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The separation that exists between Stanford and the 
rest of the world seems far greater than six degrees.  
But our connection to the world is real.  This publica-
tion is committed to providing an arena for Stanford 
students to create awareness of human rights issues 
across the globe based on their personal experience 

and inspiration.
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from the editors
To our readers:

This quarter’s submissions represented an incredible diversity of topics and geographical regions, illustrating as 
always the richness and complexity of what we consider to be “human rights.” 

Emergent as a common theme was the concept of reconciliation and reconstruction, with a focus on the 
responsibilities of governments and the international community in the aftermath of conflict and crisis. Judicial 
and legal responsibilities are discussed in an article on the International Criminal Court; social and political 
responsibilities to ex-combatants are discussed in an article on disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration 
in Rwanda; and economic responsibilities to disaster survivors are discussed in an article on the provision of low-
cost housing in New Orleans.

We are also publishing two articles that address some of the reemerging themes that we, as editors, have seen 
throughout the past year. Last spring’s feature article covered sex trafficking in San Francisco; this quarter, we 
have included a slightly different perspective on sex trafficking, this time in the context of Transnistria. Similarly, 
our previous issue covered the theme of environmental rights with a feature article on water contamination in 
Bhopal; we are pleased to publish a second, related article by the same author discussing arsenic poisoning in 
Bangladesh.

In addition, this quarter we were given the incredible privilege of interviewing Zvisinei Sandi, a visiting scholar, 
journalist, and human rights activist from Zimbabwe at Stanford’s CDDRL who spoke powerfully of her own 
experience with human rights violations under Mugabe’s rule. Our features section also includes spotlights on 
on-campus activism, which has remained strong with the robust efforts of Stanford Students for a Free Tibet, 
the Muslim Students Awareness Network, the Coalition of Students Against Deportation, and FaceAIDS, among 
others. We are also proud to announce the success of SAID’s conference on Water and the Developing World, the 
ThinkBIG conference on International Women’s Health and Human Rights, and the Aurora Forum’s conference 
on Global Solidarity, Human Rights, and the End of Poverty featuring the Nobel-prize winning economist and 
philosopher Amartya Sen. Given these achievements, this year has been truly inspiring for its incredible progress 
in promoting on-campus human rights activism and dialogue.

And this progress is not confined to our campus. The Beijing Olympics have brought a number of crucial issues to 
the fore, broadening the scope of human rights activism and involving many who have long remained silent on 
these issues in protests across the world.  In more unfortunate news, a second pressing human rights issue that 
has emerged this year is the international food crisis, which has hit nations as diverse as Kenya, Thailand, and 
Haiti. As we look towards the following year, it is our hope that at the very least, the urgency of the matter will 
call attention to the plight of the agricultural poor throughout the world and inspire true revision and reform of 
policies regarding international food aid, food price distortions, and the agricultural commodities markets, as the 
crisis is gradually ameliorated through international policy interventions. It is a powerful reminder that despite 
international accomplishments in development aid and human rights, much remains to be done.

We thank all of you for your loyal readership and your concern for these issues.

Rachel King and Katherine Hoffmann
Co-Presidents

Correction:  In the Fall 2007 article "Slow and Silent: The Story of Water Contamination in Bhopal, India" we mis-
printed that Dow Chemical spent $30 billion on their "Human Element" public relations campaign. The actual figure, as 
quoted from a 2006 Chemical and Engineering News article, is more than $20 million, although the precise number was 
never released by the company.
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Heather Heistand Transnistria

Sherie GertlerInternational Criminal Court

Katherine Hoffmann Rwanda

Heather Heistand is a senior majoring in Anthropological Sciences. She became 
interested in Transnistria’s human rights abuses in a global geography class, and 
wrote her article originally as a case study for Terry Karl’s class, The Global Politics 
of Human Rights, which she highly recommends. She would like to thank all fellow 
editors for their time and dedication to this amazing journal!

Katherine Hoffmann is a junior majoring in International Relations, with a secondary 
major in Economics. She has a strong interest in the fields of human rights, civil war 
and ethnic conflict, resource management, and international conflict resolution. She 
wrote this article in the course of a two-month internship at the International Center 
for Conversion in Bonn, Germany (www.bicc.de) and further developed her knowledge 
of the topic in a class on international peacekeeping taught here at Stanford.

Sherie Gertler is a senior graduating this June with B.A.s in Political Science and 
English and an M.A. in African studies. She started studying US policy towards the 
ICC in an Oxford tutorial her junior year. Next year she will be working in Zambia with 
FORGE.

Kaylin Pennington is a junior majoring in Human Biology. She is particularly 
interested in the synergy between water, health, and economic development, as 
well as sustainable water infrastructure in developing countries. She plans to pursue 
a career in public health or medicine.

Kaylin PenningtonBangladesh

Alyssa Battistoni New Orleans
Alyssa Battistoni is a senior majoring in political science.  She stopped out spring 
quarter of her sophomore year to spend several months volunteering with a 
grassroots hurricane relief organization, Common Ground Relief, in New Orleans.  
The experience inspired an honors thesis on the roles of nonprofits and government 
in disaster management, using the response to Hurricane Katrina as a case study, and 
her research on the Gulf Coast recovery process is the basis of this article.
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While the incidence of cholera in Bangladesh decreased through 
international intervention, a new health crisis has emerged: an epi-
demic of arsenic poisoning. The effects of arsenic poisoning range 
from painful and disfiguring skin lesions to liver and spleen enlarge-
ment, cardiac failure, neurological impairment, and various cancers. 
Author Kaylin Pennington explores the ongoing crisis and possible 
solutions.

Zvisinei Sandi talks about her experiences as a journalist in Zimba-
bwe under President Robert Mugabe’s rule.

More than a decade has passed since a genocidal conflict between 
Hutus and Tutsis killed up to one million Rwandans within four 
months of 1994, and yet the struggle in Rwanda is far from over. 
Perpetrators of the massacre have yet to be tried, and thousands 
of suspects have been detained and denied the opportunity to 
face court hearings. This article explores the complex process of 
reintroducing former combatants into Rwandan civilian life.
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after Hurricane Katrina. In both the short and the long run, the gov-
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In an effort to ensure worldwide peace and security, the Rome Stat-
ute calls for an International Criminal Court to prosecute war crimes, 
crimes against humanity, genocide, and even aggression. While 139 
nations have signed onto the treaty, the U.S. continues to resist, de-
spite its involvement in the drafting. Author Sherie Gertler explains 
why the U.S. has thus far refrained from ratifying the Rome Treaty 
and why future endorsement is crucial for the enforcement of uni-
versal international human rights law.



sixdegrees
8

Uniting, educating, 
and empowering the 

human rights community 
at Stanford

human rightshot  spots
This page provides brief summaries of some major human rights crises 
occurring in the world today.  The information provided was drawn from 
multiple respected humanitarian and political organizations and news 
outlets.  

