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The relationship between humanitarian and military actors has changed considerably in the past decade. Military
functions have expanded beyond traditional war-fighting to encompass a range of tasks related to humanitarian
goals, including support for humanitarian and rehabilitation efforts and the protection of civilians. As a result,
interaction between the military and humanitarian aid providers has grown, raising difficult questions about the
relationship between the two.

The military’s role in providing humanitarian assistance and protection to civilians in crises is not a recent
phenomenon. One of the largest relief efforts in history, the Berlin Airlift, took place over half a century ago, in
1948. Since then, military forces have regularly been involved in crisis responses in countries as diverse as
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Iraq and Sudan. In addition, the Red Cross tradition and the foundations of
international humanitarian law are both based on a deal brokered between civilian and military actors in the mid-
nineteenth century. 

Relations have, however, changed considerably in the past decade. International responses to complex
emergencies have increasingly called on peacekeeping and military-led missions, alongside the more regularised
military responses to natural disasters. Increased interventionism on the part of the UN, regional organisations
and the major Western powers in response to internal conflicts has led to new challenges to military and
humanitarian interaction. These challenges are shaping relations between humanitarians and state and private
military forces in new ways. 

Changes in the relationship between military forces and humanitarian organisations pose important questions for
both communities. Constructive common ground and agreement on core issues of responsibility and competence
is needed. This will call for strategic engagement between humanitarian organisations and defence
establishments, to reinforce humanitarian principles, improve both communities’ understanding of each other’s
comparative expertise, and seek agreement that the core objective of humanitarian action is to save lives and
maintain basic human dignity in the face of widespread threats to human survival – regardless of a population’s
strategic value.

Abstract
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This HPG Report explores the changing nature of the
relationship between military and humanitarian action in
crisis states. It is the fourth in an annual series produced by
the Humanitarian Policy Group that seeks to analyse key
trends in the humanitarian sector. Two factors underpin
this year’s choice of subject. First, there has been renewed
debate within the international community over the role
of military forces in the response to humanitarian crises.
Second, there is continued concern among humanitarian
actors about efforts by governments and the UN to develop
integrated, coherent policy approaches to international
conflict and instability, combining military, political and
aid instruments. Many in the humanitarian community
remain wary of policy coherence, and fear that the pursuit
of wider political and strategic objectives threatens the
humanitarian imperative to save lives and relieve suffering,
and to do so impartially.

The military’s role in providing humanitarian assistance and
protection to civilians in crises is not a recent phenomenon.
It has, however, undergone significant changes in the past
decade or so. Three trends can be discerned. First, military
forces – public and private – have become increasingly
engaged in activities and policy areas of humanitarian
interest. Second, there have been corresponding structural
and organisational changes within Western militaries and
government bureaucracies in an attempt to combine civilian
and military interests and assets in crisis response. Third,
there has been increasing reliance on UN and regional
missions to respond to international crises.

Key trends

The increased military engagement in crisis response

The structural drivers behind increased military involvement
in aid delivery and reconstruction efforts include post-Cold
War realignment, military downsizing and a search for new
roles as ‘forces for good’ or ‘humanitarian warriors’.
Concurrently, growing policy linkages between human and
inter-state security meant that poverty, disease and conflict-
related population movements, along with a host of other
‘soft’ security threats, were increasingly seen to be
contributing to international instability – and, consequently,
issues with which the UN Security Council, regional security
bodies and national security planners should be concerned.
More recently, the 9/11 attacks, the US-led ‘war on terror’
and a shift to countering the proliferation of weapons of
mass destruction have seen major US-led military
interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, as well as a number of
smaller counter-terrorist operations elsewhere.There has also
been an expansion in the number, size and mandates of UN
peacekeeping missions, and in missions directed bilaterally

by governments. Private military forces have become
increasingly common actors in crisis environments, notably
in Iraq. Meanwhile, the roles of military forces have
expanded beyond traditional war-fighting to encompass a
range of tasks related to humanitarian goals, including
support for humanitarian and rehabilitation efforts and the
challenging area of protecting civilians under threat from
violence.

The ‘civilianisation’ of crisis response

The second trend has been the increasing ‘civilianisation’
of crisis response. Governments, in the US and the UK, for
example, have invested in structures to combine civilian
capabilities with military assets to plan for and respond to
crises. This includes national and regional plans to deploy
civilian personnel alongside military assets in post-conflict
stabilisation efforts. These structural changes have been
matched by a growing emphasis on developing civil–
military cooperation (CIMIC) skills and capacities in
military bodies. Investment has increased in CIMIC
policies, and more senior CIMIC specialists are acting as
high-level advisors to military commands.

The expansion of regional capacities

Regional organisations have all become active military
players in international crisis response, and may in future be
increasingly relied on to respond to crises that national
military forces are unwilling to undertake bilaterally. Both
the European Union (EU) and NATO have engaged in
peacekeeping and policing operations in the Balkans, and in
2003 NATO took command of the International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan. The African Union
(AU) has a constitutional commitment to intervene in a
member state in the face of war crimes, genocide or crimes
against humanity. The AU mounted its first large-scale
peacekeeping mission in Burundi in 2003, and has deployed
several thousand troops to the Darfur region of Sudan.

Key challenges

The increased engagement of the military in policy and
operational areas of humanitarian concern raises a number
of key questions.Three in particular stand out:

• What does the promotion of combined military, political
and humanitarian efforts mean for the integrity of
humanitarian principles?

• What should the military role be in the protection of
civilians from deliberate harm?

• What impact will the growing use of private military
firms in providing security for assistance efforts have
on humanitarian action?

Executive summary
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Humanitarian principles, ‘hearts and minds’ and integrated

missions

‘Hearts and minds’ tactics – the exchange of material
rewards for information, cooperation and political support
– have a long history in military practice. For military
planners, these activities are deemed to have force
protection benefits. However, they remain deeply
contentious from the perspective of the impartiality of
humanitarian assistance. In Afghanistan, the military’s
delivery of assistance in civilian clothing and the
conditionality placed on military aid in return for
intelligence have been particularly controversial. These
practices are seen as challenging the distinction between
humanitarian and military action required by international
humanitarian law (IHL), a distinction viewed as integral to
the safety of humanitarian workers.

The risk of being associated with a potentially unwelcome
military force, and thereby losing the protective patina of
neutrality, has been a consistent theme within the
humanitarian community for many years. At the same
time, however, humanitarian agencies have themselves
been inconsistent in maintaining the distinction between
military and humanitarian action. For example, concern
has been expressed over the use of military transport assets
in situations where it was unnecessary, despite clear
guidelines stating that agencies should only call on the
military in exceptional circumstances of insecurity or
inaccessibility.

The challenges of securing independence and neutrality
also loom large in debates over association with UN
integrated missions (missions in which all UN functions –
military, political/developmental and humanitarian –
report directly through one Special Representative of the
Secretary-General (SRSG)). ‘Integrationists’ argue that such
an approach results in less duplication of effort and better-
informed and more strategic approaches to operations.
While some in the humanitarian community accept this
and see the opportunities to influence the development of
mandates and strategic mission planning, and to improve
the skills, capacity and resources devoted to issues such as
civilian protection, others argue that integration
subordinates humanitarian principles to the political or
military priorities of a mission, with concomitant
implications for humanitarian access and the safety of aid
workers. An equally fundamental question is whether
integration will produce better humanitarian outcomes.
Little data exists to systematically prove (or disprove) the
benefits of integration in terms of saved lives, improved
welfare or enhanced access to affected populations. This
prevents progress on either side of the debate.

Protection – a shared policy goal?

Efforts to protect people facing violent threat present one
of the most difficult shared policy agendas between

humanitarian and military actors. Concepts of the military
role in protection are new and evolving. However, it is
possible to identify a distinct move away from conceiving
of protection in terms of restraint in the use of force
during war (according to the laws of war) towards a more
active concept which sees civilian protection as a principal
aim of the intervention. Since the late 1990s, the UN
Security Council has shown increasing willingness to
mandate peacekeeping missions to use force to protect
civilians under imminent threat of attack. This is a
significant change in the object of protection, albeit a
more difficult concept against which to measure success.

At a practical level, there is little agreement over what
constitutes effective protection by third-party military
forces, and little evidence to inform the discussion. It is
unclear how operational measures affect efforts to
strengthen local legal and governmental processes to
protect civilians in the long term, and how far member
states are prepared to support the UN in taking an
increasingly ‘non-neutral’ stance towards belligerents that
target civilians. Humanitarian agencies remain cautious
about third-party military intervention to protect civilians.
On the one hand, some see it as the only mechanism to
deter violence directed at civilians. On the other, many see
the use of force as exacerbating levels of violence and risk.

Humanitarian action and private military interests

A third area of concern relates to the expansion of private
security provision in conflict zones. The use of private
military firms (PMFs) has been particularly striking in Iraq,
though it is evident in many other theatres. Here again, lack
of evidence is a significant impediment to analysis: much
evidence is anecdotal, and humanitarian actors, for political
and management reasons, considerably under-report their
use of PMFs to provide security for their operations and
staff. Nevertheless, it seems reasonably clear that the
humanitarian community’s links with the PMF industry are
expanding, both as clients and as inhabitants of the same
war zones. At the same time, however, there are no standard
guidelines as to how humanitarians should relate to 
PMFs, or what their various rights and responsibilities are.
Humanitarian actors tend to contract firms in an ad hoc
manner, which means that knowledge networks and
principles of good practice remain limited.

Conclusions

There is evidence that the perceived ‘humanitarian bid’ by
militaries may be overstated: commanders have little wish to
see their forces lose basic war-fighting skills in the pursuit 
of other tasks, and in practical terms commitments in
Afghanistan and Iraq have left the major military actors
overstretched. Nonetheless, governments have, and will
continue to have, a clear interest in being able to deploy
combined civil and military assets to crisis situations.
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National militaries will remain important in natural disaster
response. Defence planners and commanders will continue
to play important roles in setting strategic objectives and
planning programme responses to crises. The reliance on
regional and UN peacekeeping deployments to provide
civilian protection will also continue to grow.

The increasing proximity of military and humanitarian actors
implies a need for the two communities to find agreement
on core issues of responsibility and competence. In doing
this, investment is needed to gather evidence to show
whether the military’s delivery of assistance (a marginal
activity compared to their core operations) is inimical to
good outcomes for local populations – even in the short
term. Equally, greater consideration of the actual contribution
‘hearts and minds’ operations make to force protection
would be valuable, recognising that any assistance mission
should be conducted in accordance with needs-based
criteria. In addition, investment in understanding the full
costs of military options in comparison with civilian
alternatives in non-conflict circumstances would help inform
government decision-making. At the very least, if military
efforts are directed towards implementing relief or rehabi-
litation efforts, these should concentrate on areas of
comparative expertise. This calls for an understanding of

exactly where these areas are. This could involve agreement
that militaries focus on providing assistance that humani-
tarian agencies cannot (in security and large-scale
infrastructure work, for instance), and that both com-
munities work together more effectively to define respective
roles and objectives in the protection of civilians.

For their part, in order to meet their core, traditional
responsibilities and to respond to more complex
contemporary trends, humanitarian actors need to
acknowledge that the operating environment for
humanitarian action has changed. At present, there
appears to be a reluctance within the humanitarian sector
to move beyond advocacy that insists on the preservation
of ‘humanitarian space’, but which has not always been
able to demonstrate its importance for the safety and
well-being of local populations. Humanitarian agencies
can no longer rely (if they ever fully did) on perceptions
of neutrality to safeguard them, particularly in
environments where they have become targets in and of
themselves. In situations of such increased vulnerability,
their relationship with, and influence over, those actors –
private and public – that can provide security is of the
utmost importance – not just for their staff, but also for
the affected population.
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Several recent incidents have once again sparked debates
over the relationship between military and humanitarian
actors.These have included assertions by US administration
officials in 2001 and 2003 that NGOs were ‘force
multipliers’ in the war on terror; disputes between NGOs
and UN officials over integrated missions in 2005; and the
practices of some military actors in delivering aid in
Afghanistan. Perceptions that the policies and methods of
Coalition members in the pursuit of the global war on
terror had increased insecurity prompted some NGOs and
international organisations to decide against operating in
Afghanistan and Iraq in 2003–2004. Clearly, the
relationship between humanitarian and military actors 
in countries such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Sudan and the
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) remains vexed.

This report is the fourth in an annual series produced by the
Humanitarian Policy Group that seeks to analyse key trends
in the humanitarian sector.1This year’s review focuses on the
changing role of the military in crisis response, and the
doctrinal and policy debates surrounding their actions.This
choice of subject reflects continued concern among
humanitarian actors about efforts by governments and the
UN to develop integrated, coherent policy approaches to
international conflict and instability, combining military,
political and aid instruments. Many in the humanitarian
community remain wary of policy coherence, and fear that
the pursuit of wider political and strategic objectives
threatens the humanitarian imperative to save lives and
relieve suffering, and to do so impartially.

Arguments are advanced broadly along four lines:2

• first, that a dominant focus on strategic foreign policy
goals has resulted in the humanitarian agenda being
subordinated to these goals, or hijacked in pursuit of
them;

• second, that promoting combined military and humani-
tarian efforts associates humanitarian action with military
strategies and political goals in ways that undermine
humanitarian claims to impartiality and neutrality;

• third, that the blurring of the civil–military distinction
can heighten insecurity both for humanitarian actors
and for local civilian populations; and 

• fourth, that military action in relief is often unjustifiably
expensive; there are cheaper, more appropriate civilian
alternatives.

While elements of these concerns are perennial, they have
become more urgent. The role of the military has
expanded over the past decade beyond traditional war-
fighting to encompass a range of tasks that are (broadly)
related to humanitarian goals.At the same time, perceiving
their operations to be at risk and their neutrality to be
threatened, humanitarian agencies have been re-evaluating
their security and risk management practices, including
their relations with military actors. Donors continue to
question the impact and value of varied modes of relief
provision on local populations’ safety and well-being.
Increasingly, humanitarian actors are being asked to
demonstrate the outcome of their efforts in these terms.
Military relief efforts are subject to relatively less scrutiny
in terms of cost and local impact.

The development of policy coherence in international
interventions and the impact of political and security
interests on the nature of humanitarian action have been
widely documented (see for example Macrae and Leader,
2000; Minear, 2002; Macrae and Harmer, 2003; Bellamy,
2005). However, analysis has rarely looked squarely at the
responses of military planners and defence policymakers
to these changes, or explored the challenges military
forces confront in working alongside humanitarian actors.

This report seeks to fill that gap. It maps recent
developments in the relationship between humanitarian
agencies and military forces, focusing on state militaries
(national and multinational) and private military forces.
While it is recognised that this focus excludes the growing
literature on non-state armed groups,3 the concern here is
with those states and organisations that possess the
military capability to carry out international interventions.
The aim is to highlight differences in national and regional

1 Previous years’ reports have focused on the changing relationship between
humanitarian action and political responses to conflict-related crises; the
implications of the global war on terrorism for humanitarian action; and the role
of aid policy in protracted crises. These reports are: Macrae (ed.) (2002a);
Macrae and Harmer (eds) (2003); and Harmer and Macrae (eds) (2004).

2 For examples of these lines of criticism, see Terry (2002); Donini (2004).

3 See for example Glaser (2005); Center for Humanitarian Dialogue (2003);
Accord (2004). For the purposes of this paper, we distinguish between
mercenaries and/or private military forces with publicly recognised and
legitimated corporate or commercial status, and non-state actors deemed
rebels, insurgents or freedom fighters.

Chapter 1
Resetting the rules of engagement: trends and

issues in military–humanitarian relations
Victoria Wheeler and Adele Harmer, HPG
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capacities, and divergent approaches to military intervention
and the provision of humanitarian assistance and protection.
The report also explores the changing policy and
operational approaches of humanitarian agencies in their
engagement with military actors, and identifies shared and
competing interests.4

As in previous years’ studies, commissioned specialists
analyse specific themes:

• Chapter 2, by Andrew Cottey and Ted Bikin-Kita,
examines emerging patterns of military intervention
and engagement in crisis response with humanitarian
elements;

• Chapter 3, by Stuart Gordon, explores the changing role
of the military in assistance strategies and structures, and
the policies framing civil–military relations;

• Chapter 4, by Victoria Holt, looks at the potential role
of militaries in civilian protection; and

• Chapter 5, by Peter Singer, describes the growing role
of private military firms in humanitarian action.

This chapter introduces and synthesises the findings of
these commissioned papers. It is divided into four sections.
Section 1.1 briefly examines the history of military
involvement in crisis response, and the increased visibility
of state-directed military and security actors in the
landscape of modern humanitarian action. It explores the
major policy, doctrinal and institutional changes that relate
to military action in humanitarian crises, and the
‘civilianisation’ of military responses. It also explores the
implications for humanitarian action of an emphasis on
integrated missions within the UN, and discusses the
growing trend towards the regionalisation of military
responses to crisis.

Section 1.2 explores the evolving debate between the
humanitarian and military communities. In particular, it
explores four areas that have enjoyed particular prominence
in the recent discourse:

• efforts by humanitarian actors to revitalise rules of
engagement with the military by revising and promoting
guidelines and codes to govern their relations;

• concerns over the military’s use of ‘hearts and minds’
activity and so-called ‘Quick Impact Projects’ for
strategic purposes, the effect these are assumed to have
on humanitarian actors’ own local efforts, and
questions over their actual strategic value;

• debates over third-party military involvement in the
protection of civilians under threat; and 

• the expanding role of the private military industry, in
the provision of security for aid agencies, and in
reconstruction and rehabilitation efforts.

Section 1.3 examines the potential for lesson-learning and
highlights some innovations in civil–military relations,
and changing security management practices.This includes
a consideration of military learning and planning, and the
value of structured military–humanitarian dialogue.

Section 1.4 concludes the chapter. It summarises the key
trends and makes recommendations about how humani-
tarian agencies might position themselves to engage with
these developments, and ensure that the objectives of saving
lives, relieving suffering and protecting civilians remain a
core focus of efforts in crisis response, including agreeing
appropriate and effective roles within this. It also identifies
areas where evidence remains weak regarding the cost and
impact of different types of interventions, and proposes areas
of future research to enable more effective and evidence-
based decision-making and resource allocation by govern-
ments, the UN and other regional organisations.

1.1 The history and changing nature of military

engagement in crisis response 

The military’s role in providing humanitarian assistance and
protection to civilians in crises is not new. One of the largest
relief efforts in history, the Berlin Airlift, took place over half
a century ago, in 1948. Since then, military forces have
regularly been involved in crisis responses in countries as
diverse as Bangladesh, Afghanistan, Sudan, Indonesia and
Iraq. The Red Cross tradition and the foundations of
international humanitarian law were conceived on a
battlefield in the mid-nineteenth century. Fundamental to
these instruments was a deal between civil and military
actors that relief should be provided to those in need
irrespective of the war aims of belligerent parties.5 The
subsequent Hague and Geneva conventions and protocols
seek to mitigate war’s effects on civilians, prisoners of war
and sick and wounded combatants. They both limit the
means by which war can be waged, and oblige belligerents
to ensure the welfare of populations under their control, if
necessary by allowing access to impartial humanitarian
agencies like the International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC). Other more recent voluntary codes and statements
of principle, including the Code of Conduct for the International Red
Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief, have
articulated the relationship between these actors from the
perspective of humanitarian agencies, and have emphasised
the independence of humanitarian action from political or
military goals. Many humanitarian agencies also emphasise

5 See ICRC, History of international humanitarian Law, http://www.icrc.org/Web/
Eng/siteeng0.nsf/html/section_ihl_history; and History of the International Red
Cross and Red Crescent Movement, http://www.icrc.org/Web/Eng/siteeng0.nsf/
html/section_movement_history.

4 The literature concerning military doctrine and approaches to humanitarian
obligations is dominated by Western militaries – specifically the US, the UK,
France, Canada, the Nordic countries and Australia. There is a dearth of
analysis focusing on how non-Western militaries approach coordination
with civil bodies, humanitarian principles and civilian protection.
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neutrality as a core operating principle of their action – most
notably the ICRC.

The increasingly crowded field of crisis response has created
new challenges for the military–humanitarian relationship.
These are, broadly, three-fold: first, the engagement of
military forces in activities and policy areas of humanitarian
interest has increased; second, there have been corres-
ponding structural and organisational changes within
Western militaries and government bureaucracies; and third,
there is increasing reliance on UN, regional and ‘hybrid
missions’6 to respond to international crises, notably in
Africa. More generally, there is a discernible policy trend
towards trying to combine civil and military assets in crisis
response, potentially including humanitarian action. This
section discusses each of these issues in turn.

1.1.1 The increased military presence in policy and

operational theatres of humanitarian interest

Over the past decade and a half, military actors have become
increasingly engaged in operational and policy spheres of
humanitarian interest. Governments regularly use their
armed forces to respond to domestic natural disasters in
conjunction with civil authorities. US military assets were
deployed to New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina in August
2005, Pakistani troops have helped in the response to the
earthquake there in October 2005 and the military in
Bangladesh is regularly called on to respond to the effects of
flooding.7 Military forces also engage in international
responses to disaster,8 and some countries are looking to
enhance their military’s capabilities in this area.

Military engagement in the response to natural disasters is
perhaps the least contentious aspect of the relationship
between the military and the humanitarian worlds. In part,
this is because military forces are held by governments to
possess easily deployable capabilities and assets that other
organisations do not, for instance in logistics, transport and
security. Interventions in response to natural disasters are also
considered to be relatively politically uncomplicated, and
possess a clearer ‘end state’ than conflict-related crises. That

does not, of course, mean that they have no political
objective, and these deployments are often regarded as useful
in generating goodwill. US efforts after the Indian Ocean
tsunami in 2004, for example, have been seen as part of a
global ‘hearts and minds’ strategy designed to enhance US
standing, not least in the Muslim world. Moreover, while
military responses to natural disasters might be relatively
straightforward, there remain concerns regarding the cost-
effectiveness of such operations compared to civilian
alternatives, and the way in which international forces
respect and are prepared to be coordinated by the affected
state and their national military forces. Such tensions were
evident in the response to the tsunami in Aceh, Indonesia, in
2005 (HPG interviews, 2005). This can also be true of
humanitarian agencies. In the international effort to respond
to victims of the Pakistan earthquake in 2005, for example,
humanitarians were initially reluctant to work with the
national military, despite their central and effective role
(Khan, 2005).

In addition to the military’s ‘traditional’ involvement in
responses to natural or sudden-onset disasters, the scope of
UN peacekeeping has expanded, and there is a growing
expectation that Western and allied military assets will be
deployed for stabilisation and reconstruction tasks in post-
conflict zones, and to provide protection for civilians
under threat. Military roles have thus extended beyond
traditional war-fighting to encompass a range of tasks
related to humanitarian goals. As Cottey and Bikin-Kita
show in their chapter, the number and size of UN
peacekeeping operations have grown significantly, and
their mandates, once restricted to monitoring peace
agreements and ceasefires, have widened to include new
tasks, such as demobilising combatants, facilitating
elections and supporting the rebuilding of political
institutions. In addition, a number of UN-mandated and
coalition-led interventions were mounted in response to
wars, internal conflicts and humanitarian disasters (in
Iraqi Kurdistan in 1991, in Somalia in 1992–93, in Haiti
in 1994, in Bosnia in the mid-1990s, in Kosovo and East
Timor in 1999 and in Sierra Leone in 2000).
Combinations of strategic interest and humanitarian
imperatives drove each of these interventions. Each
deployed military force to impose a settlement, protect
civilians or facilitate the delivery of humanitarian aid. Each
extended notions of peacekeeping beyond the traditional
concept of policing agreed ceasefire lines.

A number of factors have underpinned the growing
engagement of military actors in humanitarian spheres.
These include post-Cold War realignment; military
downsizing and a search for new roles as ‘forces for good’
or ‘humanitarian warriors’;9 and perceived shortcomings
in deployable civilian capabilities. Concurrently, growing

9 The term ‘humanitarian warriors’ is from Elliott and Cheeseman (2004).

6 ‘Hybrid’ refers to UN plus coalition or national contingents under separate
command. See Jones (2003).

7 Attempts were made to determine the costs of military contributions to
natural disasters over the past ten years. Comprehensive and comparative data
is not routinely produced, however, and was unavailable without great
expense. Some information was obtained from the UK MOD. Marginal costs
for international relief operations to developing countries are recovered from
the aid budget (for Operation Barron, to assist tsunami-affected populations in
South-East Asia, £3m was recovered from the UK aid budget). Marginal costs
include travel and subsistence, as opposed to ongoing infrastructural or
personnel costs. Full operational costs were not available.

8 Between 1990 and 1996, for instance, the US deployed military assets and
supplies – air transport, medical supplies, temporary shelter and food – in 34
instances overseas in response to earthquakes, typhoons, famines and floods.
Pirnie and Francisco (1998). NATO has coordinated deployments in Ukraine
in the wake of floods in 1998, and in Turkey after the earthquake in 1999.The
UK has responded to 11 international disasters with air, navy, marine and land
forces over the past ten years.
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policy linkages between human and inter-state security saw
poverty, disease and conflict-related population move-
ments, along with a host of other ‘soft’ security threats, as
contributing to international instability – and, con-
sequently, issues with which the UN Security Council,

regional security bodies and national security planners
should be concerned (Abiew, 1999; Gow, 2000; Wheeler,
2001, High Level Panel, 2004).

Finally, the 9/11 attacks, the US led ‘war on terror’ and a
shift to countering the proliferation of weapons of mass
destruction (WMD) have seen major US-led traditional
military interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, as well as a
number of smaller counter-terrorist operations in countries
like the Philippines, Georgia and Somalia. Iraq and
Afghanistan in particular have been seen as major
flashpoints in the military–humanitarian relationship, with
political and security concerns dominating aid decision-
making (MacNamara, 2003; Minear, 2002; Macrae and
Harmer, 2003). In 2003, Andrew Natsios, the former head
of the US Agency for International Development (USAID),
told an InterAction forum that aid agencies on contract with
USAID should identify themselves in the field as recipients
of US funding in order to show stronger links with US
foreign policy goals (InterAction, 2003a).The pursuit of the
war on terror is also seen to have contributed to difficulties
in developing the necessary consensus within the UN to
authorise interventions in Sudan in 2003 (Evans, 2004;
Weiss, 2004; Bellamy, 2005).

1.1.2 Organisational and doctrinal changes at national levels

Gordon’s chapter shows how a growing concern with state
failure, and more recently with counter-terrorism, has
encouraged the development of structures that combine
civilian capabilities with military assets in planning and
responding to crises. In addition, there has been renewed
investment in civil–military cooperation (CIMIC) doctrine
in some Western military organisations (in Australia, the
UK, Denmark, Sweden and the Netherlands, for instance)
and more senior CIMIC advisers are being deployed within
operations. Lessons from the Balkans, East Timor,
Afghanistan and Iraq are influencing these changes – what
Gordon refers to as the ‘civilianisation’ of crisis response.

North American and European militaries in particular have
developed specialist ‘civil affairs’ troops and structures, and
have broadened the role of combat troops in these areas.As
Gordon describes, these developments have been driven by
two conclusions arising out of the post-conflict
experiences of the 1990s: first, that the war-fighting
capacity of a military force did not equip it for the kind of
policing and civil administration tasks called for in post-
conflict environments; and second, that this slowed
progress towards stability, prolonging the need for an
expensive and potentially unwelcome military presence.
The failure of post-conflict planning in Iraq has further
invigorated thinking in this area.

In the US, there has been a significant change in the
Department of Defense (DoD) in planning for what the US
terms ‘stability operations’. Before 9/11, the US admini-

Box 1.1: Explaining ‘humanitarian space’ in policy

and operational terms

Humanitarian concerns about the blurring of distinctions
between civil and military action are often framed in terms of
humanitarian space. This concept is not, however, well-defined.
Interviews with government and military professionals indicate
that they often find it difficult to interpret the term practically,
and that it would be helpful to understand both what precisely
is meant by it, and why it is essential to the safety and well-
being of affected populations. This is reflected, for instance, in
a statement by the UN’s Department of Peacekeeping Opera-
tions (DPKO) in May 2005, in relation to integrated missions:

DPKO welcomes the recommendation that humanitarian

principles should be explicitly stated in mission

mandates. This will help reduce concerns that a gradual

convergence of UN activities into one mission would

inevitably blur the line between humanitarian and

military engagement and make it more difficult to

uphold humanitarian principles of neutrality, impartiality

and humanity. That said, there is a continued need to

advance a clearer definition of humanitarian space.

Given that there is no single definition of ‘humanitarian
space’ (Sida, 2005), what are the core elements? There are
two main senses in which it tends to be used.

In a geographic/physical sense: humanitarian space is often
used to denote areas to which humanitarian agencies have
safe and protected access, in order to provide urgent relief
assistance. This is generally dependent on the consent and
cooperation of the controlling authorities. It may also depend
on protection by military forces, for instance through
supporting or creating safe zones, protecting relief convoys and
corridors, or helping civilians to reach places of sanctuary.

In relation to policy: in this sense, humanitarian space tends to
refer to the scope for impartial and independent humanitarian
action. It is achieved when sufficient policy emphasis is given
to supporting the protection and assistance of civilians,
according to international humanitarian law. For impartial
relief actors, this means being allowed to operate freely, to
have access to civilians in need (regardless of their ‘strategic
value’), and to pursue dialogue with all parties to a conflict.

A better formulation of humanitarian space, placing less
emphasis on agencies per se, would be framed in terms of
areas in which affected populations have safe and protected
access to relief and other means of survival.

See Minear and Weiss (1995); Sida (2005); Terry (2002).
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stration, chastened by past failures in Somalia and Haiti, was
reluctant to engage the military in peace- or state-building
exercises. In the run-up to the invasion of Iraq, however, the
DoD was tasked with post-war reconstruction planning (a
job some advisors resisted, arguing that it was the
competence of the USAID or the State Department) (Council
on Foreign Relations, 2005). Lessons from this and earlier
NATO experiences in the Balkans have stimulated efforts to
institutionalise lessons from civilian-led reconstruction
exercises, and fuse these with DoD’s planning capacities and
logistic resources. Legislation passed in July 2004 established
the Office of the Co-ordinator for Reconstruction and
Stabilisation (S/CRS) within the State Department, which
aims to improve cross-government planning and capacity for
post-conflict rebuilding efforts. There are plans to second
senior military advisors to USAID, and USAID has established
an Office of Military Affairs, co-located with the Office for
Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA), to second staff to
regional military commands (Peacock, 2006). This model
was seen as facilitating working relations between military
and civilian groups in the Indian Ocean tsunami response in
early 2005. In addition, there is an expectation that joint
defence (air, land and sea) and cross-government
instruments will combine efforts with NGOs in standard,
nationally-led combat scenarios, as well as multinational
interventions (US DoD, 2005).

The British government has taken similar steps to establish
a cross-departmental planning capability, establishing a
Cabinet group on post-conflict reconstruction and a cross-
departmental Post Conflict Reconstruction Unit (PCRU).
The PCRU involves the Foreign Office, the Department for
International Development (DFID) and the Ministry of
Defence (MOD). The UK government is also considering
standardising the use of ‘Civil–Military Humanitarian
Advisers’ (HUMADs) and Development Advisers (DAs) to
support senior military commanders in the field. These
structures are envisaged as providing a response capacity,
though interviews with British and US officials, and
Gordon’s analysis, indicate that both the S/CRS and the
PCRU are expected to consider preventive measures as
well. While neither body has as yet developed significant
institutional traction or programme funding, their
existence is nonetheless indicative of a policy ambition to
deploy civilian capabilities alongside military assets in
post-conflict reconstruction. This aspiration will continue
to affect the way humanitarian action is conceived in these
environments.

These structural changes have been matched by a growing
emphasis on developing CIMIC skills and capacities in
military bodies. At the level of military operations, CIMIC
occurs in three main scenarios – combat operations, peace
support operations and natural disaster response. It
involves a wide-ranging set of activities in support of a
mission, and the precise mix is largely determined by the

nature of the operation involved. For instance, approaches
to local and international civilian organisations will differ
depending on whether the force is an occupying power,
and is continuing military operations to establish authority
over a populace or territory, or whether it is part of a
peacekeeping or post-conflict reconstruction effort, in
which case levels of openness to civilian efforts and
programmes are likely to be higher. CIMIC activities run
from intelligence-gathering to evacuating non-combatants
(generally co-nationals of the forces concerned),
delivering relief, supporting or administering post-conflict
civil bureaucracies and sharing information with civilian
populations and organisations, including local authorities
and international organisations such as the UN and NGOs.

Once the poor cousin of war-fighting, CIMIC is increasingly
being seen as a part of military-led interventions, and CIMIC
specialists are acting as high-level advisors to military
commands.10 Bangladesh, for instance, regards its CIMIC
capabilities as an important quality of its forces (HPG
interviews, 2005). For Western militaries, the growth in
importance of CIMIC is part of the response to the perceived
failure of military forces to handle the civilian aspects of
post-conflict stabilisation. CIMIC capabilities are also
expected to reduce military commitments by facilitating the
transition to civilian administration. Thus, military
involvement in rebuilding roads or hospitals is not primarily
aimed at relieving suffering; rather, it is designed to support
the objectives of controlling territory and populations –
objectives which are invariably broader than meeting the
needs of local people, in an impartial manner and according
to greatest need.

Important differences in doctrine and operational
preference shape the way national militaries approach
CIMIC, and determine the extent to which they engage in
assistance activities, and the degree to which they are
responsive to humanitarian concerns. As Cottey and Bikin-
Kita outline, US force structure and doctrine, for example,
have not historically been greatly influenced by the need to
prepare for peacekeeping, or by a concern with using
military operations for humanitarian objectives. Rather, the
US military is designed and trained to apply overwhelming
force, and strongly emphasises force protection. ‘Civil
affairs’ (as it is termed in the US) is a stand-alone activity,
traditionally carried out by reservists or non-combat
troops. Cottey and Bikin-Kita argue that many military
planners remain concerned that developing further
capacities in these areas would undermine the military’s
core function – fighting and winning wars.

In Britain, by contrast, the armed forces have more readily
embraced peacekeeping and intervention tasks, and
contributing to ‘peace support and humanitarian operations’

10 HPG interviews (Stuttgart, Shrivenham, OCHA, DFID).
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is one of eight core missions (UK MOD, 1998). Unlike US
approaches, the UK has attempted to mainstream its CIMIC
doctrine, making effective relations with the local
community the responsibility of all levels of its military
structure. The British military has also invested heavily in
operational and doctrinal thinking to support military
contributions to peace support operations (UK MOD, 2004).

Similar distinctions can be made in the way different
countries conceptualise the relationship between
humanitarian assistance and the overall objectives of the
mission (see Box 1.2).Thus, US doctrine explicitly regards
humanitarian assistance and the capacities of the NGO
community as one of several tools US forces should use to

help establish stability and assist in the transition to local
governance in post-conflict states (US DOD, 2004; US
DOD, 2005). The concept of needs-based assistance is not
mentioned. The UK, on the other hand, emphasises the
importance of civilian leadership in the provision of aid,
and stipulates that the military should only deliver
humanitarian assistance in exceptional circumstances.
Otherwise, the role of the military is to facilitate the
delivery of aid by civilian agencies.

These different approaches are evident in different
operational styles on the ground. In Afghanistan, the UK
military tends to limit its activities to the provision of
security and security sector reform, whereas the US has

Box 1.2: Selected national CIMIC doctrines11

France

Action Civilo-Militaire includes the provision of relief
assistance by the military (particularly health services, for
which there is dedicated capacity). Whether such action is
undertaken depends on whether civilian agencies are able to
operate. French doctrine also envisages a role for the military
in protecting local populations under threat, when there is a
mandate to do so.

Denmark

Danish policy emphasises that the military’s involvement in
CIMIC tasks will be part of an internationally coordinated
framework, and will be in conjunction with civilian expertise; it
will be of short duration, and primarily designed to provide
security. It will not compromise humanitarian principles. In
situations of insecurity, the military may be required to provide
initial, specific assistance, such as re-establishing police
capacity, but the Danish government discourages military
engagement in areas outside of the armed forces’ core
competencies. 

The Netherlands

Dutch policy sets out four objectives for CIMIC: first, to support
the peace process and ensure security (force protection);
second, to support the local population; third, to help build
confidence that the peace operation is creating enough stability
for reconstruction to take place; and fourth, to make a limited
contribution to the reconstruction process. Small amounts of
funding are made available to the military for CIMIC activities,
which are approved by the local ambassador in consultation with
an inter-ministerial group. NGOs are able to take part.

Sweden

Swedish policy states that a civilian lead is preferable in the
delivery of assistance. Where armed conflict is in progress, or
where there is a risk of conflict breaking out or being resumed,
the military is encouraged to play a supportive role wherever

possible. In response to natural disasters, the military may
provide assistance directly.

Canada

According to Canadian doctrine, ‘CIMIC, when conducted in an
impartial, neutral and independent manner in the eyes of
national authorities and the local population, is a force

multiplier’. However, the Canadians also acknowledge that some
NGOs and international organisations will not ‘promote or
associate with any political ideologies, such as national
objectives or interests’. 

Bangladesh

Bangladesh has a long and proudly promoted history of
contributing to UN peacekeeping missions. Typically,
Bangladeshi forces are willing to use force where their mandate
permits, particularly in protecting civilians; ‘hearts and minds’
tactics are also part of the Bangladeshi approach to CIMIC.
Policy-makers in the DPKO note that South Asian military forces’
skills in community relations are often more developed than
other troop contributing countries, partly because of their
domestic experience in responding to natural disasters.

Australia

CIMIC in Australian land warfare doctrine aims to ‘fulfil military
responsibilities under IHL relevant to civilian populations,
minimise the impact of military operations on the civilian
populace and interference with military operations of the
civilian populace; coordinate with civilian agencies, coordinate
with humanitarian agencies to meet the life sustaining needs of
the population, and provide the commander with expertise in
civil sector functions’. The Red Cross Code of Conduct and
Sphere Project ‘Humanitarian Charter’ are acknowledged, and
differing capacities and mandates of various humanitarian
NGOs and UN coordination mechanisms are outlined. The
doctrine states that ‘Humanitarian assistance is aimed at
ending or alleviating human suffering … Humanitarian
assistance undertaken by the Australian Defence Force must
always be conducted in consultation with the primary civil
agencies responsible for humanitarian response’. This
encompasses both host nation and international humanitarian
agencies.

11 These countries were selected to illustrate a range of major military powers,
and a selected range of troop-contributing countries to UN missions.
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tended to more directly engage in the provision of assistance
(see Gordon in this report; Hendrickson et al., 2005).

1.1.3 Regionalism and UN missions

Many of the primary examples of military intervention by
Western states – chief among them the conflicts in
Afghanistan and Iraq – involve situations in which
important political, security or strategic interests are deemed
to be at stake. Elsewhere, notably in Africa, the main Western
military actors have not deployed significant ground forces.
Instead, as both Cottey/Bikin-Kita and Gordon explain, they
have tended to rely on the UN (dependent for the majority
of its blue helmets on developing country troop
contributors) or on regional organisations to respond. This
suggests that, at least in areas regarded as secondary to the
major preoccupations of Western capitals, the extent of the
military’s ‘humanitarian bid’ may in fact be overstated.

Developing regional capacities

The expansion of regional capacity has been most marked in
the European Union (EU), the African Union (AU) and
NATO.12 Since the late 1990s, the EU has been working to
give substance to its crisis management ambitions, and has
engaged in a number of peacekeeping and policing
operations. Under the Helsinki Headline Goal, the EU has set
itself the target of deploying a self-sustaining force of
50,000–60,000 troops by 2010.13 The EU is also promoting
rapidly deployable niche capabilities to contribute to crisis
response globally, including police, civilian administration
experts and civil protection resources, such as specialist fire-
fighting equipment and personnel and search and rescue
teams. However, although a civil–military cell has been
established within the EU Military Staff, attempts to define
EU-wide policy governing civil–military relations in
operations are stalled due to lack of consensus between the
Military Staff and the European Commission’s Humanitarian
Aid Office (ECHO), and doctrine is still set by individual
contributing countries. Meanwhile, despite some progress
towards meeting the Headline Goal, the EU’s ability to
deploy military forces rapidly is hampered by political and
procedural constraints, and it will be some time before the
EU is in a position to make a major contribution to
multinational crisis response (ICG, 2005a; Jakobsen, 2004).

Developments within NATO highlight the organisation’s
ambitions to extend its operations beyond the territorial
defence of member states, to encompass peacekeeping,
military-to-military support and – potentially – support to
humanitarian assistance. During the 1990s, NATO took on

peacekeeping and peace enforcement tasks in the Balkans,
using airpower to enforce political settlements in Bosnia and
Kosovo, and leading a 60,000-strong peacekeeping force in
Bosnia, a 50,000-strong deployment in Kosovo and a smaller
contingent in Macedonia. This trend has accelerated after
9/11, with NATO providing the majority of troops for the
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan,
and taking command in 2003.This is NATO’s first operation
outside Europe. Beginning in 2002, NATO has embarked on
reforms designed to encourage its members to develop force-
projection capabilities, and to establish a NATO response
force.

Security cooperation within the AU is underpinned by its
Constitutive Act and by the Common African Defence and
Security Policy (CADSP). Constitutionally, the AU has gone
further than any other regional organisation in enshrining a
right of intervention (seen as justified in the case of
widespread killing, genocide and armed insurgency with the
aim of destabilising democracies). However, as Cottey argues,
the CADSP, and the African Standby Force that it envisages,
face substantial capability challenges in areas such as airlift
and logistics, and in member states’ individual force
capacities to support the AU’s ambitions. The AU mission in
Darfur, for instance, has been heavily reliant on NATO
transport aircraft, and NATO is also helping with command
and control, training and operational planning.

UN integrated missions

Since the late 1990s, new UN missions have been launched
in the DRC, Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire, Burundi, Sudan and Haiti.
These missions are large compared to more traditional UN
peacekeeping operations, are explicitly authorised to use
force and are being established or undertaken in difficult
circumstances of fragile ceasefires or continuing violence.
Since 2000 and the publication of the Report of the Panel on
United Nations Peace Operations (the Brahimi Report), there
have been increasing calls for the integration of the political,
military and humanitarian aspects of UN missions.
‘Integrationists’ argue that this offers greater unity of
purpose, reduces duplication and waste, improves
coordination and enhances accountability through
streamlined reporting mechanisms. Amongst the
humanitarian community, positions range from those who
would prefer to keep the political machine of the UN
mission at arm’s length to those who participate in integrated
planning and coordination activities. For many, the crux of
the issue is whether integration means the actual or
perceived subordination of humanitarian principles to the
political or military priorities of a mission, and the
implications for humanitarian access and the safety of aid
workers that flow from this (Charney, 2004; Minear, 2004;
Porter, 2005; Sida, 2005).14 Perhaps equally fundamental is

12 While the Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) has expressed
willingness to consider a role in coordinating regional disaster preparedness
and responses, and played a limited role in the tsunami response, its capacity
to engage more actively in responding to complex emergencies is limited,
both technically and by its continuing commitment to non-intervention
(Harmer and Cotterrell, 2005).

