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The U.N. Security Council recently adopted reso-
lutions to create an “intervention brigade” to 

supplement the U.N. Organization Stabilization 
Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(MONUSCO) and to establish the U.N. Multidi-
mensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali 
(MINUSMA). 

The Security Council’s approval of the Mali mis-
sion where there is no peace to keep and authori-
zation of offensive action by peacekeepers in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) violate the 
basic U.N. principle that peacekeepers are not war 
fighters. The U.N. has eschewed peace enforcement 
for well-founded reasons based on past experience. 
The U.S. should oppose U.N. peace enforcement and 
instead support ad hoc coalitions and interventions.

Past Tragedy. A primary U.N. responsibility is 
to help maintain international peace and security, 
the most visible aspect of which is U.N. peacekeep-
ing. Between 1945 and 1989, Cold War rivalries per-
mitted approval of only 18 operations. By contrast, 
35 operations were approved in the 1990s, including 
some that sent peacekeepers to situations lacking an 
agreed cease-fire or peace. These more forceful mis-
sions led to some of the most disastrous events in the 

history of U.N. peacekeeping: the failure to restore 
peace and governance in Somalia; U.N. peacekeep-
ers’ failure to stop the 1995 massacre in Srebrenica, 
Bosnia; and unwillingness to act in the face of geno-
cide in Rwanda. 

With Srebrenica and Rwanda in mind, the U.N. 
since 1999 has instructed its peacekeepers to pro-
tect civilians from the imminent threat of violence. 
These debacles also led to a reexamination of U.N. 
peace enforcement culminating in the Report of the 
Panel on United Nations Peace Operations (Brahimi 
report), which acknowledged the need for robust 
peacekeeping operations at times but also unequiv-
ocally stated: “[T]he United Nations does not wage 
war. Where enforcement action is required, it has 
consistently been entrusted to coalitions of will-
ing States, with the authorization of the Security 
Council, acting under Chapter VII of the Charter.”1

This report has guided peacekeeping policy for 
over a decade. Even as U.N. peacekeeping has been 
assigned broader responsibilities and expanded 
to historic highs in personnel and expense in the 
2000s,2 the U.N. has observed the principle that 
it should not engage in peace enforcement opera-
tions. Indeed, the U.N. reiterated the conclusions of 
the Brahimi report in the 2009 A New Partnership 
Agenda Charting a New Horizon for UN Peacekeeping:

The single most important finding of the Brahimi 
report was that UN peacekeeping can only suc-
ceed as part of a wider political strategy to end a 
conflict and with the will of the parties to imple-
ment that strategy…. Peacekeeping is not always 
the right answer. In situations of high political 
tension, or in contexts where regional or national 
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support is lacking, prevention, mediation, peace-
building and conflict-sensitive development 
activities may be more effective. In active con-
flict, multinational coalitions of forces or region-
al actors operating under UN Security Council 
mandates may be more suitable. Successful cri-
sis management rests on choosing the right tools 
and bringing them together in ways that maxi-
mize their respective strengths.3

Subsequent updates to New Horizon Initiative 
have not overturned this conclusion. Indeed, the 
Security Council has preferred to support ad hoc 
coalitions when use of force was required, such as 
the African Union force in Somalia and the current 
French and Economic Community of West African 
States intervention in Mali.

Stepping into Peace Enforcement. Traditional 
peacekeeping, as acknowledged in Resolution 2098, 
involves several basic principles, “including consent 
of the parties, impartiality, and non-use of force, 
except in self-defence and defence of the mandate.”4 
However, recent Security Council action evidences 
enthusiasm for more aggressive missions that har-
ken back to the 1990s, authorizing missions in the 
gray area between traditional missions and peace 
enforcement.