Kenya [Political strife leads to violence and displacement]
As 2008 began over 
one thousand people 
were killed and over 
half a million dis-
placed as Kenyans 
disputed the results of 

a December 2007 election, which narrowly declared 
incumbent President Mwai Kibaki victorious over op-
position leader Raila Odinga. Kibaki and Odinga are 
from different ethnic groups and spontaneous vio-
lence took place primarily along ethnic lines, with po-
lice and security forces also violently suppressing pro-
test against the election results. With land ownership 
a crucial factor in the conflict and Kenya as a primary 
transit route for food aid throughout the region, the 
violence has only augmented food insecurity during 
a time in which food prices are already abnormally 
high.

Kosovo’s Albanians declared independence from Serbia on February 15, sparking 
fears of renewed instability in a region too familiar with the horrors of ethnic conflict. 
Kosovo’s two million Albanians make up 90 percent of its population. Thirty countries 
have recognized Kosovo’s independence, including the United States and most of the 
European Union, but the move has been annulled by Serbia and declared illegal by 
Russia. When Kosovo declared independence for the first time in 1990, it was only 
recognized by Albania. Kosovo has been under the control of UN security forces since the end of the Kosovo war in 
1999, but the fate of UN control is as of now uncertain. The EU has deployed a rule-of-law commission to bolster 
Kosovo’s ailing courts, and to ensure security of all ethnic groups, as courts often lack sufficient witness protection 
programs and investigative support. Of primary concern is the protection of Kosovo’s Serbian minority, which lives 
predominantly in the north and in small enclaves scattered through out Kosovo, as well as its powerless Roma and 
Egyptian minorities.  Serbs have been ordered to resign from the Kosovo police and other institutions, under threat 
by other Serbs. Violence broke out in Mitrovicka on March 18, a month after the declaration, when Serbs took over 
the courthouse. The subsequent raid by UN police left one officer dead and many injured. A Serbian official described 
the destruction of two border posts by Serbian mobs as “unpleasant but legitimate.”  With the collapse of the Serbian 
government following Kosovo’s declaration of independence, elections, which will include Serbian regions within 
Kosovo, are set to take place on May 11, raising fears of a looming “flash point” in the conflict. Polls suggest increasing 
support for Serbia’s nationalistic Radical party, which last held power in 1999 under Slobodan Milosevic, who died 
in a UN war crimes tribunal center in 2006.

Much of the violence has been in Nakuru, in the western Rift 
Valley.  Survivors of machete attacks tell of their ordeals. 

Kosovo [Albanians declare independence from Serbia]
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Uniting, educating, 
and empowering the 

human rights community 
at Stanford

Kenya [Political strife leads to violence and displacement]

Uzbekistan [Political repression]

In locations all around the world, most 
infamously in Guantanamo Bay and Abu 
Ghraib, the United States government has 
reverted to the use of what are widely con-
sidered to be torture tactics when ques-

tioning detainees. Some of the interrogation techniques used by United 
States forces, according to Human Rights Watch, include: hooding, strip-
ping detainees naked, subjecting them to extremes of heat, cold, noise and 
light, and depriving them of sleep. This issue has come to the forefront of 
public attention when, in March of this year, President Bush vetoed a bill 
that would have banned the use of waterboarding, or simulated drown-
ing, and many other coercive interrogation methods. To learn more go to 
[http://hrw.org/campaigns/torture.htm].

A resource-rich former Soviet territory, Uzbekistan is often left out of mainstream 
public discussions of human rights. When it declared independence in 1991, the in-
ternational community had high hopes for this nation; Islom Karimov was elected 
President, and many believed he would drive development in the region. Unfortu-
nately, this once-budding democracy has been plagued by political and religious dis-
crimination. Karimov and his Uzbekistan Liberal Democratic Party have outlawed 
political opposition and all independent media. Under the claim that they are attacking and punishing extremists, 
Karimov and his police force frequently arrest members of opposing political parties, and the use of torture has be-
come a common occurrence. Karimov’s term has been extended twice, and although he is no longer eligible to run for 
President again, many fear he is willing to do anything to maintain power.

United States [Torture tactics used in interrogation]

On March 10, Buddhist monks honoring 
the 49th anniversary of a Tibetan protest 
against Chinese rule by marching were ar-
rested by local security personnel. The ar-
rests inspired both peaceful protests and 
rioting, with security forces once again clashing with demonstrators. The 
fundamental question at hand - the autonomy of Tibet from China - is a 
cause that has been taken up by protesters around the world as the Olym-
pic torch has circulated across the globe. The Dalai Lama, the exiled leader 
of Tibet, has accused China of “cultural genocide”.

Tibet [Arrests spark protests and riots against Chinese rule]
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These situations do not constitute an exhaustive list, but we hope this 
glance at some of today’s most troubled regions will give you a better sense 
of the challenges we currently face as a global community.
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Rwanda

Approximately fourteen years have 
passed since the end of the Rwandan 
genocide in 1994 and Rwanda has 
gradually faded from newspaper head-
lines, replaced by the urgency of current 
events in other regions such as Darfur 
and the Democratic Republic of the Con-
go (DRC).  Yet the struggle in Rwanda is 
far from over.  Perpetrators of the massa-
cre have yet to be tried, and thousands of 
suspects have been detained and denied 
the opportunity to face court hearings.  
Ex-combatants in both Rwanda and the 
neighboring DRC have yet to take part 
in the disarmament, demobilization, 
and reintegration (DDR) process.  End-
ing the genocide was only a minor step 
in the reconstruction and rehabilitation 
of Rwandan society.  The next major ob-
stacle will be completing the reintroduc-
tion of those involved in the conflict into 
Rwandan civilian life.  

A Brief Background of the Conflict

The current unrest in Rwanda may be 
traced back to the end of World War I, 
when Rwanda became a Belgian colony.  
Rwanda is inhabited predominantly by 
two major ethnic groups: the majority 

Hutus and the minority Tutsis.  Histori-
cally, these ethnic divisions produced 
minor conflicts, but nothing on the scale 
of the atrocities fostered by the Belgian 
government.1 

The Belgian administration capital-
ized on Rwandan ethnic distinctions by 
choosing the Tutsis as the primary in-

struments of its rule.  The Tutsis were 
given nearly all of the colonial political 
positions and quickly became the elite 
class.  Ethnic identity cards issued by the 
government cemented this hierarchy.2

After Hutus toppled the Tutsi govern-
ment in 1959 and Rwanda was declared 
an independent republic in 1961, the 
power balance was reversed.  The Hutu 
majority assumed control over the gov-
ernment and the persecution and mar-
ginalization of the Tutsis began.  As the 
Tutsis fought the Hutus over the next 
three decades, many Tutsis fled to Ugan-
da, where they formed the Rwandan Pa-
triotic Front (RPF).3

In 1990 the RPF invaded Rwanda with 
the aim of installing democracy and en-
suring the safe return of Tutsi exiles.  
Fighting continued until a power-shar-
ing agreement was reached with the 
Arusha Peace Accords of 1993.  In April 
1994, however, the plane of Rwanda’s 
Hutu President, Juvenal Habyarimana, 
was shot down while flying over the 
capital.  A four-month long genocidal 
massacre began as hard-line Hutus op-
erating through interahamwe (Hutu 
militias) and the FAR (Rwandan Armed 
Forces) took revenge, purging Tutsis and 

moderate Hutus.  Estimates project that 
up to one million Rwandans died before 
the RPF gained power and the conflict 
ebbed.  With the rise of the RPF, another 
two million Hutus fled the country for 
Burundi and the DRC, while half a mil-
lion Tutsi refugees flooded home.4 