13 Endorsed by Joint Foreign Affairs and Defence Ministers’ Council 17–18 May
2004.

14 See also Norway’s statement to the UN at http://www.norway-un.org/
Norwegian Statements/Pleanry/Meetings/humanit.htm.
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whether integration will produce better humanitarian
outcomes.

There is little data to systematically prove (or disprove) the
benefits of integration in terms of saved lives, improved
welfare or improved access to affected populations.
Moreover, integration is often achieved in name only: UN
agencies continue to exercise a high degree of autonomy
within ‘integrated’ structures, and accountability for
budgets and security remains diffused across the system. In
2005, an independent study commissioned by the UN’s
Executive Committee on Humanitarian Affairs (ECHA)
suggested a number of steps to improve integration, while
simultaneously protecting the role of humanitarian action
within UN missions. These included physically separating
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA) field offices from the rest of the UN mission,
emphasising humanitarian principles in Security Council
mandates and holding the Special Representative of the
Secretary-General (SRSG) and/or the Humanitarian
Coordinator (HC) to account for ensuring that
humanitarian principles are adhered to (Barth-Eide et al.,
2005). These recommendations have been supported by
the Secretary-General and through a Note of Guidance on
Integrated Missions (UN, 2006).

1.2 Old debates, new terrain 

Underpinning the debates and concerns within the
humanitarian community over the structural, doctrinal
and operational approaches outlined above are perennial
concerns for the distinctiveness of humanitarian action,
the acceptance of humanitarian actors by local authorities
and local security actors, and the primacy of meeting
people’s needs irrespective of a population’s strategic
value. Being perceived as a neutral actor in a contested
field is seen by many in the humanitarian community as
integral to their operational success. Humanitarian
actors, however, do not succeed in maintaining the
perception of neutrality all the time. While many argue
that this is the unfortunate consequence of association
with Western policies and militaries in Iraq and
Afghanistan (MSF, 2004; Crombé, 2005), it can at times
also result from a more deliberate choice (Macrae,
2002a; Stockton, 2005; Gordon, 2005; Sida, 2005). For
their part, military actors claim to be increasingly
confused as to the appropriate means of engagement
with humanitarian actors, especially when there has been
ad hoc use of military assets (HPG interviews, 2005).

This section outlines some of the efforts that have gone
into elaborating guidelines for humanitarian engagement
with state military actors over the past decade, and how
these guidelines have been applied. It explores recent
debates surrounding one of the more contentious uses of
military resources in aid delivery – ‘hearts and minds’

strategies; the challenges presented by growing expect-
ations for the military’s role in civilian protection; and
the opportunities for, and risks to, security management
presented by the private military industry. Each of these
topics presents unique challenges to current
humanitarian security practices and to the positioning of
humanitarian policy and advocacy in relation to other
political actors.

1.2.1 Improving dialogue and maintaining the distinction

between humanitarian and military action

Concerns to maintain the distinctiveness of the
humanitarian enterprise have prompted humanitarian
agencies to develop (or in some cases revitalise) and
promote guidelines to govern their relations with military
actors (see Box 1.3).

These guidelines start from the assumption that interaction
with military forces, particularly to share information
about humanitarian operations and general security
conditions, will often be necessary to the delivery of
humanitarian aid.They also assume that military help will
only be sought in extremis. Often, in practice, the acceptance
or hiring of armed escorts will only come at the request of
the host state.

In addition, 22 donor governments have committed to a
set of principles and good practice in relation to
humanitarian action, including an affirmation of ‘the
primary position of civilian organisations in implementing
humanitarian action, particularly in areas affected by
armed conflict. In situations where military capacity and
assets are used to support the implementation of
humanitarian action, ensure that such use is in conformity
with international humanitarian law and humanitarian
principles, and recognises the leading role of humanitarian
organisations’.15 While this commitment could be
expected to inform cross-government approaches to
humanitarian action, including developing military
doctrine, its impact in this area will depend on continued
high-level political support.

Many humanitarian agencies and NGOs prefer the term
‘civil–military relations’ to ‘CIMIC’, in order not to
presuppose integrative cooperation in all crises.16 The
Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) (a forum for co-
ordination and policy development representing key

15 For further details on the Good Humanitarian Donorship initiative, see the
Statement of Principles and Good Practice (2003) – particularly articles 19 and 20 at
h t tp ://www.re l ie fweb. in t/ghd/Stockholm%20-%20GHD%20
Principles%20and%20IP.doc.

16 The UN uses the term CMCoord – Civil–military coordination.This emphasises
the civilian lead in assistance and reconstruction, and military roles in support
of that. It highlights the need for peacekeepers to understand humanitarian
principles, but acknowledges tensions between political directives (eg. to place
one faction under sanction) and humanitarian assistance. CMCoord is supposed
to help resolve these tensions. See United Nations Humanitarian Civil–Military
Coordination (UN CMCoord) Concept, 2005.



13

Resetting the rules of engagement
HPG REPORT

humanitarian agencies), sees civil–military relations as ‘the
essential dialogue and interaction between civilian and
military actors in humanitarian emergencies that is
necessary to protect and promote humanitarian principles,
avoid competition, minimise inconsistency, and when
appropriate, pursue common goals’. Civil–military
relations, in the IASC view, enables actors to meet their
obligations under international humanitarian law (IASC,
2004). Basic strategies for managing relations with the
military range from co-existence (including sharing
information on populations in need and the location and
type of humanitarian assistance) to cooperation (pre-
planning joint activities and engaging military assets for
security purposes). Cooperation is seen as a last resort –
undertaken only when there are no other feasible options.
In the tsunami response, some NGOs and military actors

cooperated to reach areas inaccessible to civilian transport,
while some NGOs maintained their distance.

Despite the effort that has gone into developing guidelines
for UN and IASC members on the use of military assets, there
has been varied take-up amongst military and humanitarian
actors and very little documented evidence of impact.
Humanitarian actors have also been inconsistent in their use
of military assets. In Liberia, for instance, agencies have been
criticised for using military transport when there was no
need (Sida, 2005). Practices like this tend to add to confusion
within the military and undermine collective commitments
to demonstrating independence and neutrality.

1.2.2 ‘Hearts and minds’

The use of hearts and minds tactics by Coalition forces in
Afghanistan and Iraq has been particularly contentious.
In Afghanistan, for example, some Coalition troops have
delivered assistance while wearing civilian clothing, and
aid has been delivered in return for intelligence. This
both blurs the distinction between civilian and military
action and places anti-humanitarian conditionality on
aid. In addition, military forces have undertaken what are
known as Quick Impact Projects (QIPs).These commonly
involve digging wells or rebuilding schools and medical
facilities.While these are less contentious and may accord
with IHL, Gordon shows how they have been questioned,
in terms of cost and their positive impact on local
peoples’ lives as well as in terms of their contribution to
military objectives.

‘Hearts and minds’ tactics – the giving of material rewards
in exchange for information, cooperation and political

Box 1.3: Humanitarian guidelines on civil–military

relations 

ICRC and NGO (publicly available)

The Code Of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red

Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief (1994) 

InterAction, Guidelines for InterAction Staff Relations with

Military Forces Engaged In, or Training For, Peacekeeping

and Disaster Response (revised, February 2003)

International Rescue Committee, Guidelines for Interacting

with Military and Belligerent Parties (2003)

Steering Committee on Humanitarian Response (2004,
Update), Position Paper on Humanitarian Military Relations

in the provision of humanitarian assistance

VENRO, (2003) Position paper: Armed forces as humani-

tarian aid workers? Scope and limits of co-operation between

aid organisations and armed forces in humanitarian aid (May
2003)

UN and inter-agency

OCHA, Guidelines on the Use of Military and Civil Defence

Assets in Natural Disaster Relief (the ‘Oslo Guidelines’) (May
1994) 

UNHCR, A UNHCR Handbook For The Military On

Humanitarian Operations (1995). 

OCHA, Use of Military or Armed Escorts for Humanitarian

Convoys (draft) (December 2001)

UN, Guidelines on the Use of Military and Civil Defence

Assets To Support United Nations Humanitarian Activities in

Complex Emergencies (the ‘MCDA Guidelines’) (March 2003) 

UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations, Handbook on

United Nations Multidimensional Peacekeeping Operations

(December 2003) 

IASC, Civil–Military Relationships in Complex Emergencies,
IASC Reference Paper (June 2004)

OCHA, Guidelines for Humanitarian Organisations on

Interacting with Military and Other Security Actors in Iraq (20
October 2004)

Box 1.4: ‘Breads and bombs’

In a discussion labelled ‘bread and bombs’, Calas and
Salignon of MSF assess the US-led Operation Enduring

Freedom in Afghanistan in 2001 (Calas and Salignon, 2004).
They quote a speech by President Bush in 2001, in which he
said: ‘As we strike military targets, we’ll also drop food,
medicine and supplies to the starving and suffering men and
women and children of Afghanistan’ so that people ‘would
know the generosity of America and its allies’. US strategists
acknowledged a broader concern with public opinion in the
Islamic world. These airdrops, say the authors, were presented
as an enormous humanitarian operation, but were no such
thing – the concern was palpably not with the impartial
provision of aid. The ICRC’s clearly identified food warehouses
were blown up, and aid convoys were suspended. The impact
of the airdrops was in any case ‘extremely marginal’. Aid
agencies were called on to abandon neutrality and join with
Western forces in what British Prime Minister Tony Blair called
a ‘military–humanitarian coalition’, while the then US
Secretary of State, Colin Powell, talked of humanitarian NGOs
as ‘force multipliers’, part of the US  ‘combat team’.



support – have a long history in military doctrine and
practice. Hearts and minds activities are seen to be an
essential ingredient of what the military calls ‘force
protection’. Military involvement in QIPs began in the
Balkans in the 1990s, and these tasks have since found a
place in most statements of doctrine. The UK, for instance,
states that QIPs ‘should contribute to the creation of a more
normal and therefore secure environment, and can shape
local perceptions.As a result, such activity may well generate
a positive Force Protection spin-off’ (UK, 2003).

However, whether tactics such as QIPs or the Provincial
Reconstruction Teams in Afghanistan increase the security
and acceptance of belligerent forces is unclear, and the
deliberate targeting of particular groups for political or
strategic purposes is entirely contrary to the humanitarian
principle of impartiality, a commitment that many donor
governments claim to support (GHD, 2003). It also serves
to blur the distinction between military, civilian and
humanitarian functions. As Gordon puts it:

QIPs themselves are unlikely to change individual Afghans’
perceptions of the legitimacy or otherwise of the military
intervention and are therefore likely to make only marginal
changes to the attitudes of potential insurgents – and having
little or no effect on those who have already made this choice.
Furthermore, when military QIPs are delivered through
NGOs or contractors the resulting reduction in interaction
with the Afghan civilian community may in fact reduce the
force protection benefits.

As Gordon argues, efforts are needed to ensure that QIPs
do not detract from humanitarian assistance, that they
meet the professional standards already established
through CIMIC guidelines, and that they only cover areas
where the military has a clear comparative advantage, for
example in security sector reform or perhaps engineering
and infrastructure works.

1.2.3 Protection – a shared policy goal?

In September 2005, the UN World Summit declared its
recognition of an international responsibility to protect
civilians from genocide, ethnic cleansing and crimes
against humanity where their own states could not or
would not do so (UN, 2005).The protection of civilians is
perhaps where the question of the ‘fit’ between
humanitarian and security agendas is most likely to arise,
and where the achievement of humanitarian goals is most
likely to be dependent upon military capacities.Yet it is also
one of the areas where views as to how objectives can be
achieved vary most widely, and where clarity of roles and
responsibilities is perhaps weakest.

On the operational front, since the late 1990s the UN
Security Council has mandated certain peacekeeping
missions to use force to protect civilians under imminent

threat of attack (see Holt in this report; Holt, 2005). The
UN has also authorised operations led by others with
civilian protection aims, including the AU mission in
Sudan, operations in Côte d’Ivoire in 2003–2004 led by
France and the Economic Community of West African
States (ECOWAS), and the French-led EU mission Operation
Artemis in the DRC in 2003.

The military roles in protection implied by these mandates
are new and evolving. There is a distinct trend away from
conceiving of protection in terms of restraint in the use of
force during war (according to the laws of war) to a more
active concept, where civilian protection is a principal aim
of the intervention, and where armed force is deployed to
achieve this. In this regard, there has been a shift in
military-led protection operations from protecting
convoys and humanitarian actors (in the mid-1990s) to
protecting ‘people under imminent threat of physical
danger’ from 1999 onwards – a significant shift in the
object of protection, and one which is difficult for third
parties to achieve, particularly when populations are
dispersed and sometimes difficult to distinguish from
combatants. It is also a more difficult concept against
which to measure success. In addition, as Holt shows, it
raises issues over operational rules in theatre, and the
extent to which protective missions may become parties to
the conflict.

In her chapter, Holt explores issues surrounding the
potential roles third-party military forces can play in
offering this protection. She argues that, while the
language of civilian protection is being used increasingly
by governments, policy-makers and NGOs, the precise
nature and shape of the military’s contribution, and its
relationship to other actors, is still unclear. Should forces
be deployed to provide area security and access for
civilian agencies, for example, or should they be
deployed directly to protect civilians, or to search for and
disarm potential belligerents? Of key concern to field
commanders are questions of when and how the use of
force should be justified. What are the rules of
engagement? Equally, when can the lead role for
providing physical protection be transferred safely to
local authorities?

It is not clear how far member states are prepared to go in
supporting the UN in taking on the more active, non-
neutral, concept of civilian protection entailed in current
discourse. As Holt shows, military investment in doctrine
and operational capacity to protect civilians is some way
behind the political rhetoric espoused in UN circles and in
international debates (ICISS, 2001; UN Secretary-General,
2005; UN, 2005). There is little agreement on what a
military role in civilian protection might look like, and
how it should be resourced. Few national militaries have
doctrine that reflects what their role might be (Holt, 2005;
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MacKinlay, 2005) and operational experiences to date
reveal different capacities, approaches and levels of
preparedness amongst different troop-contributing
countries. Lessons from recent missions with protection
mandates to inform size, structure and sequencing have yet
to be institutionalised (see Holt in this report; Oswald,
2005). Moreover, it is unclear how operational measures
by militaries and other actors might affect ongoing efforts
to strengthen law enforcement and governmental
processes to protect civilians in the long term.While work
has begun within DPKO to develop lessons and guidance,
including on the use of force, this is likely to be a long
process, and securing the agreement of UN member states
will not be easy. Humanitarian agencies themselves are
cautious about the implications of third-party military
intervention to protect civilians from widespread violence.
Some see it as the only way to deter or stop violence
against civilians; others argue that the use of force tends to
exacerbate, rather than reduce, levels of violence and risk.
They are also sceptical of interventions described as
‘protective’ that appear ineffectual or increase civilian
danger (see Terry, 2002; MSF, 2005).

As Holt shows, there is as yet not enough evidence to
enable us to say with confidence that military
intervention can succeed in protecting civilians from the
effects of violence and conflict. Even assuming the
political will exists to intervene with force, the effect is
likely to depend on the context and on the scale,
resources and mandate of the operation. The EU-led
intervention in the DRC in 2003, for example, was
widely regarded as successful in reducing levels of
violence against civilians, but it was limited in scope and
duration (United Nations Peacekeeping Best-Practices
Unit, 2004; O’Neill, 2004). While the MONUC mission
in the DRC has a mandate that specifically includes
civilian protection, the challenges it faces are manifold,
and the deployment has been criticised as insufficiently
robust in some periods, and too robust in others. Troop
contributions from member states have been inadequate,
and there are concerns that the mission has in fact
exacerbated insecurity in eastern DRC. Against this view,
however, there is evidence that MONUC’s deployment
has made people in eastern DRC feel more secure (BERCI
International, 2005).

In one sense, disagreements around the military’s role in
protection mirror debates within the humanitarian
community over what the role of humanitarian (and
human rights) actors should be in this area. Some agencies
are clearer than others; the ICRC, for example, focuses on
military obligations to protect civilians and prisoners of
war under the Geneva Conventions. UNICEF and UNHCR
have particular roles in child and refugee protection
respectively, and UNHCR has been tasked with
responsibility for the protection of internally-displaced

people in complex emergencies (IASC, 2005). Both
UNHCR and UNICEF, along with UN Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), have argued
the need to work systematically with DPKO and other
military actors to introduce and implement standardised
protection training (IASC, 2005).

Other, non-mandated, humanitarian NGOs (and human
rights agencies) have pressed for the use of force in the
face of widespread violence against civilians. The
International Rescue Committee has called for military
action to protect civilians in Ituri in the DRC (IRC, 2005),
and has suggested what the optimal size and structure of
such a force might be. MSF has also been a public advocate
for stronger action to protect, but less prescriptively (HPG
interviews, 2005). The military often claims that the
humanitarian community is acting inconsistently in
calling for military intervention, and then refusing to
coordinate with military actors. This highlights either a
lack of awareness of humanitarian principles or safety
concerns, or a weak understanding of distinctive roles pre-
deployment. It may also indicate the continuing lack of
priority given to the concerns of humanitarian agencies in
some contexts.

1.2.4 Private interests and challenges to security management

A third area at issue is the growth of the private military
industry, and its increasing links with the humanitarian
world. As Singer discusses, there are significant concerns
around the status of private military firms (PMFs), the
added degree of confusion they are seen to add to
distinguishing between civilian and armed actors in
conflict and the challenges to international regulatory
oversight that the actions of PMFs present.

As Singer highlights in this report, Iraq has been a test
case for privatisation’s possibilities. According to Singer’s
research, more than 80 firms are active in Iraq,
employing over 20,000 personnel; in all, private entities
have contributed more forces to Iraq than all of the non-
US states in the US-led Coalition combined. In addition
to supporting Coalition forces in the conduct of
hostilities, many basic welfare services, such as
reconstructing infrastructure, have been provided and
protected by PMFs.

Iraq is a rare example of PMF dominance – partly due to
the level of insecurity there, and, linked to this, the
lucrative contracts on offer. The phenomenal level of
private interest in Iraq is unlikely to be replicated in other
less strategic environments. That said, Singer argues that
the use humanitarian actors make of PMFs is growing, and
that the industry itself is increasingly interested in securing
contracts with them. There is, however, a lack of available
evidence to demonstrate trends in contracts, or to track the
use assistance actors are making of PMFs.
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Singer discusses a wide range of contractual arrangements
between humanitarian agencies, UN bodies and govern-
ments to argue that ties between humanitarian actors and
private security providers have been significantly under-
reported; far from a rarity, contracts between humanitarian
actors and private military firms have taken place in nearly
every notable war zone, from Afghanistan and Iraq to Bosnia
and Kosovo. Singer’s analysis shows how increased
engagement can offer benefits for humanitarian agencies,
for instance in improved security analysis and training for
field staff. But it also raises important challenges, not least
because of the lack of regulation of the industry, and
agencies’ reluctance to speak candidly about their use of
private security.

Although it is likely that Iraq will prove to be an exceptional
case, Singer’s research nonetheless suggests a need for
agencies to start looking more closely at the way they
manage their security in high-risk environments.The under-
reporting of the ties between humanitarian agencies and the
private military business – stemming from policy and
management concerns and a desire to maintain a distance
between the humanitarian enterprise and armed actors –
makes it difficult to monitor trends and collect and share
experience, and potentially undermines incentives to
develop appropriate guidelines for using PMFs and
encouraging appropriate standards of behaviour in the
industry.

1.3 Lesson-learning: pilots, models and innovations

This section examines recent attempts to enhance
humanitarian–military dialogue, and to improve structured
interaction in the field and in capitals. It also points to some
areas for possible further work.

1.3.1 Strategic-level interaction 

There are clear benefits in early and high-level engagement
between humanitarian policy-makers and military doctrine
staff in terms of improving community relations and
assistance approaches, and enhancing respect for humani-
tarian principles.There are choices to be made about when,
where and how to lobby military and political structures
most effectively. Field-level structures and meetings in the
midst of crisis can become little more than lobbying fora,
and more durable mechanisms for policy debate and
dialogue are needed.

Several countries are working in these areas. The UK’s
Ministry of Defence has established an NGO–Military
Contact Group. The group is chaired by the British Red
Cross, and includes representatives from DFID, the Foreign
Office, the MOD’s Joint Doctrines and Concepts Centre,
which is responsible for developing guidance and policy
for the armed services, and UK-based NGOs. It provides a
forum for airing concerns, and has supported work in

areas of mutual interest; it has, for instance, funded a study
on the differences in perceptions of security between
peace-support operations, aid agencies and local
populations (Donini et al., 2005), and has organised
several accompanying conferences to discuss the study’s
findings. The capacity of NGO staff to devote resources to
their participation in the committee is a constant
challenge. In the US, discussions are beginning to take
place regularly between NGO and military figures within
the Pentagon at senior and operational levels, including on
the structure, operational guidelines and comparative
advantages of NGO and military contingents, and ways to
promote humanitarian principles among combat
commanders. The Australian Defence Force has asked the
Australian Council for International Development for
advice in the development of its Land Warfare Doctrine
regarding civil–military co-operation, and there is regular
informal contact between the defence forces, the NGO
community and AusAID. In Norway and the Netherlands,
NGOs and aid officials within the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs participate in joint exercises and scenario planning
for civil–military operations in crisis response, but have
not formalised their interaction at the strategic level.
Nonetheless, such exercises are seen to be useful ways to
improve dialogue (Zweers, 2004).

1.3.2 Field-level interaction 

As Gordon explains, North American and European opera-
tional approaches to CIMIC initially focused on theatre-level
coordination mechanisms (‘Civil–Military Operations
Centres’, or CMOCs). Other military-led structures include
Humanitarian Assistance Co-ordination Centres (HACCs),
Humanitarian Operations Centres (HOCs)/Assistance
Centres (ACs) and Civil–Military Co-operation Centres
(CIMIC Centres). Examples of these structures include the
NGO–Military Working Group in Afghanistan and the Iraqi
Assistance Centre (IAC). Gordon shows how over time these
have developed from centres for information exchange
between military and international civil institutions, with
varying provision for host nation organisations and popula-
tions, to service-providing structures, facilitating the delivery
of QIPs.

The Working Group in Afghanistan, for instance, is
designed to help overcome difficulties and disagreements
over issues such as NGO security and the appropriate
targeting of military-led aid; meetings are attended by
representatives of the UN Assistance Mission in
Afghanistan (UNAMA), NATO and Coalition forces. The
group has worked to agree an NGO code of conduct on
safety and to establish secure channels of communication
to the military through the Afghanistan NGO Safety Office
(ANSO). While the formalisation of information-sharing
protocols was not achieved, informal contact is thought to
have improved (ACBAR, 2005). In addition, NGOs provide
regular briefings to incoming members of PRTs about
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their agencies’ role, their approach to interaction with the
military and their capacity and presence. As Gordon
explains, one of the key problems with field-level
structures like the Working Group in Afghanistan is that
they do not engage humanitarian agencies early enough in
the crisis to provide them with an opportunity to influence
military responses and strategies. Conversely, there is a
tendency for humanitarian agencies to see these bodies as
forums for advocacy, rather than coordination or
exchange.

One outstanding area – for humanitarian actors as well as
the military, perhaps – is the need for local perceptions to
be added to the civil–military discussion. Both the study
commissioned by the UK’s NGO–Military Contact Group
and earlier research by Tufts University have shown that
local communities often have very different perceptions of
their safety and security than those conceived for them by
outsiders, and that these perceptions are not being
adequately taken into account in the planning processes of
third-party military and civilian actors, even where these
actors purport to be concerned with civilian safety and
security (Donini et al., 2005; Feinstein International
Famine Center, 2004). One key implication from this work
is that assistance provided by clearly distinguishable
humanitarian actors does not necessarily have greater value
per se for local populations than assistance provided by other
actors (including military actors). More important is the
way in which aid is provided – with respect, consistently
and with a commitment to local people’s welfare.

1.3.3 Scenario-playing 

Many military organisations have vast planning and other
human resource capacities that enable them to develop and
‘role-play’ various crisis scenarios. Conducting joint exercises
(between the armed services of different nations) is one of
the principal ways in which military organisations improve
their ability to work together, address technical issues and
enhance understanding of cultures, hierarchies and disci-
plines (Cottey and Forster, 2004). Involving humanitarian
agencies, individual organisations and coordinating bodies
or umbrella organisations (such as OCHA, the IASC, the
Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response (SCHR) and
InterAction) could be a potentially important form of
engagement that could acculturate senior and commanding
officers to the humanitarian system, and its principles and
objectives. This work could also help familiarise humani-
tarian agencies with the systems, methods and hierarchies of
military organisations, addressing concerns that defence
bureaucracies and command chains are opaque and
daunting.

Some efforts have been made along these lines. Of 21
exercises carried out by NATO in 2003–2004, five involved
peace-support operations, relief provision and humanitarian
assistance. Of these, only two involved humanitarian agencies

(the ICRC and UNCHR) (IISS, 2004). National militaries,
including in the UK, France, Sweden, Australia and Norway,
are increasing their investment in joint exercises involving
humanitarian policy or operational representatives, and the
EU Civil–Military Cell has expressed interest in involving
humanitarian officials in joint exercises in future. Anecdotal
reports indicate that engaging humanitarian practitioners in
the design of crisis scenarios improves their quality for
military scenario planners (HPG interviews, 2005).There is
a dearth of publicly available evaluations, however, to show
how effective such exercises are in promoting respect for
humanitarian operations and principles, and enhancing
awareness of the comparative advantage humanitarian
operators have in many areas of crisis response. While
informal discussions through the UK’s NGO–Military
Contact Group in the UK reveals a willingness to develop and
share evaluations on the part of military actors, this is yet to
be implemented.

1.3.4 Changing practices in security management and

potential PMF roles 

The guidelines most humanitarian agencies follow reflect
the in extremis nature of their use of armed security; many
NGOs require high-level organisational approval to engage
armed actors to provide security (private or not), and may
only seek it if it is required by the host government.

Available evidence suggests that operational strategies to
increase the safety and security of aid workers are changing,
and are becoming increasingly diverse.Traditionally, security
strategies have been drawn from a ‘triangle’ of options:
protection, deterrence and acceptance (Van Brabant, 2001).
The first component, protection, seeks to reduce
vulnerability by ‘hardening targets’, and is probably the
most common tactic among aid agencies. Professional
security coordinators (some from PMFs) are hired to train
staff in security procedures, and agencies invest in security
equipment, such as thick-skinned vehicles, body armour,
gates and alarms, communications equipment and
explosive-proof materials. The second component of the
triangle, deterrence, entails presenting a counter-threat, such
as the presence of armed escorts or nearby military forces
(both of which can be private). In the post-9/11 world,
however, where association with Western interests is
perceived as increasing the risk of attack, some agencies are
moving to a greater emphasis on the third component of the
triangle, acceptance, and seeking to blend in to the local
environment, even as the UN and other entities invest more
heavily in protection and deterrence measures (Stoddard
and Harmer, 2006; HPG and CIC interviews, 2005).

Within the growing diversity of approaches to security,
however, strategies are increasingly being designed to
manage risk, while allowing operations to continue. Senior
officials at the UN’s Department of Safety and Security, for
example, emphasise that their role is to provide an
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‘enabling’ security environment for programming, not a
restrictive one (HPG and CIC interviews, 2005).The key to
this endeavour is the concept of risk management analysis and
strategy. The centrepiece of the risk management
framework in the field is the Security Risk Assessment
(SRA), which takes as a starting-point agencies’
programming priorities, and establishes the necessary
security conditions to make these possible.

This does not necessarily suggest an increased role for the
private security industry. However, if PMFs continue to ‘reach
out’ to the humanitarian sector – for financial and public-
relations reasons – there may be opportunities to benefit
from this in policy and operational terms. It may be possible
to promote standards in the use of PMFs, and best practices
in contractual management to ensure that they do not detract
from the security of other civilian populations or
organisations (for instance by ensuring that they are not
associated with belligerent actions elsewhere that might
affect their acceptance within a particular conflict). In 2004,
for instance, the ICRC began a programme of engagement
with private military firms to disseminate international
humanitarian law, and to explain the role of the ICRC and the
aims and principles of humanitarian action. Several
companies have responded positively by updating their codes
of conduct and staff training packages, demonstrating
responsiveness to humanitarian concerns. Others had already
begun to do so, through their history of interaction with UN
peacekeeping and IHL standards, and the requirements of
government clients (for instance in the UK).

This growing differentiation of approach has contributed to
confusion within military circles over the modus operandi of the
humanitarian ‘community’. Instead of a consistent position
on the use of military assets, agencies’ approaches to security
provision vary between countries, within countries and
sometimes within the same agency. On the one hand, such ad
hoc approaches may well be considered effective by individual
agencies and security planners, and may create a more secure
environment. On the other, this makes it difficult for agencies
to present a collective and consistent position with regard to
the behaviour of the private military industry, particularly in
relation to IHL, mirroring some of the challenges to
increased engagement with national militaries.

1.4 Conclusions and recommendations

Recent developments in policy and doctrine regarding
military engagement with civilian organisations and
populations reflect important changes. Governments have
a clear interest in being able to deploy combined civil and
military assets to crisis situations, to stabilise countries in
conflict, to support nascent post-conflict governments or
to pursue counter-terrorist objectives.Where this increased
activity has resulted in the humanitarian agenda being
subordinated to, or caught up in, such goals, legitimate

concerns have been raised regarding the military’s role in
policy and operational spheres.

In particular, the assumption by military commanders and
security theorists that the independent capacities and
independent action of NGOs in conflict settings are factors
to be controlled, contained or exploited as ‘force multipliers’
is of deep concern.Yet at the same time, there are indications
of an increasing respect within many Western militaries for
the distinctiveness of humanitarian action.The evidence – in
doctrines, and from interviews with military officials –
suggests that the argument regarding the blurring of roles
has in fact largely been won, in principle at least. A number
of recent doctrinal statements acknowledge that
humanitarian agencies have goals and operational practices
that differ from those of military organisations, and may, for
reasons of principle as well as for practical purposes, be
unwilling to be associated with the military in the field.
However, doctrine is often far behind the realities of field
operations. Without clarity from the humanitarian
community as to when and where NGOs will engage with
the military on policy and operational issues, some in the
military world are likely to continue to act on the
assumption that goals are perfectly complementary, or that
humanitarian concerns can be dismissed.

The findings of Cottey/Bikin-Kita and Gordon’s work
perhaps reveal the more important finding: that there is
continued reluctance to permit Western armed forces to be
drawn too far into the realm of assistance provision, at the
expense of tasks more closely related to core war-fighting
functions. Ultimately, military ambitions will be limited by
the strategic objectives of the major military powers, and by
the burden of existing commitments in places like Iraq.
Therefore, the coincidence of areas of focus for Western
militaries and those of greatest humanitarian need is unlikely
to be high or sustained in operational terms in the future.

National militaries, particularly those from the affected state,
will remain involved in natural disaster response, and defence
planners and commanders will continue to play important
roles in setting strategic objectives and planning programme
responses to crises.Where there will be increased activity, in
deployments of regional or UN peacekeeping forces in
particular, there is an implied need for humanitarian actors
and the military to find constructive middle ground and
agreement on core issues of responsibility and competence.
This should include agreement that militaries focus on
providing assistance that NGOs cannot (in security and large-
scale infrastructure work, for instance), and that both
communities work together more effectively to define
respective roles and objectives in the protection of civilians.
It would be wrong to reject the military delivery of assistance
out of hand – in some cases it may be the only option, and
indeed may be part of the military’s obligations under IHL.
Many humanitarian agencies recognise and support this.
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However, humanitarian organisations will need to continue
to look for opportunities to engage strategically with defence
establishments, to reinforce humanitarian values, improve
the military’s understanding of operational capacities and
comparative expertise, and demonstrate where humanitarian
action should be distinct from military action.

An equally important area of focus is the lack of rigorous
evidence to show whether the military’s delivery of
assistance (a marginal activity compared to their core
operations) is inimical to good outcomes for local
populations – even in the short term. More work is needed
to improve our understanding of the military’s comparative
capacities in assistance, and its ability to understand and
incorporate local perceptions of security into the planning
for military- or civilian-led protection and assistance
programmes. Equally, more consideration of the actual
contribution hearts and minds strategies make to force
protection would be welcome, recognising that any
assistance mission should be conducted in accordance with
needs-based criteria. At the very least, if military efforts are
directed towards implementing relief or rehabilitation
efforts, these should concentrate on areas of comparative
expertise. This implies understanding exactly where these
areas are, and developing stronger, safer and more secure
liaison mechanisms with humanitarian agencies in the field.

For their part, in order to meet their core, traditional
responsibilities and to respond to more complex
contemporary trends, humanitarian actors need to
acknowledge that the operating environment for
humanitarian action has changed.At present, there appears
to be a reluctance within the humanitarian sector to move
beyond advocacy that insists on the preservation of
‘humanitarian space’, but which has not always been able
to demonstrate its importance for the safety and well-
being of local populations. The tendency to define
humanitarian space exclusively in terms of ‘agency access’
tends to obscure the issue of how people can best get the
protection and assistance they require. Humanitarian
agencies can no longer rely (if they ever fully did) on
perceptions of neutrality to safeguard them, particularly in
environments where they have become targets in and of
themselves. In situations of such increased vulnerability,
their relationship with and influence over those actors –
private and public – that can provide security is of the
utmost importance – not just for their staff, but also for the
affected population.

It is beholden on all concerned with international peace,
security and humanitarian action to find ways to guide
decisions on when it is appropriate to use military forces
and assets in efforts to relieve suffering and protect people
from violence.

This paper’s overall recommendations are as follows:

• All parties should continually reassert in debates over
assistance strategies that the core objective of humanitarian
action is saving lives and maintaining basic human
dignity in the face of widespread threats to human
survival – regardless of a population’s strategic value.

• Humanitarian actors should invest in understanding
the diversity of national military approaches and
capacities in crisis response.

• Governments, the UN and military institutions should
work at the highest professional level to standardise
military approaches to civilian protection and assistance
provision.

• Governments and their military organisations should
invest in documenting the relative costs and impacts of
different operational approaches to relief provision, in
terms of civilian outcomes.This would aid in the design
and delivery of assistance and protection missions.

• Governments should re-evaluate their military’s
involvement in QIPs – both to assess their actual
contribution to force protection, and to ensure that
they do not undermine humanitarian objectives.

• All parties should ensure ongoing joint attention from
humanitarian and human-rights actors and military
communities to designing and evaluating protection
strategies that complement people’s own efforts to
protect themselves.

• Militaries should be prepared, trained, supplied and
briefed in the use of force to save civilian lives when
mandated to do so. For the humanitarian community,
this may mean accepting that certain areas may become
less safe for access, and indeed for civilians, at least in
the short term.

• Governments should support more opportunities for
military-to-military learning regarding CIMIC
approaches and practices, particularly amongst major
powers and major troop-contributing nations.

• Ongoing investment is needed in dialogue between
NGOs, international organisations and the military.
Given the developing role of regional organisations,
there should be investment in efforts to communicate
core humanitarian principles in the design of
civil–military policies and operations – particularly
within the AU, the EU and NATO. At the same time,
there needs to be a recognition of the limits of such
dialogue in the absence of increased investment in the
human resources to support it.

• Humanitarian experts and military planners should
design pre-planning crisis management exercises to
familiarise humanitarian personnel with systems,
procedures and contacts in military communities. In turn,
these exercises should familiarise military commanders
with humanitarian principles (particularly impartiality),
the expertise in needs assessment and programme design
within the aid community and the potential advantages
humanitarians enjoy in community relations and local
geographic and socio-political analysis.
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• Humanitarian actors should continue to promote
guidelines establishing rules of engagement between the
military and humanitarian communities, tailoring each
to suit particular contexts, and should demonstrate
leadership in the field, in terms of sending consistent
messages about the extent of their willingness to engage
with militaries, and depend on their support.

• Humanitarian and other public actors (government and

UN) should share more extensively their experiences in
engaging PMFs – informally if necessary – to promote
standards in their usage.

• Those governments committed to the Good
Humanitarian Donorship (GHD) initiative should
continue to promote GHD principles and good practice
throughout all arms of government, including defence
organisations, and with other donors and partners.
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The growing presence of the military in the humanitarian
landscape is one of the striking features of international
politics today. Over the past decade, armed forces have been
increasingly deployed in a variety of crises and conflict
situations with major humanitarian dimensions. In the
1990s, this trend included a major expansion of UN
peacekeeping operations, as well as a series of controversial
‘humanitarian interventions’ in Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo,
Haiti and elsewhere. Since the September 2001 terrorist
attacks, the policies of the US and its major Western allies
have increasingly been driven by the ‘war on terror’ and the
linked challenges of addressing the proliferation of nuclear,
biological or chemical weapons and so-called ‘rogue states’.
These concerns resulted in the major interventions in
Afghanistan and Iraq, as well as a more general reorientation
of the security and defence policies of these states. In parallel,
however, there have been a number of less high-profile
developments: a further expansion of UN peacekeeping since
the late 1990s; a new emphasis on regional, rather than
Western, leadership of peacekeeping and intervention
operations, especially in Africa; and new forms of Western
support for, rather than direct participation in, peacekeeping
and intervention operations by other states and regional
organisations. The central role of militaries in the
international responses to the December 2004 Indian Ocean
tsunami and the Pakistan earthquakes of October 2005 also
indicates that providing humanitarian relief and assistance is
increasingly viewed as an important role for armed forces.

Armed forces are involved in a wide variety of different tasks
in contemporary crises and conflict situations, ranging from
more traditional approaches to peacekeeping through
policing and peace enforcement to warfighting, as well as
traditionally non-military roles such as economic
reconstruction and support for elections. As a result,
interaction between the military and civilian actors,
including humanitarian aid providers, has grown.This raises
difficult questions about the relationship between the two
sectors.While there are obvious arguments for cooperation,
the differing priorities and cultures of different groups can
cause tensions, the division of labour between them is often
contested and close cooperation with the military can call
into question aid providers’ claims to neutrality.

This paper examines recent trends in military intervention
and related military engagement in humanitarian crises. It
focuses on four major Western states (the US, the UK, France

and Australia), core international security institutions (the
UN, NATO and the European union (EU)), and Africa, the
world’s most conflict-prone region and the main focus of the
new generation of peacekeeping operations. The aim is to
identify emerging trends in military intervention and
engagement in violent conflicts and humanitarian crises, and
to explore the key foreign policy drivers behind these trends.

2.1 The military and humanitarianism: a complex

relationship

The relationship between armed forces and humanitarianism
is complex and problematic.The primary functional purpose
of armed forces is the application of physical, ultimately
deadly, violence (Huntington, 1957: 11). Militaries may to
some extent therefore be seen as the antithesis of the
humanitarian concern for human well-being or humane
behaviour. Nevertheless, armed forces and humanitarianism
intersect in three important ways.

First, there is a humanitarian concern with the conduct of
war. For centuries, the jus in bello tradition has sought to
impose limits on warfare. This tradition has shaped
contemporary international humanitarian law, in particular
the 1899 and 1907 Hague Conventions, the 1949 Geneva
Conventions and the 1977 Additional Protocols, various
elements of human rights law and treaties and conventions
prohibiting particular types and particular uses of weaponry,
for instance chemical and biological munitions and
landmines.1 The International Committee of the Red Cross
(ICRC) is mandated to safeguard and promote international
humanitarian law.

The second way in which armed force and humanitarian
concerns intersect is around the controversial notion of
‘humanitarian intervention’. The jus ad bellum (just war)
tradition maintains that war may, under certain
circumstances, be morally justified and serve humanitarian
ends (Walzer, 1992). Critics contend that military
intervention in the internal affairs of a state runs counter
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1 Examples include the 1980 Convention on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the
Use of Certain Conventional Weapons Which May be Deemed to be Excessively
Injurious or to have Indiscriminate Effects; the 1993 Convention on the
Prohibition of the Development, Production, Stockpiling and Use of Chemical
Weapons and on their Destruction; and the 1997 Convention on the
Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of Anti-Personnel
Mines, and on their Destruction. See Sassoli and Bouvier (1999); and
Henckaerts and Doswald-Beck (2005).



to the principles of state sovereignty and non-interference,
that the motives of intervening powers are rarely (if ever)
purely humanitarian and that military force often causes
more suffering than it alleviates; critics of NATO’s
intervention in Kosovo in 1999, for example, have argued
that it prompted the Serbian authorities to escalate their
war against Kosovo’s Albanian population, while itself
causing significant civilian casualties (Mandelbaum,
1999). Supporters, on the other hand, argue that the idea
of humanitarian intervention is a major moral advance on
the position that states should never use force to prevent or
halt grave humanitarian crises inside other states, and that
doing nothing – as in the 1994 Rwandan genocide – is
sometimes a greater moral failure.

The third area of contact concerns the operational role of
armed forces in supporting humanitarian action. Militaries
have certain capabilities – in particular long-range air
transport, logistics and engineering – which enable them
to contribute significantly to humanitarian responses, in
particular by delivering aid, evacuating victims and
helping to rebuild infrastructure. They can also provide
security, for instance for camps for refugees or internally
displaced people (IDPs) and humanitarian convoys.

2.2 Changing patterns of military intervention

Traditionally, military intervention has been used to
pursue a variety of national interests, such as territorial
expansion, the defeat of political or ideological enemies
and to secure control of economic resources. Since at
least the nineteenth century, however, when conflicts in
the Ottoman Empire prompted calls for military action to
end or avert conflicts and humanitarian suffering, there
has also been debate over whether military intervention
can and should be used for humanitarian purposes
(MacFarlane, 2002: 26–28). During the Cold War,
competitive interventions by the two superpowers
reflected relatively traditional national interest moti-
vations. Parallel to this, however, UN peacekeeping
emerged as a distinctive activity, and a small number of
other interventions – by India in Bangladesh in 1971, by
Vietnam in Cambodia in 1978 and by Tanzania in Uganda
in 1979 – have been described as ‘humanitarian inter-
ventions’ (although they were driven by powerful
national interests alongside humanitarian concerns).

