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FINANCIAL TIMES

LUNCH WITH THE FT " 19 e

Lunch with the FT: Sang-Hyun Song

Lianel Barber

Over prawns in The Hague, the outgoing president of the
International Criminal Court talks about growing up in Korea,

negotiating in Libya and the difficulties of bringing war crimes to
trial

n a sunny day, the view from the Penthouse

restaurant on the 42nd floor of The Hague
Tower stretches to the North Sea. But this is late
February in the Low Countries. The tower stands
enveloped in mist, a fitting metaphor for the
International Criminal Court, whose South Korean
president, Sang-Hyun Song, is joining me for lunch.

Established in 2002, after the genocide in Rwanda
and ethnic cleansing in former Yugoslavia, the ICC
has lofty ambitions: to end impunity by holding
countries and their leaders accountable under
international law for heinons erimes. The reality is
more prosaic: the court is a voung, fragile
institution in a Hobbesian world where might
usually trumps right.

There are many questions 1 wish to explore with Song. How can illiterate, traumatised
child soldiers from Africa be expectad to testify against their former commanders ina
foreign court thousands of miles from home? Should we take the ICC seriously when
China, Rusaia and the US refuse to sign up? And how about the 1CC's record over the
past 13 vears, which shows the people put on trial {and the two convictions) have all been
black men?

Song, 74, is said to be super-smart but bland and sometimes ineffectunl. After a long
career as a law professor in Seoul, he became one of the ICC's first judges and was
appointed president in 2000, Those who know him say his weakness derives from his
office — the 1CC has a budget of more than €100m but no powers of arrest, no police
force, no intelligence gathering and must rely on the goodwill of member states; in fact,
they say, Song is couragecus and generous, a philanthropist who co-founded a legal aid
centre for women in South Korea.

The president arrives on time at 12.30pm, a slender man with straight black hair
streaked with grey. He is wearing a dark suit with a pale blue shirt and a diamond-
patterned pink tie. He is smiling, though still suffering from a pre-Christmas virus. “Too
many speeches,” he explains hoarsely.

Our table is in a discreet corner of the restaurant. The decor is modern but unfussy. A tall
waiter arrives with a jug of water. “Good evening . . . I'm sarry, good afternoon,” he
begins, inauspiciously. “We have two lunch menus, one basic, one 4 la carte.”
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