Many of the ex-FAR and the intera-

hamwe that left Rwanda entered the 
eastern regions of the DRC, where they 
created new bases from which to attack 
Rwanda.  They often capitalized on the 
volatile situation in camps for refugees 
and internally displaced persons (IDPs), 
forcing inmates to join or support their 
militias and preventing the inmates from 
returning home.  From 1994 to 1995 the 
RPF retaliated, shutting down camps in 
Rwanda and in the DRC.  According to 
local reports, they forcibly ejected, repa-
triated, and sometimes even massacred 
refugees.5  Rwanda’s military presence in 
the DRC did not officially end until Octo-
ber 2002.6

Disarmament, Demobilization, and a 
Return to Civilian Life

In 1997, the Rwandan Demobilization 
and Reintegration Program (RDRP) was 
implemented by the Rwandan Demobi-
lization and Reintegration Committee 
(RDRC).  During the first stage of its cam-
paign, which lasted until 2001, a total of 
18,692 combatants (including 111 wom-
en and 2,364 children) were demobi-
lized.  The second stage had demobilized 
39,657 combatants by December 2006 

(including 223 women by August 2004 
and 644 children by December 2006).7  
The project is thus approaching its es-
timated objective, the demobilization of 
78,000 combatants.8

In the past, the demobilization process 
has typically begun with a two-week edu-
cation campaign for former FAR and RPF, 

Not ‘another Rwanda’: 

Estimates project that up to one million Rwandans died 
before the RPF gained power and the conflict ebbed. 

by Katherine Hoffmann

Considerations for the success of  Rwanda’s post-genocide 
disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration
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Not ‘another Rwanda’: 
or a two-month campaign for ex-militia 
members.9  Ex-militia members from the 
DRC enter ingando camps, where they 
receive information on diverse issues 
such as Rwandan history, explanations 
of the genocide, Rwanda’s current efforts 
towards reconciliation, HIV/AIDS, psy-
chological trauma, and community rein-
tegration strategies.10  They are provided 
with counseling and health services, and 
their socioeconomic data is collected.11  
Finally, they are encouraged to develop 
projects to pursue upon their return 
home, for which they can then apply for 
funding.12

After the completion of the program, 
ex-combatants are typically discharged 
with a reintegration stipend worth 
$70–90.  They are also given neces-
sary supplies, such as dishes and bed-
ding.  Three months later, former army 
soldiers (although not ex-militia mem-
bers) may collect the first of two “ser-
vice” payments, which total between 
$273 and $909 and which reward those 

who have served in the army according 
to their rank.13  Finally, six months after 
discharge, all combatants may collect a 
start-up grant of $180 if they present a 
viable community project to pursue.14

The program also includes a Vulner-
ability Support Window (VSW), an in-
stitution dedicated to the distribution 
of extra aid to those who need it the 
most.  It assists ex-combatants who are 
women, children, disabled, uneducated, 
or otherwise disadvantaged in obtaining 
the resources they need, such as tuition 
fees and medical supplies.15

Reintegration:  The 
Community Aspect

Equipping soldiers and briefing them 
on a return to civilian life is a relatively 
straightforward task.  Realizing such a 
return, on the other hand, is much more 
challenging.  Soldiers face diverse ob-
stacles to community reintegration.  For 
example, when they go home, they often 

find that their families have fled or been 
killed.  Many times, their land has been 
redistributed and many of their pos-
sessions have been stolen or destroyed.  
They may suffer the resentment of other 
community members, who have faced 
(or feel that they have faced) injustices 
at the hands of the soldiers during the 
war.  Many civilians are also angry that 
the ex-combatants receive start-up loans 
and reintegration grants; they argue that 
the government rewards ‘murderers’ 
while they, the truly ‘innocent’ victims of 
the conflict, receive no support.16

Returning ex-combatants also face 
disadvantages when entering the job 
market.  Many have never had the op-
portunity to receive elementary educa-
tion or vocational training, and they are 
poorly equipped to compete for work.  
Although some soldiers enlist in the 
Rwandan army or are hired by private 
security firms, most must adopt civilian 
professions or face unemployment.  The 
fact that 70 percent of Rwandan ex-com-

batants live in poverty (although only 10 
percent are physically disabled) is a trib-
ute to the difficulty of securing economic 
success.17

To facilitate the re-acceptance of ex-
combatants into their communities, it is 
important that the communities become 
more involved in the DDR process.  Rath-
er than feeling that the ex-combatants 
are simply “released among them,” civil-
ians should feel that the reintegration of 
former soldiers is part of a larger recon-
struction effort.  One useful model of re-
integration in conjunction with commu-
nity empowerment may be seen in the 
DRC, where the four-month long disar-
mament and demobilization program in-
volved local civilians in the training and 
education of former soldiers.18  In other 
cases, the reintegration of ex-combat-
ants was combined with the repatriation 
and reintegration of refugees.19  An ideal 
reintegration program should therefore 
allow for community participation in the 
DDR process, working to create jobs and 

improve infrastructure while assimilat-
ing former soldiers.20

Finally, in addition to addressing the 
social and structural challenges of rein-
tegration, the RDRC must work to deal 
with the economic problems of reinte-
gration.  To avoid a situation in which 
soldiers are “reintegrated back into ba-
sic poverty,”21 efforts must be made to 
ensure that ex-combatants will actually 
secure employment.22  The RDRC should 
prepare the ex-combatants for the chal-
lenges they will face in the job market 
and encourage them to assume self-
sustaining professions, such as farming, 
by helping ex-combatants with the acute 
challenge of acquiring land.23 

The Rule of Law

Yet another challenge faced by ex-com-
batants is the Rwandan judicial system.  
High-ranking officials have been tried 
by the International Criminal Tribunal 
for Rwanda (ICTR), but given the wide-

scale participation in the massacre and 
the fact that 115,000 prisoners awaited 
trial by 2003, an alternative solution was 
necessary.24  The government saw an op-
portunity in the model of the traditional 
Rwandan gacaca courts, or community-
based tribunals historically established 
to resolve local petty disputes through 
discussion, resolution, and compensa-
tion.  By adapting and refining the gacaca 
court model, Rwanda hoped to create a 
judicial system that was community-led, 
reconciliation-based, and more capable 
than the larger, centralized Rwandan na-
tional courts.

These efforts have had mixed results.  
On the one hand, the gacaca courts are 
useful in creating the sense that con-
crete action is being taken to address 
the genocidaires and to mete out justice.  
They encourage communities to begin a 
dialogue on the past and force both vic-
tims and perpetrators to confront each 
other and resolve their disputes.

