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Shobhakar Budhathoki (Nepal)

We interviewed Shob‑ 
hakar in his office in Ne‑
pal’s capital city. The office 
was part of a house on a  
typical narrow and winding 
Kathmandu street. We knew 
Shobhakar because he was 
already working on a USIP 
justice and security proj‑
ect in Nepal. He had been 
closely involved in Nepal’s 
democratic movement in 
the 1990s and 2005–6, and 
played a key role throughout 
Nepal’s peace process in an 
unofficial capacity.  Today, he 
works to promote human 
rights, support postconflict 
peacebuilding and transi‑
tional justice processes, and 
strengthen civilian security 
and rule of law.

<< How did you come to work for tHe united nations?
A colleague knew the work I had been doing in Nepal as a human rights 
monitor, pro-democracy person; I had also been working as a monitor on 
Nepal’s election. One day, my colleague came and told me about the UN 
planned mission to East Timor and briefed me about the process of drop-
ping off a CV with the UN. So I handed in my CV at the UN Country Of-
fice in Nepal, even though I never thought that I would be selected. But after 
about a month, suddenly I got a call from the UN and they wanted me to go 
to East Timor in three days.

This was in 1999. I became an electoral officer for the referendum on 
East Timor’s independence, responsible for the electoral process, for con-
ducting polling and political and civic education. We first flew to Australia 
for a briefing. And then we flew to East Timor, where the UN provided a 
high level of security. In the morning [when we traveled to villages to work], 
we were always escorted by security forces. 

international police?
No. Indonesian. Security was given by Indonesia [the country from which 
East Timor was about to choose whether or not to separate]. They were In-

“My housemate said that the minute we left,  
the militia would kill them.”
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donesian army. Most of the time they were cooperative, but they were also 
there supporting a pro-Indonesian [anti-independence] militia. However, we 
were also provided with unarmed international police to work as liaison with 
the Indonesian army, and to assist us in security matters in registration and 
polling centers.

And the militia used to come in the middle of the night to the villages 
and terrorize people. Most of the villagers were not sleeping in their homes; 
they were spending nights in the forest and bushes. We knew they had been 
suffering from the Indonesian military and police for twenty-five years, and 
everyone had family members who had gone missing. 

Two days before the election, on August 27, 1999, I had just returned 
to my residence from the registration center of the polling station, where we 
were doing final preparations for polling, and at about six o’clock I heard 
nonstop firing. It went on for forty-five minutes, nonstop, all these semiauto-
matic guns. I’ve never heard anything so loud, so much firing going on. We 
didn’t know what to do. After an hour, the shooting stopped and we could 
see a house on fire. It was the place where we used to go to eat, a restaurant, 
and we later found out that a local tribal leader, referred to as a local “king,” 
was killed in that incident. Then, about 9:30, we finally got instructions for 
evacuation from the residence. The UN security people came with escorts to 
evacuate us. All of us were taken to the local UN mission office. Nobody had 
eaten. We ate whatever was available that night.

However, the polling went smoothly, without interruption. Afterward, 
we brought the ballot box to the office, and then transferred [the ballots] to 
Dili for counting. On September 4, UN Secretary-General Kofi Anan an-
nounced the polling result and declared that independence had been chosen 
by the East Timorese people. Unfortunately, the security situation was going 
out of control in Dili, Baucau, and several other places. 

The next day we got instructions for evacuation; we were to be moved to 
Baucau. In the morning, we were escorted by the Indonesian military and 
they were behind us, and front and center. And we saw the people were re-
ally sad. When I was leaving, my housemate said that the minute we left, the 
militia would kill them. I don’t know whether they were killed or are still 
alive. It was one of the saddest moments, because East Timor had become 
independent. Wherever we saw people, they were scared and they didn’t 
want us to leave. Then thirty-five, forty vehicles left for Baucau. 

We were just about to arrive when the radio said that the militias were 
shooting at the UN office in Baucau. UN staffers were lying down on the 
floor, including my good friend Hari Phuyal. Baucau security told us to go 
directly to the airport. The Australian Air Force evacuated us to Darwin, 
along with Bishop Carol Bello. My colleague Hari and I thought that we had 
never observed such a horrific scenario in our life, and we were so stressed 
out that we decided together to return to home.

would you Have done anytHing differently in east timor?
It was a good decision for UN people [to evacuate], but for the East Timorese 
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people, it was one of the worst decisions. 

How did you end up going to kosovo?
I got a call from the UN: “We have an opening in Kosovo. Do you want to 
go?” I said, “OK,” and I went, and it was totally a different environment. 
Ethnic conflict had left it totally demolished. It was interesting to work with 
two different ethnicities. Basically, Kosovo gave me experience with how to 
work in a different ethnic environment with the worst forms of hatred and 
totally destroyed infrastructure.       

How did you feel about working witH tHe local staff? 
It was sometimes easy and sometimes difficult. Not all of them were compe-
tent, but some were, and they wanted to work in their own way. 

tHen you went to . . . 
Eritrea and Ethiopia. Between February 2002 and May 2003. It was anoth-
er totally different situation: a border conflict and monitoring the human 
rights situation related to the conflict. It was a little bit challenging. 

We were a small team, ten people in the human rights office. The head, 
Mr. Franklyn Kargbo, was from Sierra Leone; he was a really nice person and 
professionally competent. He really liked to work with me, because I had 
come from a conflict-affected country. We used to spend a lot of our time 
together, even outside the office. But some of the staff did not like our bond. 
There was a perception that non-English-speaking people have no experience 
they can bring to the UN system, and that’s why they treated some of us dif-
ferently.

did coming from a conflict-affected region Help you do a better job?
Not coming from the conflict-affected region, but working internationally 
in countries in conflict-affected areas—that is what helped me to understand 
how conflict emerges and how it should be handled.    

un Human rigHts officers are supposed to be neutral, to report and not to act. is 
tHat a problem? 
Yes, one of the problems of the UN system is that there is no link between 
human rights [agencies] and humanitarian [agencies]. Human rights people 
visit the situation and ask questions, because they need information before 
the UN can act. They report back; that’s all they do-—that’s all they are al-
lowed to do in most situations. But people need food or shelter or medical 
help. And needy people get easily frustrated with human rights people. And 
when the UN does respond, it’s often too late. 

How did you get along witH your fellow internationals on tHese missions?
I found it was easy to work with them. The only way to work is don’t offend. 
Try to work in a friendly environment and share your feelings and experi-
ences. We were from all over the world. 
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In East Timor, it was different because there were lots of high-profile 
people where we worked: former ambassadors, attorneys, people from that 
level. They were not typical headquarters-type people; they were more like 
practical people, which made it easier [to get things done]. >> 