2.2.1 The post-Cold War era 

The 1990s witnessed a dramatic increase in military
involvement in humanitarian crises.There were a number of
reasons for this. The ending of the Cold War dramatically
improved the prospects for major power cooperation in
relation to peacekeeping and intervention, in particular in the
UN Security Council. The number of UN peacekeeping
operations increased significantly: up until the late 1980s, the
UN had conducted 13 peacekeeping operations; between

1988 and 1996, 29 new operations were established.2 The
nature of UN peacekeeping also changed. Whereas earlier
operations had been set up to monitor and reinforce
ceasefires and peace agreements, now mandates widened to
include tasks such as demobilising combatants, facilitating
elections and supporting the rebuilding of political
institutions. As a consequence, the UN peacekeeping
missions of the late 1980s and early 1990s were much larger
in scale and more challenging in character than in the past.

A succession of wars, internal conflicts and humanitarian
disasters also resulted in a series of controversial military
interventions: in Iraqi Kurdistan in 1991, in Somalia in
1992–93, in Haiti in 1994, in Bosnia in the mid-1990s, in
Kosovo and East Timor in 1999 and in Sierra Leone in
2000. Although diverse, these actions had two defining
characteristics: intervention in the internal affairs of the
states concerned (usually without the consent of the state’s
government) and the use of military force to impose a
settlement, protect civilians or enable the delivery of
humanitarian aid. These interventions were mostly
undertaken by ad hoc coalitions of states, regional organi-
sations (as with NATO in Bosnia and Kosovo) and single
countries (as with the UK in Sierra Leone). Major Western
states – the US, the UK, France and Australia – played the
central role.

A variety of motives underpinned these interventions,
including stopping the spread of conflicts, preventing
refugee flows, defending the credibility of major states and
their institutions (such as NATO) and maintaining influence
in the countries and regions concerned.These interventions
were also motivated in significant part by a concern to
prevent or end large-scale human suffering, suggesting an
emerging practice of ‘humanitarian intervention’. The
international community’s inaction in the face of the 1994
Rwandan genocide, however, starkly illustrated that the new
practice of ‘humanitarian intervention’ was at best applied
inconsistently, and that Western states were unlikely to
intervene for purely humanitarian reasons. In response to
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s call to ‘forge unity’
around the issue, the 2001 report of the International
Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS)
sought to formalise and provide guidelines for military
intervention to stop wide-scale abuse of civilian popul-
ations, arguing that the international community had a
responsibility to protect populations when their own states
failed to do so (ICISS, 2001). As discussed in more detail
below, the UN World Summit in September 2005 formally
endorsed the concept of the responsibility to protect.

2.2.2 9/11 and the ‘war on terror’

The 9/11 attacks and the US ‘war on terror’ have triggered
important changes in the motives and aims of international
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2 See UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations website, http://www.un.
org/Depts/dpko/dpko/index.asp.



23

Resetting the rules of engagement
HPG REPORT

intervention. Countering terrorism, the proliferation of
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and so-called ‘rogue
states’ have become the driving forces of American foreign
and security policy, resulting in US-led interventions in
Afghanistan and Iraq (Daalder and Lindsay, 2003). The US
has also been involved in a number of smaller operations in
places like the Philippines, Georgia and Somalia, either
directly or via training and support for these states’ armed
forces. More broadly, the US is supporting counter-terrorism
training in the Middle East, Central Asia, South-East Asia and
Africa (Stevenson, 2004: 37–45). Key US allies, the UK in
particular, have participated in the Afghan and Iraq wars, and
have contributed to the reorientation of military and security
forces towards counter-terrorism elsewhere in the world.

The interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq have resulted in
the on-going and probably prolonged deployment of large
numbers of troops by the US and its allies. In Afghanistan,
US forces are operating against Taliban/al-Qaeda elements,
while a UN-mandated International Security Assistance
Force (ISAF) is deployed as part of international efforts to
provide security and promote a political settlement
(Cottey, 2003; Chesterman, 2002: 37–45). ISAF is
commanded by NATO, and European states provide the
majority of its forces. The US mission in Iraq combines a
counter-insurgency war against Iraqi and external forces
with efforts to support a political settlement. Although the
US-led operation received a UN Security Council mandate
in October 2003, the extent to which it should be viewed
as a counter-terrorism operation, a peacekeeping or
nation-building mission with a significant humanitarian
dimension or a neo-imperial war against nationalist forces
is deeply controversial.3

The interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq have prompted
debate over how far they are likely to provide precedents
for similar interventions by the US, its allies and/or other
states. The ‘war on terror’, ‘preventive war’ and ‘regime
change’ were clearly viewed by some of their US advocates
as part of a longer-term shift in US strategy, whereby
interventions like those in Afghanistan and Iraq might be
repeated elsewhere. A number of factors are, however,
likely to dissuade the US and its allies from undertaking
similar operations. A single state is unlikely in future to
become or provide the type of concentrated centre of
Islamic terrorism that might make it a target for an
Afghanistan-style military intervention to impose ‘regime
change’. In future, military force is more likely to be used
as a tool of counter-terrorism or counter-proliferation in
more limited ways: to target particular terrorist groups,
training camps, cells or individuals, often with the support
of the governments of the countries concerned but some-
times – in failed states or where governments are
unwilling to support such action – without that support.4

While Iran remains a possible target for US military action,
if any action is taken it is likely to be limited to airstrikes
combined with small-scale special forces operations.
Beyond this, North Korea’s ability to respond with massive
conventional force against South Korea, and the possibility
that it possesses nuclear weapons, probably preclude US
military action. There are few (if any) other obvious
targets. More broadly, the capacity of the Afghanistan and
Iraq interventions to tie down large numbers of US and
British troops, and the difficulties and costs involved in
stabilising these two countries, suggest that they are
unlikely to set precedents for more large-scale ‘preventive
wars’ or militarily imposed ‘regime change’.

3 UN Security Council Resolution 1511 (2003), 16 October 2003, authorised
‘a multinational force under unified command to take all necessary measures
to contribute to the maintenance of security and stability in Iraq’, and called
on member states to assist and contribute troops to that force.

4 The US Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI, established in 2003), for example,
brings together a core group of US allies and envisages cooperation in the
interdiction of WMD or related materials or technology (for example, through
the interception of ships carrying such items).

Figure 2.1: UN peacekeeping, 1995–2005
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2.2.3 The UN, regionalism and Western support

While the ‘war on terror’ and the operations in Iraq and
Afghanistan have been the main drivers shaping recent
patterns of international military intervention, a number of
other factors are also important. Chief among these is the
continuing prevalence of a significant number of violent
conflicts and associated humanitarian crises. In contrast to
Afghanistan and Iraq, and the major ‘humanitarian inter-
ventions’ of the 1990s, the main Western countries have not
deployed significant ground forces in these environments.
Instead, three inter-related trends have emerged: a new
generation of UN peacekeeping operations has been
deployed since the late 1990s; there has been a new emphasis
on the role of regional organisations in responding to such
crises, in particular in Africa; and new forms of Western
support for military action by regional states and organis-
ations have emerged.

After the major expansion of UN peacekeeping in the late
1980s and early 1990s, there was retrenchment in the late
1990s, with fewer new operations initiated, and a reversion
to smaller missions with more limited mandates. Since the
late 1990s, however, UN peacekeeping has again expanded,
with new missions in the Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC), Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire, Burundi, Sudan and Haiti.
These missions are relatively large compared to more
traditional UN peacekeeping operations, are explicitly
authorised to use force and are being undertaken in difficult
circumstances of fragile ceasefires or continuing violence.

With these missions, UN peacekeeping is venturing into
difficult, and to some extent new, territory.

The second development has been a shift towards the
regionalisation of military intervention, peacekeeping and
related activities, such as training and military cooperation
and assistance arrangements (Pugh and Sidhu, 2003). This
reflects the more general development of new forms of
regional cooperation since the 1990s, with renewed interest
in institutions such as the Organisation of American States
(OAS) and the African Union (AU), and the establishment of
new arrangements like NATO’s Partnership for Peace (PfP)
and the Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN)
Regional Forum (ARF). Military cooperation and assistance
programmes are in themselves not new, and have always to
some extent had regional dimensions, but the emphasis
since the early 1990s on multilateral regional cooperation
and on activities relating to peacekeeping and military
intervention is innovative. NATO and the EU have taken on
peacekeeping and intervention tasks in the Balkans and in
Afghanistan. In Africa, peacekeeping and intervention are
seen as one of the central roles of the AU and regional
groups such as the Southern African Development
Community (SADC). African states provide the majority of
troops for UN missions in Africa, and Latin American states,
led by Brazil, account for most of the UN troops in Haiti
(Gonzalez, 2004). Asian militaries worked together in
providing humanitarian relief in response to the December
2004 tsunami.
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Country

Democratic Republic of
Congo

Liberia

Côte d’Ivoire

Haiti

Burundi

Sudan

Mission

United Nations Organisation
Mission in the DR Congo
(MONUC)

United Nations Mission in
Liberia (UNMIL)

United Nations Operation in
Côte d’Ivoire (UNOCI)

United Nations Stabilisation
Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH)

United Nations Operation in
Burundi (ONUB)

United Nations Mission in
Sudan

UN Security Council

Resolution establishing

mission

UNSCR 1279, 30 November
1999; mission expanded by
subsequent resolutions
2000–2004

UNSCR 1509, 19 September
2003

UNSCR 1528, 27 February
2004

UNSCR 1542, 20 April
2004

UNSCR 1545, 21 May 2004

UNSCR 1590, 24 March 2005

Force strength (inc. civilians),

July 2005

16,402

15,965

6,458

7,665

5,601

1,419 (authorised strength
10,000)

Table 2.1: The new generation of UN peacekeeping operations

Source: UN
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Third, Western powers have made increasing efforts to
support peacekeeping and intervention by other states. This
support has been both direct and indirect. Direct support has
included providing logistics such as air transport, funding
and other forms of assistance; the primary example is NATO’s
assistance to the AU’s mission in Darfur. Indirectly, Western
powers have also helped other states to develop their own
capacities to contribute to such operations.This has included
national assistance and training programmes such as the US
Enhanced International Peacekeeping Capabilities (EIPC)
initiative, the PfP, which aims to strengthen the peacekeeping
capabilities of NATO’s partners in Eastern Europe and the
former Soviet Union, and regional initiatives, in particular in
Africa (Cottey and Forster, 2004: 51–68).

2.3 The major Western states

This section examines the policies of the four leading
Western military powers, the US, the UK, France and
Australia, as they relate to military intervention and peace-
keeping. The capacity of these four states to project military
power beyond their borders and to engage in the most
militarily demanding operations far outstrips that of all other
states; this means that, de facto, they have much greater
influence than other countries on patterns of military
intervention.The military predominance of the US, the UK,
France and Australia rests not primarily on troop numbers,
but on equipment and training, and their command, control,
communications and intelligence infrastructure.

The US is the only country in the world with the capacity to
undertake large-scale military interventions (involving
100,000 or more troops and associated air and naval assets
and support) far beyond its national borders, as it did in the
1990–91 Gulf war and 2003 Iraq war. The UK, France and
Australia have the capacity to deploy intervention forces of
approximately 10,000 troops, in the UK’s case 20,000
troops, and associated air and naval support at relatively short
notice. One or more of these four states played the central
role in all of the major military interventions of the decade
up to 9/11, from the 1990–91 Gulf war to the UK’s
intervention in Sierra Leone in 2000. Other major powers, in
particular Russia, China and India, have large militaries and
the capability to intervene in immediately adjacent regions,
but lack the capacity to project significant military strength
far beyond their national borders. Other Western countries,
such as Germany, Japan, the Netherlands, Spain, Canada, the
Nordic states and New Zealand, can each deploy a few
thousand troops for peacekeeping or intervention operations
overseas, but would probably only do so as part of a multi-
lateral operation led by one of the four major players, or
undertaken by the UN, NATO or the EU. Many medium or
small states, primarily from developing countries, have also
made contributions to UN peacekeeping operations for
many decades, but these have generally numbered in the
hundreds of troops, or at most a few thousand. Many devel-

oping states have also intervened in neighbouring countries,
as Rwanda, Angola and Uganda did in the DRC in the late
1990s, but lack the capacity to deploy forces further afield.

The primary factors shaping the policies of the major
Western states are the ‘war on terror’ and the on-going
missions in Iraq and Afghanistan. However, other issues are
also relevant. In particular, there is a tension in Western policy
between a narrow definition of security interests, which
focuses on combat operations against direct threats such as
terrorists, and a broader definition, which focuses on wider
stabilisation efforts, including peacekeeping and nation-
building. Second, there is a tension between the demands of
high-end warfighting, which implies allocating more
resources to technology and air and naval power, and the
needs of peacekeeping and nation-building which, as Iraq
has shown, require large numbers of ground troops. There
are differences between the US and other Western powers
over how to respond to these challenges.The US emphasises
unilateralism and high-technology military power, whereas
other Western countries place greater emphasis on
multilateralism and peacekeeping and nation-building.

2.3.1 The United States

While the United States has a long record of more traditional
national interest-style military interventions, it has histor-
ically been reluctant to engage in peacekeeping, humani-
tarian intervention or nation-building – the primary
exceptions being in Germany and Japan after the Second
World War. Since the 1990s, the US has wavered between
enthusiasm for military interventions with humanitarian
elements, and reluctance and retraction. The first Bush
administration used airpower to protect the Kurds in north-
ern Iraq after the Gulf war of 1991, and undertook the initial
intervention in Somalia in 1992–93. The Clinton adminis-
tration came to power advocating ‘muscular multilateralism’,
including the use of force for humanitarian objectives. The
US-led operation in Somalia was expanded in 1993, and the
US intervened in Haiti in 1994 and Bosnia in 1995. In the
wake of the humiliating US withdrawal from Somalia in
1993, however, the Clinton administration opposed inter-
vention to halt the genocide in Rwanda in April–May 1994,
and in May 1994 issued a Presidential Decision Directive
(PDD-25) which stated that the US should only participate in
peace operations if they served US interests and had
Congressional and public support, clearly defined and
achievable objectives and an ‘exit strategy’. While US action
in Bosnia in 1995 and Kosovo in 1999 arguably did not meet
these conditions, PDD-25 nonetheless represented a
significant step back from a commitment to use military
force for humanitarian purposes.

The primary foreign policy concerns of George W. Bush
initially focused on relations with the world’s major states, in
particular China and Russia.There was little sympathy for the
use of the US military for humanitarian or peacekeeping



purposes. During the 2000 presidential election campaign
Condoleezza Rice, Bush’s then foreign policy advisor, argued
that ‘We don’t need to have the 82nd Airborne escorting kids
to kindergarten’.These views did not change with the 9/11
terrorist attacks and the ‘war on terror’. In Afghanistan,
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld argued that the US
should not be engaged in nation-building, and the US
refused to participate in the ISAF. In Iraq, a reluctance to plan
for post-conflict tasks led the US to intervene with
significantly smaller forces than many, including within the
US military, believed would be necessary to ensure post-war
stability (Fallows, 2004). The Bush administration’s attitude
to the laws of war – the reluctance to apply the Geneva
Conventions to detainees in Afghanistan and Iraq, the scandal
surrounding mistreatment of prisoners at the Abu Ghraib
prison in Iraq and the use of extra-territorial prisons in
Guantanamo Bay, Afghanistan and Iraq – also suggests a
reluctance to be bound by humanitarian legal constraints.

US military force structure and doctrine have not been
greatly shaped by a need to prepare for peacekeeping or
military operations in pursuit of humanitarian objectives.
During the Cold War, US defence policy was driven by a
strategy of containing the Soviet Union and communism,
with large ground forces forward deployed in Europe and
Asia for this purpose. As defence spending and forces were
reduced in the 1990s, the American defence policy debate
revolved around what overall force structure was necessary to
maintain the capability to simultaneously fight and win two
major wars in Europe and Asia (the two-war strategy), while
at the same time conducting a smaller-scale operation.Thus,
although the 1990s saw US involvement in a number of
peacekeeping and humanitarian operations, this was never a
key driver of force structure planning or defence spending. In
the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the goals of fighting
terrorism and countering the proliferation of weapons of
mass destruction became key drivers of US defence policy.

The recent Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), submitted
to Congress in February 2006, emphasises that the US is
engaged in a ‘long war’ against terrorism (DoD, 2006). It
defines four strategic priorities for US defence policy:
defeating terrorist networks, defending the US homeland,
shaping the choices of countries at strategic crossroads and
preventing hostile states and non-state actors from acquiring
or using weapons of mass destruction. Although the 2006
QDR was preceded by debate over how far the demands of
Afghanistan and Iraq, homeland security and missile defence
might force a fundamental rethinking of American defence
policy (Shanker and Schmitt, 2005), the new QDR has not
proposed a dramatic re-orientation of US force structures. It
does, though, reinforce an existing shift towards
expeditionary and special forces. This may enhance the
United States’ ability to contribute to humanitarian and
peacekeeping missions, but it is far from clear that the
country would be willing to use such forces in this way.

There is increasing recognition that the US lacks the military
and civilian capacity to contribute to post-conflict stabilis-
ation and reconstruction in places such as Afghanistan and
Iraq (Dobbins, 2003: 108; Independent Task Force 2005).Yet
developing this capacity is at most a secondary concern in US
defence policy. Doctrinally, the US military is not well suited
to peacekeeping and military operations with a humanitarian
purpose.5 US doctrine emphasises decisive action to defeat
the enemy and ‘force protection’ – minimising the
vulnerability of US forces to attack.This approach is not fitted
either to providing protection for civilians in insecure
environments, or to building confidence with local popula-
tions: in Iraq, for example, it has been said that ‘Many Iraqis
only experience American “security” when it zooms by in an
armoured column with guns pointed out the windows’
(Byman, 2005: 11). While America’s antipathy to peace-
keeping and military deployment in a humanitarian context
may, in the short term, be compatible with a narrow defini-
tion of US interests, in the longer term weak states, instability
and conflict in other parts of the world will exacerbate threats
to the US.Thus, although the Bush administration and many
in the US Congress remain deeply wary of peacekeeping and
nation-building, there is growing professional and policy
support for the argument that tackling the problems of weak
and failed states is a central challenge for the US, and that it
needs to invest more in the civilian and military capabilities
necessary to meet this challenge (Independent Task Force,
2005; Commission on Weak States and US National Security,
2004). However, the public and political mood in the wake
of the Iraq invasion means that the US is likely to remain a
reluctant contributor to nation-building and military
ventures with a humanitarian focus, except where direct US
interests are involved, or the costs are relatively low.

2.3.2 The United Kingdom

After the US, the UK has probably the second greatest
capacity of any state to project military power long distances
beyond its borders. Britain played a central role in many of
the humanitarian interventions of the 1990s, in particular in
Iraqi Kurdistan, Bosnia, Kosovo and Sierra Leone.The British
armed forces have been re-oriented away from their Cold
War mission of defending Western Europe and towards
peacekeeping and intervention. A key milestone in this
process was the Strategic Defence Review (SDR) of 1998.
Under the SDR, contributing to ‘peace support and
humanitarian operations’ was identified as one of eight core
missions for the British armed forces (UK MOD, 1998).
British Prime Minister Tony Blair, in particular, has been
described as a Gladstonian liberal interventionist, a believer
in the use of military force in the pursuit of moral goals.
During the 1999 Kosovo war, Blair asserted that the
international community had both the right and the duty to
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5 British and other European militaries generally view the US military’s
approach to peacekeeping and peace enforcement as heavy-handed,
insensitive and often counter-productive – a view reinforced by developments
in Iraq since 2003.
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use military force to prevent or end massive human suffering
(Blair, 1999). The British military has also been at the
forefront of operational and doctrinal thinking on what it
refers to as Peace Support Operations (PSO), seeking to create
a viable middle road between traditional peacekeeping and
high-end warfighting (UK MOD, 2004).

In the wake of 9/11, there has been a partial shift away from
peacekeeping and humanitarian operations and towards
counter-terrorism and warfighting. A new chapter to the
SDR, published in 2002, argued that ‘new elements and
capabilities are needed to seize what may be fleeting
opportunities to engage terrorists, to deal with them in
remote areas and cater for their possible acquisition of CBRN
(Chemical, Biological, Radiological or Nuclear) devices’ (UK
MOD, 2002). British defence spending has been increased,
and new funding directed towards elements such as special
forces, intelligence gathering and ‘smart’ weapons.

2.3.3 France

French defence policy maintains that the country faces no
direct threats to its vital interests near its borders, and that ‘the
main security risk now lies in the regional conflicts that can
jeopardise the quest for international stability’ (French MOD,
1994: 19–20). In particular, political turmoil in former
French African colonies is seen as directly affecting French
interests. The French authorities also believe that threats are
increasingly likely to be asymmetric (focusing on areas
where Western powers are vulnerable, rather than traditional
warfighting), such as the 2002 attack on a French oil tanker
in Yemen.This strategic analysis has had a strong bearing on
French military doctrine. According to Edouard Balladur,
prime minister between 1993 and 1995, ‘France’s conven-
tional forces must be able to contribute, if necessary by force,
to the prevention, limitation or settlement of regional crises
or conflicts that do not involve risks of extreme escalation’
(French MOD, 1994). French doctrine revolves around the
prevention and management of crises, dealing with conflicts
at the lowest level of intensity (before they escalate) and put-
ting few constraints on the use of force in peacekeeping.

This last element is probably the most significant doctrinal
contribution to peacekeeping. The key concept is ‘active
impartiality’: ‘Impartiality is to be determined in relation to
the warring parties’ compliance with the mandate of an
operation. The French consider the mandate a law, and
believe that it is the military’s role to act as judge and police
in ensuring that all parties live up to the law’ (Potgieter, and
Gamba 1996). In peace operations, therefore, the French
view is that force can be used to stop actions that put civilian
populations in danger or violate an operation’s mandate.6

This doctrine was seen in action in late 2004, when French
aircraft destroyed Côte d’Ivoire’s entire (albeit tiny) air force
in retaliation for the seemingly inadvertent bombing of
French positions by Ivorian planes during an operation
against rebels. There is also a discernable trend towards the
convergence of French and US military doctrines, in
particular on the issue of pre-emption: ‘the possibility of a
pre-emptive action may be considered … all the more so
since transnational terrorist networks usually develop and
prepare for action outside our territory’ (L’Humanité, 2002).

The motives behind French participation in humanitarian
interventions are not solely security-centred. Humanitarian
action is an integral part of French culture and foreign policy,
and reflects a larger ambition to maintain France’s standing
as a major power. Drawing on a tradition of military
intervention that dates back to colonial and post-colonial
expeditionary operations, and a record of humanitarian
action in conflicts such as the Biafran war of the late 1960s
and the work of agencies such as Médecins Sans Frontières,
France was the lead nation in the adoption of UN General
Assembly Resolution 43/131 in December 1988. This laid
the foundation for a UN droit or devoir d’ingérence, i.e. a right or
duty to intervene to provide humanitarian assistance in cases
of natural or war-induced disasters – thus, as President
Francois Mitterrand put it in a speech before the UN General
Assembly in October 1988, making an ‘exception to the rule
of the UNSC’s primacy in establishing the legitimacy of a
mandate to act in a crisis’. French forces have, in recent years,
engaged in complex interventions in Rwanda (Operation
Turquoise, 1994), Zaire (Operation Assurance, 1997), Congo-
Brazzaville (Operation Pelican, 1997), the DRC (the EU’s Operation
Artemis, 2003) and Côte d’Ivoire (Operation Licorne, 2003).
These operations, and the maintenance of military bases in
Côte d’Ivoire, Gabon and Djibouti, show that France
continues to attach importance to maintaining its influence
in Africa, and especially in its Francophone former colonies.

Since the early 1990s, the structure of the French armed
forces has been redirected away from preparations for the
defence of national territory and towards overseas
deployment. The French government plans to develop the
capability to deploy 26,000 troops (10% of current
military personnel) simultaneously, with no time limits
and in several theatres. Within the NATO framework, the
target is 50,000 troops.These forces are to be supported by
a second aircraft carrier, a fleet of 100 aircraft dedicated to
out-of-area operations and new light armoured vehicles.
Defence expenditure, currently 1.8% of French gross
domestic product (GDP), will rise to 2.3% of GDP in
2008, a level comparable to the UK. The financial
investment involved is substantial: €14.84bn per annum
over six years (€88.87bn in total) (French MOD, 1996).7

6 In 1995, Admiral Lanxade, French Armed Forces Chief of Staff, issued a
directive – known as the Lanxade Directive – which argued that restoring
peace should involve the active use of military force (impartially applied to
any warring parties that violated a mandate or peace agreement); strict
neutrality was not a policy option, if it compromised or endangered the
position of the armed forces.

7 France is also investing in theatre-missile defence systems, and by 2010 it
intends to have the capability to protect the sites of a force deployed in an
external theatre against medium-range ballistic missiles.



Despite this, French force projection capabilities remain
limited. A recent study argues that France would reach the
limits of its capacity if it had ‘to project more than 5,000
troops quickly … Rapidly projecting more, with hundreds
of pieces of heavy equipment, is beyond France’s actual
capabilities … [the] capacity to project much greater force
will be inadequate at least until 2015’ (Grégoire, 2002).

2.3.4 Australia

Australia has a strong tradition of deploying military forces
overseas. Australian forces fought in the First World War, the
Second World War, the Korean War, the Vietnam War and the
first Gulf War. Since 1945,Australia has contributed forces to
over 40 peace operations. During the 1990s, Australia’s role
in peacekeeping and humanitarian operations expanded,
with forces deployed in Cambodia, Bosnia, Somalia and
Rwanda. In particular, Australia has emerged as the leading
interventionist power in East Asia and the South Pacific. From
1998 to 2003, Australia led the regional Peace Monitoring
Group (PMG) in Bougainville, committing over 3,500
military personnel. In 1999,Australia provided 5,000 troops
(almost half the total) to the International Force in East Timor
(INTERFET), and in 2003 the country led the Regional
Assistance Mission to the Solomon Islands (RAMSI),
contributing 1,800 military personnel. In the wake of the
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, Australia undertook Operation
Sumatra Assist, a military mission providing substantial
assistance to Indonesia. The centrality of peacekeeping
missions to Australian defence policy was confirmed in the
country’s 2000 defence white paper: ‘the ADF [Australian
Defence Forces] will continue to undertake a range of
operations other than conventional war … Preparing the ADF
for such operations will therefore take a more prominent
place in our defence planning than it has in the past’
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2000: 10).

In response to the September 2001 terrorist attacks on the
US and the October 2002 Bali bombing, in which 88
Australians died, the emphasis of Australian defence policy
has shifted towards counter-terrorism and counter-proli-
feration. Australian special forces participated in the inter-
vention in Afghanistan, and over 2,000 Australian troops
were deployed to the Iraq war. A 2003 update to the 2000
defence white paper confirmed the shift in policy: ‘For the
foreseeable future, any ADF operations are likely to occur
within the context of regional contingencies, the War on
Terror, efforts to counter the proliferation of WMD or to
otherwise enhance global security and stability’. To support
these new demands, the Australian government has decided
to increase the size of its special forces, purchase additional,
more capable troop-lift helicopters and expand its ability to
respond to chemical, biological, nuclear and radiological
incidents (Commonwealth of Australia, 2003: 24–25).

The new emphasis on counter-terrorism and counter-
proliferation in Australian defence policy runs alongside the

central role in regional peacekeeping and humanitarian
operations that emerged in the 1990s.The ADF’s 2002 Future
Warfighting Concept, for example, argues that it ‘will need to
conduct a differing mix of warfighting, peacekeeping and
humanitarian operations concurrently’ (Australian DoD,
2002: 23). Australia is thus likely to continue to deploy
troops and niche support capabilities within the Asia-Pacific
region and, in coalition with its allies, further afield, but may
face choices between warfighting and counter-terrorist
operations on the one hand, and peacekeeping and
humanitarian-oriented operations on the other.

2.4 Global and regional security architectures

This section examines the role of global and regional
security institutions in peacekeeping, intervention and
related humanitarian action, focusing on the UN, NATO and
the EU. The UN is likely to remain the primary global
framework for decision-making and action on international
peacekeeping and military intervention. NATO and the EU
are the primary regional organisations that have actually
given substance to the rhetoric of the regionalisation of
peacekeeping and intervention.

2.4.1 Return to the United Nations

The US willingness to go to war in Iraq in 2003 without
the support of the UN Security Council appeared to
threaten the marginalisation of the UN. The prominent
American neo-conservative Richard Perle celebrated the
death of ‘the fantasy of the UN as the foundation of a new
world order’ (Perle, 2003). In fact, reports of the UN’s
demise have been greatly exaggerated. Facing increasing
problems in Iraq, the US turned to the UN Security
Council in late 2003 for a resolution endorsing the US-led
military presence in the country. Although the UN’s
subsequent involvement in the US-led operation has in
practice been limited, the Security Council has resumed its
role as a key locus for international discussion and
decision-making on responses to conflict.

As noted above, there has also been a major expansion in
UN peacekeeping operations since the late 1990s,
primarily in Africa.These new missions are relatively large
compared to more traditional UN peacekeeping
operations, multifaceted in character and authorised to use
force (‘all necessary means’, in Security Council termi-
nology) in order to implement their mandates (Berdal,
2004: 88–91). Most of these operations take place in
unstable situations, characterised by fragile ceasefires or
peace agreements, periodic if not endemic violence and
more general state weakness or collapse. Developing
countries, rather than Western states, provide the majority
of forces for these missions. These operations are also
providing a testing ground for the concept of integrated
missions, with the peacekeeping, political, humanitarian
and development components of UN activities integrated,
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at least theoretically, into a single, more coherent and
effective mission pursuing common goals.8 These
operations suggest, not the end of the UN’s role in
humanitarian intervention, but rather a move towards a
new model which bridges the gap between more
traditional UN peacekeeping and the more forceful
Western-led humanitarian interventions of the 1990s.

UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan has argued that these
operations ‘will stretch, to the limit and beyond, the capacity
of the United Nations to respond’ (UN, 2004: 5).As with the
larger and more complex peacekeeping missions of the
1980s and 1990s, the UN may struggle to achieve the
manpower levels required. Equipment stocks, stored at the
UN Logistics Base in Brindisi, Italy, are being depleted and
have proved difficult to replenish. The relatively large size,
complexity and character of the new missions means that
they also require more sophisticated military capabilities,
such as rapid response forces, tactical air support and
transport, and advanced intelligence and command, control
and communications systems, which can often only be
supplied by developed states. The multinational makeup of
missions often makes cohesive action difficult, and it is
proving hard to give substance to the integrated mission
concept given the different approaches and cultures of the
UN’s various components (Barth Eide 2005).There is a risk
that associating the UN’s humanitarian and development
arms with the political-military aspects of peacekeeping and
enforcement may undermine the former’s traditional
neutrality. Finally, the enforcement dimension of these mis-

sions raises major questions about the use of force. The UN
has no doctrine for the use of force in peace enforcement
operations. The conditions under which UN peacekeepers
should use force remain uncertain, as does the manner in
which they should do so, and this could easily become
deeply contentious.9 Whether this new generation of UN
peacekeeping missions succeeds is likely to depend both on
the willingness of member states to provide the necessary
resources, and the ability of the UN and troop-contributing
countries to fashion an approach to the use of force that
bridges the gap between traditional peacekeeping and
enforcement.

The new generation of peacekeeping operations is also
making major demands on troop-contributing nations. The
main contributors to UN peacekeeping are developing
countries. EU members provide about 10% of UN
peacekeepers, and the US just 1%. Most of the leading
contributors to UN peacekeeping have long-standing records
of providing forces for such missions. Nevertheless, the more
demanding nature of UN peacekeeping, and the limitations
of troop contributors’ armed forces in terms of equipment
and training, suggest that the UN is likely to continue to face
significant operational problems in terms of rapid
deployment, tactical mobility and policing.

The crisis surrounding the 2003 Iraq war also prompted
wider debate about the UN’s role and possible reforms to
the organisation, culminating in the September 2005
World Summit of UN Heads of State and Government

8 The idea of integrated missions was developed in the 2000 Report of the Panel
on United Nations Peace Operations (the ‘Brahimi report’), which proposed
the establishment of Integrated Mission Task Forces (IMTFs) to bring together
all relevant actors in the planning of peacekeeping operations. The UN
Secretariat has subsequently begun implementing the concept.

9 In March 2005, for example, Pakistani peacekeepers pursuing a militia band
blamed for the death of nine Bangladeshi peacekeepers killed at least 50 in a
clash in north-east DRC. Leaders of the ethnic group from which the militia was
drawn accused the peacekeepers of ‘looking for vengeance’. See Vasagar (2005).

2000 (Oct)

1. India (4,469)

2. Nigeria (3,441)

3. Jordan (3,400)

4. Bangladesh    

(2,394)

5. Ghana (1,894)

6. Australia (1,726)

7. Kenya (1,219)

8. Pakistan (1,206)

9. Poland (1,096)

10. Nepal (1,034)

2001 (Sept)

1. Bangladesh 

(6,048)

2. Pakistan (5,552)

3. Nigeria (3,446)

4. India (2,852)

5. Jordan (2,728)

6. Ghana (2,116)

7. Kenya (2,080)

8. Australia (1,580)

9. Ukraine (1,538)

10. Portugal (1,134)

2002 (Sept)

1. Bangladesh 

(5,437)

2. Pakistan (4,763)

3. Nigeria (3,411)

4. India (3,013)

5. Ghana (2,470)

6. Kenya (1,831)

7. Jordan (1,766)

8. Uruguay (1,570)

9. Ukraine (1,426)

10. Nepal (1,098)

2003 (Sept)

1. Pakistan (5,252)

2. Bangladesh 

(3,926)

3. India (2,922)

4. Ghana (2,024)

5. Uruguay (1,800)

6. Kenya (1,783)

7. Nigeria (1,748)

8. Jordan (1,540)

9. South Africa 

(1,414)

10. Ukraine (1,058)

2004 (Sept)

1. Pakistan (8,936)

2. Bangladesh 

(8,219)

3. Nigeria (3,588)

4. Ethiopia (3,445)

5. Ghana (3,320)

6. India (3,044)

7. Nepal (2,614)

8. South Africa 

(2,514)

9. Uruguay (2,489)

10. Jordan (2,067)

2005 (Aug)

1. Pakistan (9,881)

2. Bangladesh 

(8,812)

3. India (6,321)

4. Nepal (3,656)

5. Ethiopia (3,424)

6. Ghana (3,320)

7. Nigeria (3,175)

8. Jordan (2,791)

9. Uruguay (2,435)

10. South Africa 

(2,320)

Table 2.2: Leading contributors to UN peacekeeping operations, 2000–2005 (military and civilian police personnel)

Source: United Nations Peacekeeping – Monthly Summary of Contributors of Military and Civilian Police Personnel, UN Department of Peacekeeping
Operations website, http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/dpko/contributors.



(High-Level Panel, 2004: xi; UN Secretary-General, 2005).
The summit took a number of major decisions in relation
to the UN’s role in peace and security:

• It endorsed the concept of the responsibility to protect,
emphasising that the international community has a
‘responsibility … to help protect populations from
genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes
against humanity’, and declaring the willingness ‘to take
collective action … should peaceful means be inadequate
and national authorities manifestly fail to protect their
populations’. The adoption of the responsibility to
protect is a major shift in international law, setting a
potentially very important benchmark for international
action in future humanitarian crises.

• It created an intergovernmental Peacebuilding Com-
mission to integrate international efforts at post-
conflict peacebuilding. The commission was to be
established by the end of 2005, supported by a Peace-
building Fund and a peacebuilding office within the
UN Secretariat.The Peacebuilding Commission may see
increased UN involvement in a wide range of civilian
and military post-conflict peacebuilding activities.

• It reached agreement on an initial operating capability
for a standing police capacity for peacekeeping opera-
tions. Lack of police capacity has been identified as a
significant weakness of UN operations.

• It resolved to create a Human Rights Council responsible
for promoting human rights and addressing human
rights violations. The mandate and details of the pro-
posed council, however, remain to be agreed, and will
have a major bearing on its effectiveness (UNGA, 2005).

There have also been widespread calls for reform of the UN
Security Council, in particular for expansion of its permanent
membership and changes in its voting procedures.The 2005
summit was unable to reach agreement on reform, but the
issue was to be reviewed by the end of 2005, and may be
revisited in 2006. Whatever the impact of institutional
reforms, experience since the 2003 Iraq war suggests that,
for all its flaws, the UN is likely to remain central to inter-
national humanitarian, peacekeeping and enforcement
activities, as a locus for decision-making, a source of legit-
imacy and a framework for operational action.

2.4.2 NATO

Since the end of the Cold War, NATO has undergone a
remarkable transition, from an alliance focused on the col-
lective defence of its members’ territory to an organisation
engaged in a range of peacekeeping and intervention
operations, as well as new forms of military cooperation with
non-members. In the mid-to-late 1990s, NATO took on the
tasks of peacekeeping and peace enforcement in the Balkans,
using airpower to coerce the warring parties into political
settlements in Bosnia and Kosovo, and leading a 60,000-
strong peacekeeping force in Bosnia, a 50,000-strong

deployment in Kosovo and a smaller contingent in
Macedonia (the EU has since taken over the peacekeeping
missions in Bosnia and Macedonia). NATO can credibly claim
to have played the central role in bringing the Yugoslav wars
to an end. However, Bosnia, Kosovo and Macedonia all
remain unstable, indicating that, while a large well-armed
force can prevent an immediate return to violence, achieving
a more lasting peace is difficult.

The 9/11 attacks prompted renewed debate on NATO’s
future. For the first time in its history, NATO activated the
Article 5 security guarantee at the heart of the 1949 North
Atlantic Treaty, under which an armed attack against one
member is treated as an attack against them all, and
member states agree to ‘assist the Party or Parties so
attacked by taking … such action as it deems necessary,
including the use of armed force’.10 NATO members have
provided the majority of forces for the ISAF stabilisation
mission in Afghanistan, and in 2003 the organisation took
over command and control of ISAF – the Alliance’s first
operation outside Europe.11 NATO has had some success in
supporting the central Afghan government and bringing a
degree of stability to parts of northern and western
Afghanistan, but the situation in the country remains
unstable, particularly in the south.

Since the early 1990s, NATO’s military structures have
gradually been adapted to the new tasks of peacekeeping and
intervention. In the mid-1990s, NATO adopted the
Combined Joint Task Force (CJTF) concept, a command and
control framework for flexible ‘coalitions of the willing’
among NATO’s members to engage in peacekeeping or
enforcement operations, and established the Alliance Rapid
Reaction Corps (ARRC), a multinational force for
deployment in such operations. Further restructuring
followed the 9/11 attacks, including a fundamental
reorganisation of command structures, measures to
encourage member states to develop the capabilities
necessary for projecting military power beyond Europe and
the establishment of a NATO Response Force (NRF) (NAC,
2002).The NRF is a high-readiness, multinational, combined
ground, air and naval force, based on national contributions
available on a stand-by basis. It is to be deployable within five
days, and able to sustain itself for 30 days (or longer if
resupplied). The NRF reached its initial operational level of
17,000 troops in October 2004, and will achieve its full
complement of 21,000 troops by the end of 2006. Based on
the principle ‘first in, first out’, the NRF may be deployed as
a stand-alone force or as an initial entry force for a larger
operation. Its missions may include shows of force and
solidarity to deter aggression; evacuating non-combatants;
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10 See The North Atlantic Treaty, Washington DC, 4 April 1949, Article 5,
http://www.nato.int/docu/basictxt/treaty.htm.

11 The ISAF is mandated by the UN Security Council, but it is not a UN mission.
Until NATO took over the mission in 2003 it operated under the ad hoc control
of a series of lead nations (the UK,Turkey and Germany/Netherlands).
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supporting consequence management in the event of an
attack or disaster; providing support in a humanitarian crisis;
crisis management, including peacekeeping; counter-
terrorism operations; and embargo operations (NATO, 2005;
NATO, undated).The NRF could thus play an important role
in humanitarian action in crises. NATO’s role in supporting
humanitarian action was confirmed in late 2005, when the
Alliance airlifted humanitarian aid to Pakistan following the
earthquake there. The NRF’s land component headquarters
deployed on the ground in Pakistan.

In May 2005, NATO agreed to support the AU mission in
Darfur. During the summer of 2005, NATO helped to
airlift African troops into Darfur, as well as training AU
personnel in command and control, operational planning
and the use of intelligence, and helping to organise a
headquarters exercise designed to strengthen the AU
mission (NATO, 2005b; SHAPE, 2005).12 NATO’s role in
Sudan suggests that providing support for other states and
regional organisations to undertake peacekeeping
operations is likely to be one future role for the Alliance.

The military capabilities of its members and its unique
military planning and command and control structures
give NATO a capacity to contribute to peacekeeping,
enforcement and humanitarian military operations that is
unmatched by any other international organisation. The
creation of the NRF gives NATO the ability to undertake
the most demanding operations, in particular to deploy a
substantial force in crisis situations at very short notice.
Through mechanisms such as the PfP, as well as more
specific arrangements like the cooperation with the AU in
Darfur, NATO can also help other states and regional
organisations to develop their own peacekeeping
capabilities and undertake peacekeeping operations.
NATO’s contribution to humanitarian military action is,
however, likely to be constrained by a number of factors.
NATO lacks the legitimacy of the UN; indeed, a more
direct NATO role in Sudan was resisted by AU member
states. NATO’s members are also stretched militarily: in
Afghanistan, for example, members have struggled to
provide the forces to which they have in principle
committed (Lindborg, 2004). The politics of NATO may
also impose important constraints. European opposition to
the Iraq war and US reluctance to hand over control, for
example, prevented NATO from taking a lead role in post-
war reconstruction in Iraq.

2.4.3 The European Union

Since the late 1990s, the EU has begun to establish itself as
a military actor. In 1999, EU leaders agreed that the Union

should have a military role.13 The EU established new
institutions for the management and conduct of military
operations:

• a Political and Security Committee (PSC, more commonly
known by its French acronym COPS), composed of
national representatives at senior/ambassadorial level to
exercise political control of military operations;

• a Military Committee (EUMC) comprising the chiefs of
defence of the EU members, to provide military advice
and recommendations to the PSC; and

• a Military Staff (EUMS, with approximately 70 staff), to
provide military advice and manage military operations.