On the other hand, the gacaca courts 

Witness intimidation is frequent.  Many survivors are afraid to 
further jeopardize themselves by denouncing their attackers.  
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are also highly flawed.  Trials focus pre-
dominantly on Hutu perpetrators, lead-
ing to concerns that the Hutus face new 
forms of discrimination and that Rwan-
dan society ignores the abuses perpe-
trated by Tutsis.  The forgiving nature of 
the courts—which allows victims who 
confess to serve a more lenient sentence 
in order to emphasize reconciliation 
with, and repayment of, the community 
rather than imprisonment—requires 
that confessors denounce an accomplice 
and thus leads to an increased risk of 
false accusations.25 

Witness intimidation is also frequent; 
there are often more war criminals than 
there are survivors, and many survivors 
are afraid to further jeopardize them-
selves by denouncing their attackers.  
Finally, the fact that participation in the 
tribunal process is mandatory creates a 
great deal of resentment among commu-
nity members, who must often surrender 
entire workdays for the weekly meetings 
of the courts and who may be unwill-
ing to relive and recount their traumatic 
memories of the genocide.26

The gacaca tribunals often pose a de-
terrent to the reintegration of combat-
ants, who fear that they will be prosecut-
ed upon their return.  As participants in 
the war, these combatants are especially 
vulnerable to victimization by the flaws 
of the judicial system, for their ties to 
the conflict make them “easy targets” 
of stigmatization, false accusations, and 
discrimination.  The need to discuss and 
settle wartime disputes therefore hin-
ders the ex-combatants’ transitions to ci-

vilian life and their acceptance into their 
communities.

At the moment, there are no clear so-
lutions to the problems of the gacaca 
system.  The process of trying war crimi-
nals in Rwanda is an overwhelming one 
that quickly spirals out of control.  A 
good statistical indicator of the magni-

tude of the challenge came during 2002, 
in which roughly 32,000 criminals con-
fessed in the gacaca courts.  As they did 
so, they named 250,000 others as their 
accomplices.27

In order to strike a balance, the Rwan-
dan justice system must be reformed.  It 
should work to pick its battles.  The In-
ternational Criminal Tribunal for Rwan-
da (ICTR) should continue its targeting 
of the high-level criminals that were 
most responsible for the atrocities that 
occurred, while encouraging the reinte-
gration of those less responsible.  The 
gacaca courts should also try individu-
als on a selective basis, a practice that 
would increase their turnover as well 
as minimize false convictions.  Finally, 
the Rwandan government must address 
Hutu concerns of persecution by allow-
ing the trial of criminal RPF members as 
well.  Through these reforms, the govern-
ment will be able to dissolve the illusion 
that it is meting out a “victor’s justice,”28 

while also disentangling Rwandan so-
ciety from excessive involvement in the 
web of the past and allowing for future 
progress.

Special Groups:  Refugees

In discussions of the challenges faced 
by ex-combatants in the DDR process, it 
is easy to focus on the formidable needs 
of the majority and neglect the fact that 
special groups requiring even more ex-
tensive support exist.  A prime example 
of such a group consists of the large 
numbers of combatants and civilians 

who have fled Rwanda to seek refuge in 
neighboring nations.  The DRC, for exam-
ple, still harbored an estimated 20,000 
ex-combatants by 2005 (though esti-
mates vary),29 while Burundi absorbed 
about 10,000 Rwandans within just three 
months of 2005.30  While some of these 
refugees are genocidaires hoping to es-

cape punishment or seeking new bases 
from which to launch a renewed cam-
paign against the Rwandan government, 
others fled merely for security reasons.  
Many are unwilling to return home.

In attempt to force refugees to re-
turn, the Rwandan government has con-
demned them as “fugitives of justice,” 
while both Rwanda and Burundi have 
termed them “illegal immigrants.” Bu-
rundi often denies them refugee status, 
and cases of intimidation and forced 
repatriation by the Rwandan govern-
ment have been reported.31  The conflict 
is only intensified by the militias, which 
often work to counter these efforts.  UN 
reports claim that members of the DRC-
based Forces Democratiques de Lib-
eration du Rwanda (FDLR), which are 
comprised of Rwandan ex-combatants, 
forcibly opposed the repatriation of ap-
proximately 3,000 Rwandan refugees in 
the DRC during early 2004.32

Although at least approximately 5,000 
ex-combatants and refugees have been 
successfully repatriated through the 
efforts of the DRC, this is not enough.  
Rwanda must recognize that an effective 
reintegration cannot be implemented by 
force.  Rather, the Rwandan government 
should enhance domestic security, bet-
ter advertise its DDR programs, add fea-
tures to those programs to make them 
more attractive to refugees in the DRC, 
amend the Rwandan justice system in 
order to reduce fears of false conviction 
and witness intimidation, and protect 
expatriates from Rwandan rebel groups.  
By addressing the refugees’ concerns, 

the government will encourage a much 
more efficient, and voluntary, return.  

Women and Children
An additional group requiring special 

attention consists of women and children 
ex-combatants, who often played invol-
untary or auxiliary roles in the conflict 

The gacaca tribunals often pose a deterrent to the 
reintegration of combatants, who fear that they will 

be prosecuted upon their return. 
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but who nonetheless require a great deal 
of help in the DDR process.  The RDRC 
has begun to address the issue of child 
soldiering by establishing a three-month 
demobilization camp that targets chil-
dren.33  This camp was created according 
to the belief that by separating children 
from adult combatants the children’s 
needs could be better addressed.  After 
children graduate the camp, officials 
from the RDRC work to reunite them 
with their families or their relatives, find 
a place for them in their former commu-
nities, and provide them with the educa-
tion they need to obtain jobs.34

The RDRC has begun to increase its 
monitoring of the reintegration process 
of child soldiers, but more needs to be 
done.  The RDRC should run an extensive 
follow-up program35 to monitor the inci-
dence of illegal child labor, prostitution, 
and re-conscription of former child sol-
diers and provide additional support for 
victims of these practices.  The RDRC’s 
promises that all ex-combatants will be 
welcomed to Rwanda, granted amnesty if 
they were under 14 in 1994,36 and receive 
reduced sentences if they were between 
14 and 18 in 1994,37 are commendable.  
However, because many children are 
still employed in DRC-based militias or 
forcibly prevented from engaging in the 

DDR process, not all children are free to 
receive these benefits.  The governments 
of the DRC and Rwanda should cooper-
ate to ensure the protection and rehabil-
itation of those children.  Furthermore, 
the RDRC must better publicize its child 
amnesty policies and work to de-stigma-
tize former child soldiers; many children 
have reported that they did not wish 
to enroll in the DDR process for fear of 
prosecution and discrimination by their 
communities.38 

Finally, although progress has been 
made through the institution of a camp 
designated solely for child soldiers, 
women are still severely underrepre-
sented in the DDR process.  Therefore, 
similar efforts must be made to establish 
a camp for women, to publicize the role 
of women in combat, and to attract more 
women to the DDR process.

Conclusion:  Remaining Challenges

As one source notes, “since 1994, 
no history lessons have been taught in 
Rwandan schools.”39 Although this may 
be an exaggeration, the message is clear: 
there is no good way to understand, re-
count, or deal with the issues surround-
ing the Rwandan genocide, and few are 
willing to try.

The government must decide for itself 
whether it wants to encourage an un-
derstanding and tolerance of ethnic dif-
ference or emphasize a pan-Rwandan 
identity.  Schools must choose how they 
want to portray Rwandan history and 
how much of it they want to teach.  In-
dividuals must come to terms with their 
own experiences with the genocide and 
the legacy it has left on their lives.  This 
process of accepting the past cannot be 
forced or rushed; however, if the DDR 
process works efficiently, it will greatly 
expedite Rwanda’s natural progression 
towards an understanding of the geno-
cide.

