberians. Fondation 
Hirondelle continues to support it mainly 
through assistance with fundraising.

STAR Radio in Liberia has won a francophone radio competition at the 
 “Ondes de liberté” (Airwaves of freedom) festival in Bamako, Mali.

The editorial 
team of  

What’s New 
wishes you a very  
Happy New Year!
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STAR Radio wins a Prize