The EU also established the ‘Helsinki Headline Goal’ of
deploying a force of 50–60,000 troops (approximately one
military corps or 15 brigades) within 60 days, sustainable
for a year and militarily self-sustaining in terms of
command, control and intelligence, logistics and air and
naval forces (Rutten, 2001). Although this force is
sometimes referred to as the ‘European rapid reaction force’,
like NATO it is based on national contributions from
member states rather than being a truly supranational
‘European army’. In 2004, the EU adopted the further goal
of developing battlegroups of approximately 1,500 troops
to be deployable within 15 days. Two or three such groups
were to be established by 2005, and between seven and nine
by 2007. Battlegroups may be formed by one EU member
alone, a lead nation with other states contributing niche
capabilities or multinationally.

The formally recognised missions of the EU are the so-called
Petersberg Tasks: ‘humanitarian and rescue tasks, peace-
keeping tasks and tasks of combat forces in crisis manage-
ment, including peacemaking’.The Petersberg Tasks were an
open-ended formulation agreed in the early 1990s, but
developments since then suggest that the EU is likely to be
engaged in a relatively wide range of peacekeeping, peace-
building and humanitarian tasks.

Since 2003, the EU has undertaken a series of military and
civilian crisis management operations. As Table 2.3 shows,
this has involved two moderately-sized military
peacekeeping operations (in Bosnia and the DRC) and a
number of smaller operations with an emphasis on civilian
or police roles. A number of features are notable. The EU’s
takeover of the missions in Macedonia and Bosnia from
NATO, and speculation that the EU may take over the larger
operation in Kosovo from NATO in the next few years,
indicates a strategic shift, with the EU replacing NATO as
the primary vehicle for peacekeeping on Europe’s

12 A group of former foreign ministers, including former US Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright, has argued that NATO should go significantly further by
deploying a brigade-sized element from the NRF to support the AU and
seeking UN Security Council authorisation for a no-fly zone over Darfur
which NATO would police. See Albright et al. (2005).

13 ‘The Union must have the capacity for autonomous action, backed up by
credible military forces, the means to decide to use them, and a readiness to
do so.’ European Council, Cologne, 3–4 June 1999, ‘Declaration of the
European Council on Strengthening the Common European Policy on
Security and Defence’, in Rutten (2001: 41).
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immediate periphery. The EU’s operations in Georgia, the
DRC, Iraq, Sudan and Aceh suggest that the EU is also likely
to play a role in peacekeeping and crisis management
beyond Europe. However, the relatively small scale of its
operations to date suggests that, short of a direct threat to
the Union’s collective interests, the EU is unlikely to
engage in any much larger operations. The emphasis to
date on areas such as policing, justice and security-sector
reform also implies that the EU is developing a specialised
role in the civilian dimensions of crisis management and
peacebuilding, rather than more traditional military forms
of peacekeeping or peace enforcement.

2.5 Regionalism in an African context

Africa is a central focus for the evolving relationship between
the military and humanitarianism: it faces a larger number of
wars, violent conflicts and associated humanitarian crises
than any other region of the world; almost all of the new
generation of UN peacekeeping operations discussed above
are in Africa; and the African Union and African regional
groups, in particular the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS) and the Southern African
Development Community (SADC), have taken significant
steps in recent years to strengthen their ability to respond to
wars and humanitarian crises with military means.

2.5.1 The African Union

Historically, African states have been reluctant to accept the
principle of intervention in states’ internal affairs for
humanitarian purposes. Of the seven core principles affirmed
in the 1963 Organisation of African Unity (OAU) Charter,
four sought to prohibit any form of interference – let alone
intervention – in the internal affairs of member states. The
OAU thus lacked the political will for intervention, as well as
the institutional framework and the military means.

By the 1990s, one in four African countries was
experiencing intrastate conflicts with severe humanitarian
consequences. The need for an indigenous response to the
continent’s crises – ‘African solutions to African problems’ –
became urgent.An OAU Mechanism for Conflict Prevention,
Management and Resolution was established in 1993, but
was of no avail in the 1994 genocide in Rwanda. The
inability of the OAU to respond effectively, and the UN’s
difficulties in responding quickly, boosted the role played by
regional organisations such as SADC and ECOWAS. This
contributed to the idea of a layered response to African
crises: an initial response at the regional level, and if
unsuccessful further action from the UN and the broader
international community. The division of labour was clear:
the UN passed resolutions, set up peace operations and
funded them, and African countries supplied troops.

The inadequacy of the OAU’s institutions led to its
replacement by the AU in 2002.This was a turning-point in

the history of collective security on the continent.While the
AU’s Constitutive Act, adopted in July 2002, reaffirms the
sovereignty of states and the principle of non-intervention in
their internal affairs, it also enshrines the principles of
democracy and human rights, as well as ‘the right of Member
States to request intervention from the Union in order to
restore peace and security’. In a ground-breaking move
amounting to a conceptual Aufhebung in African politics, the
Constitutive Act establishes ‘the right of the Union to
intervene in a Member State … in respect of grave
circumstances, namely: war crimes, genocide and crimes
against humanity’ (AU, 2001: Art. 3, 4).

In terms of security structures, the AU is a complex
pyramidal system: at head of state and government level, the
AU Assembly meets at least once a year; the AU Executive
Council, composed of foreign ministers, also meets at least
annually; a Permanent Representatives Committee (PRC)
meets at least monthly; and a Peace and Security Council
(PSC) meets on an on-going basis. Each member state has
one vote in the Assembly, Executive Council and PRC.The AU
Commission acts as the Secretariat of the Union, and
includes a Commissioner for Peace and Security and a Peace
and Security Directorate, incorporating a Conflict
Management Centre and a Peace Support Operations
Division.The PRC, the PSC and the Commission are based at
the AU’s headquarters in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.

The PSC is the AU’s ‘standing decision-making organ for the
prevention, management and resolution of conflicts … a
collective security and early warning arrangement to
facilitate timely and efficient response to conflict and crisis
situations in Africa’. Somewhat akin to the UN Security
Council, the PSC is an inner-core decision-making body of
15 AU members, with ten members elected for two-year
terms and five for three-year terms. As in other AU organs,
decisions are taken on the basis of consensus or a two-thirds
majority. The PSC is mandated to undertake peace-making
and peacebuilding activities, authorise peace-support
operations, recommend to the Assembly intervention in
respect of war crimes, genocide and crimes against
humanity, institute sanctions against members, develop the
AU’s common defence policy and take ‘appropriate action’ if
a member’s sovereignty or independence is threatened by
aggression (AU, 2002). The PSC is supported by a Military
Staff Committee, made up of senior military officers, which
advises and assists the Council on military requirements and
the conduct of operations.

One important aspect of the AU’s emerging security role
has been increased interest in pan-African defence
cooperation, the centrepiece of which is a planned African
Standby Force (ASF). In February 2004, AU leaders
adopted a Common African Security and Defence Policy
(CASDP) which detailed potential common threats and
called for collective responses to those threats and
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enhanced defence cooperation (AU, 2004: IV(d-g)). In
January 2005, AU leaders adopted a Non-Aggression and
Common Defence Pact declaring any aggression or threat
of aggression against a member to be a threat against them
all, committing their states ‘to provide mutual assistance
towards their common defence and security vis-à-vis any
aggression or threats of aggression’ and agreeing to
establish an African Peace Academy in order to develop an
African peace doctrine (AU, 2005).

The planned ASF was mandated in the July 2002 Protocol
establishing the PSC, and its modalities were further defined
in a May 2003 Policy Framework document. The force’s
functions will include: observation and monitoring
missions; peace support missions; intervention in ‘grave
circumstances’; preventive deployment, peacebuilding,
including post-conflict disarmament and demobilisation;
and humanitarian assistance (AU, 2002:Art. 13(3)). Engage-
ment in and support of humanitarian action or assistance is
viewed as a role for the AU: the PSC is mandated to ‘take
active part in coordinating and conducting humanitarian
action’ and the ASF ‘shall be adequately equipped to
undertake humanitarian activities’ (AU, 2002: Art. 15). The
force will be based on five brigades to be provided by each
of the continent’s five regions, modelled on the UN’s Standby
High Readiness Brigade (SHIRBRIG) concept, providing a
total force of about 20,000 military, police and civilian
personnel. Member states will provide national contributions
to the ASF’s regional brigades, based in their countries of
origin, ready for deployment at short notice and self-
sustaining for an initial period of 60 days.The ASF is planned
to be operational by 2010, but this will depend on the ability
of member states and the five regions to meet their
commitments to the force.The CASDP and the ASF could be
important steps towards a more effective African response to
the continent’s conflicts. However, they face substantial
obstacles, in particular the ability of member states to provide
the necessary forces.

Since 2002, the AU has undertaken a number of civilian and
military crisis management and peacekeeping operations.
This has included a small military observer mission to
Ethiopia–Eritrea in 2002, and civilian political mediation
and/or monitoring missions to Côte d’Ivoire in 2003, the
Comoros in 2003–2005 and Somalia in 2004–2005.The AU
undertook is first relatively large peacekeeping mission in
Burundi in 2003–2004 (the African Mission in Burundi
(AMIB)), when nearly 3,000 troops, led by a South African
contingent of 1,600 soldiers, were deployed to support a
peace agreement prior to the establishment of a larger UN
peacekeeping operation.

The crisis in the Darfur region of western Sudan has
emerged as a major test for the AU’s peacekeeping
ambitions. Some 200,000 people have died, and two
million have been displaced. Following a ceasefire

agreement in 2004, the AU established a Ceasefire
Commission of 130 military observers. In July 2004, an AU
summit agreed to deploy an additional 300 soldiers (the
African Mission in Sudan (AMIS I)) to protect the ceasefire
monitors and, ‘within the capacity of the force’, the civilian
population. The following October, the AU PSC agreed to
expand the force to 3,320 troops and civilian police (AMIS
II). AMIS II’s mandate is to ‘protect civilians whom it
encounters under imminent threat and in the immediate
vicinity … it being understood that the protection of the
civilian population is the responsibility of the GoS
[Government of Sudan]’. In April 2005, the PSC sanctioned
a further expansion of AMIS II to 7,731 personnel.Although
AMIS has provided protection to some civilians, attacks have
continued.The mission has highlighted the AU’s limitations
(ICG, 2004, 2005b, 2005c; Wheeler, 2005). Its mandate is
both vague and weak, providing neither an unambiguous
role in protecting civilians nor the right to use force. Given
Sudan’s size, the AU force is too small to provide security
over such a large area, with observers suggesting that at least
10–12,000 troops, and perhaps as many as 40,000-plus, are
necessary. The AU and its member states also lack the
capacity to deploy forces rapidly, or to move them quickly
within the theatre of operations.The challenges faced by the
AU’s mission in Darfur were acknowledged in January
2006, when the PSC agreed in principle to a transition from
AMIS to a larger UN mission. UN Secretary-General Kofi
Annan declared it ‘inevitable’ that AMIS would be replaced
by a larger UN mission with a stronger mandate (PSC,
2006a; PSC, 2006b; MacAskill, 2006).

2.5.2 African regional groups

The growth of cooperation within the different regions of
Africa has been one of the most prominent security
developments in the continent in recent years. As Table 2.4
illustrates, the main organisations giving substance to this
aspiration in the area of peacekeeping have been ECOWAS
and SADC.

The record of ECOWAS and SADC in peacekeeping,
intervention and related humanitarian activity is mixed.
Although established in 1975, ECOWAS did not play a
substantial role in conflict resolution and peacekeeping until
the 1990s. The ECOWAS Ceasefire Monitoring Group
(ECOMOG), a multinational military force, was set up in
1990 in response to the war that broke out in Liberia in
1989. Nigeria dominates ECOWAS, commanding ECOMOG
and providing the majority of its troops. While ECOWAS/
ECOMOG has had some significant successes in ending or
containing conflicts in West Africa, its troops have been
accused of using excessive force, abuse of human rights and
criminality.

SADC was established in 1992, building on the earlier
Southern African Development Coordination Conference
(SADCC). Promoting peace and security are among the
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organisation’s declared objectives. SADC’s institutions and
decision-making structures are relatively informal, and have
been plagued by disputes amongst members. SADC members
have participated in a number of joint peacekeeping
exercises.The organisation intervened in Lesotho in 1998 to
help prevent a coup and re-establish public order after
disputed elections. It did so again in DRC in 1998, when
President Kabila asked for its help to prevent rebels from
seizing power. In the latter case, however, disagreement
among SADC members meant that only three states (Angola,
Namibia and Zimbabwe) sent troops, and the operation did
not stop the DRC’s descent into civil war. SADC includes a
number of major, or potentially major,African states – South
Africa, Angola, Zimbabwe and the DRC – and therefore has
the potential to be an important regional grouping. To date,
however, rivalry among its members and institutional
weakness has limited its role.

Regional groups have a number of potential advantages as
mechanisms for responding to conflicts in Africa. Regional
states may have a strong interest in preventing, resolving or
containing conflicts in their immediate neighbourhood. It
may be easier to reach consensus within a smaller regional
group than within the larger AU. Bigger states, such as
Nigeria and South Africa, may act as drivers. Logistically, it is
more feasible for countries to deploy troops within their
immediate region.To date, however, African regionalism has
been characterised more by rhetoric than by substance, with
the declaration of far-reaching goals often not followed 
by action. In practice, African regional groups are often
characterised by disputes between member states and fears of
the aspirations of their larger members. Despite their shared
membership of a number of regional groups, Rwanda,
Uganda, Angola, Zimbabwe, Namibia and Chad intervened
in support of competing sides in the DRC in the late 1990s,
exacerbating a conflict in which an estimated four million
people died.

Regional groups are viewed as a central part of the overall
architecture of the AU, and are the basis for the planned
ASF. In practice, however, the exact nature of the
relationship between the AU and the African regional
groups, and the extent to which it will become an effective
partnership, is unclear. Disputes between members of
regional groups, for example, may undermine the
proposed regional brigades on which the ASF rests.14

While the AU may give a boost to regionalism, overcoming
the limitations of the various regional groups will remain
a challenging task.

2.5.3 Challenges for national forces in Africa

The ability of the AU and African regional groups to
undertake peacekeeping and intervention operations ulti-

mately depends on the capacity of African states to provide
the required military, police and civilian forces.African states
are already contributing the majority of forces for UN
peacekeeping operations on the continent, as well as the
various AU and regional missions. Nevertheless,African states
face significant problems in sustaining existing missions and
contributing to new forces such as the ASF. In 2004, African
states had 2.2 million military personnel, but only about
22,500 of these (about 1%) were involved in peacekeeping
operations (IISS, 2004).A small number of states provide the
majority of African peacekeepers, including countries with
long-standing records of contributing to peacekeeping (such
as Ghana, Kenya, Morocco, Nigeria, Senegal and Zambia),
but also South Africa and Ethiopia, which have made
significant contributions in the last few years. Even these
states, however, provide at most a few thousand troops for
peacekeeping operations, and would struggle to provide
more.The rest of Africa’s states, including most of those with
the largest militaries, make minimal or at best limited
contributions. Beyond simple numbers, African countries
face serious problems in terms of the quality and training of
military personnel, equipment, logistics and finances. With
the exception of South Africa and to a certain extent Nigeria,
African armed forces lack the military capabilities to conduct
and sustain a successful humanitarian or peace operation on
their own.

Since the mid-1990s, African states have been seeking to
expand their peacekeeping capabilities. These efforts have
helped to underpin the new generation of UN and AU
missions. Nevertheless, building up national capacities to
contribute to peacekeeping is a slow process. South Africa
(Africa’s wealthiest country) and Nigeria (its most populous)
are usually viewed as the most likely leaders for African
peacekeeping. South Africa’s post-apartheid governments
have made contributing to peacekeeping and military
cooperation in Africa, especially in South Africa’s immediate
neighbourhood, key defence policy goals.15Towards this end,
the overall size of the armed forces is being reduced in order
to redirect resources towards peacekeeping. Having deployed
no military forces on peacekeeping or humani-tarian
missions throughout the 1990s, over 2,000 South African
troops are now involved in such operations, in particular
infantry battalions deployed as part of the UN missions in the
DRC and Burundi (IISS, 2004: 245). The South African
experience indicates what can be achieved by redirecting
defence policy towards peacekeeping, but also the relatively
slow nature of this process given the resource constraints
facing African states.

Nigeria has been the mainstay of the various ECOWAS
operations in West Africa. It also makes major contributions
to the UN missions in Liberia and Sierra Leone (approxi-

14 Rwanda and Sudan, for example, are both troop-contributing countries for
the planned East African Brigade (EASBRIG) Associated Press (17 August 2004);
see also VOA (2004).

15 See Defence in a Democracy:White Paper on National Defence for the Republic of South Africa,
May 1996, http://www.mil.za/Articles&Papers/Papers/WhitePaperonDef/
white.htm; and South African Defence Review, 1998.
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Operation

EU Police Mission
(EUPM) in Bosnia-
Herzegovina

Operation Concordia

Operation Artemis

Operation Proxima

EU Rule of Law Mission
to Georgia (EUJUST
THEMIS)

Operation EUFOR -

Althea

EU Police Mission in
Kinshasa (DRC) -
(EUPOL KINSHASA)

EU Advisory and
Assistance Mission for
Security Reform in the
DRC (EUSEC-DRC)

EU Integrated Rule of
Law Mission for Iraq
(EUJUST LEX)

AMIS EU Supporting
Action

Aceh Monitoring
Mission (AMM) – EU
jointly with Norway,
Switzerland and ASEAN
states (Brunei,
Malaysia, Philippines,
Singapore and 
Thailand)

Country

Bosnia-Herzegovina

Former Yugoslav
Republic of Macedonia

Democratic Republic of
Congo

Former Yugoslav
Republic of Macedonia

Georgia

Bosnia

Democratic Republic of
Congo

Democratic Republic of
Congo

Iraq

Sudan (Darfur)

Indonesia (Aceh)

Date

Jan 2003–Dec 2005

Mar–Dec 2003

June–Sept 2003

Dec 2003–Dec 2005

July 2004–July 2005

Dec 2004–

April 2005–

June 2005–June 2006

July 2005–July 2006

July 2005–

September 2005–

Mission/role

Support development of
police

Provide security to
support peace
agreement

Provide stability and
security in an area
experiencing on-going
fighting, prior to
deployment of larger
UN peacekeeping force

Support development of
police

Support development
and reform of criminal
justice system

Ensure compliance with
peace agreement and
support peace process

Support development of
Congolese police

Advise and assist on
security sector reform

Training of judiciary,
police and prison staff

Advice, assistance,
equipment, training and
transport for AU
Mission in Sudan

Monitor and support
implementation of
peace agreement

Force size

472 police
57 civilians

357 military 

2,000 military 

200 police

10 civilians, plus local
staff

7,000 military 

30 police/civilians

8 civilian/police/
military

Training takes place in
the EU and in the
region; EU liaison office
in Baghdad

Small numbers of
advisers and observers

226 civilians 
(130 from EU, Norway,
Switzerland, 96 from
ASEAN states)

Table 2.3: EU peacekeeping and crisis management operations

Sources: Lindstrom (2004: 111–29); ESDP (undated).
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mately 1,600 troops in each operation). The Nigerian case
highlights some important problems. While Nigeria has
naval, amphibious and airlift capacity that can operate
within West Africa, these forces are not advanced and
Nigeria lacks the capacity to transport its forces further
afield in Africa.The Nigerian armed forces also have a poor
reputation for human rights and corruption. Although
Nigeria is now a (semi-)democracy, the military’s long
record of intervention in domestic politics does not provide
an ideal model for international peacekeeping operations.
The Nigerian case suggests that, as African states increase
their capacity to contribute to peacekeeping, significant
attention will need to be paid to issues such as civil–military
relations, respect for human rights and corruption.

As noted earlier, Western states have since the mid-1990s
been supporting the development of national peacekeeping
capabilities by African states. This has primarily involved
providing peacekeeping training for African militaries and
sponsoring multilateral peacekeeping exercises. While these
efforts have strengthened African peacekeeping capabilities,
they have also highlighted a number of problems. Western
governments have been reluctant to give equipment to
African militaries, so major deficiencies in strategic lift and
tactical mobility remain. Western military cooperation with
African states is also bedevilled by competition for influence
amongst Western countries, especially the US, Britain and
France, and by conflicts among and within African states.
After 9/11, Western, especially US, military cooperation
with African states has been redirected towards counter-
terrorism, detracting from the earlier emphasis on
peacekeeping.

2.5.4 Africa: conclusion

The creation of the AU, the new generation of UN and AU
peacekeeping missions in Africa and the emphasis on
regional security cooperation all indicate an increasing
willingness and ability on the part of African states to engage
in peacekeeping and intervention.The experience of the last
decade, however, illustrates the continuing and severe
problems involved in putting this into practice. The
institutional structures of the AU and the African regional
groups are complex works-in-progress, and they often lack
clearly defined roles, decision-making mechanisms and
military command and control systems. Competition and
disputes among African states and outside powers are likely
to continue to hamper cooperative approaches to conflict
management on the continent. African states face serious
constraints in enhancing national peacekeeping capabilities,
as well as major challenges in terms of civil–military
relations, respect for human rights and corruption.Although
the AU has now accepted that state sovereignty is not
sacrosanct, there is no consensus on when military inter-
vention may be necessary, and African governments remain
deeply sensitive about external interference in their internal
affairs. Given that the primary challenge is peace enforce-

ment, rather than traditional peacekeeping, disputes are
likely to continue over the use of force. For all of these
reasons, African states’ ability to solve the continent’s
peacekeeping problems will remain limited in the short and
medium term – hence the UN’s continued heavy involve-
ment in the continent, and the ongoing need for Western
assistance in peacekeeping.

2.6 Conclusion

This chapter has examined trends in military intervention
and military engagement in humanitarian crises, and associ-
ated shifts in national defence policies, multilateral security
institutions and military doctrines. A complex pattern of
engagement by different states and institutions in different
crises around the world is emerging.Within this, however, a
number of trends can be identified. In the 1990s, the major
Western countries engaged in a series of controversial, large-
scale interventions where humanitarian imperatives were
invoked as part of the justification for action. Post-9/11, the
priority of these countries, and especially the United States,
has shifted to counter-terrorism, counter-proliferation and
‘rogue states’, resulting in the interventions in Afghanistan
and Iraq. The unique circumstances of these interventions,
and the challenges of post-war stabilisation faced by the US
and its allies in both cases, suggest that further large-scale
interventions of this type are unlikely, at least in the short to
medium term. Future counter-terrorism or counter-
proliferation operations are likely to be significantly smaller
in scale and more limited in scope and duration.The major
Western states, and especially the US, are likely to remain
reluctant to deploy significant numbers of ground troops in
situations where their direct interests are not perceived to be
at stake.

Parallel to this, three further trends are discernible: a return
to the UN; a shift towards the regionalisation of
peacekeeping and intervention; and new forms of Western
support for peacekeeping by other regional states and
organisations. In the UN’s case, a new generation of large
peacekeeping operations has emerged, alongside the most
serious debate on reform of the UN’s structures since the
organisation was established 60 years ago. These new-
generation operations are taking the UN into the difficult
territory of peace enforcement, challenging its capacity
and its traditionally ‘neutral’ modus operandi. The recent
agreement to establish a UN Peacebuilding Commission
may result in increased UN engagement in a wide range of
post-conflict peacebuilding activities.

Second, there is a growing trend towards the region-
alisation of conflict management.This has gone furthest in
Europe and Africa. In Europe, NATO and the EU have been
involved in large-scale peace-enforcement and post-
conflict stabilisation operations in the Balkans. Both
organisations are now also beginning to engage beyond
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Europe, with the NATO peacekeeping operation in
Afghanistan and the EU’s smaller missions in the DRC,
Georgia, Iraq and Aceh, although the extent to which either
organisation will be willing or able to undertake further
large-scale operations is open to doubt. In Africa, the new
generation of UN peacekeeping operations (for which
African states are providing the majority of troops), a series
of AU missions (in particular that in Sudan) and increased
interest in African regional groups is giving at least some
substance to the rhetoric of ‘African solutions to African
problems’. However, Africa confronts major political and
practical problems in developing indigenous peacekeeping
and conflict-management capabilities. Although similar
trends are discernible in other regions, a variety of factors
have made states less willing to endorse or engage in
regional peacekeeping or intervention operations.

Third, given Western reluctance to deploy large numbers of
ground troops in situations where major national interests
are not deemed to be at stake, new forms of Western support
for peacekeeping by other states and regional organisations
are emerging. This has a number of dimensions. In some
cases, as with the UK in Sierra Leone and the EU/France in
the DRC, Western states have deployed forces in order to
stabilise situations and pave the way for longer-term
peacekeeping missions by other countries. In other cases,
such as US support for the ECOMIL operation in Liberia and

NATO’s assistance to the AU in Sudan,Western states and/or
organisations have provided operational help to other
countries and regional organisations. Additionally, Western
states are assisting in the development of other countries’
peacekeeping capabilities by providing advice, training and
limited amounts of equipment, as well as sponsoring
multilateral peacekeeping exercises. Although these various
forms of Western support may be viewed as positive
contributions towards the goal of developing indigenous
regional peacekeeping capabilities, they also raise problem-
atic issues to do with the division of labour and political
control. There is also the more fundamental question of
whether this is an adequate response to the problem of
peacekeeping in general, and conflict in particular.

While military force should not be regarded as the first or
only response to such situations, there is a powerful case
that it can play a central role in preventing the worst abuses
of civilians, ending some conflicts and stabilising post-
conflict situations. The danger in the trends identified in
this chapter is that there will be a major gap between the
reluctance of Western states to deploy ground troops in
many crises, and the ability of the UN and regional states
and organisations to respond to these crises. The millions
who have died in the DRC, and the on-going death and
suffering in Darfur, indicate the likely consequences of this
gap.
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The ‘Global War on Terror’ and resultant shift in the
international security paradigm have reignited debates over
the ways in which states employ the military in the pursuit
of strategic and humanitarian goals. In the wake of 9/11
some Western countries, especially the United States, have
stressed the strategic and force-protection benefits of
assistance and reconstruction as part of broader military
strategies, most visibly in Afghanistan and Iraq. For the
humanitarian community, the militarisation of emergency
response raises important questions to do with the
impartiality, efficiency and quality of assistance pro-
grammes. Consequently, there have been increasingly vocal
calls for much clearer distinctions between the various
strands of an international intervention. Humanitarian
actors have long recognised the need to engage with all sorts
of militaries, from regular armies to militias such as the
Sudanese Janjaweed and the Sierra Leonean Revolutionary
United Front. However, working alongside Western or UN
forces who may also effectively be parties to the conflict has
given rise to significant policy and operational challenges.

This chapter explores recent trends in the militarisation of
international responses. It looks at the impact of the
‘coherence’ debate on the mainstreaming of civil–military
coordination capacities. Based on this analysis, it then
reviews two models of civil–military engagement: Provincial
Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) and UN Integrated Missions.
The key conclusion of the chapter is that, whilst political,
military and humanitarian actors are increasingly required
to ‘interact’, this does not equate to the ‘integration’ of
responses.There needs to be much greater clarity about the
objectives of humanitarian action, more predictability in the
way states and international organisations respond to emer-
gencies and more effective leadership in each policy area.
This should be underwritten by a much clearer recognition
that leadership and interaction do not entail the sub-
ordination of humanitarian and human rights principles to
political imperatives.

3.1 The challenge of coherence

The invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq have dramatically
increased the role of humanitarian assistance in the stabilis-
ation of failed states. This has in turn led to an increasingly
strident, albeit contentious, reassertion of the role of assis-
tance in peacebuilding strategies, and renewed calls for great-
er policy ‘coherence’, particularly within the US and the UK.

The term ‘coherence’ has a variety of meanings. Develo-
pment Assistance Committee (DAC) Poverty Guidelines, for
example, define it as the ‘systematic promotion of mutually
reinforcing policies across government departments and
agencies creating synergies towards achieving the defined
objective’. Others stress its value in ensuring complemen-
tarity across policy responses (Lockhart, 2005). Picciotto et
al. (2004) provide a broader interpretation, and identify
four dimensions:

the first, referring to the internal consistency within the aid
programmes of donors; the second called ‘whole of government’
coherence, referring to the consistency between the aid and non-
aid policies of a donor government; the third to the consistency
between the aid and non-aid policies across donor countries
(harmonisation); and the last to consistency between a donor
government policy and the overarching strategy at a country
level (also referred to as alignment).

Coherence is also pursued at different levels. Some
organisations see it in terms of strategy-setting responses;
both the UN and the European Union (EU) call for
‘interlinkages between relief, recovery and reconstruction’
(Lockhart, 2005). The UN has also sought to increase
policy coherence in terms of planning and strategy,
developing initiatives including peacekeeping mission
planning structures and theatre-level ‘integrated mission
structures’. At the national level, Sweden has adopted
legislation requiring a range of ministries (including
defence, immigration, finance, agriculture, environment,
education, social welfare, public health, industry and
employment) to contribute to the related goals of
‘equitable and sustainable development’ (Lockhart, 2005).
Canada’s ‘3D’ model of strategically coordinated defence,
diplomatic and development responses also falls within
this category.The Dutch government’s approach combines
diplomacy, political dialogue and pressure, security policy,
trade, market access and development cooperation
(Netherlands, 2003). Both the Canadian and Dutch
initiatives are supported by central funding arrangements
largely drawn from diplomatic and aid budgets, but
designed to facilitate speedy responses in conflict-affected
states. Similar arrangements have been developed by the
UK, Australia and Norway. ‘Coherence’ has also been
sought at the operational level; the US, for example, has
tried to coordinate its responses in Iraq and Afghanistan
through Reconstruction Groups.

Chapter 3
The changing role of the military 

in assistance strategies
Stuart Gordon, Sandhurst Royal Military Academy
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3.1.1 Coherence and civilianising responses

The ‘coherence’ debate has highlighted the need for
civilian as well as military responses to state failure,
especially in the immediate post-conflict period. The US
and the UK in particular are developing more civilianised
structures for planning, coordinating and, to a significant
extent, delivering immediate aid for key institutions and
public services.The most visible aspects of these efforts are
the State Department’s Office of the Co-ordinator for
Reconstruction and Stabilisation (S/CRS) and the UK’s Post
Conflict Reconstruction Unit (PCRU). The EU has also
developed civilian crisis management capabilities. These
initiatives were driven by two realisations, both arising
from experiences in Kosovo: first, that the military’s
warfighting capacity did not meet policing and civil
administration needs in post-conflict environments; and
second, that this slowed progress towards stability. The
failure of post-conflict stabilisation planning in Iraq has
further invigorated thinking in this area.

The lack of civilian capabilities in the wake of conflict has
contributed to a range of difficulties: frequent failures to
engage early and effectively in crises; military and civilian
ignorance of humanitarian principles and best practice;
excessive or inappropriate military roles; the unpredictable
engagement of different government ministries and poorly-
managed transitions from military to civilian responsibility.
New structures may ameliorate some of these problems and
reduce the institutional unpredictability that has character-
ised national and international responses. Nevertheless,
significant challenges to implementation remain.

3.1.2 The US response

The development of US civilian-led ‘stabilisation’
capabilities is largely a response to perceived failures in
Iraq. Iraq was clearly not without precedents: the US had
faced similar challenges in Somalia, Haiti, Kosovo and
Afghanistan, and had conducted six major nation-building
programmes in little over 12 years. During several of these
interventions, the international community confronted
remarkably similar problems: the near or total collapse of
state authority and institutions and a critical security
vacuum, leading to loss of life and ‘often extensive damage
to infrastructure, and higher eventual costs for
reconstruction and stabilization’ (Dobbins, 2004).

In fact, it was precisely America’s experience of nation-
building in the past that contributed to its difficulties in Iraq.
In Somalia, the US military became involved in supporting
the delivery of humanitarian assistance and ‘road and bridge
building, well-digging, and the establishment of schools and
hospitals’. Similarly, in Haiti the US military became directly
involved in ‘revamping the police, judicial, and prison
systems as part of their primary task of establishing security’
(Serafino, 2004). However, the perceived failure of both
missions stigmatised US military involvement in missions

with significant nation-building components, resulting in
what Dobbins (2004) describes as ‘institutional resistance in
the departments of State and Defense, neither of which
regards nation-building among their core missions’.
Dobbins concludes that this has contributed to a failure to
institutionalise lessons.

Such difficulties have been compounded by an almost
visceral dislike of the related tasks of peacekeeping,
stabilisation and reconstruction among senior US military
commanders. Often, their arguments are based on the idea
that warfighting cultivates skills that are incompatible with
peacekeeping, which emphasises restraint rather than
overwhelming force. Similarly, in the context of Cold War
reductions, peacekeeping was frequently viewed as an
expensive diversion from core military missions, and as
placing too great a burden on the army, degrading
equipment and making it more difficult to retain
personnel. As a result, the US has under-invested in the
necessary capabilities; where they do exist (in civil affairs,
for instance), they are relegated to the relative backwaters
of reserve units or special forces commands with a
fundamentally different ethos and interests.

The interaction between government departments has
reflected this lack of institutional ownership, commitment
or responsibility. Following the intervention in Somalia, the
Defense Department (DoD) drew back from nation-
building to the extent that the State Department often
assumed functions more properly the DoD’s, such as
directing demobilisation and disarmament (Pascual, 2004).
In Iraq, by contrast, the DoD has taken on responsibility for
a wide range of civilian tasks in which the State Department
enjoyed an obvious comparative advantage. In the absence of
an enduring framework for the management of stabilisation
operations, neither the State Department nor the DoD
prepared fully in an institutional sense.

Within military circles, the debate over the nature of US
involvement in nation-building has fed into the process of
reconfiguring the military to deal more appropriately with
the specifically military challenges posed by global
terrorism, such as deployability and sustainability. In May
2004, the US Joint Chiefs of Staff approved a new national
military strategy encompassing a fundamental reorganis-
ation of the army, and stressing the interconnection of
combat and stabilisation operations (Shanker, 2004).
However, this is likely to meet continued resistance from a
majority who view warfighting as essentially sufficient for war-
winning. In the continued absence of sufficiently senior and
institutionalised focal points within DoD generally, and in
particular in the Office of the Secretary of Defense and the
Organisation of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (Benshael et al.,
2005), the strategy represents more of a plea for a change in
ethos than a genuine attempt to institutionalise capabilities
in civil relations and nation-building. Furthermore, DoD has
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still to address ‘a series of critical questions regarding the
size and structure of the armed forces’. The US army in
particular has been overstretched by extended deployments
in Afghanistan and Iraq; despite a temporary increase in
numbers, it is too small and lacks sufficient specialist troops
(ibid.).

Serafino (2004) argues that these issues have informed
broader Congressional debates relating to the suitability and
desirability of using US troops in stabilisation missions, and
what constitutes an appropriate division of labour between
the US military, other government departments, allies and
international institutions. A key component of this debate
has been legislation designed to institutionalise post-conflict
responses, particularly through the creation of the S/CRS in
July 2004.The S/CRS is charged with managing ‘resources,
planning, and development of policy options to respond to
failing, failed, and post-conflict states’ (Serafino, 2004). Its
specific mission is to:

Lead, coordinate, and institutionalize US Government capacity
to prevent or prepare for post-conflict situations, and to help
stabilize and reconstruct societies in transition from conflict or
civil strife so they can reach a sustainable path toward peace,
democracy and a market economy (State Department,
2004).

The S/CRS is intended to be both a coordination structure
and a vehicle for mobilising a wide range of civilian crisis-
response capacities. However, it faces a number of
challenges, not least lukewarm Congressional support and
limited funding. Liberals in Congress feel uncomfortable
developing capabilities that might encourage further foreign
adventures, while conservatives have proved unwilling to
support what might be an open-ended expense. There are
also potential problems in terms of the S/CRS’ relationships
with the DoD and with the UN. Consequently, it has been
questioned whether the S/CRS has ‘the necessary capacity
and bureaucratic heft to play a strong interagency
management and external co-ordination role’ (Benshael et
al., 2005); arguably, a more far-reaching attempt is required
to institutionalise responsibilities and capacities by creating
appropriately senior focal points throughout government –
including in the National Security Adviser’s Office, the
National Security Council, DoD, the State Department, the
US Agency for International Development (USAID) and the
Office of Transition Initiatives.

3.1.3 The UK approach

The UK has behaved in a similar way to the US, and for
essentially the same reasons. Mirroring the S/CRS’ emphasis
on coordination, the UK is establishing a cross-departmental
planning capability within the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit
to develop ‘long-term preventative approaches’ for stabilising
unstable states. The Foreign Secretary will also chair a new
Cabinet Sub-Committee on Post-Conflict Reconstruction. In

addition, the cross-departmental PCRU, involving the Foreign
and Commonwealth Office (FCO), the Department for
International Development (DFID) and the Ministry of
Defence (MOD), will deal with responses in the immediate
post-conflict period, particularly those which include
military and civilian components. In due course, the PCRU is
also likely to respond to broader reconstruction needs where
there is no military response, and is expected to develop an
emphasis on stabilisation rather than reconstruction. The
PCRU is envisaged as providing a surge capacity of up to 400
civilian advisers able to deploy internationally to support the
recovery of key institutions and public services in the wake
of state failure or conflict. It is also likely to engage in limited
forms of capacity-building.

Elsewhere within the UK government, DFID is seeking to
create ‘Civil–Military Humanitarian Advisers’ (HUMADs)
and Development Advisers (DAs) to support the senior
British military commander in the field, and to advise
military civil affairs/CIMIC staff officers. In purely practical
terms, this system has worked well in Afghanistan and Iraq,
although at times there were perceived tensions between
HUMADs/DAs and the objectives of the military. However,
at the very least the presence of a HUMAD/DA imparts a
greater sense of technical competence to the framing and
management of military ‘hearts and minds’ projects (which
are frequently community-based relief or reconstruction
projects organised and/or delivered by soldiers) and
reconstruction projects, where these are implemented in
sectors of civilian humanitarian and development expertise.
Results are, however, dependent on the quality of the
HUMAD/DA and the relationships that they, as outsiders in
military units, are able to create. They are also likely to be
appointed relatively late on, and may therefore find it
difficult to influence the military planning process.

3.2 Coherence between humanitarian and military

responses

As the proximity between humanitarian and military
organisations has increased, many humanitarian agencies
have sought to increase their peacetime interaction with
military forces on the assumption that this will increase
the military’s respect for humanitarian principles and
expertise. The profusion of civil–military guidelines and
engagement in national humanitarian–military fora, such
as the UK NGO–Military Contact Group, reflect this
assumption (IASC, 2004). However, the ‘new humani-
tarianism’ (Macrae, 2002a) has led many senior Western
soldiers to conclude that humanitarian assistance is not a
politically neutral activity. Rather, it is a tool for
terminating conflict, cementing peace, relieving suffering,
providing a constituency to which unspecified military
responsibilities can be transferred and easing the military’s
departure from conflict zones. This view has been
reinforced by the collaborative and ‘pragmatic’ attitudes of



42

HPG Report 21
HPG REPORT

some NGOs.This, and a general ignorance of civil–military
guidelines amongst militaries (and many humanitarians),
has led to an exaggerated sense of shared objectives. In
effect, most militaries have overestimated the extent to
which humanitarian ‘objectives’ are linked to their own.

3.2.1 Changing military roles?

These trends have led to an apparent mainstreaming of
CIMIC capabilities within many militaries and in NATO, UN
and EU missions. North American and European militaries
have developed specialist ‘civil affairs’ troops and structures,
and have broadened the role of combat troops in these areas.
North American and European operational approaches to
CIMIC initially focused upon theatre-level coordination
mechanisms; the industry standard became the ‘Civil–
Military Operations Centre’ (CMOC) (US DoD 1996;
2001a; 2001b). These have become the primary means for
institutionalising civil–military cooperation across the
spectrum of military operations at the theatre level; seven
have been deployed in Baghdad alone. Nevertheless, CMOCs
are only one of a range of related military-led structures,
including Humanitarian Assistance Co-ordination Centres
(HACCs), Humanitarian Operations Centres (HOCs)/
Assistance Centres (ACs) and Civil–Military Co-operation
Centres (CIMIC Centres).

Despite almost infinite variety in staffing, approach and
services offered, these organisations have tended, at least in
their earlier iterations, to share the idea that they are essen-
tially vehicles for the exchange of information between
NGOs, international organisations and the military, with
varying degrees of provision for host-nation and civil
community interaction. However, driven by ‘force protec-
tion’ imperatives and the paucity of national and inter-
national civilianised crisis management capacities, CMOCs
and their relatives have increasingly engaged in the direct
provision of ‘services’ and ‘Quick Impact Projects’ (QIPs)
intended to facilitate peacebuilding, stabilisation and hearts
and minds work. Favourite projects have included school
and clinic reconstruction projects, and building village
wells.

The role of QIPs

Although QIPs are increasingly associated with military-led
projects, they are not an exclusively military phenomenon.
Numerous agencies, including the International Organis-
ation for Migration (IOM), UNHCR, USAID and DFID, use
them as part of their recovery and stabilisation pro-
gramming. Many donors provide QIP funding through their
own militaries (as well as through civilian departments such
as DFID) as part of dual-track force protection and
stabilisation/development strategies.

Military involvement in QIPs began in the early 1990s,
largely in the Balkans. They were viewed as providing
force-protection benefits, whilst enabling soldiers, in the

absence of civilian capabilities, to facilitate the restoration of
essential public infrastructure, such as water and gas
supplies (as in Sarajevo). Subsequently, most national
militaries have developed QIP capabilities. QIPs are
enshrined in several military doctrines; the British, for
example, stress that they ‘should contribute to the creation
of a more normal and therefore secure environment, and
can shape local perceptions. As a result, such activity may
well generate a positive Force Protection spin-off’ (UK,
2003). Generally, QIPs employ development ministry funds;
in the US, they also use funding derived from the
Department of Defense.

QIPs have proved controversial. Supporters highlight their
perceived, but largely unmeasured, force-protection
benefits; detractors stress the absence of a requirement for
impartiality and their capacity to blur the distinction
between military and humanitarian action. There are also
criticisms of the military’s competence in managing QIPs,
particularly community-based projects. Largely as a
consequence, in UN peace missions humanitarian staff are
frequently given a greater degree of oversight in the QIP
approval process (Eide et al., 2005). In the UK, DFID
operates within constraints imposed by the International
Development Act (2002), which specifically forbids the use
of DFID funds ‘for projects designed to support a “hearts and
minds” campaign or for force protection purposes alone.
DFID welcomes these and secondary benefits but to be
eligible for DFID funds projects must first and foremost
address a need and/or contribute to the promotion of
stabilisation and recovery’ (DFID, 2005). DFID’s draft QIP
criteria are that the project: meets urgent humanitarian
and/or stabilisation and reconstruction needs; contributes
to the resumption of normal life in post-conflict societies;
promotes employment and boosting the economy; and
visibly demonstrates the benefits of peace (ibid.).