According to the analysis of the chal-
lenges faced by the DDR process, it is 
clear that a long road lies ahead.  Still, 
the obstacles to a successful and final 
transition to civilian society are not 
insurmountable.  The government and 
the RDRC have made commendable 
steps toward a peaceful future, and 
solutions to the remaining challenges 
are in sight.  Now it is time for the in-
ternational community to play its part.  
It must enhance its role as an advisor, 
supplier, and funder of the DDR process.  
It must support RDRC and government 
efforts to collect small arms, to create 
special-needs reintegration programs 
for children and exiled combatants, 
and to facilitate combatants’ return to 
civil society.  It should also pressure the 
government to broaden these efforts as 
well as to better address the needs of 
women and children, revise the Rwan-
dan judicial system, and provide greater 
security and protection for Rwandan ci-
vilians both within the country and in 
refugee camps in the DRC.

Rwanda’s transition to peaceful civil 
society is well overdue.  If the interna-
tional community, the RDRC, and the 
Rwandan government act wisely, they 
may yet be able to prevent Rwanda from 
becoming a euphemism for internation-
al failure and instead transform it into a 
model of successful rehabilitation.  The 
question remains: can we prevent the 
Rwandan DDR process from becoming 
“another Rwanda”? 

A Gacaca court tries a prisoner in Rwimbogo, east of Kigali.
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The Republic of Transnistria, an un-
recognized country lying between 
the northern border of Moldova 

and the Ukraine, was founded on Sept. 
2, 1990.  Recognized by the world as the 
“Transdniester” region of the country of 
Moldova, it nonetheless functions auton-
omously within its borders.  Its status as 
a “geographical freak”1 has partly made 
possible its corrupt government, illegal 
arms smuggling, and poor human rights 
record.  It is said that you can buy any 
form of weapons you wish in this 1,607 
square mile republic.2  Allegedly, massive 
arms stockpiles are fodder for legitimate 
governments and terrorists alike.3  

However it is another trade, human 
trafficking—especially that of women 
and girls—that has earned Transnistria 
its reputation as the human trafficking 
gateway to Europe.  Poverty in rural areas 
leads many to emigrate in search of jobs.  
In Moldova, where government statistics 
on emigration are available, it is esti-
mated that between 600,000-1,000,000 
citizens leave the country—both tem-
porarily and permanently—for work 
elsewhere each year.4  Unfortunately, 
destitute women looking for foreign 
employment are often scammed by 
traffickers and sent as prostitutes to 

destinations throughout Europe, Rus-
sia, Israel, and Northern Africa.5  While 
certain NGOs are working to curb traf-
ficking through education in poor rural 
areas and police instruction in measures 
to catch traffickers, Transnistria’s ques-
tionable statehood makes it hard to hold 
the government accountable to interna-
tional law and punishment.

According to the International Or-

ganization for Migration, the number 
of persons trafficked from or through 
Transnistria or Moldova is ultimately 
unknown, but of the thousands sold, 
1,300 were repatriated to their coun-
tries in 2003-2004.6  It is estimated that 
between 12 percent and 42 percent of 
trafficking victims are minors.7  Traffick-
ers are often acquaintances of the victim, 
sometimes even friends or neighbors.  
In some cases, parents and husbands 
have pressured women into service, 
and many recruiters are former victims 
themselves, coerced by former abusers.8  
In other cases, orphanage directors have 
reportedly sold traffickers information 
about the dismissal of 16 and 17 year 
olds when they are turned out of orphan-
ages so that traffickers could approach 
them with job opportunities when they 
left the institution.9 

With the network being so close to 
home, it is often poor young women with 
little access to education who seek out 
jobs as domestic workers, au pairs, or 
dancers in more affluent foreign coun-
tries.  They are promised passage and 
immigration papers, the cost of which 
they will repay once they start earning 
wages.  Instead, they are taken across 
borders—sometimes on foot—into ma-

jor foreign cities where they are locked 
up, beaten by day, and made to work as 
prostitutes at discos and bars by night.  

Angela, a 22-year-old from rural Mol-
dova thought she had contracted to work 
in Italy.   Instead, her captor took her to 
the United Arab Emirates and forced her 
to work as a prostitute.  “From 9 PM to 3 
AM we had to work in a disco,” she said.  
“All day long, we were locked up in a 

house.  When we would not have enough 
clients, they would beat us up and lock 
us up until 9.”10 Sadly, Angela’s story is 
only one among many.  

Political, Social, and Economic Expla-
nations for Transnistria’s Trafficking

Anne Jordan, Director of the Initiative 
Against Trafficking in Persons at the In-
ternational Human Rights Law Group, 
cites three types of factors contributing 
to growing levels of human trafficking in 
certain countries.  Economic and social 
situations that “push” victims to seek 
methods to leave their country—and 
thereby are most likely to fall into a traf-
ficking scheme—include the following: 
national instability and civil war, high 
poverty unevenly affecting mostly wom-
en, uneven economic growth, and envi-
ronmental damage.  The international 
factors of peace and prosperity abroad, 
growing economies opening jobs to im-
migrants, the prospect of marriage, and 
aspirations for a better life act as “pull” 
factors from foreign countries.  Finally, 
the relaxed borders, low cost of trans-
portation in the globalized world, and 
corruption by state governments are 
also trafficking “facilitators.”11  Transn-
istria may well have been the prototype 
for Jordan’s model, so close are Jordan’s 
prescriptive factors to the realities found 
in the country. 

“Push” Factors

Transnistria’s poor human rights re-
cord goes back long before its conception 
as a state in 1990.  Known as “the forgot-
ten cemetery,” the area of what is now 
Transnistria (then a part of Ukraine) wit-

Human Trafficking in
Transnistria

Traffickers are often acquaintances 
of the victim, sometimes even 

friends or neighbors.“ ”

By Heather Heistand
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From 9 pm to 3 am we had to work in a disco.
All day long we were locked up in a house. When we would not have 

enough clients, they would beat us up and lock us up until 9.
--Angela, 22-year-old trafficking victim

nessed the massacre of 200,000 Russian 
and Romanian Jews at the hand of dic-
tator Ion Antonescu from 1941-1944.12  
Like other victims of the Holocaust, sur-
vivors recounted the forced marches of 
naked men and the rape of thousands of 
women.  In one day alone, 20,000 Jews 

were burned alive in Odessa.13  Though 
the mass graves of thousands still litter 
the country, the world has largely forgot-
ten the Romanian genocide, remember-
ing instead the horrors of Hitler in Ger-
many.

In modern-day Transnistria, civil un-
rest has been present since the state’s 
conception.  From as early as November 
of 1990 until the ceasefire on July 21, 
1992, the War of Transnistria was waged 
against Moldovan police by Transnis-
trian separatists aided by contingents 

of Cossacks and the Russian 14th Army.  
Hundreds were killed and thousands 
fled Transnistria as refugees.

In terms of economic growth, Moldova 
and Transnistria are recognized as some 
of the poorest Eastern European coun-
tries today.  Transnistria’s GDP per capita 
is estimated at $990, though the wealth 
is unevenly distributed, and residents 
of rural areas are most often in extreme 
poverty.14  With an unemployment rate 
of 18.3%, jobs are scarce, especially for 
women.15  Thus, many hope to emigrate, 
often falling into trafficking schemes.  

