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t’s Saturday night, June 1, and Louise Arbour is speaking at
the Forum. Moderator Michael Byers introduces her as ‘the
most distinguished Canadian today on the world stage.’ He

adds, to laughter from the overflowing audience,  ‘She is the only
person in Canada I know who has more honorary degrees that
Stephen Lewis!’
That this former Supreme Court Justice, Companion of the

Order of Canada, former UN High Commissioner of Human
Rights, and Chief Prosecutor for the UN International War
Crimes Tribunals is here to take part in a forum of ideas on Salt
Spring seems remarkable.
Even more remarkable is the picture that emerges, over the

evening, of a brilliant, courageous and compassionate woman.
The question and answer format of the Forum seems the perfect
venue for eliciting Arbour’s candid comments, the feistiness for
which she is known, her generous sense of humour and her
down to earth manner.
Describing the initial phone call to her home in Canada from

United Nations Secretary General, Boutros Boutros-Ghali,
inviting her to the post of Chief Prosecutor in the Hague, Arbour
recalls the reaction of her three children.
‘They weren’t impressed at all’, she jokes. ‘ From that

moment on they started calling me Moutros Moutros Mommy’. 
She describes a meeting with Russian president, Vladimir

Putin. At this point she is trying to wrangle an invitation to war-
torn Chechnya. Looking for an opener, she starts a conversation
with the hockey-loving president about the recent victory of the
Russian hockey team over the Canadians. The downside is that
she knows nothing about hockey, and spends the rest of the
evening hoping no one will find out. The upside is Putin’s
invitation to investigate human rights in the Caucuses.
The darker side of Arbour’s experiences resulted in ‘my

security taking a turn for the worse’ as she puts it. As Chief
prosecutor for War Crimes, her indictment of officials for
genocide in Ruwanda, and of Slobodan Milocevic for crimes
against humanity in the former Yugoslavia, meant threats
against her person and the necessity of bodyguards. 
She also found herself on the wrong side of powerful political

figures who would have preferred to make a deal with Milosevic
before he could be indicted. Her struggle to indict the Yugoslav

leader, the first sitting head of state ever to be called to account
before the international War Crimes Tribunal, is the subject of
a fictionalized made-for-TV movie, ‘Hunt For Justice’.
Asked by an audience member how she had the courage to

keep going in the face of such physical and political threats, she
replies:
‘The key is clarity. What is hard is doubt, and not being sure

if you are going to screw up or not. When you are sure, when
you have clarity, then you can move with great ease…It’s not
really courage.’
Clarity is a word Louise Arbour uses frequently. In many

ways, she embodies clarity herself. She exudes a clear
commitment to humanitarian values, and doing the right thing
both in principle, and in law.
Commenting on a question about Canada’s human rights

record, she notes, ‘There is a sense that Canada has lost
ground…It does not have the clarity it used to project.’ 
She contrasts Canada with Norway, and the latter’s role as

an international mediator. The ‘Oslo Process’ she says, is a
constant, an international model, and it seems to carry on above
and despite the influence of political changes in that country.
She has other strong opinions on current issues arising from

war and human rights abuses, opinions that have earned her
some vitriolic and hurtful press, even from Canada.
The Omar Khadr situation, she believes, is ‘frankly, a

disgrace.’ There is a complete lack of process, she states
unequivocally. For a country not to be prepared to come to the
aid of a citizen in a legal environment that doesn’t meet the basic
standards of law… ‘well, it is not a glorious moment.’ As for
Guantanamo Bay, she calls it a perversion of law and a challenge
to the UN Convention Against Torture.  
Other audience questions bring out her legal and human

rights concerns over the use of drones, signature killings,
military shelling of civilians, unclear decision-making resulting
in a lack of accountability for war crimes, and the collusion of
some Canadian mining companies with repressive state security
systems overseas. 
However, Arbour is hopeful. In her new role since 2009 as

president and CEO of the International Crisis Group, an NGO
dedicated to preventing and resolving deadly conflicts around 
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the world, she believes that the ‘era of accountability’ is upon
us.
We are no longer rewarding the conduct of those who

commit war crimes, she says. The shield of state sovereignty is
no longer impenetrable. There is an expansion of the national
ability to reach internationally, through the media for example,
and we no longer see dictators living comfortably in the south of
France.
And while it might be up to the next generation to implement

and enforce these rights, today we are seeing Declarations of
Rights become part of a ‘normative acceptance’, part of the fabric
of our lives.
A prolonged standing ovation for Louise Arbour at the close

of the Forum reflects a deep appreciation for this remarkable
woman’s achievements and profound integrity.

In an effort to understand how Louise Arbour, one of the
world’s most famous jurists, came to speak on Salt Spring, I talk
to Dr Michael Byers, a political science professor with a research
chair at UBC, who is chair of the Salt Spring Forum.
‘I asked her if she had ever been to Salt Spring when I met

her at a conference in Toronto last year’, he tells me. ‘She said no,
but she would like to. So I invited her to call me when she next
came to BC.’
The Forum pays expenses but not speaker fees. Byers sees it

as a ‘marketplace of ideas’ with differing political view points
being presented.  
A gift for Salt Spring? Yes, he replies, but also a gift for the

speakers who find an extraordinary audience, highly
sophisticated questions and a place where people really care. 0
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