Operational approaches have also begun to favour a greater
degree of civilian oversight. For example, New Zealand
military QIP projects in Afghanistan are supervised by the
country’s aid agency, NZAID, whilst UK doctrine suggests
that the presence of a DFID humanitarian adviser in a military
headquarters can contribute to meeting military needs,
ensuring that humanitarian imperatives are accommodated
and making effective use of funds (UK, 2003).

The draft DFID policy framework for funding military
projects is based on need and specific circumstances (for
example, the role of the military, the capacity of civilian
organisations or stabilisation requirements). DFID
encourages the British military to apply its guidelines
irrespective of whether DFID is funding the QIP. It also
seeks to limit military involvement to ‘geographic and
technical areas in which [the military] has a comparative
advantage’. This is largely defined in terms of the direct
provision of security, facilitating security sector reform and
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logistics support or, in exceptional circumstances, the
direct provision of assistance as a last resort.

Coordinating military QIPs with humanitarian pro-
grammes is likely to remain difficult. QIP funding is often
provided bilaterally by governments, through their own
military forces, and rarely in coordination with multi-
national or UN headquarters.

3.2.2 Typologies of military structures

There are a range of structures through which the military
manages relations with the humanitarian community.Thus,
the UK-based NGO–Military Contact Group has helped to
encourage recognition of humanitarian principles in British
military peace support operations doctrine. The Contact
Group is perhaps the most developed and institutionalised
of the small number of usually ad hoc, nationally-based
groups that focus on policy and strategic-level dialogue.
Whilst valuable, military participation is generally confined
to the authors of military doctrine, and there is only limited
scope to directly shape specific operational responses.

The Kabul-based NGO–Military Working Group handles
strategic and operational issues specific to the Afghan theatre.
The humanitarian community is able to deal with
commanders responsible for CIMIC and civil affairs, whilst
humanitarian participants seek to introduce respect for
humanitarian principles generally, advocate on specific issues
and deal with practical problems of information sharing and
tactical responses to a range of issues.The US-led coalition’s
Kuwait-based Humanitarian Operations Centre (HOC) and,
from April 2003, the Baghdad-based Iraqi Assistance Centre
(IAC) have sought to fulfil similar roles in Iraq.

The principal failing of such field-level structures is that they
often do not engage humanitarian agencies early enough in
the crisis to provide them with an opportunity to influence
military responses and strategies. This often generates
considerable annoyance among humanitarians who try to
use these bodies (often inappropriately) as forums for
advocacy. Unsurprisingly perhaps, humanitarians often
become frustrated at their lack of impact, and conclude that
such structures obstruct and obfuscate, whilst also seeking
to instrumentalise the humanitarian response. These
structures are also frustratingly fluid. For example, in 2003
the IAC and the Jordan-based Humanitarian Assistance Co-
ordination Centre (HACC) were both in operation, at
different times, on different issues and with varying levels of
success. The IAC dealt with issues as diverse as the
procedures for opening Baghdad airport to humanitarian
traffic, highlighting the problems facing Iraqi women and
coordinating military needs assessment data.

3.2.3 The evolving profession of arms?

Changes in the military’s roles in post-conflict environ-
ments derive from both ‘demand pull’ and ‘supply push’

factors. The former are the result of political pressure to
respond visibly to humanitarian crises, or to legitimise
controversial deployments; the latter can arise from a
commander’s desire to keep his troops occupied. Equally,
governments, in the absence of civilian capabilities,
sometimes view their military contingents as the ‘most
secure vehicle through which to channel and target aid or
even become involved in other civil aspects of peace
building’ (Payne, 2004); nearly £30 million of funding
was provided through the UK military in the immediate
post-conflict phase in Iraq. Furthermore, CIMIC is
increasingly instrumentalised by commanders as a
component of ‘information operations’ (psychological and
media operations) and information-gathering, and is
increasingly coordinated with combat operations. In part,
this is being driven by changes in military doctrine,
particularly the US and British military’s adoption of an
approach called ‘Effects Based Operations’ (EBO).1

EBO offers commanders a different approach to targeting.
Rather than lists of targets in terms of enemy platforms,
objectives are increasingly defined in terms of the effect to
be achieved upon the enemy’s ‘systemic cohesion’. This
generates considerable pressure on commanders to find
ways of effecting change in the enemy’s behaviour or
attitudes (and those of the population from which it draws
support) through identifying vulnerabilities and tools that
can exploit them. Commanders are likely to view CMOC
structures as providing access to non-military ‘tools’ (such
as humanitarian organisations) that can effect attitudinal
change within the enemy population. Although EBO is a
product of theorising about high-intensity warfare, it has
found immediate utility in post-conflict stabilisation and
peace-support doctrine.The US sees EBO as useful across the
spectrum of operational responses, from ‘humanitarian
relief operations’ to high-intensity combat. For states
anxious to maintain operational relationships with the US,
familiarity with, and adoption of, US military principles is
essential.This is likely to ensure the spread of EBO thinking
to other allies.The implications of EBO for independent and
impartial humanitarian action and the instrumentalisation
of assistance are both profound and obvious.

Such threats to humanitarian independence are heightened
by the general failure of military doctrines to adequately
safeguard the concept of ‘humanitarian space’. For example,
NATO defines CIMIC as: ‘The co-ordination and co-
operation, in support of the mission [emphasis added], between
the NATO Commander and civil actors, including national
populations and local authorities, as well as international,
national and non-governmental organisations and agencies’
(NATO, 2003).This is frequently interpreted as emphasising
1 EBO is derived from air power theory, and criticism of the failure of strategic

bombing to deliver a decisive war-winning capability with limited support
from ground forces. The concept has fallen on fertile ground as Western
militaries have attempted to derive increasingly sophisticated results from the
application of military force.
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the primacy of the mission, rather than the maintenance of
humanitarian space. Similarly, whilst NATO’s policy does not
require its troops to engage directly in humanitarian action,
it does not specifically preclude this, implying that, in any
clash between the humanitarian imperative and the mission,
the latter will prevail. NATO CIMIC staff are also developing
mechanisms for generating ‘collective strategies’ for inter-
agency planning with humanitarian agencies.Whilst this may
be unrealistic, an institutionalised coordination mechanism
that enables pre-deployment interaction at the strategy and
mission formulation stage may go some way to removing 
the frustrations engendered by most military coordination
structures.

NATO’s mission-focused approach is largely echoed within
national doctrines. The US employs the term ‘civil affairs’
to cover:

activities that military commanders take to establish and
maintain relations between their forces and the civil authorities
and general population, resources, and institutions in friendly,
neutral, or hostile areas where their forces are employed.
Commanders plan and conduct CA activities to facilitate
military operations and help achieve politico-military objectives
derived from US national security interests (US DoD, 1996;
2001a; 2001b).

This involves the active shaping of the civil environment
largely in support of a commander’s mission, making provi-
sion for a role in governmental and administrative functions
as well as basic service delivery, including the direct provi-
sion of humanitarian assistance if it is seen as necessary.

Despite the dominance of the mission within NATO, some
member states have pursued slightly different approaches
to CIMIC. France, for example, defines civil–military action
as ‘an operational function implemented by the armed
forces in order to optimise their interaction with the
civilian environment and to facilitate the accomplishment
of civilian and military objectives in order to achieve the
final end state’ (French MOD, 2002). This implies that
there may be separate ‘civilian’ objectives that have a
legitimate status.

The particular need to emphasise the protection of
humanitarian space is encapsulated in OCHA’s virtual
abandonment of the term ‘CIMIC’, adopting in its place
the far less intrusive concept of ‘Humanitarian
Civil–Military Co-ordination’, or CMCoord. OCHA
defines CMCoord as:

The essential dialogue and interaction between civilian and
military actors in humanitarian emergencies that is necessary
to protect and promote humanitarian principles, avoid
competition, minimize inconsistency, and when appropriate
pursue common goals. Basic strategies range from coexistence

to cooperation. Coordination is a shared responsibility
facilitated by liaison and common training (OCHA, 2003).

Within the UN, the importance assigned to the maintenance
of humanitarian space varies. The headline definition
adopted by the Department of Peacekeeping Operations
(DPKO) downplays the possibility of military encroachment
upon humanitarian space, and defines CIMIC in terms of a
‘system of interaction’ involving:

exchange of information, negotiation, de-confliction, mutual
support, and planning at all levels between military elements
and humanitarian organizations, development organizations,
or the local civilian population, to achieve respective objectives
(DPKO, 2002).

Even sophisticated militaries fail to understand the
humanitarian agenda, or to routinely apply the various
civil–military guidelines that exist (IASC, 2004). These
military failures are often matched by a failure among
humanitarian organisations to promote the issues in a
uniform way. This is partly a function of the way that
multi-mandate agencies combine emergency-based,
‘principled’ assistance with developmental/state-building
approaches. Furthermore, humanitarian staff frequently
presume that cooperation with the military will lead to
better assistance outcomes, the maintenance of
humanitarian space and improved protection for the
civilian population – almost regardless of the mandate
under which the military is operating, and the point and
level at which they engage in discussions with soldiers.

Despite these difficulties, much CIMIC activity is beneficial,
and there is a clear need to differentiate between the
appropriate and the inappropriate. Under the Fourth Geneva
Convention and the Hague Rules, militaries have clear
obligations towards the civil population. CIMIC activity
which discharges these obligations, or which facilitates the
work of other organisations in pursuit of them, is clearly
beneficial. Equally, some CIMIC projects, such as a project
distributing footballs to Iraqi children in Baghdad in May
2003, potentially have little or no impact on humanitarian
agencies. It may be that militarised assistance, under civilian
control, in circumstances where the humanitarian
community cannot respond on the scale or in the timeframe
required, is also beneficial. Most guidelines on
humanitarian–military cooperation in conflict generally
recognise the principle of civilian control, with military
involvement in humanitarian assistance in extremis, and accept
certain military responsibilities under IHL. However, the
military’s lack of familiarity with both the limits to military
participation in humanitarian action and the military’s
specific obligations under IHL has been problematic,
particularly in Afghanistan and Iraq. Equally, problems have
emerged where the military is simultaneously engaged as a
belligerent and as a major party in the state-building process.
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3.2.4 EU military–civilian coordination modalities 

The EU has perhaps been most successful in developing
relations between the politico-military and humanitarian
aspects of interventions. Coordination modalities focus on
the internal coordination of EU agencies as a prerequisite for
external cooperation with other institutions in the field.The
former is referred to as Civil Military Coordination (CMCO).
The latter falls under the conventional CIMIC label.Although
this approach emerged before corresponding national
approaches, the actual mechanisms for CMCO are complex
and still under development.

Within the EU, CIMIC is distinct from CMCO, and is an
externally-oriented function covering cooperation between
an EU-led military force and external civilian organisations.
In most respects, the EU’s CIMIC doctrine appears to mirror
NATO’s, in particular in its emphasis on support to the
military force (SMF), civil–military liaison (CML) and
support to the civil environment (SCE). This is perhaps
unsurprising given NATO’s significant role in its develo-
pment, and the need to ensure inter-operability between
NATO and EU contingents. Nonetheless, while the EU has
borrowed heavily from NATO, its operational experiences
have not generated the same levels of controversy, reflecting
the relative military simplicity of EU missions, which have
broadly fallen under three headings: policing, military
stabilisation and support for the rule of law. The EU’s first
operation, the EU Police Mission (EUPM), was essentially a
police training mission in Bosnia. Operation Concordia in
Macedonia was a military observation mission, whilst
Proxima, another civil police mission, deployed to Macedonia
with a mandate only marginally more challenging than the
EUPM. Operation Themis, the EU’s first rule of law of mission,
was launched in Georgia on 16 July 2004, and was mandated
to assist in reforming the criminal justice sector through
monitoring and mentoring ministers and senior officials.
With the exception of Operation Artemis in the DRC – a high-
intensity but short military operation – the military missions
in which the EU has engaged have presented few of the
challenges currently associated with, for example,
Afghanistan. In each case, the EU has deployed into com-
paratively stable environments in which ‘humanitarian space’
is not a particularly salient issue; where it was, as was the case
in Operation Artemis, the EU force was widely viewed as being
instrumental in providing it. Furthermore, these missions
have enjoyed a clarity of purpose not available to NATO,
serving to reduce the potential for controversy and overlap
with humanitarian assistance activities.

Artemis provides a good example of this. It involved very
few CIMIC ‘projects’, focusing instead on the creation of a
stable environment and liaison with the civilian and
humanitarian community, in particular in the provision of
security and headline needs assessment information. Ellner
(2004) has argued that the humanitarian community
‘considered the management of civil–military relations to

have been one of the particularly successful aspects of the
operation’.The limited duration and nature of the mission
did not test either the depth or the sustainability of the
EU’s military capabilities, while the reliance on French
military structures did not compel the EU to test its CIMIC
or CMCO approaches in the way that an operation of the
complexity and duration of NATO’s mission in Afghanistan
would have done. In this sense, the more militarily
complex and robust EU missions become, the greater the
probability that individual nations, rather than the EU
itself, will provide the operational military control and
frameworks for detailed political direction.2 While some of
the same issues may emerge in future Artemis-type
operations, EU interventions will potentially be far less
militarised than those by the US or NATO, for example,
and the Union’s focus on a limited range of tasks may
present fewer challenges in terms of humanitarian space.

3.2.5 Conclusion 

The instrumentalisation of aid has brought the military and
aid communities together in new ways, and has given rise to
significant challenges. Militaries have recognised what they
frequently describe as the ‘civil’ dimension, increasingly
moving into the provision of services – for force protection,
conflict legitimisation and EBO, as well as in efforts to stab-
ilise post-conflict situations and resuscitate essential utilities.
Nevertheless, military concepts of CIMIC see it as a largely
externally oriented activity designed, at least at theatre level
and below, to deal with local political authorities and inter-
national and national NGOs. Largely predicated on obtaining
support for a military mission, its greatest weakness has been
its limited or inappropriate contribution to any of the forms
of ‘coherence’ outlined by Picciotto et al. (2004), namely
securing internal consistency within the aid programmes of
donors; consistency between the aid and non-aid policies of
a donor government; consistency between aid and non-aid
policies across donor countries; and consistency between a
donor government’s policy and the overarching strategy at a
country level. CIMIC has tended to sit apart from these
frameworks; at times, military CIMIC ‘specialists’ have
pursued inappropriate, ill-informed or counter-productive
policies. Humanitarian staff have been frustrated in their
expectation that CIMIC would provide genuine scope for
more strategic forms of cooperation. Partly as a response to
the often vitriolic debates that have arisen, governments have
invested both in enhancing CIMIC capabilities and
military–humanitarian guidelines, and seeking to institu-
tionalise civilian capacities. Conversely, however, the
interventions in Iraq and particularly in Afghanistan appear to
represent a very different trend, one in which military-led
structures seem to dominate the provision of assistance.
2 Despite a tendency to take complex problems away from EU structures, the

CFSP process did play a role in Artemis, with EU diplomacy obtaining the use
of the Entebbe airfield in Uganda as a staging ground for the operation, and
gaining consent for the deployment from Rwanda and Uganda – a
precondition for France deploying the force. UN Peacekeeping Best Practices
Unit, Military Divisions (2004: 12).



3.3 Provincial Reconstruction Teams: trends and

challenges

3.3.1 Introduction

The dominant civil–military model in Afghanistan is the
PRT, first unveiled by the US in November 2002 as part of
the transition from warfighting to ‘stabilisation and
reconstruction’ operations.3 PRTs are responsible for a
significant number of reconstruction and assistance
projects (Sharp, 2004). Deemed a success by the military,
PRTs may be exported to other theatres.

The first PRT began operations in Afghanistan in December
2002. The PRT Working Principles Document of February 2003
identified three areas of activity: security, central government
support and reconstruction. In effect, the original mission
was to support the extension of governmental authority and
contribute to the provision of security. In addition, it was
envisaged that PRTs would engage in relief operations in
certain circumstances. PRTs comprise between several dozen
and over 300 personnel. There is no single organisational
model, nor do PRTs operate in consistent ways.Whilst there
is significant variation in size and function, there tends to be
a degree of structural commonality. Most PRTs comprise an
HQ section, logistics, CA/CIMIC sections, military observer
teams, civilian reconstruction staff (largely drawn from
national development ministries) and the normal range of
support capabilities – security, logistics, engineers and
interpreters (Sharp, 2004).

PRTs have been controversial from the start. Humanitarian
organisations resisted the immersion of assistance strategies
within political and security frameworks, and the apparent
usurpation of the coordination role of the UN’s Afghan
assistance mission, UNAMA. The PRTs’ simultaneous
engagement in supporting combat operations and providing
assistance seemed to blur the distinction between
humanitarian and politico-military responses (Stapleton,
2003b). Senior coalition military staff referred to the PRTs
as ‘coordinating’ humanitarian actors although, in the face
of sustained objections from the humanitarian community,
most subsequently backed away from such statements.

Kleinman (2005) and Stapleton (2003a and 2003b)
provide useful summaries of NGOs’ objections to PRTs.
Many argue that their assistance duplicates NGO services
less effectively and less efficiently, competes for funding
and, as a consequence of a lack of training and expertise,
increases the probability of creating potentially harmful
side effects of aid, and damages NGOs’ relationships with
locals. NGO critics conclude that the PRTs’ apparently
politically-driven approach to assistance is fundamentally

at odds with the principles upon which humanitarian
assistance should be based, namely that it should be
provided in an independent and impartial manner and on
the basis of need alone. At the same time, some NGOs
argue that the coalition and ISAF have failed to enhance
security substantially, or to contribute to the strategic goal
of extending ‘governance’. Such criticism is not, however,
universal, and NGOs as a whole have not adopted a
consistent position on the PRTs. The picture is further
clouded by the lack of objective evaluations of how PRTs
have performed, and in particular their impact on
humanitarian or security outcomes.

There are significant differences between the PRTs
operated by NATO, and those run as part of the US-led
Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF).These differences reflect the
fact that the US operation is a combat mission, whereas
NATO’s ISAF operates under a peacebuilding mandate.The
various NATO PRTs also show marked variations in other
ways; they tend to reflect the nationality and personality of
their commanders, as well as national security and
reconstruction agendas.They also operate in very different
locations, and face different security challenges.Variation is
most marked in terms of the size and composition of the
PRT, the impact of force protection measures (specifically
the use of assistance in the pursuit of acceptance strategies
and psychological operations), the balance between
security and reconstruction efforts and the relative
autonomy of the civilian PRT elements.
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3 US troops operate as part of the US-led Operation Enduring Freedom, and are
engaged in combat operations against remnants of the Taliban and Al-Qaeda.
At the time of writing, NATO troops were largely deployed in the north and
in Kabul, and were engaged in a ‘stabilisation’ mission.

4 The marked disparity between the number of PRTs operated by NATO and by
the US (as part of Operation Enduring Freedom) reflects the profound difficulties
NATO has encountered in mobilising resources and troops from member
states.

OEF PRTs (date activated)

Asadabad (2004)

Bamiyan 

(New Zealand, 2003)

Charikar 

(with South Korea, 2003)

Farah (2004)

Gardez (2003)

Ghazni (2004)

Herat (2003)

Jalalabad (2004)

Kandahar (2003)

Khowst (2004)

Lashkargah (2004)

Parwan (2004) 

Qalat(2004)

Sharana (2004)

Tarin Kwot (2004)

ISAF PRTs (lead nation)

Maymena (United Kingdom)

Mazar-e-Sharif (United

Kingdom)

Kunduz (Germany)

Feyzabad (Germany)

Pul-I-Komri (Netherlands)

Table 3.1: PRTs in Afghanistan4
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3.3.2 OEF PRTs

OEF PRTs have generated the greatest controversy,
reflecting a greater insensitivity to humanitarian concerns
(including implying that humanitarian assistance was
conditional, particularly via leaflets dropped offering aid
in exchange for information from local sources); the use
of assistance strategies in support of ‘hearts and minds’
operations; and imprecision as to their role (Centre for
Humanitarian Dialogue, 2003).The emphasis on the direct
provision and coordination of assistance activities, rather
than focusing on the conditions under which NGOs can
operate independently, has also been controversial.5 Whilst
to some degree this reflects the more volatile environments
in which OEF operates, it is also a function of the
assumption that QIP ‘hearts and minds’ projects
substantially enhance force protection. However, this has
not been formally evaluated by the US DoD (US GAO,
2004: 20). An evaluation of its own projects by USAID in
November 2003 found little evidence to suggest that
Afghans consciously associated programmes either with
the US or the Afghan authorities. Furthermore, whilst the
scale of OEF projects has been significant, their quality and
sustainability, particularly for community-based projects,
have been less clear. The direct participation of troops in
needs assessment and project management has created a
sense that civilian staff have substantially less autonomy
than is the case with ISAF PRTs.6

3.3.3 ISAF PRTs

The five NATO PRTs have been far less controversial,
reflecting the greater transparency in their missions, the
comparative stability of their operating environments and
their separation from combat tasks. NATO defines the aim
of PRT missions as to:

assist [the Afghan government] to extend its authority, in
order to facilitate the development of a stable and secure
environment in the identified AOO [Area of Operations], and
through military presence, enable SSR [security-sector
reform] and reconstruction efforts (SACEUR, 2004).

This favours security over reconstruction, which is one of
the major differences with the OEF approach.

The British and German PRTs represent points at each end of
the ISAF PRT spectrum, with the Dutch and New Zealand
PRTs somewhere in the middle. British PRTs generally do not
engage in direct humanitarian assistance, and do significantly

less ‘development’ work than others, focusing instead on
supporting security sector reform and monitoring signs of
civil unrest and fighting between local warlords. DFID enjoys
significant autonomy. The agency prefers to fund projects
which avoid core areas of NGO activity, and tends to consult
more with UNAMA and the Afghan government when
identifying projects than do other PRTs.

The UK military typically does not rely on QIPs or overt
deterrent strategies for force protection, opting instead to
develop relationships which lead to ‘acceptance’ and the
provision of information on the environment.This approach
involves smaller, more active patrols; less emphasis on the
wearing of protective equipment; and teams living within
communities and enjoying more autonomy than their
German or US equivalents. Arguably, this allows for greater
understanding of the environment, and may facilitate earlier
and more proportionate interventions if relations break
down. US and German forces, by contrast, rely much more
on QIPs and technical security procedures. The German
approach to PRTs is viewed as midway between the UK and
the US. German PRTs have a clearly defined division of
labour and a physical separation between their military and
civilian components (comprising officials from the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs and the ministries of Defence, Interior and
Economic Co-operation and Development), and between
their ‘development’ and ‘security’ roles. NGOs generally
view the German approach positively.

3.3.4 The challenge of coordination

Differences between national approaches are common in
coalition operations. However, this has at times proved to be
a particular problem with the PRTs, and senior NATO and
coalition staff admit to significant difficulties. Since January
2005 there have been comparatively rapid changes to the
strategic framework applying to PRTs, largely driven by
NATO’s intention to extend their geographical range.
Changes include a declared recognition of the diminished
role of the military elements of PRTs in reconstruction;
efforts to civilianise aspects of the PRTs’ work, both in the
OEF and ISAF; increasing attempts to encourage the Afghan
government to take a lead in determining development
priorities; the elaboration of exit and transition strategies;
joint OEF/ISAF terms of reference and coordination
structures; and a new mission statement, spanning both
ISAF and coalition PRTs.7 The PRT Executive Streering
Committee (ESC), the principal coordinating body, states:
‘The overarching goal of the PRT program is to fulfil the
conditions for transition from an environment where
international military forces are necessary to an
environment in which ITGA [the Islamic Transitional
Government of Afghanistan] and provincial government

7 This was agreed in mid-January 2005: ‘Provincial Reconstruction Teams
(PRTs) will assist the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan to extend its authority,
in order to facilitate the development of a stable and secure environment in
the identified area of operations, and enable SSR and reconstruction efforts.’

5 Interview with Brigadier Nick Pounds.
6 Several US PRT staff suggested that the strict link between PRT priorities and

combat operations weakened towards the end of 2004, largely out of a sense that
the Taliban had been strategically defeated. Several senior ISAF and OEF
commanders also indicated that they had moved into a ‘consolidation and
development’ phase, and that PRT projects were increasingly emphasising larger-
scale infrastructure and security sector reform (SSR). However, the QIP budget
allocation for 2003–2004 was some $14 million more than in the preceding
financial year (House Committee on International Relations (2004)).
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institutions are soundly established, fully functioning with
PRTs in turn becoming unnecessary’ (ESC, 2004). Although
there have been concerns that statements like this imply
further encroachment on UNAMA’s role, or a premature
and politically-driven relinquishing of responsibilities,
steps to civilianise and ‘Afghanisise’ the development
process are generally positive.

3.3.5 Evaluating PRTs: Measures of Effectiveness (MOE) 

It is enormously difficult to evaluate the effectiveness of PRTs.
This is partly a function of the great variety of approaches.
However, there is also a lack of consensus on Measures of
Effectiveness (MOE) and an absence of compiled data.
National defence ministries are unable to employ accounting
mechanisms that adequately cost PRTs, while rapid troop
rotations are another significant complicating factor.8To date,
MOE have tended to be largely quantitative, focusing on such
things as numbers of projects or amount of money allocated,
rather than trying to gauge underlying effectiveness. During
interviews, ISAF and UNAMA officials have discussed
benefits in terms of broad statements highlighting the
extension of an international presence, international money
and some degree of oversight (international and
governmental) to areas where there was no international
presence before. Often, these discussions are accompanied by
the caveat that, while PRTs are not a good solution, they are
the only one available.

3.3.6 Security issues

The ‘security’ debate is perhaps the most controversial
element of the humanitarian–military dialogue. Broadly, the
humanitarian community perceives this as having three
components: insecurity as a product of low troop numbers
(the result of a lack of political will), which leads PRTs to act
as a substitute for more robust and appropriate forms of
deployment; a failure to deliver appropriate forms of security
to local populations; and a belief that there is a direct link
between PRT activity and the insecurity faced by humani-
tarian agencies (Save the Children UK, 2004).

Many humanitarians believe that the approach to security
employed by the international community is insufficiently
sophisticated to address the real security needs of the Afghan
people: as a study by Tufts University puts it, the dominant
perception of security ‘does not necessarily reflect the
experiences and perceptions of rural Afghans, many of
whom report little to no conflict in internationally
designated “hot spots” and yet are experiencing high levels
of insecurity’ (Tufts, 2004).The Tufts report noted that rural
Afghans did not define security simply in terms of a
cessation of fighting or of armed attacks. Rather, ‘rural
respondents perceive themselves to be secure if they are free

from physical violence or threat of attack and have essential
elements of human security, including access to health care,
education, and economic opportunities’.

Nonetheless, there is some evidence that, overall, the
international military intervention has contributed to
improvements in certain aspects of security.According to the
Tufts research, 43% of respondents in Kandahar, where
opposition to the international military presence was
generally pronounced, reported that security had increased
due to coalition activity, compared to 17% who thought it
had got worse. This seems to imply that, while people are
not necessarily happy about the presence of Coalition troops
in their midst, they are experiencing some positive effects
from it. Respondents also indicated that the coalition was
preventing feuding between factions from breaking out into
open warfare.This would appear to ‘contradict the reports of
insecurity caused by the return of local commanders and
their militia. However, this may indicate that while people
are concerned about skirmishes at present, they fear
worsening insecurity if the Coalition departs’ (ibid.).

Perhaps the most controversial element of the debate over
PRTs is the suggestion that they have been a significant factor
in the erosion of ‘humanitarian space’, thereby contributing
directly to the increased targeting of humanitarian workers.
According to a report by the Afghanistan NGO Safety Office
(ANSO) and CARE in May 2005 (ANSO/CARE, 2005), 12
humanitarian workers were killed in Afghanistan in 2003.9

In terms of perceptions of security among NGOs, 42% of
respondents thought that the overall security situation had
improved over the previous year, compared to 53% who
thought that the situation had either remained the same, or
had worsened.A larger proportion thought that the situation
would worsen during 2005 as efforts to eradicate opium
were stepped up, and elections to the Afghan parliament
approached. The most important factors cited as
contributing to improvements in security were
strengthening the Afghan national army and police force,
effective disarmament and demobilisation and a recognition
of the importance of indigenous structures in rebuilding
confidence in law and order.

Many donors and senior ISAF commanders, including a
former ISAF PRT Director, are deeply sceptical that there is
any link between the work of the PRTs and increased
insecurity faced by humanitarian agencies in Afghanistan.
They argue that Afghanistan’s security problems are not new,
and that Western humanitarian workers simply represent a
soft and politically rewarding target for insurgents. Many
humanitarian workers implicitly appear to share this
conclusion. In the CARE/ANSO survey quoted above, only
5% of the 50 agencies interviewed identified ‘blurring of
lines between military and humanitarian actors’ as a

8 US sources place the initial projected equipment-only costs for eight Joint
Regional Teams (forerunners to the PRTs) at over $27 million, or $3,375,000
each (figures drawn from a presentation by LTC M. Stout USAR, Deputy
Commander CJCMOTF Operations).

9 In 2004, this rose to 24 deaths; between January and May 2005, five aid
workers had been killed.
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significant factor influencing the security situation. A report
by the Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response
(SCHR, 2004) concluded that the targeting of humanitarian
agencies could not be the exclusive result of PRT activity;
rather, it was more likely to be a response to the work of
humanitarian agencies themselves, which served to increase
popular support for the Afghan government and its Coalition
allies, and reduce support for the opposition. However, the
fact that, according to statistics compiled by Dennis King
(King, 2003), fatalities amongst humanitarian workers were
higher in Afghanistan than in any other state, and that neither
the UN nor international NGOs were directly targeted under
the Taliban, even when Al Qaeda were present, suggests that
a change specific to Afghanistan has occurred.

There are a number of possible causal factors: the
incorporation of humanitarian action into strategic agendas;
the partial failure of acceptance strategies; and the structural
integration of humanitarian, political and commercial
actors. Both the Coalition and the Taliban have, at times,
sought to co-opt or to frustrate humanitarian and recon-
struction work in order to further their own strategic
objectives. Equally, culturally inappropriate behaviour on the
part of elements of the humanitarian community has at
times undermined community acceptance of their presence,
whilst the exponential growth in the number of Afghan
NGOs and businesses has also blurred the boundaries bet-
ween humanitarian and commercial activity.

3.3.7 The quality of PRT development work

The final criticism of the PRT concept relates to the quality
of reconstruction work. The principal NGO concerns are
that, whilst the military can deliver on essentially
‘technical’ infrastructure projects, those which require
community participation are dealt with as ‘build and
forget’ projects. A range of contributory factors is often
cited: the failure of the military to place appropriately
trained specialists in charge (Interaction, 2003b); the
absence of training in approaches which empower or
promote the interests of minority groups or ensure equity
of access to development resources; and political and
budgetary pressure to complete ‘numbers’ of projects
within particular time frames. There is also evidence that
some PRTs have failed to plan projects appropriately or
abide by government protocols.10

NGOs tend to take longer to complete projects and require
greater commitment from the community. Consequently,
PRTs are often more popular with governors and the local
population, even if they trade speed for sustainability and
effectiveness. They may also seriously undermine

relationships between NGOs and local communities, further
weakening NGOs’ own ‘acceptance’ strategies. Notwith-
standing such difficulties, and given that it is difficult to
generalise, there are also cases of effective communication
between NGOs and PRTs through provincial coordination
structures.

3.3.8 Conclusions

Undoubtedly, PRTs in Afghanistan have been more
problematic than they needed to be, not least because of the
inadequacy and lack of transparency of the policy framework
within which they have operated. This, together with the
absence of transparent MOE, has resulted in ambiguous
missions and enormous variations in approach. Humani-
tarian language has been inappropriately used, and there has
been a lack of clarity and realism in the relationship between
the PRTs and the humanitarian community.At the same time,
however, when carefully managed PRTs can make a limited
but positive contribution to efforts to ameliorate violence,
implement reconstruction and extend the authority of the
central government in Kabul (Viggo Jakobsen, 2005). The
operating principles employed by the UK seem to have been
the most successful, with carefully targeted contributions to
security, military involvement in humanitarian work only as
a last resort and sympathetic patrolling.The UK has also taken
care to place its PRT strategy within the broader development
strategies of the Afghan government and DFID. PRT
approaches are not, however, necessarily directly transferable;
they reflect a particular military culture and habits of
cooperation.

Internationally, there needs to be a fundamental re-
evaluation of the contribution that ‘hearts and minds’ QIPs
can make to military force protection. QIPs themselves are
unlikely to change individual Afghans’ perceptions of the
legitimacy or otherwise of the military intervention, and
are therefore likely to make only a marginal difference to
the attitudes of potential insurgents – and are likely to have
little or no effect on those who have already made their
choice. Furthermore, delivering military QIPs through
NGOs or civilian contractors can reduce interaction with
civilian communities, potentially mitigating whatever
force protection benefits may be available. The strategy of
the British army during the Malayan insurgency of the
1950s, often identified as the epitome of the ‘hearts and
minds’ approach, emphasised military interaction with
civilians and intelligence-led strategy operations, rather
than the direct provision of services.

3.4 Integrated missions: the UN response to

‘coherence’

3.4.1 Introduction

The UN has also pursued coherence, largely as a
consequence of increasingly critical evaluations of its
responses to complex emergencies, member states’ desire

10 In one example, a PRT assumed responsibility for a clinic in Paktia, dis-
pensing free medicines in contravention of Ministry of Health protocols and
making it difficult for medical NGOs, required to recover elements of their
costs, to operate thereafter. That said, many of the criticisms of military-led
assistance apply equally to other aid actors.
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to see more consistent approaches to conflict resolution
and the broader UN reform process. In particular, the UN
has been criticised over its approach to managing the
transition from war to peace (Eide at al., 2005).Within the
UN, the DPKO has been the most enthusiastic supporter of
the principle of ‘coherence’ through organisational
integration. This is largely on the grounds that integrating
mission planning and management processes promises to
enhance efficiency. Organisational overstretch (Guéhenno,
2003), frustration with confused reporting lines and
multiple logistics chains, repeated failures to capture best
practice and the frequently ad hoc approaches to mission
planning that result have only increased pressure for
rationalisation, defined largely in terms of organisational
integration. The most visible aspect of the UN’s pursuit of
coherence is the concept of the integrated mission. More
recently, the High Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and
Change (2004) has proposed creating a Peacebuilding
Commission and a peacebuilding support office within the
Secretariat.The underlying intention is to establish a forum
through which donors, international financial institutions,
UN funds, agencies and programmes can more effectively
coordinate their efforts – both in terms of policies, and in
terms of resources. The Secretary-General also intends to
create a ‘cabinet-style’ decision-making structure in the
Secretary-General’s office. It has been suggested that this is
a UN version of the ‘whole-of-government’ or ‘joined-up’
approach increasingly favoured by key member states (Eide
at al., 2005).

3.4.2 The integrated mission concept

The specific origins of the integrated mission concept are in
the Report of the Panel on United Nations Peace Operations of 2000 (the
so-called Brahimi Report). The report’s recommendations
were intended to improve the design and operation of UN
missions, although the concept of integrating political,
humanitarian and military responses within the mission
objectives largely emerged in the debates following the
report’s publication. The report itself referred only to the
integration of planning at headquarters in New York, not to
the integration of a mission’s organisational structures.

The key organisational principle of the integrated mission
structure (IMS) is the placement of the UN’s humanitarian,
development, military and political responses under the
Special Representative of the Secretary-General (SRSG), with
reporting lines generally routed back through the DPKO to
the Secretary-General. It is argued that this structure has
three principal advantages:11 it facilitates a common strategic
vision, harnessing collective system-wide action; it
rationalises the use of resources and systems (procurement,
services); and it allows for the overall direct management of
the resources of the UN system. Critics argue that this
approach subordinates humanitarian assistance to the

political elements of the response, and that there is no
evidence that IMS works better than alternative models.

There is no dominant organisational model or definition
of what an integrated mission should look like, or how it
should operate (Eide et al., 2005). As a result, the concept
has been applied in diverse ways. There are two principal
versions: a maximalist version, and a minimalist version. In
the former, OCHA has no separate identity, and the UN’s
humanitarian leadership is integrated fully within the
overall mission structure (in Afghanistan, for example, this
is within UNAMA). In its minimalist incarnation (for
example the UN Operation in Côte d’Ivoire (UNOCI)),
OCHA has a separate identity, and integration tends to
mean an emphasis on coordination and information
sharing, rather than a unified organisational framework.

Traditionally, UN Humanitarian Coordinators (HCs) have
remained outside of peacekeeping mission structures,
instead heading the country team of specialised
humanitarian agencies. Integrated mission structures tend to
place them within the peacekeeping mission organisation as
a Deputy SRSG, reporting directly to the SRSG – who
therefore effectively controls the humanitarian as well as the
political and military strategies.

As UN mandates have increasingly reflected transition and
peacebuilding strategies, the humanitarian community has
raised concerns that integrated structures imply that
humanitarian assistance is another tool of diplomatic
leverage.A desire to sustain weak transitional governments,
while marginalising rebel groups, could lead to pressure to
withhold assistance to rebel areas, or to make assistance
conditional on the outcome of aspects of the peace
process. Broadly speaking, there are three camps:

• Those that view integrated structures as inevitably
reducing humanitarian space, independence and
impartiality.

• Those that argue that they enhance effectiveness
through coordination and complementarity.

• Those that are supportive, but seek more effective mech-
anisms and principles to manage the trade-offs between
humanitarian and peacebuilding strategies (the inter-
mediate position).

This diversity of opinion in part reflects the fact that it is
becoming increasingly difficult to define the legitimate or
practical boundaries of humanitarian action. The most
significant difficulty has been establishing humanitarian
and protection issues as shared mission objectives, whilst
also ensuring that political priorities do not simply drive
the humanitarian mission.This task is made more difficult
by donors’ reluctance to countenance the idea that the
humanitarian and politico-military aspects of a UN
mission should be kept separate. There also needs to be a

11 See Terms of Reference: Expanded ECHA Core Group Joint Study ‘The
Peacekeeping-Humanitarian/Development Interface’.
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greater recognition that some peacekeeping activities, such
as the protection of civilians and the provision of security,
have significance to the humanitarian community and to
the beneficiaries of humanitarian aid. Neither of these
issues requires integration; rather, they call for interaction
(i.e. communication) during the planning stage.

There is a clear requirement (demonstrated in the original
mandate of MONUC, the UN mission in the Democratic
Republic of Congo) to import a stronger sense of
humanitarian objectives into the deliberations of the UN’s
senior leadership, and to better reflect these objectives in
peacekeeping mandates. This would entail the Secretariat
developing a greater capacity to draft resolutions and
Secretary-General’s reports with a greater and more explicit
humanitarian focus. Donors also need to take more
responsibility in defining explicit humanitarian objectives,
and maintaining a focus on them. This will also require
SRSGs/DSRSGs with more appropriate backgrounds (the
independent study by Eide at al. (2005), perhaps wrongly,
does not make this an explicit requirement), and operational
accountability beyond the reporting lines that run via the
DPKO and the UN’s political department.This might enable
SRSGs to look beyond the political and diplomatic
imperative, and achieve a more effective balance between
competing, but equally legitimate, interests.

A major component of the recommendations of the
independent study is the strengthening of the core
capabilities of the humanitarian pillar within UN missions.
In particular, the study argued that the senior officials
immediately responsible for humanitarian affairs needed
‘clear guidelines and terms of reference that enabled him
or her to protect humanitarian principles and secure
humanitarian space’ (Eide et al., 2005). The report also
stressed the importance of leadership from the
SRSG/DSRSG in overcoming the ambiguities and
challenges of mandates and missions.

3.4.3 Operational challenges

The success of the UNAMSIL mission in Sierra Leone
following its reinvigoration through a British-led inter-
vention in 2000 provides some support to these ideas. The
appointment of an experienced DSRSG, identified as both
UN Resident and Humanitarian Coordinator; the physical
separation of OCHA’s office from the Mission HQ; and its
mandate to coordinate a UN humanitarian response that was
largely sub-contracted to non-governmental actors, were all
significant factors. The UN missions in Liberia highlight the
risk that the blurring of military and humanitarian roles
compromises the independence (perceived and real) of
humanitarian organisations. In Liberia, peacekeeping troops
routinely engage in ‘hearts and minds’ activities, including
small-scale food distributions, and ECOMOG has used
humanitarian assets to provide security. Likewise, several
NGOs have used military logistical and medical assets.

Security sector reform in Liberia, particularly disarmament,
demobilisation and reintegration, has involved food
distributions linked to the withdrawal of weapons.

The MONUC mission in the DRC raises a different set of
issues, principally to do with the failure of a (minimally)
integrated structure to sufficiently mobilise humanitarian
resources, obtain humanitarian access or deliver effective
protection. There was a substantial contraction of
humanitarian space arising from the direct targeting of
humanitarian workers (Stockton, 2005). In part, this
reflected a view among the belligerents that humanitarian
agencies themselves were not neutral or impartial, that
humanitarian programmes had militarily disadvantageous
consequences for certain parties, that some agencies were not
concerned with alleviating the suffering of the poorest and
that some were involved in corruption (Stockton, 2005).
These factors undermined agencies’‘acceptance’ strategies. In
effect, in DRC (and in Afghanistan) the failure of ‘acceptance’
strategies can be attributed to factors apart from the general
instrumentalisation of assistance, its specific manipulation by
integrated mission structures or even, perhaps most
surprisingly, the prevalence of generalised insecurity.

3.4.4 Conclusion

It is difficult to gauge the contribution that integrated
mission structures make to operational effectiveness.
Experiences differ markedly across the UN system and, as
with PRTs, the variation in structures, the tendency to
focus on limited technical benefits (such as the impact on
information flows or logistics), and the lack of systematic
measures of effectiveness make comparisons difficult.
However, it is possible to make recommendations and
draw some overarching conclusions. Eide at al. (2005)
concluded that, notwithstanding the difficulties, there
were benefits to integration: ‘in those complex situations
that require integrated missions, humanitarian assistance
and space are better protected from within. That is to say,
official engagement with uniformed peacekeepers is better
than not having access to them’. However, the study also
argued that there should be an institutional capacity to
withstand the pressures on humanitarian space and
principles that arise from within. In particular, the UN’s
humanitarian leadership needs strengthening, particularly
at the level of the SRSG/DSRSG. Equally, there are benefits
in maintaining a formal, separate role for OCHA,
particularly in situations where there is active conflict
involving the UN, or where political processes threaten
humanitarian space. This may mean accepting that full
organisational integration may not always be suitable.
Integrated structures are clearly most appropriate where
there is a viable peace agreement with a clear mandate for
peacebuilding activities. In other circumstances,
interaction, though not organisational separation, may be
more appropriate. There appears to be little evidence to
suggest that civilian protection, assistance or peacebuilding
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strategies have been significantly improved through
organisational integration.