Repression of civil liberties also re-
mains an issue.  The debate over the 
language of instruction in Transnistrian 
schools has raised outcry both domes-
tically and internationally.  A majority 
of schools are taught in Russian—even 
in towns with 100% Moldovan popula-
tions, but 33 schools conduct lessons in 
Moldovan.  However, the Transnistrian 
government refused six schools the right 
to teach Moldovan in the Latin alphabet 
(known then as Romanian), insisting on 
using Cyrillic letters.16  The six schools 
are now run privately, but Transnistri-
an authorities refuse to recognize their 
diplomas and their students are not al-
lowed to continue onto higher educa-
tion, effectively excluding them from 
most of the labor market.  Unfortunately, 
this makes these students very likely 

candidates for trafficking.  According to a 
report by Radio Free Europe, “[Traffick-
ing] victims are usually young girls from 
poor families who graduate from middle 
school without few, if any prospects for 
the future.”17 

“Pull” Factors

Transnistria’s population according to 
the 2005 census was around 555,000, a 
decrease of more than 100,000 people 
since the 1999 census.18  Peace and pros-

perity in the growing European Union is 
the biggest attracting factor for Transn-
istrian emigrants.  Foreign countries of-
fer more job opportunities and a higher 
standard of living.  The high number of 
emigrants are mostly young adults, leav-
ing a mostly elderly society behind which 
creates further economic issues.

Facilitating Factors

Many factors have facilitated the 
booming human trafficking market in 
Transnistria, the most critical being the 
lack of internationally recognized state-
hood, relaxed border controls in the EU, 
and corruption in the Transnistria gov-
ernment.  Because Transnistria is seen 
by world powers as a semi-autonomous 
region of Moldova, even though Moldova 
has no realistic governing power over 
it, it is hard for international treaties to 
hold the Transnistrian government ac-
countable for their human rights record 
or illegal weapons sales.  As for travel 
across borders, the EU’s relaxed customs 
requirements between states and im-
proved transportation and communica-
tion technologies have greatly enabled 
trafficking capabilities.19  Also, entrance 
into Russia from Transnistra does not 
require a visa, a factor undoubtedly con-
tributing to Russia’s recent rise to the sta-
tus of number one receiving country of 

Transnistria’s trafficked victims.  Guards 
at the borders have notoriously accepted 
bribes from traffickers to look the other 
way at obviously fake passports.  In the 
words of one victim, “When the bor-
der guard saw Stella’s passport, he just 
laughed out loud.  But that woman Lydia 
[the trafficker] gave him some money, 
and we went through into Romania.”20  

Further government corruption mani-
fests itself in many ways in Transnistria, 
but can perhaps be best summed up by 
the suspicious 2001 presidential elec-

“

An Eastern European trafficking victim 
works the streets as a prostitute.

”
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tion results which reported Igor Smirnov 
(President since the state’s founding 
in 1990) as the winner with 103.6% 
of the popular vote.21  He also won the 
2006 election, and outside monitors 
dispute its status as “free and democrat-
ic.”22  In another case, the Power to the 
People Party, the major opposing party 
to Smirnov’s reign, was banned in May 
2001 and re-banned the following year 
under the new leadership of leadership 
Alexander Radchenko. The Transnistrian 
customs service also banned the publica-
tion of Radchenko’s electoral platform.23  
Restricted press has also been reported 
in several other cases.

Improving the trafficking record

The Parliamentary election of 2006 
has brought a rapid and largely unex-
pected turn of events.  Renewal, the op-
position party, won a surprising major-
ity of Parliament, promising “to bring 
the country’s human rights record in line 
with European norms and standards.”24  
On June 7, 2006, the body appointed 
Vasiliy Kalko to the newly created posi-
tion of Ombudsman for Human Rights.  
His position is to be completely separate 
from the parliament, and as such, he has 
been given sweeping powers to review 
classified evidence as needed in order to 
fulfill his duty “to oversee the implemen-
tation and observance of constitutional 

Fortunately, there are two groups, the 
International Center for Women Rights 
Protection and Promotion (also called 
“La Strada”) and the Center for Prevent-
ing Trafficking in Women, that have active 
branches in Moldova and are working to 
curb trafficking by educating potential 
emigrants about dangers, assisting vic-
tims, and lobbying government on their 
behalf.  La Strada also runs a 24-hour 
hotline that has received 20,000 calls 
since it started six years ago.  While most 
calls are for information, about 20% are 
reportedly “SOS” calls from victims.  La 
Strada arranges to get the woman out 
of the country, meet her at the airport 
upon her arrival, and provide immediate 
health and counseling services to her.29

Conclusion

Despite its past human rights record, 
Transnistria has shown a new commit-
ment to human rights and the protection 
of women by the appointment of an om-
budsman and increasing transparency of 
policies.  However, there is much work to 
be done before the country can truthfully 
claim that it protects the best interests 
of its citizens.  Hundreds of thousands of 
women (and men) are illegally trafficked 
each year in gross violation of their rights, 
and the internationally community has 
yet to hold the government of Transnis-
tria responsible for these atrocities.

guarantees, and to act as a watchdog for 
human rights.”25 

“The number of petitions has roughly 
doubled [in the last four months], but 
don’t take this a proof of an increase in 
actual human rights violations,” Kalko 
said in a 2007 interview with the Ti-
raspol Times. “In our opinion, it is a natu-
ral result of greater public awareness of 
the existence of the Human rights Om-
budsman office.”26  He said his office had 
received 460 complaints in the first four 
months of the year, but made no mention 
of petitions against human trafficking 
violations specifically.  The Times inter-
viewers said that the human rights situ-
ation was “not all good, but not all bad 
either.”27  The European community begs 
to differ.

In July 2007, the European Parliament 
condemned Transnistrian separatist 
authorities for continued human rights 
abuses, arguing that “the separatist re-
gime of Transnistria allows organised 
crime, including trafficking in arms, in 
human beings, smuggling and money 
laundering activities to flourish” and 
that “this constitutes a considerable 
risk to the stability of the region”.28  Un-
fortunately, as these statements reveal, 
the Parliament is more concerned with 
insuring the territorial integrity of Mol-
dova and crushing the Transnistrian 
democratic movement than with seeking 
solutions to stop the abuses.

Sex Slaves, Ric Esther Bienstock’s award-winning documentary uncovers the 

global sex slave trade in women from the former Soviet Bloc. The film tells the 

story of Viorel, a Ukrainian man on a mission to find his pregnant, trafficked 

wife in Turkey. Hidden cameras follow Viorel as he travels to Turkey; his only 

lead the telephone number of the pimp who, he believes, has Katia in his pos-

session. To secure his wife’s release, after days of desperate efforts, Viorel pos-

es as a trafficker and sets out to buy his wife back. From the villages of Moldova 

and Ukraine, to underground brothels and discotheques, the film bears witness 

firsthand to the brutal world of European sex slavery. 