3.5 Conclusions

Increased military involvement in reconstruction and post-
conflict stabilisation reflects both the coherence agenda and
the absence of civilian capabilities (both nationally and
internationally) in these areas – leading to ad hoc structures
and approaches. There is clearly a need to create more
enduring and civilianised structures for managing multi-
dimensional responses. These should be capable of
embodying, protecting and reconciling competing, but
equally legitimate, principles relating to humanitarian
action, human rights and peacebuilding. They should also
provide for an appropriate division of labour between
civilian and military capacities. At times, this may require
interaction, rather than the integration of responses.
Furthermore, without retreating into humanitarian mini-
malism or denying that humanitarian action takes place
within a heavily politicised environment, there needs to be
much greater clarity about its objectives. More broadly, states
and international organisations must face the challenge of
developing structures that make their organisational
responses more predictable, whilst also providing sufficient
capacity for leadership in each policy area – but particularly
in relation to human rights and humanitarian action. This
should be underwritten by a much firmer recognition that
leadership and interaction do not entail the subordination of
humanitarian principles to political imperatives.

Given the generally ad hoc nature of state and organisational
(principally UN) responses to stabilisation operations,
Western militaries have developed their own organisations –
several of which have been problematic. Organisational
theorists offer some fascinating insights into why these
organisations have been so enduring, despite the absence of
compelling evidence that they have had tangible benefits.
Lipson (2002), for example, argues that, in situations of

uncertainty or chaos, organisations may define success in
terms of ‘outputs’, not in the form of deliverables, but in
terms of mimicking previously employed institutions,
particularly those used by high-credibility actors. In effect,
in such situations templated, rather than ‘optimal’, responses
may become the norm. This may explain the seemingly
blind attachment to PRTs and QIP-based ‘hearts and minds’
approaches to force protection. PRTs designed along British
lines may offer benefits, but the British approach to such
issues as force protection and civil–military relations has
evolved in response to a unique set of circumstances – three
decades of operations in Northern Ireland – and may not be
easily transferable. More easily replicated civilian-led
structures may therefore be preferable.

There is a perception that the military has made a significant
‘humanitarian bid’. In fact, there is some evidence to suggest
the opposite. Despite the profusion of CIMIC doctrines and
structures, the ‘civil dimension’ may be insufficiently
integrated into military thinking. For example, there is broad
consensus that the immediate post-conflict stabilisation
planning for Iraq was poor, whilst the planning for combat
operations was both effective and innovative. Brunsson
(1993) offers some interesting insights into the factors that
may have contributed to the marginalisation of the
‘stabilisation’ plan. His research into organisational
behaviour leads him to conclude that organisations
subjected to strongly conflicting pressures and values may
create largely symbolic organisational structures which are
frequently underwritten by alternative and unrelated real
structures. These underlying structures tend to reflect the
valued outputs. In the context of the invasion of Iraq, the US
military’s hostility towards ‘peacekeeping’ and ‘nation-
building’ may therefore have led to the marginalisation of
military stabilisation capabilities and planning; the real
commitments were to the combat phase. Consequently, one
may be forgiven for wondering whether the militarisation
of post-conflict stabilisation operations has been more a case
of smoke and mirrors than of imperial ambitions.
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Chapter 4
The military and civilian protection: 

developing roles and capacities
Victoria K. Holt, Henry L. Stimson Center 

Soldiers are deployed worldwide to help bring stability and
peace to war-torn regions. Whether delivering supplies after
the Indian Ocean tsunami, monitoring a ceasefire agreement
in Sudan or helping a new government in East Timor, armed
forces support operations that are distinct from the wars for
which they primarily prepare. Increasingly, soldiers are also
being asked to perform roles in protecting the civilians of
other states. While it is assumed that the political ends of
these missions should create environments with fewer
threats to civilians, how far can military efforts go to prevent
conflicts, support peacebuilding and serve humanitarian
goals? More specifically, what role can troops play in directly
protecting civilians?

These questions are driving new thinking about how to
protect civilians from violent conflict, and the role third-
party military forces can play in offering such protection.
Wars between uniformed, identifiable armies over national
boundaries or disputed territories have given way to
intrastate conflicts involving armed groups, sometimes
established along ethnic lines and unconfined by borders.
Armed conflicts often inflict the greatest harm on civilians,
who become displaced by fighting, are caught in the
crossfire or are targeted by combatants. In addition to the
direct impact of violent conflict, civilians may be exposed to
deadly threats in their attempt to flee to safety – including
exposure to disease, and lack of access to adequate food,
shelter, clean water or healthcare.The primary responsibility
to protect civilians lies with the state, which should limit
violence against, and provide support to, its citizens.Yet the
failure of states to protect civilians has led to the death and
displacement of millions worldwide, prompting calls for
international intervention.

Humanitarian concern with protecting civilians caught up
in conflict is long-standing: its modern expression dates
back to the work of Henry Dunant following the Battle of
Solferino in 1859. It underpins the Hague and Geneva
conventions and various other laws of war, which aim to
set limits on the use of military force and prevent excessive
harm to non-combatants. More recently, the International
Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS)
drew public attention to protecting civilians from harm in
its 2001 Responsibility to Protect report, considering protection
from mass killings, ethnic cleansing and genocide as
grounds for military intervention, helping introduce
discussion of ‘civilian protection’ to audiences beyond the
humanitarian and human rights community (ICISS,

2001).The declaration by heads of government at the UN
High Level Summit in September 2005 recognised
collective obligations to protect populations from
genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against
humanity.

Peace operations are often assumed to support these aims,
but the link between threats to civilian populations and
threats to international peace and security – the concern of
the UN Security Council (UNSC) – is not always self-
evident, nor is it explicitly made in the UN Charter.
Indeed, the UNSC only began directing UN peacekeepers
to ‘protect civilians under imminent threat’ in 1999.
Although the Security Council has increasingly included
civilian protection in peacekeeping mandates, this
direction has not been accompanied by clear, defined
expectations about the use of force, who should be
defended and whom they should be defended against, and
when the job should be considered done. While militaries
are trained to operate in insecure environments and face
threats, they are less accustomed to providing security to
protect civilians in hostile environments as part of an
international or third-party intervention.

This chapter surveys current conceptions of civilian
protection, with a focus on those that envisage a role for
third-party military forces in providing it, particularly within
peace and stability operations. It explores the basic concepts
behind a military role in providing protection to civilians,
reviews key multinational organisations and national military
actors and their capacities for such missions, and looks at
some examples of field operations with military components
involving civilian protection, and the specific challenges that
these operations raise. Finally, the chapter outlines some of
the lessons that can be drawn from these experiences, and
how these challenges might be addressed. The analysis is
based on interviews and a review of current practice in peace
operations.1 The topic is challenging in many ways:
terminology is still being worked out, and there is no single
definition of civilian protection within and across varied
civilian and military communities. This lack of a common
understanding of protection makes preparing for operations,
and dividing responsibilities between military, humanitarian
and other civilian actors, difficult.
1 This chapter builds on the author’s work with the Future of Peace Operations

programme at the Henry L. Stimson Center, supported by a grant by Foreign
Affairs Canada, and the pre-publication report, The Responsibility to Protect:
Considering the Operational Capacity for Civilian Protection, 31 January 2005. Toby
Berkman of the Stimson Center provided support to this project.
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4.1 Concepts and means

The language of civilian protection is being used
increasingly by governments, policymakers and NGOs.
Processes such as the worldwide consultations led by the
ICRC over four years in the late 1990s; significant work by
the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA); resolutions and statements by the UN Security
Council;2 the work of the ICISS; and inter-governmental
processes such as the UN High Level Summit have all sought
to develop consensus around an international obligation to
protect civilians when their governments are unwilling or
incapable of doing so, to agree on criteria that would trigger
a response and to establish the operational parameters of
that response for governments, the military and humani-
tarian and human rights agencies.

The consultations by the ICRC resulted in a wide definition
of protection as ‘all activities aimed at ensuring full respect
for the rights of the individual in accordance with the
letter and the spirit of the relevant bodies of law (i.e.,
human rights law, international humanitarian law and
refugee law)’ (ICRC, 2001). It also offered a model of
protection that envisaged layers of response, from action to
prevent abuse to efforts to help in the process of recovery.
At the UN, OCHA has developed an Aide Mémoire
outlining various aspects of civilian protection, to assist the
Security Council in its deliberations over missions that are
intended in part to protect.3

In the wake of the failures of Srebrenica and Rwanda, and in
response to the Secretary-General’s calls in 1999 and 2000 to
‘forge unity’ within the international community on military
intervention for protection, the ICISS report – The Responsibility
to Protect, or ‘R2P’ – set out principles that would justify and
compel military intervention to protect civilians in the face of
mass killings and ethnic cleansing.These are right authority,
just cause, right intention, last resort, proportional means
and reasonable prospects. Intervention had to be ‘defensible
in principle’ and ‘workable and acceptable in practice’. Many
have pushed for the UN to embrace the ICISS recom-
mendations as a framework for action. In December 2004,
for example, the Secretary-General’s High-level Panel on
Threats, Challenges and Change (UN Secretary-General,

2004a) recommended that the Security Council adopt the
ICISS principles to evaluate the use of force, but stopped short
of embracing them as grounds for compelling action. The
debate was taken up by the Secretary-General’s response to
the Panel, In Larger Freedom, prepared for the September 2005
UN Summit. The Secretary-General embraced the
responsibility to protect as an ‘emerging norm’, and stated
that,‘if national authorities are unable or unwilling to protect
their citizens, then the responsibility shifts to the
international community to use diplomatic, humanitarian
and other methods to help protect the human rights and
well-being of civilian populations … including enforcement
action, if so required’ (UN Secretary-General, 2005: para.
135).The Summit document offered a robust embrace of the
responsibility to protect, stating that the international
community, through the UN, should be prepared to act when
states fail ‘to protect their populations from genocide, war
crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity’
(UNGA, 2005). While a trigger for such actions was not
specified, many outside commentators viewed the statement
as helping consolidate the norm of protection.

A central question concerns the means to act – including
the use of military force to support a response – and the
role of the UN, multinational forces and regional bodies in
organising responses to conflicts in non-permissive
environments, where there is hostility to intervention.4

Modern UN peace operations have grown in size and
complexity, raising the question of the peacekeeper’s role
in providing security and civilian protection, and other
multinational organisations have developed a greater
capacity for such operations.

Peacekeepers are at work in unprecedented numbers today,
deployed as multinational forces and in coalitions of the
willing, in UN missions and with regional and subregional
organisations.The UN is leading 16 peace operations with
more than 68,000 peacekeepers from 107 countries.5 The
scope of operations is also increasing. Since 1999, most
peace operations have been established under Chapter VII
of the UN Charter.6 Other multinational organisations –
the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), the
European Union (EU), the African Union (AU) and the
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) –

2 These resolutions include: S/RES/1265 (1999); S/RES/1296 (2000);
S/PRST/2002/6 (2001); S/PRST/2002/41 (2002); S/PRST/2003/27
(2003); S/PRST/2004/46 (2004); S/PRST/2005/8; and SC/8419, (2005).

3 This, and various other Security Council documents on civilian protection, reveal
a range of aims, concepts, strategies and operational parameters – encouraging
peace and economic development, the prevention of conflict, the promotion of
a ‘climate of compliance’ with international law, addressing the special needs of
women, children and the displaced, putting a stop to the proliferation of small
arms, ensuring the safety of humanitarian relief and humanitarian workers and
their access to vulnerable populations, disarming, demobilising, reintegrating
and rehabilitating ex-combatants (particularly the young), tackling ‘hate media’
and providing objective information about the UN (S/RES 1296), and
mandating peacekeeping or peace enforcement forces to protect civilians ‘under
imminent threat of physical danger’ (S/RES/1296, 2000).Where the military’s
role lies in relation to these aims remains the subject of ongoing debate.

4 The term ‘non-permissive’ is used here to refer to environments that are
hostile to the forces deployed, but does not define the challenges facing
civilians. The US military defines non-permissive environments as areas
where ‘hostile forces have control as well as the intent and capability to
effectively oppose or react to the operations a unit intends to conduct’. See
US DoD (2005).

5 UN data as of 31 September 2005; this figure does not include additional
civilian personnel or UN missions led by the Department of Political Affairs.

6 Chapter VI of the UN Charter refers to the organisation’s role in the settlement
of disputes that threaten international peace and security (the authority for
most UN peacekeeping missions before 1990). Chapter VII is cited for
operations with more robust mandates, and where peacekeepers may use
force beyond self-defence (the majority of UN-led operations approved since
1999, including missions in East Timor, Kosovo, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Côte
d’Ivoire, Haiti and Burundi).
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are developing their capacities for peace operations.The AU
launched its first peacekeeping mission in Burundi in
2003, and is leading a second operation in Darfur.
ECOWAS has completed missions in Liberia and Côte
d’Ivoire, and Western forces are serving in the Balkans,
Iraq, Afghanistan and Côte d’Ivoire under national,
multinational, EU and NATO leadership. National mili-
taries are evaluating their doctrine and training to enable
their forces to meet the anticipated requirements of such
peace and stability operations.

Civilian protection has shifted, from an obligation on
militaries to temper their actions to a possible goal of an
operation. With their participation in these peace and
stability operations, military personnel have been directed
to provide protection to civilian populations under threat
of imminent violence. As discussed below, the UN has
explicitly used ‘civilian protection’ language in mandates
for operations in the Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC), Sierra Leone, Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire, Haiti, Burundi
and Sudan. The UN has also used this language in
authorising operations led by others, such as the AU
mission in Sudan, the French-led and ECOWAS operations
in Côte d’Ivoire in 2003–2004 and the French-led EU
mission in the DRC in 2003. Implicit protection goals are
part of the mandates of missions such as the International
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan.

What does civilian protection mean for these operations?
They are not designed as ‘R2P’ interventions to halt
genocide or ethnic cleansing. Yet many operate in areas
where violent threats to civilians are real, and where
peacekeepers may need to use force to uphold their
mandates. AU troops deployed in Darfur, for example, are
primarily there as ceasefire monitors in an environment
where civilians face horrific attacks and insecurity. While
praised for their efforts, these troops have a limited mandate
to use force to protect civilians under imminent threat
(when they are in the immediate vicinity and when it is
within AU resources and capability to act), and have limited
capacity to do so. The protection of civilians in Darfur
remains the responsibility of the Sudanese government.7

Peacekeepers may legitimately ask whether civilian
protection is a primary goal of the operation (such that all
organisational resources should be devoted to achieving it),
or whether it is a specific task within a broader political
process, and, if so, what priority it is assigned.

With the increase in the number and scope of peace and
stability operations, Western nations, especially the US, the
UK and Canada, are evaluating their national doctrine and

training for such missions. Countries face a gap between
peace operations with mandates to protect civilians and their
military’s preparation for such missions. The UN and other
multinational organisations have not yet clearly defined what
civilian protection means operationally for troop-contri-
buting countries; the UN is just beginning to develop
guidance in this area. National military doctrines rarely
address civilian protection as an operational task or as the
basis for a mission. Few training programmes guide peace-
keepers on how to prepare for such operations. As a con-
sequence, when there is the capacity to send capable forces
into a conflict zone, these forces may still lack guidance and
preparation for efforts aimed at protecting civilians.

4.2 Definitions and concepts of military roles in

protection  

The protection of civilians is a broad concept and does not
always encompass a concept of military force. At least six
approaches are identifiable that envisage a potential role
for military forces in supporting civilian protection.

1. Protection as an obligation within the conduct of war. In a war,
military forces are required to abide by the Geneva
Conventions and other international laws of conflict.These
instruments are designed to prevent excessive harm arising
in the course of armed conflict to civilian populations and
those who are hors de combat, and to allow for the provision
of humanitarian relief by impartial humanitarian actors.
They also place a responsibility on an occupying power to
provide for the basic security and welfare of the civilian
population.8 This concept of protection was developed at a
time when the dominant form of armed conflict involved
armies – government or rebel – fighting each other, and is
based on a fundamental distinction between combatant
and non-combatant.

2. Protection as a military mission to prevent mass killings. As laid out
by the ICISS, a civilian protection mission has as its central
goal the ending or prevention of mass killing, ethnic
cleansing or genocide, presumably in a non-permissive
environment in which conflict is ongoing. In this scenario,
military forces will take a lead role in intervening to create
a situation where the mass killing is stopped. This is
expected to require the threat or use of force. Such a
scenario would apply to interventions in situations akin to
the Rwandan genocide of 1994, and would most likely be
driven by a lead nation within a coalition or regional
response, and authorised but not led by the UN.

3. Protection as a task within a UN-mandated peace operation. Since
1999, UN peacekeeping missions have increasingly been7 UN Security Council Resolution 1564 (2004) welcomes and supports the

African Union mission acting under Chapter VII of the UN Charter. The AU
Communiqué of 20 October 2004 includes the direction to ‘protect civilians
whom it encounters under imminent threat and in the immediate vicinity,
within resources and capability, it being understood that the protection of the
civilian population is the responsibility of the Government of Sudan’.

8 Under the Geneva Conventions, military obligations may also extend to
protecting prisoners of war. This is not the focus of this analysis. Moreover,
they prohibit the destruction of ‘objects indispensable to the survival of the
civilian population’, such as crops and water supplies, and the destruction of
cultural and religious monuments.
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directed to protect civilians facing imminent threat (Holt,
2005: Annex I). In this view, ‘civilian protection’ is one task
within the goals of a larger, presumably Chapter VII,
operation, rather than the mission’s singular aim. The
various tasks of a mission could include providing support
to law and order, escorting convoys, protecting camps,
establishing safe havens, breaking up militias, demilitarising
refugee/IDP camps, organising disarmament or intervening
on behalf of an individual or community under threat.

4. Protection as providing area security for humanitarian action. In this
view, military forces or peacekeepers provide space for
activities that result in civilian protection. Military forces or
peacekeepers establish and assure the wider security of an
area, enabling relief, humanitarian and other organisations
to provide for the temporary safety of civilians in that area.
OCHA, for example, argues that protection results from
humanitarian, human rights and peacebuilding work.
Military forces may provide security, but the provision of
security is not protection per se, as this involves a broader
combination of political, social and legal factors.9

5. Protection through assistance/operational design. In this view,
protection is a function of the design of relief and
humanitarian programmes.The placement of refugee camps,
water supplies and latrines, for example, should be such that
the threat to vulnerable populations is reduced while they are
under the care of others. Civilian protection, therefore, can be
strengthened by the design of assistance programmes, and by
an understanding of their impact.The potential military role
would be to cooperate with or support means of further
reducing threats to vulnerable civilian populations, such as
offering physical presence to act as a deterrent (Oxfam,
2005; Slim and Bonwick, 2005).10

6. Protection as the use of traditional force. Traditional warfighting
missions do not address civilian protection as a concept,
but some military thinkers argue that civilians will enjoy
better protection after force has been used to stop an
enemy’s actions. In other words, protection can result from
the use of force in its more traditional application, by
preventing combatants from causing harm. As one US
Marine put it in an interview with the author, ‘if you want
to protect civilians, go kill the bad guys’ (author interview,
October 2004).

These categories are neither exhaustive nor exclusive, and
there are overlaps between them and nuances within them.
Additional views of protection see it as traditional ‘civil
defence’, for instance protecting civilians from the effects
of weapons of mass destruction or the impact of natural

disasters; establishing law and order; offering military
support to those seeking asylum; and providing support to
individual human and political rights. This last category
has received substantial consideration, ranging from the
denunciation of political action in denial of rights to
advocacy for legal protection.This definition of protection
can extend to non-physical needs. As one recent handbook
on protection puts it: ‘The inner emotional experience of
an individual is as important as their outward physical
needs’ (Slim and Bonwick, 2005: 31).

There are evident tensions over what protection means.
Humanitarian work in its broadest sense is framed around
the protection of civilians at many levels; militaries and
peacekeepers may be asked to protect civilians in harm’s way
as part of an operation serving a broader political goal, rarely
as the primary aim of their mission.This chapter understands
protection as providing immediate or short-term security
and safety to civilians.11 Consideration is given primarily to
the military’s role in civilian protection within peace
operations, primarily in a non-permissive environment
where the use of force is likely to have Chapter VII authority
(as in views 2 and 3, above).12 Within this, the humanitarian
perspective is considered in relation to military forces
providing security and space for humanitarian action (as in
view 4 and, to a lesser extent, view 5), and in relation to how
militaries should conduct themselves during times of war,
particularly as this applies in Iraq (view 1).This chapter does
not examine in detail the specific argument that fighting a
war properly will ultimately save lives (view 6), but it does
recognise that current preparation by militaries for war-
related activities relates to their capacity for conducting peace
and stability operations, interventions for humanitarian
purposes and other specific tasks associated with civilian
protection.13

4.3 Who can act?

Since the end of the Cold War, military support to
humanitarian missions, peace agreements and post-conflict
security and peacebuilding has increased. The UN sent
peacekeepers to a variety of operations, from Namibia and
Cambodia to Mozambique and Haiti. The Security Council
also authorised actions led by individual nations and
multinational forces, such as the US-led interventions in
Somalia in 1992 and Haiti in 1994, the French-led
intervention in Rwanda in 1994, and the Italian-led
multinational force in Albania in 1997. UN and NATO-led
operations were also mounted in the former Yugoslavia.
Other military missions have had humanitarian components,

9 Discussions with OCHA officials. For a discussion regarding IDPs in peace
operations, see O’Neill (2004).

10 Oxfam’s broad definition of protection goes beyond the design of
humanitarian assistance to encompass advocacy and support for policies
which lead to the deployment of peacekeeping forces and military action.

11 This is also presumed to be a temporary activity, until either the state or
other authorities take on the role.

12 It can be argued that civilian protection can be upheld without Chapter VII
authorisation. For a thoughtful analysis of the question of force in
peacekeeping, see Finlay (2002).

13 There is lively US debate over whether training for peace and stability
operations should be separate from training for traditional combat roles.
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such as the interventions by ECOWAS in Liberia in the early
1990s and Australia in East Timor in 1999. Actions without
clear UN authorisation have included NATO’s initial
intervention in Kosovo and the US and British ‘no-fly zone’
over Iraq.

Peacekeeping missions have attempted to protect civilians at
many levels, even without UN mandates referring to
protection; some were cast in humanitarian or safety terms;
others implied protection without Chapter VII authority.
Whether militaries are deployed by the United Nations,
other multinational organisations, ‘coalitions of the willing’
or an individual country, they require both basic capacities,
and a willingness to carry out a mission with a protection
mandate. Only a few multinational organisations can
employ force for more than self-defence: the UN, NATO, the
EU, the AU and ECOWAS.14 Because they are willing to use
or authorise multinational forces, these five organisations
are unique, and are most likely to incorporate civilian
protection into their multinational missions.15 NATO has
traditionally had both the willingness and the capacity to
authorise, organise, provide and manage capable and
effective military forces to conduct operations in non-
permissive environments. To a lesser extent, the EU, the AU
and ECOWAS are each prepared to intervene with force.

All four organisations are still developing a concept of
operations for civilian protection and clear guidance for
their forces. Furthermore, there is little evidence that their
doctrine and training – the traditional tools used to prepare
forces in advance for anticipated operations – make
reference to ‘protection’ or ‘civilian protection’ to describe
their activities and anticipated missions. There is certainly
overlap, however, with the concepts, training and other
preparations involved in military and peace operations.

4.3.1 NATO

NATO is first and foremost a collective defence organisation,
designed for robust military interventions in defence of its
member states. However, with the end of the Cold War
NATO has taken on more peacekeeping and peace-
enforcement operations. The NATO Strategic Concept,
updated in April 1999, commits the Alliance to defend not
just member states, but peace and stability in and around the
NATO region as a whole. Such operations, categorised as
‘non-Article 5 Crisis Response Operations’, include peace-

support missions such as peace enforcement, peacekeeping,
conflict prevention, peacemaking, peacebuilding and
humanitarian relief. If NATO were to engage in a mission to
protect civilians in Darfur, for example, this would
constitute a non-Article 5 Crisis Response Operation. As
demonstrated by its response to the 1999 crisis in Kosovo,
NATO might prefer to obtain prior UN authorisation, but
does not feel bound to obtain it in order to act.

NATO military doctrine addresses civilian protection issues
tangentially. Peace Support Operations (AJP 3.4.1) does not
mention the phrase ‘civilian protection’ or ‘protection of
civilians’. The exclusion of these terms does not, however,
imply that NATO doctrine fails to address issues related to
protection. NATO recognises that peace-support
operations may take place anywhere on a spectrum
between peace and war. In a section on ‘Protection of
Humanitarian Operations’, the doctrine even talks of the
possibility of troops operating in the midst of genocide.
Peace-support operations:

are increasingly conducted in situations in which there are
wide spread and ongoing abuses to basic human rights, ethnic
cleansing and genocide … Only a PSF [peace support force]
prepared for combat can operate in such an environment,
curtail human rights abuses, and create a secure environment
in which civilian agencies can redress the underlying causes of
the conflict and address the requirements of peace building
(NATO, 2001: 6–13).

NATO doctrine also includes various mission tasks that are
potentially applicable to civilian protection. These include
the imposition of no-fly zones, the forcible separation of
belligerent parties, the establishment and supervision of
protected or safe areas, and the creation of ‘safe corridors’
for the passage of civilians and for aid. These are troop-
intensive tasks, and are most difficult when definitions of
who to protect from whom, and how to do it, are not
clear.

4.3.2 The European Union

The EU has traditionally focused on civilian aspects of crisis
management, such as humanitarian assistance. Since the
establishment of the European Security and Defense Policy
(ESDP) in 1999, however, the Union has worked to increase
its military crisis response capacity.The Union began leading
its own missions in 2003, and has undertaken five to date,
in Macedonia, Bosnia and the DRC.16 Of these, the only
mission in which civilians faced significant, ongoing attacks
at the time of the EU deployment was Operation Artemis in the
DRC. That operation succeeded in halting violence in the
town of Bunia over the course of three months in 2003 (see
also below, Section 4).

14 Other organisations can intervene diplomatically or politically; the
Organisation of American States (OAS) and the Organisation for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), for example, can provide observers for a
peace operation, and the Intergovernmental Authority on Development
(IGAD) has supported political missions to negotiate peace in Sudan and
Somalia. Groups such as the Economic Community of Central African States
(ECCAS) are developing peacekeeping capacity.

15 Their missions may be assisted by other organisations, such as the
multinational Standby High Readiness Brigade (SHIRBRIG), which supports
the establishment of peace operations such as in Ethiopia/Eritrea and in the
transition from the ECOWAS-led mission in Liberia to the UN-led operation,
UNMIL.

16 EU missions include Operation Concordia and Operation Proxima in Macedonia; the
EU Police Mission and EUFOR (replacing SFOR) in Bosnia; and Operation
Artemis in the DRC.
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The missions set out in the ESDP – the so-called ‘Petersberg
tasks’ – range from humanitarian and rescue operations to
peacekeeping and using combat forces in crisis management.
In 2003, in the European Security Strategy, ‘joint
disarmament operations, support for third countries in
combating terrorism and security sector reform’ were
identified in the portfolio of tasks for which the EU would
require a military capacity. Key documents, such as the
1999 EU Headline Goal and 2004’s Headline Goal 2010,
add some detail about the EU’s aims, and its commitment
to multilateralism and international law. But they do not
indicate the precise nature of the missions towards which
EU military capacity will be directed. Nor does the EU have
any written military doctrine, in the traditional sense, for
forces in EU operations.17 Given the difficulty of achieving
agreement among member states on the nature of future
military activities (the precise scope of the third,
‘peacemaking’, Petersberg task has been an item of
particular contention), actions may well precede any clear
articulation of strategy. In other words, the EU may
commit itself to improving its capacities before it identifies
specific missions, including missions that view the
protection of civilians as either an operational task or as a
specific mission, such as outlined in R2P.

The EU may still tailor the development of its military
capacity towards the types of operations in which civilian
protection could be a primary concern. In particular, the
UN has welcomed the idea of rapidly-deployable ‘battle
groups’ as either a ‘bridging force’ to help the UN prepare
a new mission or expand an existing one, or as a reserve
force to respond under a UN mandate to contingencies
beyond the capacity of the UN itself (UN, 2004). Overall,
however, it is unclear to what extent these developments
reflect the emergence of new EU capacity, or the
reorganisation of member states’ existing capacities.

4.3.3 The African Union

The AU is designing its own operational capacity for
missions including support to humanitarian action in
armed conflict or in response to major natural disasters.
The AU Constitutive Act recognises that the AU will
support intervention ‘in respect of grave circumstances,
namely: war crimes, genocide and crimes against
humanity’ (AU, 2001: Art. 4). The Policy Framework
establishing the planned African Standby Force (ASF),
adopted by African defence chiefs in May 2003, sets out six
potential conflict scenarios, escalating in intensity and in
the use of force from Scenario 1 (military advice to a
political mission) to Scenario 4 (a regional peacekeeping
force under Chapter VI), Scenario 5 (an AU peacekeeping
force for complex multidimensional peacekeeping
missions) and Scenario 6 (an AU intervention in response
to situations such as genocide, where the international

community does not act promptly) (AU, 2003: 3).
Scenario 6 is the only scenario in which the AU suggests
that an individual nation takes the lead.

The AU sees the ASF as its primary means by which to
conduct future missions (AU, 2002:Art. 2, p. 3).The AU also
plans to equip the ASF to undertake ‘humanitarian activities’
and to establish regional mechanisms in the form of five
regional peacekeeping brigades (ibid.: Art. 15). Designed to
include multidisciplinary civilian and military components
from its member states, the ASF is to be operational by 2010.
However, the capacity to implement these plans remains
limited; the AU does not yet have these forces to call on, and
is trying to strengthen its headquarters management and
planning capacity.18 The AU will look for, if not require, UN
authorisation to act, but cooperation with the UN and its
agencies is sought, and the UN is likely to play a role in
helping the AU to develop its forces.The Union’s secretariat,
the AU Commission, is expected to work with the UN, both
to develop its own capacity and to assess African peace
support capacities in general.19 The Commission is further
expected to consult with the UN Secretariat in the
coordination of external support for the ASF, in terms of
training, logistics, equipment, communications and funding
(ibid.: Art. 13). The UN is also likely to assist the AU in
developing a concept of operations to protect civilians. The
AU is still developing formal doctrine for its military
operations; there is little available from its member states.

4.3.4 The Economic Community of West African States

ECOWAS is the most advanced subregional organisation in
Africa in terms of peace operations. Made up of 15 West
African states, its security-related responsibilities were
outlined in its 1999 Protocol. Objectives include resolving
internal and interstate conflicts, strengthening conflict
prevention and supporting the deployment of
peacekeeping operations and humanitarian relief missions
(ECOWAS, 1999). Potential missions that could encompass
the protection of civilians include interventions to prevent
massive human rights violations and operations in internal
conflicts that ‘threaten to trigger a humanitarian disaster or
pose a serious threat to peace and security in the sub
region’. Humanitarian assistance is an integral part of the
ECOWAS Protocol: the organisation will intervene ‘to
alleviate the suffering of the populations and restore life to
normalcy in the event of crises, conflict and disaster’. A
response to one of the above situations can be initiated by
the ECOWAS Mediation and Security Council, a member
state, the Executive Secretary, the UN or the AU, and can be

17 The EU has developed documents that are referred to informally as doctrinal;
see, for example, Solana (2003).

18 The AU also needs logistics and enabling units, airlift, ground transport,
mobile communications systems and teams of civilian experts that can
deploy to the mission at short notice.The chain of command for the ASF will
be through the Chairperson, an AU Commission-appointed Special
Representative and a Force Commander.

19 Such assessments are delicate.The UN cannot evaluate troops per se, but it can
advise on pre-deployment training and national participation in the Stand-
by Arrangements System.
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in the form of a peacekeeping or observer mission. The
ECOWAS Standby Force has been approved, but ECOWAS
has yet to develop any specific doctrine, policies or
standard operating procedures to support it. Efforts to
develop an ECOWAS doctrine are unlikely to start with
scenarios that include civilian protection. An ECOWAS
advisor interviewed by the author reported that he was not
aware of ‘anything that meets the definitions and
scenarios’ of civilian protection.20

4.3.5 The United Nations

Since the end of the Cold War, UN operations have expanded
away from the traditional focus on ceasefire monitoring and
observation missions to encompass new roles, and many
operations have had at least an implicit protection element.
In Somalia, the US-led intervention was humanitarian in
intent: to protect civilians from starvation during the civil
war. In Rwanda in 1994, the beleaguered UN forces led by
General Romeo Dallaire worked to protect civilians (albeit
under a Chapter VI mandate) and UN peacekeepers in the
former Yugoslavia were directed to support ‘safe areas’
(albeit under a limited mandate). But on the whole, most
UN-mandated peace operations in the 1990s were not
explicitly aimed at civilian protection. Providing immediate
security was a role – protecting convoys or enclaves, or more
generally by supporting political agreements and humani-
tarian efforts, for example – but broader protection was
more likely to be an implicit goal. How protection was
conducted varied widely, as seen in the failures in the former
Yugoslavia and Rwanda. Even on a smaller scale, challenges
arose. After the US intervention in Haiti in 1994, which
evicted the corrupt military junta, the rules of engagement
were clarified so UN peacekeepers would protect individual
citizens under threat from local criminals.

The military role in UN operations has expanded in two
opposing directions over the last decade. First, peace
operations have provided more direct support to
peacebuilding efforts, such as through assistance with rule of
law and civilian policing, integrating economic development
and relief and assisting with the preparation and monitoring
of elections. Second, peacekeepers have operated under more
robust mandates, have been sent to areas of conflict, and have
been asked to apply skills more associated with warfighting,
including using force beyond self-defence to uphold the
mission. Peacekeepers are learning to adjust to roles which
are neither traditionally military, nor clearly just
humanitarian or ‘neutral’ peacekeeping. While UN peace
operations have more openly embraced their implicit
mission to save lives, peacekeepers deployed in operations
may not know how to interpret the civilian protection
mandate, or whether the defence of civilians is their primary
mission, or one of many tasks of varying levels of priority.

Confusion over peacekeepers’ operational role in civilian
protection is not surprising. Formal UN guidance or
discussion of what these operations require is thin.
Developing peacekeeping doctrine and training
programmes has been viewed primarily as a national
responsibility, not a responsibility of the UN.21 The UN’s
Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) is
clarifying the expectations of, and requirements for, these
missions. In 2003, it published a Handbook on United Nations
Multidimensional Peacekeeping Operations for field personnel. This
recognises that self-defence may include the protection of
‘oneself, other UN personnel, UN property and any other
persons under UN protection’. On civilian protection, the
Handbook had this to say:

In specific circumstances, the mandate of a peacekeeping
operation may include the need to protect vulnerable civilian
populations from imminent attack. The military component
may be asked to provide such protection in its area of deployment
only if it has the capacity to do so (DPKO, 2003).

The premise is that operations with this mandate are
dependent on capacity: forces are not presumed to have the
ability to act in support of the mandate. This implies that,
even when the civilian protection is referred to in UN
resolutions, additional factors – actual capacity, perceived
capacity and location – determine whether it is carried out.
Furthermore, while the UN’s language on civilian protection
within mandates is now consistent and recognisable, its
interpretation is highly varied, as is the preparation for such
operations by peacekeepers, commanders and political
leaders. Case studies of current operations would help to
illuminate the operational approach used, and whether
protection is meaningful to the forces on the ground. The
DPKO Best Practices office is developing lessons-learned
studies of recent missions.

4.3.6 National military forces

Within peace operations, the capacity and leadership of the
force are important in determining effectiveness on the
ground.Western countries with the most capable militaries
are less engaged in UN peace operations than they were a
decade ago: either they are reluctant to lead or commit
their contingents to such missions, or they are stretched by
other deployments, in the Balkans, Afghanistan and Iraq,
for instance.Today’s top troop contributors to UN missions
come from developing states in Asia and Africa. Many have
experienced and capable forces, but they are less able to
provide the logistical and force-projection capacity their
troops need to deploy and sustain themselves in the field.

A few Western countries have well-developed military
doctrine for peace and stability operations, including mis-
sions with humanitarian and human rights aspects.Within

20 Discussion at ECOWAS Secretariat, June 2004; discussion at workshop held
by the Henry L Stimson Center on ‘Operationalizing the Responsibility to
Protect’, December 2004.

21 The UN offers pre-deployment training on rules of engagement. See DPKO
(2004).
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this literature, however, there is little that directly addresses
civilian protection as a concept. Doctrine generally does not
describe how to consider the protection of civilians as either
a recognised component of a peacekeeping operation, or as
the main goal of a mission. Where there is discussion of
military efforts to support humanitarian operations, it is not
cast in terms of civilian protection per se.

The countries with doctrine closest to addressing these
issues are Canada and the United Kingdom. Canada, long a
participant in UN peacekeeping operations, has doctrine for
peace-support operations that describes civilian protection
as a military task (Joint Doctrine Manual, 2002).22This states
that force can be used to protect populations at risk:

Humanitarian interventions are launched to gain access to an
at risk population when the responsible actors refuse to take
action to alleviate human suffering or are incapable of doing
so … Intervention is a combat operation intended to provide
protection to the at risk population and aid workers by
imposing stable security conditions that permit humanitarian
access (ibid.: 2–5).

The UK recognises that peace-support operations encompass
the full spectrum of activities. Britain’s statement of doctrine
– Peace Support Operations – includes strategic, tactical and
operational considerations for a range of missions that come
close to this chapter’s working definition of civilian
protection:

The foremost task for the military force may be to restore the
peace and create a stable and secure environment in which aid
can run freely and human rights abuses are curtailed. Specific
protection tasks may include Non-combatant Evacuation
Operations (NEOs) but will more normally apply to the
protection of convoys, depots, equipment and those workers
responsible for their operation. Conditions of widespread
banditry and genocide may exist, and when aid operations are
being consistently interrupted there may be a requirement to use
force in large measure to prevent the genocide and achieve the
mission (UK MOD, 2004: 6–12).

While Canada and the UK have this doctrine, both are
working to better develop and integrate it for further use,
such as into tactics, techniques and procedures, training
programmes and other tools for their forces.

Just as developed states and multinational organisations are
new to the language of civilian protection, so too developing
countries are unlikely to have specific doctrine for peace
operations, training for such missions, or a concept of
operations for protecting civilians as a specific task or
mission. Pakistan, one of the UN’s main troop contributors,
has extensive peacekeeping experience, including in very

difficult UN operations in Somalia and the DRC. While
Pakistan does not have written doctrine for peace operations,
it has seasoned troops prepared to face challenging situations
on the ground (Kiani, 2004). Its national training is designed
to prepare the army for a potential role in peacekeeping,
though not in civilian protection specifically.23 Likewise,
experienced troops from Africa have an understanding of
operations which comes more from the field than from
formalised doctrine or training for peace operations. As one
Nigerian officer put it to the author, pointing to his head,
doctrine is ‘up here’.24 In informal surveys of military officers
from Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia and Latin America involved
in US classroom-based training courses on peace operations,
no participant said that their country had doctrine that
covered civilian protection in peace operations.25 Specialised
rules of engagement developed at the national level are also
difficult to identify for operations that include civilian
protection.

4.3.7 A mission or a set of tasks?

For militaries to be able to prepare for a role in protecting
civilians, they need clarification about what this means.
Defining an operation as a peacekeeping mission or as
support to a humanitarian effort does not in itself provide
that understanding. Operational requirements will depend
on the scale and severity of prevailing insecurity, the mandate
and the deployment’s ability to use force, and the specific
situation on the ground. A distinction can be made between
forces leading an intervention expressly to protect civilians
(such as to prevent mass killings), and forces participating in
a peace operation, where some activities will support civilian
protection directly or indirectly as part of a larger mission.
Accordingly, the situation affects whether military forces treat
protection as one of many tasks within a mission, or as a
mission with protection as its central, primarily goal. Civilian
protection tasks may be familiar, such as protecting a convoy
or securing a clearly defined area. Protecting an IDP camp is
akin to protecting a compound of military personnel. The
challenge increases as the area or group requiring protection
becomes less defined by physical space. Providing security to
a group of civilians dispersed over an undefined area, for
example, can be much more difficult than defending a
specific convoy or building, or an area with a perimeter,
especially if those from whom civilians are being protected
are interspersed in the same area, are difficult to identify and
are free to move around.

One important question is how force commanders and
contingents view their mission and tasks, and the scope of
their responsibility. What is the imminent threat? What does
‘within an area of responsibility’ mean? How does a force

22 Joint Doctrine Manual, Peace Support Operations, Chief of Defense Staff, B-GJ-005-
307/FP-030, November 2002, Canada.

23 Author interview, Pakistan army official, May 2005.
24 Author interview, Nigerian ECOWAS officer, June 2004.
25 US government-sponsored courses in Washington and Newport, RI, in May

and July 2005 included participants from Bangladesh, Bosnia, Bulgaria,
Ethiopia, India, Italy, Mongolia, Nepal, Pakistan, Romania, Rwanda and
Ukraine.
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think about protection when individuals are facing threats
three streets, or three miles, beyond the peacekeepers’ line of
responsibility? What if the peacekeepers themselves are
under threat? In UN operations, the mission leadership must
ensure that a common understanding runs from the Special
Representative of the Secretary-General (SRSG) through to
contingent commanders and individual troops. This links
directly to the rules of engagement, how they are understood
by the civilian and military participants in the operation, and
how they relate to humanitarian efforts on the ground.

Whether civilian protection is seen as a mission or as a set of
tasks also depends on who has primary responsibility for
protection. Numerous military officers consider protection as
first and foremost a policing or civil affairs function. Indeed,
many threats to the civilian population arise from banditry,
lawlessness and violent crime. However, policing roles may
fall to the military since they are often the first to be sent into
a post-conflict zone. Some point to the role of military
police, who are trained to serve more like infantry forces
with arrest powers, and who can escort convoys, operate in
non-permissive environments and carry weapons. Military
police regularly define their mission as restoring and main-
taining civil order.26 Civilian police may be needed for tasks
within a UN operation, or to help secure humanitarian space.
Police personnel are rarely prepared for higher-end threats,
though their support for the development of law-enforce-
ment capacity can strengthen longer-term security and stabil-
ity, and thus the overall protection environment for civilians.