For more information visit http://www.apltd.ca/sexslaves/

Want to learn more?
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In December 2008, I went to New Or-
leans to conduct interviews for my se-
nior thesis.  I arrived at City Hall for an 
interview, expecting to encounter wary 
city officials speaking defensively about 
the response to Hurricane Katrina; I did 
not expect to find a sizable homeless 
camp in the plaza across the street.  I am 
not naïve about homelessness or pov-
erty, but I had never seen anything quite 
like this, had never seen so many people 
sleeping on newspapers and in pup tents 
in front of the seat of government in an 
American city.  

A few blocks away in the tourist-
friendly French Quarter, you could sit at 
the Café du Monde with a cup of chicory 
coffee and a beignet and think that New 
Orleans was recovering nicely.  Parts of 
it certainly are.  But that’s only half the 
story. 

The first tents went up in Duncan 
Plaza towards the end of the sweltering 
Louisiana summer, in late July and ear-
ly August.  By November the plaza was 
filled with dozens of tents and countless 
sleeping bags, ultimately sheltering an 
estimated 250 people.1 Tent cities cer-
tainly aren’t unheard of in New Orleans 

in the days since Katrina — it’s not un-
common to see tents on road medians, or 
under highways.  A year and a half ago, a 
group of residents from the St. Bernard 
projects established a tent city called 
Survivor’s Village in an attempt to force 
the Housing Authority of New Orleans to 
reopen the projects and allow residents 
to clean their apartments.2 

But the jarring sight of makeshift shel-
ters in front of the nexus of public power 
in New Orleans provides a particularly 
stark reminder of the city’s continued 
problems with affordable housing two 
years after Katrina. UNITY of Greater 
New Orleans, a nonprofit group focused 
on affordable housing, spent most of De-
cember frantically searching for places 
for the Duncan Plaza residents to stay 
before December 21, the date the camp 
was scheduled to be dismantled.  Sure 
enough, on the 21st, the city’s waste man-
agement service took down the ragged 
tents with relentless efficiency.  Of course, 
moving the camp didn’t address the root 
of the problem.  Though UNITY was able 
to find shelter for many of the Duncan 
Plaza residents, many more just moved 
down the street to the larger homeless 

camp beneath the I-10 underpass, at the 
intersection of Claiborne Avenue and Ca-
nal Street.3 

Human rights violations in the im-
mediate aftermath of Hurricane Katrina 
have been well documented. Despite 
the National Hurricane Center’s warn-
ings of Katrina’s growing strength in the 
days before landfall, as well as reports 
from the Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency (FEMA) and the National 
Infrastructure Simulation and Analysis 
Center (NISAC) predicting a significant 
risk of levee failure, the response of the 
government at all levels — federal, state, 
and local — was tepid at best, lethal at 
worst, and shockingly inadequate by 
any standard.4  Over 20,000 residents of 
New Orleans were directed to the Super-
dome for shelter, but once they arrived 
they were stranded for days without suf-
ficient food, water, or medical attention 
as sanitary conditions quickly became 
intolerable.5  Louis Armstrong New Or-
leans International Airport became a 
makeshift triage center where just nine 
Disaster Medical Assistance Teams 
served nearly 50,000 people with all 
manner of medical conditions.6   And 914 

The Right to Return Home: 
New Orleans in Post-Katrina Devastation

by Alyssa BattistoniA
ll

 p
h

o
to

 c
o

u
rt

e
sy

 A
ly

ss
a

 B
a

tt
is

to
n

i



sixdegrees
18

New Orleans

inhabitants of New Orleans drowned in 
their own homes or on top of their roofs 
while waiting in vain to be rescued, their 
deaths marked by the inglorious orange 
paint sprayed onto the fronts of their 
battered houses by search teams in the 
weeks after the floods subsided.7

As inefficient and inept as the govern-
ment’s immediate response to Katrina 
was, its role in the region’s long-term 
recovery has thus far been little bet-
ter.  Though the entire Gulf Coast is still 
struggling to return to normalcy, condi-
tions in New Orleans in particular re-
veal a multitude of outstanding abuses. 
Day laborers working to rebuild the city 
have been consistently underpaid, when 
they are paid at all.8  The criminal justice 
system, dysfunctional before Katrina, 
essentially collapsed in the storm’s af-
termath and has struggled to address an 
enormous backlog of cases, while over-
zealous police arrest citizens for dubious 
offenses.9  Displaced voters have faced 
significant obstacles to participation 
in post-Katrina elections, limiting their 
ability to contribute to the planning pro-
cess.10  And the list continues.  The most 
basic and universally shared concern 
of New Orleans residents at this point 
in the recovery process, however, is the 
right to return home.  

Section V of the United Nations Guid-
ing Principles on Internal Displacement, 
which concerns return, resettlement, 
and reintegration, is particularly rel-
evant at this point in the recovery pro-
cess.  It states, in part, that:

Competent authorities have the pri-
mary duty and responsibility to es-
tablish conditions, as well as provide 
the means, which allow internally 
displaced persons to return volun-
tarily, in safety and with dignity, to 
their homes or places of habitual 
residence, or to resettle voluntarily in 
another part of the country.11

In this respect, the government has ne-
glected its duties to New Orleans inhab-
itants displaced by Katrina. The govern-
ment has not only failed to provide the 
means for these residents to return, but 
in many instances has also shirked its 
primary duty to establish the conditions 
for return, leaving much of the recovery 
work to nonprofit organizations and 
private contractors.  The human rights 
problems in New Orleans are primarily 
the result of passive inaction rather than 
active oppression, but this inaction has 
nonetheless had crippling effects on the 
resettlement process.

Lack of affordable housing is per-
haps the most obvious and significant 

obstacle to returning to New Orleans.  
The decreased supply of livable hous-
ing units caused housing costs to sky-
rocket in the months after Katrina.  
Aaron Portier, the Director of Planning 
and Evaluation at Catholic Charities, 
one of the largest charities in New Or-
leans, explained that:

We don’t have the housing stock we 
had. We don’t have the apartments 
we had.  And that’s why the costs 
went up so dramatically.  Salaries in-
creased too, though not to the same 
level —before the storm someone 
working at a Wendy’s or a Wal-Mart 
or as a nursing assistant in a nursing 
home or a day care facility may have 
been making $7 an hour, but then fol-
lowing the storm people could make 
$10-12 working at Wendy’s and even 
that wasn’t enough.12 

As a result, the homeless population of 
New Orleans has doubled to 12,000 in 
the aftermath of Katrina, while tens of 
thousands of other former residents still 
remain scattered across the country, un-
able to return home.13  The continuing 
existence of homeless camps is a clear il-
lustration of the government’s failure to 
help residents return with dignity.  