Finally, using force to provide security can also complicate
cooperation between the military and humanitarian actors in
the establishment of humanitarian space. Some humanitarian
groups call for military action to protect civilians, but refuse
to cooperate with militaries because this is seen as
compromising their stance as neutral providers of assistance.
Others believe that the goal of humanitarian groups is to
operate effectively within the bounds of armed conflict, but
not to cooperate with a belligerent or to speak out on the
justness or otherwise of a war (Torrente, 2004).

4.4 Field realities

Given the many definitions of civilian protection, reviews
of how forces have worked in the field are useful. Case
studies can demonstrate the wide variety in thinking about
protection, in the potential areas of military engagement
and in identifying where better understanding is needed
for future missions. For example, what is known about
how UN mandates for civilian protection are applied in
peace operations in the field? This section looks at key
operations in the DRC and Iraq to provide some insights.

4.4.1 MONUC, Artemis and civilian protection in the DRC

Of UN peace operations, the MONUC mission in the DRC

demonstrates most clearly the difficulties faced by
peacekeepers in protecting civilians. When it was
established in 1999, MONUC’s mandate did not make
reference either to Chapter VII or to civilian protection. In
2000, the Security Council strengthened that mandate,
authorising MONUC under Chapter VII to take ‘necessary
action, in the areas of deployment of its infantry battalions
and as it deems it within its capabilities to … protect
civilians under imminent threat of physical violence’.27

This was only the second time the Security Council had
used such language to direct a UN-led mission to protect
civilians (the first case was Sierra Leone, the year before).

Protecting civilians in the DRC was immensely challenging.
The vast country was wracked by war, with multiple rebel
groups and militias, together with forces from
neighbouring countries fighting in and along its borders.
Millions of civilians were dying, injured, displaced and
traumatised.28 With the signing of the Lusaka Peace Accords
in July 1999, the UN was asked to recruit peacekeepers. No
major developed state sent more than a few troops, however,
and the UN deployed slowly, in insufficient numbers, and in
multiple phases tied to the local parties’ meeting the
provisions set by the Accord (Roessler and Prendergast,
forthcoming). The logistical and operational challenges
facing peacekeepers in the DRC were huge: roads were few
and infrastructure was poor; the area of operations was
immense and the population dispersed; and there was a
complex array of competing rebel factions.The international
community was doubtful about the viability of a peace
operation (Washington Post, 2000: A16).

During its early phases, the mission was designed and
structured as an observer force. UN forces were not initially
recruited with an expectation that they would intervene to
defend civilians. Indeed, UN peacekeepers faced obstacles in
supporting the political peace, let alone providing support
to humanitarian assistance or improving security for civil-
ians. MONUC forces were not deployed in large numbers,
nor were they adequately mobile.

High-profile events soon demonstrated MONUC’s
difficulty in protecting civilians, even within its areas of
deployment, as seen most dramatically during attacks on
civilians in Kisangani in 2002, ethnic violence in Ituri in
May 2003, and the capture of Bukavu by dissidents in
2004. Officials in MONUC, at DPKO and elsewhere within
the UN had few illusions about the capacity of the
peacekeeping force, and privately many admitted that such
failures to protect civilians damaged MONUC’s credibility

26 Interview with a professor at the US Military Academy (West Point), 2004.

27 UN Security Council Resolution 1291 (2000). MONUC’s original mandate
was established through resolutions 1258 (1999) and 1279 (1999), neither
of which referred to civilian protection.

28 The International Rescue Committee (IRC, 2004) has estimated that there
were 3.8 million excess deaths in the DRC from August 1998 to April 2004,
due more to human displacement, exposure to disease and lack of access to
health care, food and water than to the direct effects of violence.
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and made fulfilling the other aspects of its mandate
difficult (Bernath and Edgerton, 2003: 9).

The Secretary-General told the Security Council in June
2002 that MONUC required more troops, more
equipment and a reconfiguration of forces (UN Secretary-
General, 2002: paras 71–72). A senior DPKO military
officer was more blunt about the operation’s limitations,
telling Refugees International that the mission’s troop
strength was ‘a drop in the bucket’. He pointed out that
troops within the region took ‘hours or days’ to arrive in
areas of insecurity, and were often primarily concerned
with their own safety. There was a lack of a military
strategy to deal with local threats: ‘All [the UN troops] are
trained or equipped or manned to do is protect their bases
and equipment’ (Bernath and Edgerton, 2003: 9–10).
According to a development worker stationed in the DRC
for many years, the UN operation faced such major
difficulties fulfilling its mission that it asked the
humanitarian community to provide food to fighters as a
means of reducing violence.29

The Ituri crisis in 2003 underscored MONUC’s lack of
capacity to offer widespread presence, active intervention or
specific measures to secure towns or regions to protect
Congolese civilians.The Ugandan withdrawal (a condition of
the peace accord) left a vacuum of power and security that
the new government – and the UN – proved unable to fill. A
wave of violence followed. UN member states had yet to
offer sufficient troops to meet MONUC’s authorised strength
of 8,700 military personnel. Arrival of a South African
brigade had been delayed, and by April 2003 MONUC’s force
level stood at only 4,700 (Peacekeeping Best Practices, 2004:
6). As a result, the UN was forced to redeploy a small
battalion of Uruguayan troops (URABATT) to Bunia to
protect UN workers and members of the Ituri Interim
Administration (the nascent regional political body). The
Uruguayans were trained for guard duty, however, and did
not expect to undertake robust operations (nor did DPKO
expect them to do so).30 Attempts to conduct patrols and
establish roadblocks proved too dangerous, and the
Uruguayan forces limited their activities to defending the
local airport and UN headquarters. Violence began to spiral
out of control. Eventually, 6,000 IDPs fled to UN
headquarters and 10,000 to the airport in search of
protection, and URABATT’s forceful defence of these sites
probably saved their lives (Peacekeeping Best Practices,
2004). However, ethnic violence against both Hema and
Lendu civilians continued across Ituri (HRW, 2003).

In response to the crisis, the EU authorised a French-led
Interim Emergency Multinational Force (IEMF), named

Operation Artemis, in June 2003. With troops from other
developed countries, Artemis deployed to Bunia for three
months. The mission’s primary objectives were to stabilise
the situation, support MONUC and the humanitarian effort,
safeguard the airport and protect IDPs. The operation also
gave the UN time to reconfigure and strengthen its forces in
Ituri. The Security Council authorised the IEMF under
Chapter VII to use ‘all necessary means’ to ‘ensure the pro-
tection of … the internally displaced persons in the camps
in Bunia’. If the situation required it, Security Council
Resolution 1484 also authorised the IEMF ‘to contribute to
the safety of the civilian population, UN personnel and the
humanitarian presence’. Special capabilities included
satellite surveillance and French and Swedish special forces
and night-vision equipment; Mirage jets overflew the town
as a show of force.The IEMF banned displays of arms in and
around Bunia, declaring it a ‘weapons invisible’ zone, and
engaged armed groups that opposed its authority. In one
clash shortly after deployment, 20 militia members were
reportedly killed.

Most observers credit Artemis with stabilising Bunia and
allowing thousands of IDPs to return.With only about 1,400
personnel (half of them at force headquarters in Uganda),
however, the operation was limited to Bunia, and did not
cover the whole of Ituri province. While Artemis itself
benefited from having a limited area of operation, this also
meant that it had little effect in other parts of the province
where fighting and attacks against civilians continued.
Nonetheless, Artemis certainly marked a turning-point for
MONUC, as the UN sought to strengthen its forces and
engage more actively to implement the mandate. Resolution
1493 in July 2003 recommitted MONUC to protecting
civilians, and the DPKO began to inform troop-contributing
countries that their contingents needed to be prepared and
equipped to protect civilians.31 As a result, an ‘Ituri Brigade’,
including experienced peacekeepers from India, Pakistan,
Nepal and Bangladesh, was sent to eastern DRC equipped
with Indian attack helicopters and (limited) night-vision
equipment.

Even as the UN began expanding the scope of its Ituri
operations, renewed hostilities in the Kivus in 2004 once
again challenged MONUC’s capacity and willingness to
protect civilians. Tensions over the integration of forces
into the new Congolese army came to a head in May and
June with the mutiny of two dissident commanders from
the Rassemblement Congolais pour la Democratie (RCD)-
Goma, and the subsequent siege of Bukavu, the capital of
South Kivu province. By this time, however, MONUC’s
capacity had substantially increased. As recommended by
the Secretary-General in March 2004, a brigade-sized task
force had been deployed to the Kivus, with troops from
South Africa and Uruguay (UN Secretary-General, 2004b).

29 Author interview, 2005. See also Dinstein (2000).
30 The UN letter to the Uruguayan government requesting consent for the troop

redeployment reportedly made no request for robust operations or forces
specifically to protect civilians. See Peacekeeping Best Practices (2004).

31 Author interview with a former DPKO official who briefed troop-
contributing countries on the mission, March 2005.
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By May, MONUC’s force level had increased to 10,700,
with 450 personnel stationed in the Bukavu area. Another
350 were redeployed to Bukavu when hostilities began,
bringing the total to 800 by the time rebel forces arrived
in the city on 29 May.

Despite these augmented forces, MONUC did not
intervene as militias rampaged across Bukavu, killing and
raping civilians, looting and burning parts of the city to
the ground. Diplomatic pressure forced the dissidents to
withdraw in early June, only to be replaced by troops from
the Forces Armées de la République Démocratique du
Congo (FARDC), who likewise targeted civilians, this time
the city’s Banyamulenge population, 3,000 of whom
subsequently fled to Rwanda (HRW, 2004: 30). MONUC’s
inaction led to widespread protests against the mission in
Kinshasa and elsewhere, causing more than $1 million in
damage to UN property and equipment.

Within MONUC, there appears to have been confusion
regarding the nature of the crisis at hand and the mission’s
authorisation to use force. The Deputy Force Commander
in charge of the troops in Bukavu, General Jan Isberg, was
reportedly prepared to use force to defend the city.
However, he was overruled by the political leadership in
Kinshasa and New York, which feared that to do so would
entail appearing to take sides in the conflict (ICG, 2005d:
24). Although Isberg reportedly instructed the Uruguayan
commander to use force to defend the Bukavu airstrip, the
Uruguayans failed to do so. UN spokesman Fred Eckhard
defended the organisation: ‘When war breaks out’, he
argued, ‘the role of peacekeepers ends’ (Price, 2004).

Following the Bukavu crisis, the UN moved towards the
more forward use of force to achieve its mandate and to
protect civilians. As militias began to target MONUC more
frequently in 2004 and 2005, especially in Ituri, the mission
had little choice but to engage in robust operations, even if
only to protect its forces. After a militia ambush killed nine
Bangladeshi peacekeepers in February 2005, MONUC took
a more aggressive tack. A clash with the militia at its base in
Loga in March left up to 60 militiamen dead (Roessler and
Prendergast, forthcoming). In Kivu villages, peacekeepers
camped out nightly among the population, patrolling on
foot and intervening whenever incidents occurred (Sabella,
2005). Likewise, MONUC imposed a deadline on militia
groups in Ituri to voluntarily disarm or face forcible
disarmament by the armed forces of the DRC with
MONUC’s support. The mission subsequently engaged in a
number of aggressive cordon and search operations, and by
late June 2005 MONUC reported that it had disarmed about
15,600 militiamen (MSF, 2005).

Despite such aggressive operations – unusual for a modern
UN mission – it was not clear that MONUC’s actions had
resulted in a significant increase in civilian security in the

Kivus and Ituri. Médecins Sans Frontières reported in August
2005 that violence against civilians was not decreasing in
Ituri, and the agency ceased all medical and humanitarian
assistance outside Bunia due to insecurity (MSF, 2005).
Although MONUC personnel approached the authorised
level of 16,700, this was still below the 23,900
recommended by the Secretary-General in August 2004. In
October 2005, the Security Council authorised a temporary
increase of 300 personnel.

The DRC’s transition remains at serious risk, prospects for
successful elections are unclear and the security of civilians
in many parts of the country is tenuous. Rule of law
remains extremely weak and support for the humanitarian
effort exceedingly difficult. Meanwhile, revelations of
sexual abuse by peacekeepers have only compounded the
problems MONUC and the UN face.

Many lessons can be drawn from the UN and EU experience
in the DRC. Expectations and mandates for civilian protection
are not enough to assure it. Peacekeeping contingents need to
be recruited and prepared for that role, and need to be ready
to use force effectively within the rules of engagement.
Throughout the operation, defined goals for protection and
the specific tasks to support those goals need to be identified
and understood. To carry out their mandate, peacekeepers
must also have the fundamental capacity to operate,
including sufficient equipment, manpower and transport,
with back-up as needed. They must not be so at risk
themselves that they cannot provide security to civilians.The
operation’s political leadership needs to communicate with
the peacekeeping force to square their actions with the
overall mission.

4.4.2 Civilian protection in Iraq

How is civilian protection considered in operations such as
the US-led intervention in Iraq from March 2003? The case
of Iraq is not a typical civilian protection mission, nor does
it raise the same questions as a peace or stability operation.
Nonetheless, it can shed light on some of the fundamental
concerns around the provision of civilian protection in a
war zone. Indeed, the case of Iraq reminds us that military
forces are primarily designed for wars, not peace operations.
There are three phases to consider: the initial invasion, the
immediate occupation and the insurgency there today.

The offensive against Iraq was cast as a bid to liberate Iraqi
citizens from tyranny, although civilians were not being
killed en masse by Saddam Hussein’s regime. Moreover,
during the invasion phase, the primary goals of the
operation did not include the immediate protection of Iraqi
civilians from immediate harm.The US-led intervention was
a warfighting operation, not a peace operation or a civilian
protection mission. Peace operations use force sparingly and
under limited rules of engagement; either implicitly or
explicitly, protecting civilians is included as a goal, task or
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outcome of the mission; and there is an expectation of
collaboration between peacekeepers and humanitarian
organisations. By contrast, warfighting is carried out to
achieve a policy goal by threat or means of force. Beyond
the obligations of international law, the concepts that apply
to the military’s role in civilian protection are stretched in
warfighting operations, where the goal is to defeat the
enemy. Nonetheless, as discussed above, warfighting is not
free of constraints on the use of force. International law
enjoins all parties to avoid or minimise civilian casualties,
and to provide relief to those who need it who are hors de
combat. Parties to a conflict must also allow humanitarian
efforts to reach civilians caught up in the conflict. The
Geneva Conventions spell this out, and recognise the role
of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
and other humanitarian groups.

Some look at protection in terms of civilian casualties,
considering what military measures have been taken to
reduce injury and harm to civilians caught in the fighting.
Research programmes such as the Project on the Means of
Intervention at Harvard University’s Carr Center, as well as
NGOs like Human Rights Watch, have looked at how military
actions can better support humanitarian goals during
conflict. In the case of Iraq, it has been argued that more
could have been done by Coalition forces in the design of
their campaign, their use of weaponry and their recording
and evaluation of the impact of war on the civilian
population itself (HRW, 2003). Personnel within the US
military state that the armed forces acted to minimise civilian
harm.32 A senior military officer who served in the US Office
of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Activities stated that,
while the military did not plan for ‘civilian protection’, it had
a ‘do not bomb’ list of key infrastructure sites that were
necessary for society to function immediately after the
conflict, such as bridges and electrical plants.33 However, it
has been pointed out that, while the US military may make
unprecedented efforts to avoid civilian casualties, it does not
study its impact on civilians, and so cannot usefully judge the
effectiveness of these efforts.34 NGOs such as MSF have
argued that there was insufficient access to civilians during
the war; that the conduct of the multinational force
compromised the humanitarian effort by seeking to align it
with the war effort, something which humanitarian actors
did not effectively counter; and that NGOs themselves
became the target of insurgents (Torrente, 2004).

During the second, occupation phase in Iraq, issues of
civilian protection involved the responsibilities of the
Coalition as an occupying force. In May 2003, the Security
Council recognised the US and the UK as the occupying
powers (in Resolution 1483). As such, they were required

under international humanitarian law to protect the
population, ensure public order and safety and assure civilian
access to essential needs, such as food, medical supplies,
clothing and shelter. In the initial phase after the war, the
occupying forces failed to provide security, prevent looting or
institute a clear plan to provide for the population. As one
military officer involved described it, the US was not
prepared for the military campaign to move so quickly, and
had insufficient forces in place to provide immediate security
as troops advanced on Baghdad. Furthermore, US planning
erroneously presumed that Iraqis would quickly take control
of their own governance and security.35 The failure lay not in
the protection of civilians from threats existing prior to the
invasion, but in protecting them from the consequences of
the invasion itself.

During the third, counter-insurgency phase in Iraq, as
violence against the occupation and the Iraqi government
has grown,Western forces on the ground have had to make
difficult decisions about the use of force. When is a white
flag a legitimate sign of peace, and when is it a fraudulent
decoy used to lure forces within range of snipers?
Insurgents target civilians who are cooperating with US-
led forces, seeking to establish an Iraqi government or
providing assistance to the Iraqi people. Troops face
ambiguous situations, are criticised if their choices are
wrong and are fearful for their own lives. Even when the
rules of engagement are followed exactly, individuals must
make split-second judgments about the right response to
particular situation.36 Iraq, in short, highlights the
difficulties facing military forces in providing protection –
and avoiding causing excessive harm – to civilians in war,
and in the transition to a post-conflict situation.

4.5 Conclusions

Increasingly, international leaders, policymakers and NGOs
are aware of the work of human rights and relief
organisations in addressing civilian protection, as well as
the concepts of responsibility to protect and the potential
role of military forces in providing such protection.
Canadian Prime Minister Paul Martin, for example,
reportedly raised the Responsibility to Protect concept
with US President George Bush in November 2004.
Greater resources are now directed towards protecting
civilians affected by, or targeted in, conflicts. An awareness
of civilian protection has also moved into policy arenas,
and reference to the ‘protection of civilians’ is regularly
included in Security Council mandates for UN-led Chapter
VII peace operations. By October 2005, seven such 
UN missions were directly charged with protecting

32 Author interviews, US government and NGO officials.
33 Author interview.
34 Interview, Sarah Sewall, Executive Director, Project on the Means of

Intervention, Carr Center. See also Sewall (forthcoming).

35 Author interview, retired senior US military officer, March 2005.
36 As The New York Times (2005) editorialised: ‘No one wants soldiers killed by

suicide bombers who got too close. But neither do we want these soldiers to
have to live forever with the knowledge that they killed a heroic intelligence
officer, or that they mowed down the parents of four Iraqi children in front
of their very eyes, by mistake’.
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civilians.37 As a result, protection is presumably a task of
peacekeepers in these missions.

What does a role in the protection of civilians mean for
military forces? The answer depends on the nature of the
mission and the capacity of its personnel. At one end, the
potential role of armed forces in preventing genocide, mass
killing or ethnic cleansing is widely discussed, and is at the
core of the Responsibility to Protect report. Such a view of
protection has animated the debate over what to do about
Darfur. AU forces there may offer some residual or
intermittent security by their presence, but they are not
designed to provide physical security to the people of the
region. If called to intervene and secure a region, no
multinational organisation today could offer personnel
prepared specifically for a ‘civilian protection’ operation, as
well as the capacity to deploy quickly and sustain them on
the ground in a non-permissive environment. NATO has the
most robust military capability, including logistics, well-
trained troops, doctrine and sustainability, but it has not
prepared for a mission aimed at protecting civilians in a
setting such as Darfur. Conversely, organisations such as the
UN and the AU have at least mandates to protect civilians,
but lack NATO’s operational capacity to intervene.

Of the four organisations outside the UN which can offer
intervention forces – NATO, the EU, the AU and ECOWAS –
none has an easily identifiable concept of operations for
civilian protection, whether in an R2P scenario or as part of
peace and stability operations. Many countries are willing to
deploy forces in such operations, but few have recognised
the protection of civilians as a component of these missions.
In general, traditional means of preparing for military
operations – doctrine, training programmes, rules of
engagement – have not been adapted to address missions
involving civilian protection. Militaries and organisations
such as NATO do not use the phrase ‘protection’ or ‘civilian
protection’ in their doctrines, or to describe their activities
and missions. Preparations for such operations are ad hoc.

Various tools of civilian protection in fact already exist.
Some concepts of warfighting, for example, can apply to
the provision of broad security and stability, such as
protecting convoys, securing a camp or town and
disarming armed groups. Elements of training for peace
operations may also be applicable, for instance in policing,
human rights, civil–military relations and patrolling
techniques.At least in environments at the lower end of the
threat spectrum, it is possible to identify a series of tasks
that can serve to uphold a civilian protection mandate, and
provide immediate security to a defined area.

To identify a role for military action in support of civilian
protection, the overall political goals and strategy of the

operation also need to be clear, including who is responsible
for security. From that strategy, likely tasks can be identified,
including the means of providing or facilitating physical
protection to civilians. The political strategy also should
establish when the mission is completed – and whose
responsibility protection then becomes (the government of
the host country, for instance).

Equally important is addressing the likely conflict between
the humanitarian concept of protection and the concept of
civilian protection through military action.The former aims
to be impartial and neutral; the latter is usually employed to
serve political goals, such as enforcing a peace agreement.
Some view MONUC as a useful case study of the role of UN
forces in providing protection. Others argue that MONUC
cannot be a model since it has confused humanitarian efforts
(in response to a horrific crisis for civilians) with support to
a political goal (helping to implement a peace agreement).
Peacekeepers are thus trying to protect civilians when their
larger mandate has other, potentially competing goals, and
when they are not equipped to act in the role of humani-
tarians or to fully defend civilians against violence. One
senior DPKO official has called this ‘conflict peacebuilding’.
This is a place where the UN might not belong.38

What then should the role of armed forces be in conflicts
ranging from Haiti to the DRC, from the Balkans to Iraq?
The fact that there is a gap between the idea of intervening
to protect civilians and the military preparedness to do so
does not mean that such missions cannot be conducted;
they certainly can. While there is no single understanding
of what it means to protect civilians under imminent
threat, there is growing experience from recent UN
operations to help sort out what it has meant on the
ground. Understanding those experiences can identify the
gaps, and where peacekeepers can make a difference. But
without more clarity regarding the meaning of civilian
protection, it is difficult to identify the appropriate tools
needed to make such interventions successful.

Common definitions and understandings within and
between the humanitarian and relief community, the peace
operations community, and the military community are
needed to clarify the concept of operations of civilian
protection. Such definitions could distinguish between a
broad concept of protection, and specific tasks to protect
civilians physically from violent conflict. Working from
common definitions, the military and peace operations
communities can better identify equivalent concepts and
language to move toward these goals. In particular, there is
a need for more clarity within the UN and other
multinational organisations that deploy military forces.
Even between UN offices that work together, between
OCHA and the DPKO, for example, ‘civilian protection’
seems to have a variety of meanings. Protection tasks or37 These are the operations in Burundi, Haiti, Côte d’Ivoire, the DRC, Sierra

Leone, Liberia and Sudan.The actual language used in the mandates varies. 38 Author discussion, June 2005.
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missions require that deployed peacekeepers and their
political leaders understand the concept of the mission
and what forces are prepared to do to carry out the tasks
required by the protection mandate, including what
level of force would be appropriate to achieving the
mission’s goal. What does a protection mandate mean
for the UN in the DRC, for NATO in Afghanistan or for
the EU down the road – and how does it translate from
the political leadership to the field? What does it mean
for troop-contributing countries in these operations?
Even as reference to civilian protection is used in debates
on the purpose of the AU mission in Darfur, and the
possible contributions of military support from non-
African countries, these discussions appear disconnected
from considerations of how forces in Africa, the UK and
most states are trained and prepared to act, even in peace
and stability operations, and how that would apply in
Darfur.

National policies and capacities also need consideration.With
the increased demand for stability and peace operations,
including operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, some nations

are conducting reviews of national and international cap-
acities (personnel, funding, equipment, organisation, doc-
trine and training).This offers opportunities to examine and
address gaps in the preparation for operations and in how
they are conducted, including for the purposes of civilian
protection. In turn, this may give better support to multi-
national organisations and operations involving the protec-
tion of civilians. States should also be asked about what
would constitute an acceptable level of risk to their armed
forces in future peace operations; peacekeepers are, after all,
being asked to put their lives in danger.

The language of ‘protection’ may assist multiple actors to
identify goals for relief and humanitarian assistance, human
rights or development work, peacekeeping and peace
enforcement operations. Yet as the discussion expands, it
threatens to become dangerously diffuse. Military missions
involving civilian protection, whether as the central goal of
the operation, a task within the mission or the overall result
of acting to provide security, can be more clearly defined and
offer positive roles for military forces involved in future crisis
situations.
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In Afghanistan, a private demining team clears decades-old
minefields, permitting local villagers to till their fields. In
Iraq, a unit of corporate commandos escorts an engineering
team, allowing it to fix local sewage facilities. In Darfur,
private helicopter crews provide transport for African peace-
keepers. In the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), a team
of private soldiers guards UN facilities and warehouses. And
along the US Gulf Coast, ravaged by Hurricane Katrina,
private clients and the US government hire private firms to
guard buildings from looters, rescue stranded families by
helicopter, even collect and process the dead.

The context in which humanitarians are operating has seen
many changes in recent decades, especially with the
challenges of complex emergencies, man-made humani-
tarian disasters and new security threats. One of the more
notable – but least understood – developments has been the
emergence of hired military services, better known as the
‘privatised military industry’. Privatised military firms
(PMFs) are defined as business providers of professional
services linked to warfare. They are corporate bodies that
specialise in the provision of military skills, conducting
tactical combat operations and strategic planning, providing
intelligence, operational and logistics support and offering
troop training and technical assistance. While the notion of
soldiers for hire is by no means new,2 PMFs represent the
trade in a new form; organised as business entities and
structured along corporate lines, they mark the corporate
evolution of the mercenary trade.3 In some ways, this trend
in defence contracting mirrors broader changes in the world
economy, as industries move away from manufacturing to
service provision, and countries increasingly outsource
functions once considered the preserve of the state. At the
same time, however, affairs of conflict and warfare are unlike
any other aspect of human conduct, and cannot simply be

viewed as mere business. In that sense, the rise of this new
industry represents a profound development in the way that
security is understood and realised.

It is important at the outset to distinguish between the
various functions which PMFs may be asked to perform.
This chapter considers two kinds of arrangement. One
involves contracts directly between aid agencies and PMFs
for the provision of services to the agency in the conduct of
its field operations. The second (much larger) category
involves arrangements between PMFs and political-military
actors for the provision of military services, ranging from
logistical support to the actual conduct of military
operations, that affect the environment in which humani-
tarians operate. Both raise important, but little-discussed,
questions for the humanitarian community. This chapter
covers five main issues: the history and makeup of the
private military industry; the growing link between
humanitarian actors and the private military community;
the potential opportunities that PMFs offer to humanitarian
organisations; the potential perils and complications that
must be considered; and lessons for optimising the
relationship if such contracting is to occur.

5.1 The private military industry explained 

The private military industry emerged at the start of the
1990s. The end of the Cold War saw a significant reduction
in the size of professional armies and growing global
insecurity, increasing both the supply of private military
expertise, and the demand for it. More than six million
soldiers were demobilised around the world at the end of the
Cold War, more weapons are in private hands than in public
stocks, and the number of areas of instability and conflict has
doubled (Singer, 2003: chapter 4). At the same time, a shift
towards outsourcing and the privatisation of state services,
from prisons to the mail, created an ideological climate
conducive to the private provision of military services.4 As
Hellinger (2004: 192) puts it: ‘The erosion of Westphalian
norms, the spread of neoliberal economic tendencies,
especially the privatization of services, and the globalization

Chapter 5
Humanitarian principles, private military agents:

some implications of the privatised military
industry for the humanitarian community1

P. W. Singer, Brookings Institution

1 In the course of this study, interviews were conducted with 39 representatives
of state and non-state humanitarian actors, seven experts in the humanitarian
field (scholars and former senior humanitarian officials) and more than 50
PMF employees and executives; the work also drew on previous research for
the author’s Corporate Warriors (Singer, 2003). The author would like to thank
the interviewees, as well as Elina Noor, Research Assistant at the Brookings
Institution.

2 Historical examples include the free companies of the Hundred Years War, the
Condottieri of the 1500s and the army of Albrecht von Wallenstein in the
Thirty Years War. More recent examples include Les Affreux of 1960s Congo.

3 For more on the history of the private military industry, see Singer (2003):
19–39.

4 In a similar way, there has been an increasing tendency to outsource functions
to the non-governmental aid sector. Roughly 75% of USAID’s activities are
carried out by a mix of for-profit companies and not-for-profit NGOs. In Iraq,
USAID has contracted work worth more than $3.2 billion to for-profit firms
(USAID (2005)).
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of the production of goods and services are working to
institutionalize PMC [private military company] activity.
Their presence in humanitarian, peacekeeping, and peace-
enforcement operations is likely to be permanent’. Today,
PMFs operate in over 50 countries, and have been decisive
actors in conflicts in Angola, Croatia, Ethiopia–Eritrea and
Sierra Leone. Even the US military, arguably the most
powerful armed force in history, is a client; between 1994
and 2002, the US Defense Department entered into over
3,000 contracts with US-based firms, worth an estimated
$300 billion (International Consortium of Investigative
Journalists, 2002).

PMFs range from small consulting firms run by retired
generals to transnational corporations leasing out fighter
jets and battalions of commandos. Broadly speaking, the
industry can be divided into three basic business sectors
(Singer, 2003: 88–101).

1) Military provider firms, commonly known as ‘private
military companies’ or ‘PMCs’ (also sometimes self-
described as ‘private security firms’). These offer direct,
tactical military assistance, including serving in combat
roles. Executive Outcomes, a now-defunct South African
firm, opened the sector in the early 1990s.While clients
such as the UN and humanitarian agencies (including
NGOs) often prefer to work with low-profile security
providers like Olive, Hart,Armorgoup-DSL and AKE, they
have also hired firms with a wider media profile, such as
Blackwater or Custer Battles.5

2) Military consulting firms. Akin to management con-
sultants, these companies draw on retired senior and non-
commissioned officers to provide military advice and
training, but do not carry out operations themselves.The
best-known of these firms is the Washington-based
Military Professional Resources Incorporated (MPRI), a
company made up primarily of retired US senior army
officers.

3) Military support firms.These companies provide logistics,
intelligence and maintenance services.The biggest player
in this sector is the US company Halliburton, and its KBR
subsidiary.

5.1.1 Terminology

There is no standard definition of what constitutes the
private military industry. The term Privatised Military
Firms (PMF) is used here in recognition of the wide range
of roles that make up the military function in addition to
actual military operations. Whilst many use the term
Private Military Companies (PMC) to describe the
industry, this denotes only the armed sector of firms that
provide tactical services, not the wider range of services
once limited to militaries that PMFs offer, ranging from
combat training to logistical support.

Many in the industry itself have argued for the relabelling
of firms in the tactical sector as providing ‘private
security’, on the grounds that they perform only
‘defensive’ roles (earlier in the industry’s history, the terms
‘active’ and ‘passive’ were also used).6 This definition fails
on multiple levels. The distinction between ‘offensive’ and
‘defensive’ functions is an analytic device used nowhere
within the military; infantry soldiers do not become non-
military actors when assigned to guard duty, and nor are
units classified in terms of whether they conduct purely
defensive or purely offensive tasks. Second, the
categorisation generally degenerates into a division of the
industry in which security/defensive firms are ‘good’, and
military/offensive firms are ‘bad’. It is understandable that
some firms (and their advocates and clients) should be
quick to describe themselves as offering ‘security’, since
this makes for a better public image and a better claim to
legitimacy. But this does not make it analytically useful.
Moreover, the line between offensive and defensive is
essentially subjective. A unit, function or weapon that one
force describes as purely defensive can be viewed by
another as completely offensive. Moreover, the same basic
obligations and rights under international humanitarian
law (IHL) pertain regardless of whether one’s actions are
described as offensive or defensive in nature.

5.2 ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell’: humanitarian actors and

private military firms 

Just as the privatised military industry is diverse, so too is its
clientele, ranging from ‘ruthless dictators, rebels and drug
cartels’ to ‘legitimate sovereign states, respected multi-
national corporations, and humanitarian NGOs’ (Brooks
and Solomon, 2000). Humanitarian actors make greater use
of private military agents than is generally recognised;
certainly, assumptions that such contacts are ‘unique’ or
‘limited’ are false. As one senior humanitarian security
officer put it, humanitarian actors use PMFs ‘more than
people think’, and this use ‘is growing’.7 Contracts between
humanitarian actors and PMFs have taken place in nearly
every notable war zone, including Afghanistan, Bosnia, the
DRC, East Timor, Haiti, Iraq, Kosovo, Mozambique, Sierra
Leone, Somalia and Sudan.Typically, PMFs are hired in areas
where the state government is unable to provide security,
and the international community is over-extended or
unwilling to dedicate sufficient resources to do so.
Unfortunately, these characteristics typify the environment
in which humanitarians operate today.

5.2.1 The changing security landscape for humanitarian action

Humanitarian actors typically under-invest in security. For
example, a study undertaken in 2000 (Martin, 2000) found
that 25% of UNHCR’s ‘high risk’ posts lacked even a single
security officer. A survey of 78 humanitarian organisations

5 Interview with industry expert, September 2005; Robert Young Pelton, email,
19 September 2005.

6 See, for example, Brooks (2000).
7 Interview, 28 September 2005.
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in 2004 (ECHO, 2004) found systematic failures in the
recruitment, training and retention of qualified security
managers, caused by, among other reasons, a lack of
funding and the absence of external pressure to manage
security well. Meanwhile, a significant number of well-
qualified and experienced security personnel have been lost
to PMFs, who can pay larger salaries (one humanitarian
official described ‘the loss of security human resources’ as
‘a huge problem, especially in Iraq and Afghanistan’, noting
that ‘qualified humanitarian security experts would not be
able to stay unemployed for longer than a week’).8

At the same time, the wars that humanitarian agencies
operate in typically feature local, unprofessional factions,
characterised by large-scale criminality and a lack of
discretion and distinction between civilians and combatants.
Between 1992 and 2004, there were over 270 violent
attacks on UN compounds or convoys, and 218 UN civilian
personnel were killed as a result of ‘malicious acts’ in 45
different countries (this number does not include the deaths
of peacekeepers or those who died in aircraft accidents or
shoot-downs); 270 were taken hostage in 27 countries and
more than 120 UN staff members were seriously assaulted
(UN, 2004; Cohen, 2003: a19; UN News Service, 2003).
Data on non-UN agencies is patchy, but there is some
evidence to suggest that the security situation has grown
worse over the last decade, and particularly since 9/11. In
2003 alone, 76 humanitarian workers were killed by hostile
action worldwide (one US government report on
humanitarian work described 2003 as ‘The Year of Living
Dangerously’ (NSC, 2004)). As one human rights
organisation coordinator put, there is ‘No empirical
evidence that declaring yourself to be neutral actually
enhances your security’.9 Only 24 perpetrators have ever
been held accountable in a court. In February 2005, the UN
General Assembly admitted that threats to its staff and
associated personnel had escalated dramatically, and that
‘perpetrators of acts of violence seemingly operate with
impunity’ (UN, 2005).

This, of course, goes to the heart of the dilemma
humanitarian agencies face. The crisis may demand a
humanitarian presence: without aid, people will suffer, die
of disease or be exposed to greater levels of violence. Yet
the situation is not safe for aid agencies without some kind
of protection. Without armed protection, assets are liable
to be looted, staff placed at extreme risk and operational
access rendered impossible. But by hiring armed guards,
agencies risk losing the perception of neutrality that they
rely on to maintain their access and ensure their immunity
from attack. Like it or not, they risk becoming associated
with one or other side in the conflict, potentially
undermining acceptance of their presence by local actors.
If guards are locally hired, they put cash into the local war

economy – perhaps directly into the hands of warlords. In
turn, with even a hiring agency or PMF, there is a very
limited basis for accountability. As Kenny Gluck, Director
of Operations for MSF-Holland, puts it:

Non-state armed actors operating for profit create unique
problems for humanitarians.They are clearly not military, but
neither are they local actors. Local people in conflict situations
are generally able to identify local belligerents and tell us who
they are. Military actors are generally easily identified and
belong to a hierarchy with clear lines of authority which can
be approached to facilitate protest or negotiation. But with
private security element, who is responsible? Who can be held
to account? The shareholders? (Gluck, quoted in
Kielthy, 2004).

Humanitarians are faced by what one human rights co-
ordinator has described as the ‘double-edged sword of
neutrality’: while neutrality is a guiding principle, it is
offering less and less protection.As Harris and Dombrowski
(2002) puts it, for humanitarian workers ‘Death is
becoming a significant occupational hazard’. Concurrently,
emergencies are growing so complex and immense in scale
that, when the state proves unable to act, needs often
overwhelm the collective international capacity to respond
effectively. Traditionally, this has meant relying on state
military capacities (ranging from logistics and air transport
to protection by peacekeeping or stabilisation forces),
provided either independently or through the UN or multi-
lateral arrangements. The emerging marketplace of private
military provision offers humanitarian organisations a
means to enhance their capacities without turning to
traditional state military assistance. This option is being
chosen by humanitarian clients, albeit very quietly. However,
with greater power comes greater responsibility.The privat-
ised military industry may open up a range of possibilities,
but it also poses some fundamental questions that go to the
heart of the humanitarian identity.10

5.2.2 The role of PMFs and the humanitarian response

The nature of contemporary conflict has stimulated interest
in investing in security and stability. The research for this
chapter identified more than 40 different contracts between
humanitarian actors and private military firms. Contracts
have been held by a range of humanitarian actors, including
privately funded NGOs (both secular and religious), state
governments and internationally mandated organisations.
For example, the London-based firm Armorgroup has
worked for UNICEF, the International Rescue Committee
(IRC), CARE, CARITAS and the European Commission
Humanitarian Aid Office (ECHO) (Hellinger, 2004: 213).
Government agencies like the US Agency for International

8 Interview, 29 September 2005.
9 Interview, September 2005.

10 Complications emerge sometimes in quite unexpected areas. For example, in
April 2005 the US Congress discussed having the US Agency for International
Development (USAID) determine what type of military equipment and
training private soldiers in Iraq should have, and then to regulate its use.
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Development (USAID) and the UK’s Department for
International Development (DFID) have also engaged
private military firms; DFID, for example, employs Control
Risks Group (CRG) to provide armed protection for its
staff in Iraq, and to give intelligence and security advice
(DFID, 2004; Vaux et al., 2001). In post-invasion Iraq,
CARE hired former South African intelligence experts to
advise on security.11 Worldvision and Caritas hired the
firms Lifeguard and Southern Cross to protect their
facilities and staff in Sierra Leone (Avant, 1999).

Perhaps the largest humanitarian action carried out via
private military forces was the construction and operation of
aid camps housing hundred of thousands of refugees during
the Kosovo crisis during 1999. While the task is generally
credited to the US army, the job was in fact outsourced to
Halliburton’s controversial KBR division, working with
UNHCR and international aid groups (Copetas, 1999).
Demining is another important private military/humani-
tarian domain. More than 60 firms are engaged in clearing
minefields (once a task that state militaries alone could
perform) in countries such as Afghanistan, Angola, Bosnia,
Iraq and Mozambique. Corporations involved include
Parsons Corp., EOD Technology Inc.,Tetra Tech Inc. and USA
Environmental Inc.; a new breed of African firms has also
emerged, such as Mechem, Mine-Tech and SCS (Zenda,
1999).

The extent of contracting between humanitarian actors and
PMFs seems to be greater than is generally recognised, or at
least publicly acknowledged. Koenraad Van Brabant, a former
co-director of the Humanitarian Accountability Project
International, has noted that, despite the growing use of
PMFs,‘there is widespread refusal to square up to the subject’
(Van Brabant, 2004).The response by humanitarian actors to
the growth of the private military industry has been
ambiguous; according to one senior official, in private
humanitarian acceptance of private military firms is grow-
ing, but in public the subject is still a source of embarrass-
ment (Van Brabant, 2004). Indicating the controversial
nature of the issue, most interviewees from the humanitarian
community chose to stay anonymous (representatives of the
PMF community are eager to discuss the topic, but cite
clauses that prevent them from full disclosure of contracts or
clients). Industry representatives estimate that approximately
25% of the ‘high-end’ firms that provide security services,
and over 50% of firms that provide military support or
logistics functions, such as military air transport, have
worked for humanitarian clients.12 By comparison, inter-
views with humanitarian actors reveal a far lower awareness
of the issue. For example, one UN official stated that the
entire organisation had hired PMF personnel on only one
occasion (to do election monitoring, which does not count
as private military activity under the definition used in this

survey).13 However, the research for this study revealed that
at least seven different UN agencies have hired PMFs for
activities such as guarding UN personnel and offices in war
zones, and transporting food to refugees.

There are several reasons why humanitarian agencies
downplay their links with PMFs. Doug Brooks, President of
the International Peace Operations Association (the IPOA,
an industry trade group), argues that it is simple
pragmatism: ‘Too many NGOs would risk their funding
bases if it were publicized that they were working with the
peace and stability industry, no matter what the
humanitarian benefits’.14 For example, in 1996 the journal
Africa Confidential revealed that the now-defunct Executive
Outcomes was providing security and information to an
international aid agency; the agency subsequently went
quiet in the face of its donors’ disapproval (Sellars, 1997).
Robert Young Pelton, author of the forthcoming book
Licensed to Kill:A Journey Through the Privatization of the War on Terror,
puts it more bluntly: ‘They are of course hypocrites,
because on one hand they say they don’t want or need
armed assistance, but as soon as they are kidnapped or
blown up, they have two choices: Quit the area or hire
muscle’.15 

Given the ethical and practical issues hiring PMFs raises, it
must be a source of concern that few humanitarian actors
seem to be properly prepared for this type of contracting.
For example, our research found only three humanitarian
agencies – Oxfam, Mercycorps and the ICRC – that had
formal documents on how their workers should relate to
PMFs and their staff. One senior humanitarian security
expert interviewed knew of only one organisation that had
detailed oversight guidance for its PMF employees,
including rules of engagement and weapons handling
procedures. However, the organisation had difficulty
implementing the guidelines due to a lack of expertise
within country teams.16 One interviewee from a human
rights organisation described how, having hired armed
security in Afghanistan, members of the in-country team
flummoxed senior staff at headquarters by asking what the
organisation’s policy was on rules of engagement.17

Typically, agencies do not deal with PMF issues at all.
InterAction, for example, has very detailed guidelines
covering its relations with military forces ‘engaged in, or
training for, peacekeeping and disaster response’, but these
cover only government military forces (the US, NATO and
NATO partnership countries, and contingents that work with
the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO)
(InterAction, 2003c)).They do not, however, cover relations
with PMFs. Some agencies have dealt with the problem by

11 Robert Young Pelton, email, 19 September 2005.
12 Interview with industry representatives, September 2005.

13 Interview with UN official, September 2005.
14 Doug Brooks, email, 28 August 2005.
15 Robert Young Pelton, email, 19 September 2005.
16 Interview, 29 September 2005.
17 Interview with human rights organisation coordinator, September 2005.
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instructing their staff to avoid contact with PMF personnel
whenever possible. A senior official at an international
humanitarian organisation explained that this minimum
contact position in the field was a conscious decision
designed to protect the organisation’s personnel.18 But the
pervasiveness of PMFs in environments of humanitarian
concern means that this ‘don’t talk to strangers’ approach will
not be effective in the long term, and most organisations
have instructed their staff to deal with PMF employees as they
would any other armed combatants. One senior humani-
tarian official acknowledged that PMFs cannot simply be
ignored: the fact that humanitarians and private military/
security companies are operating in the same theatres means
that their actions affect a mutual security environment,
implying a need for some level of dialogue.19

Overall, interviews for this study revealed a concern among
humanitarian actors not only about issues of control over
PMFs, but also access to simple information about the past
activities of PMF personnel, pricing and trends in the
industry.20 There is no single place within either the
international/UN system or the humanitarian research
community where information on the connections and
contracts between humanitarians and PMFs is gathered or
processed. This means that future contracts will not be
informed by past lessons nor systematically shared.There are
at least three reasons for this data gap.The first is that this is
a new and not well understood issue. That the UN is not
collecting data becomes less of a concern when one notes
that the US Defense Department is not doing so either,
despite being asked to by the US Congress. Second, humani-
tarian organisations are competitive and are often unwilling
to pool information, particularly in an area where image and
liability concerns are so important.21 Third, contracts are
private and thus proprietary, which means that they can be
kept confidential (either by the firm or the client).