Tensions over the housing crisis were 
recently intensified even further by the 
New Orleans City Council’s approval 
of a proposal to demolish 4500 units 
of public housing, to be replaced with 
mixed-income units built by private de-
velopers.  Though the living conditions 
in the New Orleans projects were by no 
means ideal, the proposed development 
does not include sufficient low-income 
housing to replace the units lost, caus-
ing many to fear that the demolition will 
permanently displace thousands of low-
income residents who will be unable to 
afford market housing rates.14  

Though advocates for demolition have 
assured public housing tenants that they 
will receive subsidies sufficient to cover 
the increased cost of housing, opponents 
have pointed out that housing vouchers 
provide much less security than actual 
housing.  Kenneth, a former resident of 
the Duncan Plaza homeless camp, ended 
up in a tent in front of City Hall when he 
could no longer afford to pay rent on his 

Residents of Duncan Plaza affirm their dignity in a protest held the day the home-
less camp was scheduled to be removed by city officials.
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apartment:  
FEMA was supposed to reimburse me 
when I sent in my receipts from rent 
but they didn’t. I haven’t gotten any-
thing from FEMA. If they hadn’t re-
neged on what I paid for rent I’d still 
have my apartment.15 

Many fear that the proposed public hous-
ing vouchers will create similar prob-
lems.  Congress’s continued inaction on 
a proposal to provide federal vouchers 
for housing with supportive services for 
elderly and disabled homeless people 
does not engender further confidence.16  
The vouchers were authorized in the Gulf 
Coast Housing Recovery Act of 2007, but 
they cannot be distributed until funds 
are appropriated.17

And so it goes in New Orleans.  Bu-
reaucratic hang-ups, complicated pro-
cedures, and government inaction are 
all contributing to the glacial pace of re-
covery.  Though the Road Home program 
ostensibly provides the means to return 
to Louisiana in the form of grants for as 
much as $150,000 for displaced hom-
eowners to either rebuild or start anew 
elsewhere, the grant application process 
has proved so complicated and time-
consuming that the first checks were not 
distributed until nearly a year after Ka-

trina.18  Furthermore, only homeowners 
received this form of housing assistance, 
though nearly all of the city’s residents 
were renters before the storm and many 
now find it impossible to afford the in-
creased housing costs.19

The right to return also concerns more 
than just access to affordable housing.  
A major factor in many people’s abil-
ity to return is the availability of public 
services. Even after homeowners began 
receiving their Road Home grants, they 
found themselves in the midst of a seri-
ous collective action problem, facing a 
choice between being one of the first to 
return to a neighborhood with no neigh-
bors, no grocery stores, and no public 
services, or giving up on going home.  
Without a clear recovery plan or signs 
that the city government is committed 
to reviving the neighborhoods that suf-
fered the most damage, individuals have 
been hard-pressed to take a leap of faith 
and resettle.  

Furthermore, the city government has 
consistently undermined the rights of its 
citizens through its failure to restore the 
public services upon which thousands of 
low-income residents depended.  Much 
of New Orleans’ physical capital still lies 
in decay: the city’s infrastructure is in 

desperate need of repair (its water sys-
tem, for example, leaks fifty million gal-
lons of water each day), and public ser-
vice provision is thin.  After two years, 
only sixty-two percent of public schools, 
thirty-eight percent of child care centers, 
and two-thirds of the city’s hospitals are 
open.20  Public transportation systems 
are beginning to get back on track, but 
service remains limited and infrequent, 
making it difficult for those without cars 
to get around the city.  

Charity Hospital, which once served 
the city’s poorest residents, remains 
closed, perhaps permanently.21  Though 
wealthier residents are able to utilize 
private medical facilities, low-income 
residents—especially those who lost 
their health insurance coverage when 
they lost their jobs after the storm—
have had to rely on community health 
clinics that are not equipped to provide 
full health services.22  The local suicide 
rate has tripled as residents are left to 
cope with depression, anxiety, and post-
traumatic stress disorder without help 
from a working public health system.23

Into this gap of public assistance has 
stepped a legion of nonprofit organiza-
tions, offering what services they can. 
The city government, overwhelmed with 
the scale of the task before it, has been 
more than happy to cede responsibility 
to those willing to take it. The result of 
this ad hoc approach to recovery is a city 
of stark contrasts and uneven redevel-
opment in which certain neighborhoods 
remain empty and lacking in the provi-
sion of basic public goods, while tourist-
targeted businesses and select sectors of 
the city flourish. Though there’s no end 
to the conspiracy theories about why the 
recovery process is going so slowly, most 
of the people who are actually working 
in the city government are themselves 
from New Orleans and want to see the 
city return to its former glory.  For that 
to happen, though, the government at 
the federal, state, and local levels must 
take responsibility in its role as a compe-
tent authority and ensure that both New 
Orleans residents and all Gulf Coast resi-
dents are able to return to their homes 
and access the public goods necessary to 
go about their lives.

Duncan Plaza resident Kenneth, upon the December 22 closing of the homeless 
camp: “For them to tell us we gotta pick up our tents and leave and everything, 
that’s a good Christmas present.  Tis the season to be jolly.”



Here, in brief, are the human rights 
issues examined in this issue of Six 
Degrees.  It is our aim to select ar-
ticles that cover a large part of the 
globe.  Please turn to the topics’ 
respective page numbers to learn 
more.

New Orleans
This article explores the housing situation 
in New Orleans two years after Hurricane 
Katrina. In both the short and the long run, 
the government has failed to fulfill its duty to 
provide shelter for displaced residents, protect 
their right of return, and maintain basic 
infrastructure and services throughout the 
city. Non-governmental organizations have 
stepped in to fill this gap, but the problem is 
far from resolved.
 Page 17

International Criminal Court
In an effort to ensure worldwide peace 
and security, the Rome Statute calls for an 
International Criminal Court to prosecute 
war crimes, crimes against humanity, 
genocide, and even aggression. While 
139 nations have signed onto the treaty, 
the U.S. continues to resist, despite their 
involvement in its drafting. Author Sherie 
Gertler explains why the U.S. has thus far 
refrained from ratifying the Rome Treaty 
and why future endorsement is crucial for 
the enforcement of universal international 
human rights law.   
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Rwanda
More than a decade has passed since a genocidal 
conflict between Hutus and Tutsis killed up 
to one million Rwandans within four months 
of 1994, and yet the struggle in Rwanda is far 
from over. Perpetrators of the massacre have 
yet to be tried, and thousands of suspects have 
been detained and denied the opportunity 
to face court hearings. This article explores 
the complex process of reintroducing former 
combatants into Rwandan civilian life.
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Transnistria
While Europe is often—and correctly—seen as a champion of human 
rights, it is important to recognize the abuses that nonetheless continue 
within its borders. In Transnistria, an autonomous region of Moldova, 
human trafficking exploits young women by promising them jobs as do-
mestic workers or au pairs in other European countries and instead forc-
ing them into prostitution. Relaxed border controls, low cost of trans-
portation, and government corruption in today’s globalized world are all 
trafficking facilitators. While a new Ombudsman for Human Rights has 
been appointed by the government, it remains unclear what improve-
ment has been and will be made in the region.          
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Bangladesh
In an effort to control the rampant spread 
of cholera through contaminated water in 
Bangladesh, UNICEF, the World Bank, and 
other international aid agencies financed the 
sinking of over 11 million shallow tube wells over 
thirty years ago. While the incidence of cholera 
decreased, the rates of diarrheal disease did not 
and a new health crisis had emerged: an epidemic 
of arsenic poisoning. Arsenic occurs naturally in 
Bangladeshi sediment and flows through shallow 
groundwater systems. The effects of arsenic 
poisoning range from painful and disfiguring skin 
lesions to liver and spleen enlargement, cardiac 
failure, neurological impairment, and various 
cancers. Author Kaylin Pennington explores the 
ongoing crisis and possible solutions. 
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