5.3 Private military firms and humanitarian action:

potential benefits, potential problems

5.3.1 Potential benefits

The combination of an increasingly perilous and difficult
humanitarian environment and the rise of new marketised
military capabilities has led some to call for a twenty-first
century business solution to the twenty-first century’s
human security problems. If everything from prisons to
welfare has been privatised, goes the reasoning, why not
the protection and provision of humanitarian assistance?
Proponents of this idea obviously include the companies
who stand to profit from it. There are also, however, some
surprising voices raised in its support, driven primarily by
frustration at the international failure to take prompt
action in places like Rwanda, and the sorry experiences of

peacekeeping in Somalia, Bosnia and the DRC; even UN
Secretary-General Kofi Annan, though publicly rejecting
the use of PMFs, reportedly proposed engaging them to
disarm Rwandan paramilitaries when he was head of UN
peacekeeping operations (Mandel, 2003). As General Ian
Douglas, a former UN mission commander in Sierra
Leone, put it: ‘In a perfect world, we wouldn’t need them
or want them … But the world isn’t perfect’.22

For a client hiring a private military firm, the potential
advantages stem from its location in a domain – business –
in which rules of efficiency and expediency are paramount.
Thus, PMFs offer the potential of greater flexibility and
agility than state or international organisations. By drawing
on a global pool of military labour, PMFs can often call on
personnel who are more experienced and better trained
than state or local forces, and thus they may be able to
operate more effectively on the ground, and in fewer
numbers.The political consequences of soldiers being killed
or wounded in action are also ‘outsourced’, in the sense that
casualties among private contractors are less likely to cause
political difficulties and domestic pressure for withdrawal,
such as that seen in the US exit from Somalia in the early
1990s. Financial savings are also often cited as an advantage,
though this is rarely a causal factor in whether PMFs are
hired; few clients ever do cost estimates or competitive
market analysis. Many contracts are funded via budget
supplementals, which means that they do not impinge on
regular appropriations.

The key benefit to humanitarian actors of engaging a PMF is
that such an arrangement regularises the provision of
security. Many humanitarian organisations operating in
dangerous places already pay for protection – sometimes at
the request of the state or simply by virtue of high levels of
violent insecurity – by hiring armed escorts or guards
affiliated with local warlords. Many NGOs working in
countries like Afghanistan, Russia, the DRC, Yemen and
Somalia have had to develop quasi-contractual relationships
with local ‘security’ units, clans or warlord groups to protect
their staff and allow their operations to continue. In reality,
these relationships are more in the nature of a protection
racket (guards are paid off mainly to prevent them or
affiliates from attacking an agency’s assets or staff) than a
professional relationship, and may further empower local
criminal groups (Johns Hopkins, 2004). The more formal
business alternative that PMFs offer could be preferable.

Some argue that the role of PMFs could even be extended
to include guarding, not only humanitarian workers
and/or their compounds, but also vulnerable local
civilians and refugees. For anyone who doubts the private
military sector’s interest in this area, they need only read
the mission statement of the International Executive
Service Corporation (IESC), a new PMF that has, since its

18 Interview, 27 September 2005.
19 Interview, 30 September 2005.
20 Interviews with humanitarian officials, July 2005.
21 Interviews with humanitarian officials, July 2005, September 2005. 22 General Ian Douglas, cited in Dangerfield (2002).
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inception, specifically targeted this as a potential market:
‘We strive to bring harmony and stability to regions under
conflict, quickly and with the minimum of disruption to
the local population. We are able to rapidly deploy,
allowing stability to return, thus enabling deployment of
aid. Agencies are then able to carry out emergency relief
unhindered and without fear of physical harm. This
underpins the essence of the company ethos and indeed
the motto, “Ethics in Action”’ (cited in Hellinger, 2004).
According to the owner of the Blackwater PMF: ‘In areas
where the UN is, where there’s a lot of instability, sending
a big, large-footprint conventional force is politically
unpalatable; it’s expensive, diplomatically difficult as well.
We could put together a multinational, professional force,
supply it, manage it, lead it, put it under UN or NATO or
US control, however it would best be done, we can help
stabilize the situation’ (Prince, 2005).This may sound far-
fetched, but it is the focus of an immense amount of
industry lobbying, and is a founding goal of the IPOA.

The contrasting experiences in Sierra Leone of Executive
Outcomes and the UN’s peacekeeping operation are the
most often cited example of the promise of privatisation. In
1995, the Sierra Leone government was near defeat at the
hands of the Revolutionary United Front (RUF). Supported
by multinational mining interests, the government hired
Executive Outcomes to rescue it. The RUF was defeated in
weeks, allowing Sierra Leone to hold its first election in over
a decade.After Executive Outcomes’ contract was terminated
the war restarted, and in 1999 the UN was sent in.
Proponents of the expansion of privatisation note that,
despite having a budget and personnel nearly 20 times
larger than Executive Outcomes, it took several years, and
the deployment by the British military, for the UN to create
an environment in which the next set of elections could take
place (Brooks, 2000a and 2000b). According to Executive
Outcomes, during the genocide in Rwanda in 1994 the
company could have deployed armed troops on the ground
within 14 days of being hired. The cost of a six-month
operation to provide protected safe havens was estimated at
$150 million (around $600,000 a day), compared with the
$3 million-a-day UN relief operation.23

Outsourcing international peacekeeping responsibilities
would not only open up a vast marketplace but would also,
the industry argues, increase its legitimacy.The IPAO has put
forward plans by which PMFs might be hired to stop ethnic
cleansing or create ‘zones of peace’ where civilians could
take refuge, and where aid activities could proceed.24 These
have included plans for Liberia, Burundi and the DRC. The
Association claims that it could be more effective in policing
Darfur than current efforts, and at a fraction of the cost –
$40 million compared to the African Union’s $221 million
a year (Hukill, 2004; OCHA, 2005). According to the

Association, these costs could be met by the UN, regional
organisations and individual governments.

Beyond armed protection roles, humanitarian clients could
take better advantage of the skills and specialisations of
consulting and support firms. Consulting firms offer
expertise in areas such as security assessments, analysis and
training. This is an area where humanitarian agencies are
notably weak. The Security Iraq Accountability Panel (a UN
panel formed to investigate security practices within the
organisation after the 2003 Baghdad bombings) found that
security training, if it was given at all, consisted of giving
humanitarian workers a CD-ROM of procedures to follow.
The type of training PMFs could provide ranges from threat
awareness to driver training in war zones (Hellinger, 2004:
14).25The PMF industry also offers logistics, engineering, air
transport and other capacities that could be valuable in aid
distribution and provision (Gantz, 2003). In addition to
KBR’s work in Kosovo, firms like Dyncorp have been
contracted by national governments to provide logistics
services in East Timor; in Côte d’Ivoire, Pacific Architects &
Engineers provided the logistics for the UN peacekeeping
force, taking care of everything from fuel supplies and
rations to vehicle maintenance.

5.3.2 Potential problems

There are, of course, many perils in the use of private
military firms by humanitarian actors.While private military
businesses may be able to operate more efficiently and more
effectively than the forces of public organisations, hiring
them also raises important concerns. These include how
contracts will be managed; contractual and control issues;
questions of legal accountability and liability; and the long-
term implications for the humanitarian community and the
local political environment.

The ‘culture clash’

The first and perhaps most obvious source of tension arises
from the very different worlds that military firms and
humanitarian agencies inhabit, and the possibilities for mis-
understanding that this contains. Interviewees discussed
problems arising from firms not understanding the context
in which their clients operated. Firms come in with their
own expectations, often shaped by their particular military
background, and often have trouble understanding, not only
individual NGOs, but the humanitarian endeavour as a
whole. As one humanitarian security officer put it bluntly:
‘They don’t understand our community, period! … And in
that lies a danger for our community’.26 The view was that
each NGO is different, with a unique founding vision which
affects its operating procedures. Firms (who must work with
a variety of clients) sometimes discuss adapting their opera-
tions to a particular client, but the reality is that each has its

23 For more on this episode, see Singer (2003), chapter 11.
24 See the website of the IPOA: http://www.ipoaonline.org.

25 The British NGO RedR has also moved into this sector, offering security
training to humanitarian workers.

26 Interview, September 29, 2005.
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own way of doing business (which it understandably thinks
the best). Humanitarian actors also usually have particular
relationships with the local environment and local popula-
tions. One NGO’s way of working in one village might be
very different from another’s just 20km away. By contrast,
PMFs tend to think in military terms, of routes, sectors and
regions.

Market realities and staffing issues

The private military market is fluid, and is buffeted by both
external and internal forces. For example, in the early 1990s
the relatively limited number of PMFs meant that firms could
pick and choose the most qualified recruits, and were able to
assemble teams comprising individuals who had worked
together in the same units in the past, and thus had common
training and experience. The labour market is, however,
shifting such that many firms are competing for workers,
who play offers off against each other. For example, one PMF
soldier interviewed said that he had five competing contract
offers (three in Iraq, one in Afghanistan and one in
Colombia).29 Most firms face this market like any other
industry would: by lowering hiring standards, hiring

employees that have never worked together, or bringing in
third-party nationals.Thus, cost savings can come at the price
of lower unit cohesion, which can affect the unit’s conduct
(many episodes of human rights abuse have occurred in
units characterised by weak internal bonding and poor
leadership; the massacre at My Lai in Vietnam in 1968 is one
example, the Abu Ghraib abuses in Iraq another).

Many PMF employees represent the peak of the military
profession in terms of both training and ethics. For
example, there are a great number of recently retired US
special forces operatives in Iraq; more ex-British Special
Air Service (SAS) troops are working with PMFs in Iraq
than serve in the current SAS force. At the same time,
however, military firms do not always look for the most
congenial workforce, but instead recruit those known for
their effectiveness. Many former members of the most
notorious and ruthless units of the Soviet and apartheid
South Africa regimes have found employment in the
private military industry, including with firms working
for humanitarian clients in Sierra Leone, Liberia, Iraq,
Sudan and the DRC.30 Even if one does seek to screen

29 Interview with PMF employee, Washington DC, September 2004. 30 See Singer (2003).

Box 5.1: Case study: Iraq

Iraq is the world’s single largest marketplace for the private
military industry. Over 80 firms employing more than 20,000
private, non-Iraqi personnel carry out military functions
there.27 To put this in context, the private military industry has
contributed more forces to Iraq than all of the non-US
countries in the Coalition combined. More than 280 private
military employees are thought to have been killed, and as
many as 3,000 wounded. Again, these numbers are greater
than the rest of the Coalition put together, and larger than the
losses suffered by any single US army division (Singer, 2005). 

PMFs have been involved in all stages of the operation, from
war-gaming and field training before the invasion to logistics
and support in the build-up to war (the massive US complex at
Camp Doha in Kuwait, which served as the launch-pad for the
invasion, was built by private contractors and is operated and
guarded by private companies).28 During the invasion private
contractors maintained and operated weapons systems, and
in its aftermath they have secured significant reconstruction
contracts. Halliburton’s KBR division is thought to have
secured work worth as much as $13 billion (an amount roughly
two and a half times greater than the cost to the US of the 1991

Gulf war). Other roles PMFs have played in Iraq include
security sector reform and training for local forces. PMFs also
carry out tactical military functions, such as protecting key
installations and leaders (Paul Bremer, the head of the
Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), was guarded by a
Blackwater team with its own armed helicopters) and
escorting convoys. PMFs have, in short, been essential to the
overall Coalition effort in Iraq. At the same time, however,
some of the most controversial aspects of the war have also
involved PMFs. These include the allegations of war
profiteering around Vice-President Dick Cheney’s old firm
Halliburton, the brutal killing of Blackwater employees at
Fallujah by Iraqi insurgents, which was captured on television,
and the fighting and lawsuits that followed, and the role of
CACI and Titan contractors working as military interrogators
and translators at Abu Ghraib prison.

Humanitarian agencies in Iraq have also contracted PMFs,
particularly in the wake of the bombing of the UN
headquarters in Baghdad in August 2003 (a week before the
attack, a private firm had approached the UN offering hired
protection, but had been turned down). Agencies including
Save the Children and CARE have hired security advisors and
former military personnel. Triple Canopy and Erinys have
provided protection for USAID. The contracting of PMFs by
humanitarian agencies is coordinated through a centre
operated by Aegis, a private military firm owned and operated
by Tim Spicer, whose firm Sandline has been involved in
controversial contracts in Africa and Papua New Guinea
(Flaherty, 2004; Singer, 2004). Subsequent investigations
have examined aspects of Aegis’ operations, including the
screening and training of its employees.

27 This figure, based on industry interviews, is also used by the Pentagon,
the US Congress and major US newspapers such as the Washington

Post. Actual numbers could be significantly higher. However, figures are
disputed. For example, between December 2004 and July 2005, the IPOA
used estimates ranging from 3,000 to 20,000. See Frontline (2005);
Sullivan (2004): A24; and Fox News (2005).

28 The complex is operated by Combat Support Associates; see
http://www.csakuwait.com/csa_home.htm.
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employees, this can be quite difficult; few prospective
employees list their human rights violations on their CV.

In Iraq, this problem has been magnified by the ‘gold rush
effect’, where multiple firms entered the market that were
either entirely new to the business, or had expanded
rapidly to meet demand.The rush for profits and the need
for large numbers of personnel have brought in troops
with lesser skills. As Harry Schulte, a former US army
commander in Iraq, put it: ‘As the security world rapidly
expanded, I think some had to incorporate into their labor
pool people with significantly less experience’ (Finer,
2005). US army investigators looking into the Abu Ghraib
prison abuse scandal found that ‘Approximately 35% of the
contract interrogators [hired by the firm CACI] lacked
formal military training as interrogators’ (Fay and Jones,
2004). In the aftermath of the revelations, experienced
military interrogators noted that the measures used at Abu
Ghraib were not only well beyond the bounds of what is
allowed under the law (military and IHL), but were also
not taught at military schools.31

Scaling up and applicability

Changing market conditions also mean that firms are rarely
able to assemble units at any scalable level.This issue becomes
most pertinent in relation to the subject of ‘outsourced’
peacekeeping operations, discussed above. While the idea of
a private company rapidly deploying battalion-sized units to
a crisis-affected country might be appealing, no PMF has
such forces on call – even if it were politically feasible to
deploy them. Similarly, to develop such a capacity would
mean establishing standing forces and logistics chains, which
would directly undermine the potential cost advantage that
PMFs have over national military forces.

Comparisons between PMF interventions and fully fledged
UN peacekeeping operations are often misleading. The
Executive Outcomes deployment in Sierra Leone in 1995,
described above, is often cited by PMF advocates. However,
the firm’s task was to push rebels back from the capital and
secure diamond mines; it was not contracted to handle the
range of activities demanded of a UN operation, nor did it
have the capacity to do so. It was also operating under
different rules of engagement and according to different
political considerations. Executive Outcomes effectively had
a free rein to undertake whatever actions it felt necessary,
wherever it felt necessary. UN peacekeeping forces, by
comparison, are usually limited by rules of engagement
that minimise their options on when they can use force
(there is debate over the definition of ‘self-defence’, for
example), and what constitutes permissible risk. Indeed, if
hired by the UN it is likely that a PMF would be hampered
by many of the same challenges of mandate, rules of
engagement and other operational issues.

The act of becoming a peacekeeper is about more than just
changing the colour of one’s helmet or beret. Peacekeeping
differs markedly from regular military operations in its roles
and responsibilities. It requires a different culture and
training, and increasingly a focus on humanitarian concerns
(particularly a mandate to protect civilians affected by
conflict), which at times can conflict with or restrain
standard military responses. The most successful peace-
keeping operations, such as those in Mozambique, Namibia
and Guatemala, have included tasks ranging from ceasefire
monitoring and troop disarmament and demobilisation to
reconstruction and election monitoring. Private military
firms, untrained or uninterested in the culture of peace-
keeping, might be ill-equipped to handle these functions.

Ultimately, PMFs and their advocates face precisely the same
problems of political will and funding that confront
traditional interventions. As the authors of a UK Royal
Military College of Science report put it:‘If PMCs are, as some
of their lobbyists have suggested, going to work under a UN
peacekeeping mandate (and therefore presumably paid by
the UN) then their speed of deployment will still be dictated
by the political will and urgency of the Security Council and
Member States. For PMCs to suggest an alternative method of
operating under the UN is disingenuous and ignores the
most fundamental aspect of the UN charter, Member State
collective responsibility’ (Dangerfield et al., 2002). As the
field evolves and organisations and situations change, this
attitude may alter. But if there was support among Member
States for contracting out peacekeeping wholesale, we would
expect to have seen discussion of the issue within the
Security Council, the Special Committee on Peacekeeping or
the wider General Assembly. None of these forums has held
such a discussion, and neither of the two key reform agendas
for the UN and peacekeeping in recent years – the Brahimi
Report and the Report of the High-Level Panel – mentioned
PMFs in this context.

Contractual issues

If a humanitarian actor decides that it wants to hire a firm,
it must establish both good policy and good business
practices to minimise contracting concerns. These include
clear and competitive contract award processes to identify
the best firm for the job at the best price; oversight
requirements to ensure that the contract goes as planned;
and contingency plans for replacing the firm if it fails in its
duty.To properly oversee and manage PMF contracts, NGOs
and humanitarian agencies will need to develop a range of
new contract mechanisms, as well as in-house military and
security expertise. Hiring such firms will require knowledge
of such issues as the prevailing market rates for military
functions and equipment, and an ability to judge skills,
tactics and rules of engagement. Developing these
mechanisms suggests a shift in policy approach, and in an
organisation’s guiding doctrines and recruitment practices.
For instance, the US Congress’ proposal that USAID should31 Interview with former US army interrogator, March 2004.
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help to decide on and regulate such matters as PMF training
and equipment standards when working under contract
appears sensible on one level, as USAID has a well-regarded
contract management programme. However, the workability
of this proposal is questionable, as the individuals and
institutions in the agency are not yet equipped to deal with
issues such as the security screening of PMF employees or
minimum requirements for weapons training.32

There are no international controls governing who PMFs
work for.The firms make this determination based on what
they see as best business practices, their understanding of
domestic law and a concern to maximise profits. PMFs
have worked for governments, the UN and humanitarian
groups, but they have also been linked with dictatorships,
rebel groups, drug cartels and, pre-9/11, two al-Qaeda-
linked groups. Likewise, humanitarian actors must be
concerned that the PMFs they hire are not involved in
belligerent or otherwise questionable activities, either in
the same war zone or elsewhere. Clients only exert an
influence over the firm for as long as it is employed, and
only to the extent of their relative buying power. Clients
must also be aware of the complexities of the firm’s
relationships, its shell structures and other hidden
ownership. For example, the UN hired Lifeguard Services
to guard its offices and personnel in Sierra Leone in 1999,
when the company was linked with Executive Outcomes
(including shifting staff back and forth), a firm which the
UN had publicly excoriated in other environments (Kelly,
2000). A US government agency hired Aegis in Iraq, but
had no knowledge of the controversial history of the
personnel behind the firm (Singer, 2004).

The kind of screening that hiring PMFs demands has proved
difficult enough for governments; humanitarian actors
certainly do not have this capacity, and have rarely even tried
to screen the firms they engage. As noted above, there is no
industry database, and the only screening mechanism found
by this research was ‘word of mouth’.33

The final issue here concerns questions of liability. If a PMF
or its employees commit a crime, it is not clear how far
responsibility for that crime extends: does it extend to
corporate officers, for example, or to shareholders, or to
the client? If a humanitarian actor has hired a PMF without
adequate screening, management or guidance, it could be
considered culpable if that PMF violates IHL. Nor is it clear
whether contract law extends into conflict zones at all.This
is a new industry, and courts are only beginning to wrestle
with questions of liability and how far it extends.

Questions of law, accountability and regulation

The private military market is effectively unregulated.

Although firms and their employees are bound by IHL (as
are all actors in armed conflicts), there are significant legal
grey areas. According to a senior official at a human rights
organisation, his ‘biggest concern is with the very grey
place in the law when it comes to regulating these
companies, especially in places like Iraq … Within this,
where is the accountability for these firms? Who is holding
them accountable? Who is checking up on them?’.34 These
views are echoed by Human Rights Watch; in the wake of
the Abu Ghraib prison abuse scandal, the organisation
noted that the ‘virtual immunity’ of PMFs was of deep
concern: ‘Allowing private contractors to operate in a legal
vacuum is an invitation to abuse’ (Human Rights Watch,
2004).This lack of regulation can be as much of a problem
for the military as for humanitarians or human rights
groups. As one senior US military commander in Iraq put
it: ‘These guys run loose in this country and do stupid
stuff. There’s no authority over them, so you can’t come
down on them hard when they escalate force. They shoot
people, and someone else has to deal with the aftermath’
(Charlotte Observer, 2005).

The only formal codes of conduct within the private
military industry are voluntary ones. These range from
codes that firms set for themselves (Armorgroup and
Control Risks Group are notable examples) to attempts at
wider self-regulation by trade groups. For example,
member companies of the IPOA have a code of conduct
developed over several years, in discussion with experts
and some NGOs.35 It is commendable in its level of detail.
However, it is still a voluntary code, with no capacity to
impose sanctions to influence behaviour. The only
punishment the IPOA can dispense to a firm violating the
code is to dismiss it from the organisation, though this
may not be in its interests since it is paid for by its
members. In any case, the concerns with any system of
industry self-regulation are obvious, and have been
illustrated by the failures of such mechanisms in the oil
and gas industry. Proposals are generally quite limited in
their scope. For example, SCI has proposed that the
licensing of PMFs should include only a general review,
not a review of individual contracts and operations.

If a firm is left to police itself, there is little incentive for it to
turn its employees over to the authorities should they violate
the law.To do so would risk deterring prospective employees
and even clients, should they prefer to keep such matters
quiet. For example, several employees of Dyncorp, which
was hired by the US and the UN to provide international
police in Haiti and the Balkans, became involved in the sex
and arms trade. No Dyncorp employee was ever prosecuted
(Barnett, 2003: 4; Crewdson, 2003: C3; O’Meara, 2002;
Barnett and Hughes, 2001: 4; Capps, 2002). Market forces

32 Interview with USAID personnel, May 2005; see also US House of
Representatives (2005).

33 Interview with humanitarian organisation official, 29 September 2005.

34 Interview, 11 October 2005.
35 The IPOA code of conduct can be accessed at http://www.ipoaonline.org/

code.htm.
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and considerations of reputation are not always enough;
Dyncorp went on to win a much larger contract in Iraq. Even
firms that are seemingly guided by self-regulation standards
can falter in this domain. For example, Armorgroup, one of
the more respected firms in the industry with revenues of
over $200 million, was reported in 2004 to have hired a
former British soldier who had spent four years in prison for
cooperating with Irish terrorists (he was fired after a British
newspaper reported the story, and subsequently rehired by
another PMF) (Glantz, 2004; Hellinger, 2004: 213;
www.Armorgroup.com).

These questions of status and other legal difficulties have
important implications for accountability. It is often unclear
what authority should investigate, prosecute and punish
crimes committed by PMFs and/or their employees. The
military has established legal structures that constitute a court
martial system, and soldiers are accountable to the military
code of justice wherever they are located. How a business
organisation and its corporate chain of command are held
accountable for crimes committed in war is not clear.As one
military lawyer succinctly puts it: ‘There is a dearth of doc-
trine, procedure, and policy’ (Perlak, 2001). Private military
firms and their employees carry out military-type functions
in conflict zones, often against local armed adversaries. But
they are not part of the military; they are not bound to a
chain of command, nor have they sworn any oath of office.
This means that legal codes which seek a difference between
civilians and soldiers are not readily useful. Nor do PMFs and
their employees meet the international definition of
mercenary in either legal or analytical terms (Singer, 2003:
40–48).This leaves a legal vacuum; as one analyst of military
law notes: ‘Legally speaking, they [military contractors] fall
into the same grey area as the unlawful combatants detained
at Guantanamo Bay’ (Singer, 2004).

This is not just important for accountability. It also means that
PMF employees may not always receive the rights and
protections afforded to participants in armed conflict (as the
case of three California Microwave Systems contractors held
for more than two years in Colombia illustrates). If PMFs are
not incorporated into the armed forces of a state, but
nonetheless carry out activities that amount to taking a direct
part in hostilities, their staff could be judged to be ‘unlawful
combatants’. If they are captured during an international
armed conflict, they would be entitled to the protection of
the Fourth Geneva Convention or Article 75 of Additional
Protocol I. If captured during a non-international armed
conflict, they are entitled to the protection of common Article
3 of the Geneva Conventions, Additional Protocol II if
applicable and the rules of IHL applicable in non-
international armed conflict.The key in all of this is that their
status, and how to interpret it, would be up to their captors;
as the US designation of inmates at Guantanamo Bay as
‘unlawful combatants’ has shown, such interpretation is a
matter of dispute.

Even if international law dealt more effectively with the
question of PMFs, it does not have the means to enforce
itself; the obligation to search out and prosecute individuals
suspected of breaching IHL rests with states.This obligation
is, however, rarely met, to the extent that PMF executives and
employees do not even consider the possibility of a
prosecution under international law in their planning.While
there are hopes that the International Criminal Court (ICC)
will one day be able to fill this gap, that day is decades away.
Moreover, the ICC is designed to deal with large-scale war
crimes like genocide, not the everyday occurrences of
criminality that also need to be regulated. This defers the
legal questions to the state level. PMFs, like humanitarian
organisations, typically operate in fragile states; indeed, the
absence of an effective local state is usually why they are
there in the first place. The local authorities in such areas
often have neither the power nor the wherewithal to
challenge these firms, and usually are not interested in
doing so (they are, after all, often the client, or they may
indirectly benefit from the PMF’s activities). The central
government in Sierra Leone could not control its own
capital, let alone monitor and punish the actions of a foreign
military firm, which it had itself hired (Venter, 1995;Vines,
1998). In Iraq, the very absence of established local political
institutions in the first two years after the invasion was
precisely the reason why PMFs thrived there.

Status of Forces Agreements (SOFAs) can pose an
additional enforcement challenge. SOFAs typically provide
separate legal provisions for foreign military personnel.
Some of the SOFAs drawn up for US forces include
protection for contractors working on behalf of the US
Defense Department. For example, the US government
linked its aid package to Colombia (a signatory of the ICC)
to an agreement to exempt American military personnel
and contractors from the ICC’s jurisdiction (Spearin,
2003). It is unclear if such SOFA protections extend to
contractors working on behalf of multiple clients (for
example, a PMF employee may escort a humanitarian
client one day, and a US government client the next).

During the period of greatest need, any true legal
enforcement will usually have to be extraterritorial,
emanating from the firm’s and/or the client’s home states.
However, few issues are more difficult than attempts by one
state to exercise legal powers within another’s sovereign
territory. Some states have effective laws, but no means to
enforce them abroad; South Africa and Nepal, for example,
have tried to prohibit their citizens from working for PMFs
in Iraq, but to no avail (more than 3,000 Nepali and South
African citizens are thought to be working in Iraq). In any
case, many PMFs are registered in locales like the Caymans
or the Channel Isles and operate though subsidiaries
registered elsewhere for the purpose of evading
troublesome legislation in their home states. State-level legal
mechanisms usually focus on licensing (when and where a
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firm can work), rather than on monitoring performance.
For most of the world’s governments, however, there are
simply no applicable laws to regulate PMFs.

Iraq is a good example of how this lack of regulation and
legal accountability plays out on the ground. Of the 20,000-
plus private military contractors in the country, none has
been prosecuted or punished for any crime. In Abu Ghraib
prison, all of the translators and up to half of the
interrogators were reportedly private contractors from the
firms Titan and CACI respectively. Although the US army
found that contractors were involved in a third of the
incidents of abuse at the jail, and identified six employees in
its reports, none has been indicted, prosecuted or punished
(Fay and Jones, 2004; Yeoman, 2004; Davidson, 2004;
Leigh, 2004; Ante and Crock, 2004; McCarthy and Merle,
2004). Many enlisted US army personnel, on the other
hand, have been called to account through the court martial
system. Equally, the investigation has ignored the corporate
chain of command, and has not considered whether any
executive decisions merit punishment. The only formal
investigation of the corporate role in the scandal has been
conducted by CACI, the firm involved; unsurprisingly, CACI
found that CACI had done nothing wrong.

Questions of liability must also be weighed by humani-
tarian actors. Another way to think about this is that, in the
absence of regulation, many people (particularly Americans)
turn to litigation. If a PMF or its employees commit a crime
or undertake an action that causes local harm, it is unclear
how far responsibility extends. Another open legal area
concerns how far contract law extends into conflict zones.As
this is a new industry, the civil legal courts are only now
beginning to wrestle with such questions, with the first
lawsuits entering the system. Current cases range from Iraqis
suing CACI and Titan for their role at Abu Ghraib to a lawsuit
against the Blackwater firm launched by the families of
employees killed at Fallujah (Mekay, 2004).

Issues for the long term

The final challenge arising from the confluence of PMFs
and humanitarian actors concerns issues of more long-
term implication. Private security is a temporary
mechanism for preserving peace, but it can do little to
address the underlying causes of unrest and violence. As
noted earlier, the presence of private military firms might
put at risk local perceptions of the neutrality of aid groups,
and may simply multiply the array of armed forces present
in a conflict zone.

If PMFs are limited to the protection of aid workers and aid
facilities, this may increase the risks faced by local groups
that do not enjoy such protection, such as the poor or
refugees. The privatisation of security risks reinforcing
internal divisions in weak states between those who enjoy
security and those who do not. When security is a profit-

driven exercise – a commodity to be bought and sold – the
wealthy are inherently favoured. Multinational companies
operating within ‘commercial enclaves’ see private security
as just another function they have to provide for themselves,
along with providing their own energy or building their
own infrastructure. It is part of the cost of doing business.
That this should take place in the humanitarian sector is not
a happy development and certainly not one that fits well
with humanitarian ideals. Determining who enjoys
protection and who does not is a political act; when they
hire PMFs, humanitarian actors are taking upon themselves
decisions that were once the prerogative of the state.

It could be argued that this shift towards the private
provision of security will free up public forces and enable
them to better protect the rest of society. In practice,
however, this does not happen. Not only are the worst
threats deflected from privately protected areas, but those
portions of society come to rely on declining, unstable or
non-existent public means (Huggins and MacTurk, 2000).
Moreover, one must also consider the effect of the
industry’s ability to attract top personnel from the public
security sector. For example, security firms operating in
Sierra Leone were able to offer salaries more than double
those offered by local public forces. In Iraq, salaries are
typically four times higher than the government pays.36

In all of this discussion, it is important to remember what
drives the PMF business: these firms do not hire themselves;
they are hired to meet the needs of their clients.The areas in
which many privatised military firms operate have often
experienced some of the worst episodes of violence and
atrocity in the world. Rarely is hiring them the first choice
of states or other clients. More often, it is the result of
frustration at the failure of other, more traditional options.
Thus, if a state cannot provide security and protection for its
citizens, and no other public body is willing to help, it
seems hypocritical to say that private options must be
forsworn. As David Shearer writes: ‘Private military forces
cannot be defined in absolute terms: they occupy a grey area
that challenges the liberal conscience. Moral judgments on
the use of mercenaries are usually passed at a distance from
the situations in which these forces are involved. Those
facing conflict and defeat have fewer moral compunctions’
(Shearer, 1998: 13).

5.4 Think first, privatise better

The confluence of the private military industry and the
humanitarian community raises a series of tough
questions that must be openly faced. The humanitarian
community’s links with the PMF industry are expanding,
both as clients and as inhabitants of the same war zones. At
the same time, however, there are no standard guidelines as

36 Interview with PMF executive, March 2003.
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to how humanitarians should relate to PMFs, or what their
various rights and responsibilities properly are.
Humanitarian actors tend to contract firms in an ad hoc
manner, which means that knowledge networks and
principles of good practice remain limited. As one senior
official with a human rights organisation put it: ‘Before we
contract out [with such firms], we need to be unbelievably
careful to work out the full implications … I don’t think, by
and large, the humanitarian community has thought hard
enough about this issue. It has come a bit late to it and not
with the political sophistication needed’.37 If the decision is
to go down this route, it is clear that the humanitarian
community is not taking advantage of the private military
sector as fully and effectively as it might. Humanitarian
actors might explore not only how private firms might
enable them to carry out their operations better within
conflict zones, but also where the private market might offer
more efficiency than public or state provision.

The onus is on the humanitarian community to deal with
these issues. The debates over civil–military cooperation in
humanitarian operations during the 1990s might provide
some lessons.At the start of the decade, the concept of NGOs
and militaries working together was under-developed.Today,
there are standard operating procedures, guidelines and
norms, and nodes of coordination and cooperation.
Likewise, the military too have adjusted, and by the end of
the decade had developed mechanisms such as civil–military
coordination groups and military scenarios that included
NGO representatives as participants in the planning process.
The system is certainly far from ideal – at best the
relationship is uneasy, and there are continued concerns
about the proper separation of roles between humanitarian
actors and military forces, especially where these forces are
parties to a conflict (Cohen, 2002). But at least there is now
a range of resources and a body of research, and some
focused thinking about the military–humanitarian
relationship. Given the growing contact in the field between
humanitarian actors and the private military world, and the
attractive possibilities and thorny problems that such contact
presents, a similar focus is required on the humanitarian
community’s relationship with PMFs, now and in the future.

One step would be for agencies to undertake a full
accounting of their contacts and contracts with PMFs.As this
chapter has shown, the relationship is more extensive than
is usually recognised. Such a comprehensive compilation
will enable agencies to move past the present state of denial
that often permeates thinking on PMFs. It will also generate
a body of data for lessons learned on a range of issues,
including best practices and the vetting of firms. In their
advocacy efforts, humanitarian groups should also support
current government efforts to assemble data on the extent,
type and contract performance of public sector contracting

of PMFs, as a way of increasing the transparency of the
marketplace and so informing their own efforts. Humani-
tarian organisations should also explore establishing their
own formal lines of communication with industry organis-
ations, the analysts who track the industry and other clients.
ICRC has begun to do this, and other NGOs are quietly
opening dialogues in the margins of meetings, or setting up
their own databases and research efforts.38 These are positive
steps towards becoming better informed, and would benefit
from being expanded and formalised. We should look for
models in the efforts to establish the humanitarian
community’s stance towards such issues as staff security and
the relationship with state military actors, such as meetings
within the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (the best
example is the High Level Humanitarian Forum held in
Geneva in March 2004) and within NGO networks like
InterAction.39 There is an important proviso, however.
Humanitarian actors must be prepared to deal with the
industry from an informed and prepared position, and,
most importantly, must factor in the consequences of their
actions. That is, humanitarian organisations must meet the
challenge of building ties with PMFs without granting them
legitimacy.Akin to the problem of dealing with warlords on
the ground, humanitarian actors can, usually unwittingly,
provide an air of legitimacy to the groups they encounter.

As the humanitarian community explores these issues, a
primary concern must be to determine when, where, and by
whom it is appropriate to hire PMFs, how to interact with
them in the field, and the community’s rights and
responsibilities towards PMF employees. Humanitarians also
need to find ways to mitigate the underlying concerns with
contracting out roles within humanitarian operations, both
within their own organisations and the broader political
environment, and must develop ways of ensuring that IHL
can be applied. In the absence of external guidance and
regulation, the humanitarian community will have to rely on
its own efforts. Given the potential consequences, agencies
should be more judicious in their contracting with these
firms. They should weigh the long- and short-term benefits
of contracting beforehand, and should constantly update
their analysis based on the development of local public
capacities. They must also do their utmost to ensure that
contracting is carried out in accordance with, and supported
by, the appropriate political authorities. Humanitarian actors
must be willing to share lessons learned (both success stories
and failures), and must be willing to report agencies,
organisations, and firms that violate proper rules or best
practices. It is of deep concern that humanitarian
organisations are often unwilling to share what information
they have, often out of image and liability concerns, and
should instead work to forge common standards. It is a

37 Interview, 11 October 2005.

38 See ICRC (2004); interview with NGO representative, September 2005.
39 The Geneva meeting brought together some 40 humanitarian agencies and

20 international and national NGOs to discuss humanitarian security. See
Chairperson’s Summary, High-Level Humanitarian Forum, 31 March 2004.
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mistake to equate the setting of minimal quality assurance
measures with inflexibility. There have been some moves
towards setting standards for the provision of humanitarian
aid, including specific guidelines for field operations,
training and evaluation, such as through the Sphere Project.
Nothing similar has been attempted for humanitarian
security, or more particularly for the relationship between
humanitarian agencies and private military firms. If
humanitarian agencies decide that they are going to continue
to expand their use of PMFs, institutional changes will need
to be made. Agencies hiring PMFs will need to update and
amend their contracting oversight processes, and may also
need to recruit their own military expertise in-house. More
staff will be needed to oversee contracts.40

At the level of the broader humanitarian community, a
good starting point would be the creation of standardised
monitoring and contracting processes. Other priorities
include the establishment of clear contractual standards and
incentives programmes, systems for the outside vetting of
personnel and the creation of independent observer teams
with powers to monitor and control payments, in order to
establish their authority over the firm. The UN and/or
umbrella aid organisations might also consider establishing
a database of vetted and financially transparent firms that
have met international standards.This database would have
to be constantly updated, with the attachment of military
observers and auditors to monitor contracts. Thinking will
also be needed on the rules of engagement that forces
contracted by humanitarians should operate under, what
limitations should be imposed on weaponry, and whether
such forces should be identified as armed, but civilian,
combatants. There should also be discussion within the
humanitarian community as to whether measures are
needed to distinguish humanitarian vehicles from PMF
ones amid the proliferation of white SUVs in combat zones.

Humanitarian actors should explore ways to enhance their
capacity to control contracted PMFs.Areas to explore include
the use of exclusivity clauses to avoid firms double-billing
for assets shared across contracts, collective action in
contracting to enhance buying power and market clout, and
working with insurance firms (who often contract with
both humanitarian clients and PMFs, thus giving them
enhanced influence) to set standards and to aid in vetting.
The example of insurance companies also illustrates that the
humanitarian sector should be willing to explore possible
coordination on these issues with other responsible client
sectors, an outcome that would be useful to both parties.The
US military, for example, has begun to consolidate its
doctrine towards private contractors on the battlefield, albeit

with minimal attention as yet on key questions to do with
status, roles and legal accountability.41

The most important step would be to bring PMFs under the
control of the law, just like any other industry. Such a
clarification and expansion of law at both the international
and national levels is certainly not within the power of
humanitarian actors, but they can and should lobby for it.
Humanitarian actors have largely been absent from
discussions on potential legislation in the US to regulate
PMFs, despite their clear interest in seeing the issue resolved
successfully. The same is true in other jurisdictions, for
instance in the European Union. Beyond pushing states to
make progress, individual agencies could include clauses in
contracts specifying training requirements for employees
(both technical training and training in IHL), providing for
enhanced monitoring by third parties, establishing
performance benchmarks, mandating evaluations, requiring
some type of accreditation, and incorporating ‘whistle-
blower’ protections and the rights of third parties (including
local beneficiaries) to enforce contractual terms through
lawsuits (Dickinson, 2005).

At an international level, proposals range from updating
international anti-mercenary laws to creating a UN body
to sanction and regulate PMFs. However, any movement on
the international front will take years. This means that
every state that is involved with the industry, either as a
client or as a home base, has an imperative need to develop
and amend its laws relevant to PMFs. Ideally, states would
coordinate their efforts and attempt to involve regional
bodies and humanitarian organisations to maximise
coverage and ease the way to international standards.
Discussions of regulation in the UK, for instance, should
be coordinated with other states in the EU. The US should
communicate on this issue with its friends and allies as it
lays out new doctrines and regulations. Equally, the ICRC
should begin to link with the US military law community,
which has held several conferences on related issues of
contractor accountability.

The key obstacle is not capacity within the law, but a lack
of political will. It is extremely unlikely that any
international body will be willing to take on this complex
regulatory function. Until the overall legal and policy
issues are settled, the burden will continue to fall on clients
to ensure the proper vetting and screening of firms. In an
ideal world, peacekeeping would be left to the real
peacekeepers, and humanitarian action to the real
humanitarian actors. In reality, this is not always possible.
PMFs are already in contact with humanitarian actors in
almost every war zone, and many are already working on
behalf of humanitarian actors. Such a confluence of
military, business and humanitarian interests constitutes a
defining change in the humanitarian landscape.

40 USAID had only three personnel on the ground in Iraq to oversee $3 billion-
worth of contracts in 2003. USAID sought to solve the problem by
contracting out oversight. Overall numbers of US Defense Department
contract officers have fallen by roughly 50%, while the amount of
contracting increased by 12% a year between 1990 and 2000. See US GAO
(2003); Dickinson (2005: 36); Harris (2003). 41 Draft DoD document provided to the author, February 2005.
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