■■ MONUSCO. Resolution 2098 established an 
offensive U.N. combat force within the autho-
rized troop ceiling of 19,815 to neutralize and 
disarm armed groups in the eastern DRC. The 

“intervention brigade” was deemed necessary 
after current MONUSCO peacekeepers—already 
possessed of the most aggressive mandate among 
U.N. missions—failed to fulfill their charge to 
prioritize “protection of civilians” and instead 
retreated in the face of attacks by a rebel group 
late last year. The DRC government has little 
authority over eastern Congo, which is infested 
with armed groups with political and economic 
motives. This mandate removes entirely the fig 
leaf of U.N. neutrality by establishing MONUSCO 
as an armed participant in the conflict required 
to confront armed adversaries directly and 
forcefully.

■■ MINUSMA. Resolution 2100 instructs 12,600 
peacekeepers to use “all necessary means” to 
stabilize “key population centres and support for 
the reestablishment of State authority through-
out the country” and to protect “civilians and 
United Nations personnel” in Mali.5 The Malian 
government has minimal authority in northern 
Mali, and there is no peace agreement between 
the provisional government and rebel groups 
in northern Mali. Radical Islamists continue to 
conduct terrorist attacks periodically. The U.N. 
has acknowledged the volatile environment in 
Mali. The “use all necessary means” phrase in 
U.N. parlance encompasses the use of force and, 
combined with instructions to reestablish state 
authority and protect civilians in northern Mali, 
virtually assures that peacekeepers will need to 
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act aggressively to meet their mandate and will 
be a target. Thankfully, the Security Council did 
not repeat the DRC error by authorizing an offen-
sive peacekeeping force as part of MINUSMA. 
Instead, the resolution prudently authorizes the 
continued presence of an independent French 
force to “use all necessary means…to intervene 
in support of elements of MINUSMA when under 
imminent and serious threat.”

The UNSC has authorized missions in the 
gray area between traditional missions and peace 
enforcement, including the MONUSCO operation 
before creation of the intervention brigade, but 
Resolutions 2098 and 2100 go further toward peace 
enforcement than the U.N. has ventured since the 
1990s. The U.N. is aware of the significance of this 
shift and has taken pains to disguise it. Resolution 
2098 explicitly establishes the intervention brigade 
on “an exceptional basis and without creating a 
precedent or any prejudice to the agreed principles 
of peacekeeping.” The Under-Secretary-General 
for Peacekeeping Operations told journalists that 
MINUSMA “is not an enforcement mission.”6

Yet the very act of creating the intervention bri-
gade establishes a precedent for future action, and 
asserting that MINUSMA is not an enforcement 
operation cannot overcome the facts that there is no 
peace to keep and that peacekeepers are mandated 
to impose authority on behalf of the Malian govern-
ment where it is either weak or absent.

The U.N. feels compelled to obfuscate this issue 
for a number of reasons, including disastrous past 
experiences, the potential to undermine the U.N.’s 
image as a neutral force, the likelihood of increased 
troop demands and costs associated with peace 
enforcement, and the potential reluctance of coun-
tries to provide troops due to higher risks. Yet the 

reality is that these missions are on the edge of peace 
enforcement or beyond. 

What Should Be Done. Neither the DRC nor 
Mali is ripe for U.N. peacekeeping. The positive envi-
ronment from a decade ago has been squandered by 
DRC President Joseph Kabila with ample help from 
spoilers inside and outside the country.7 There is 
little prospect for peace in Mali until a new govern-
ment is elected that incorporates adequate represen-
tation from long-ostracized groups.8 While elections 
are scheduled for July, significant challenges persist 
that could derail them. 

The Obama Administration has a responsibility 
not to support the most convenient options but rath-
er to support efforts that are most likely to result in 
international peace and security. Instead of peace 
enforcement through U.N. operations, the U.S. should 
explore and advocate alternatives that address these 
situations and support a U.N. mission only when the 
basic principles of peacekeeping are in place.

Specifically, the U.S. should shift gears and 
demand that the MONUSCO intervention brigade 
be independently commanded in a manner similar 
to the French force in Mali or the African Union 
force in Somalia. International efforts should con-
centrate on addressing lack of governance in the 
DRC, and MONUSCO should be downsized and 
focused on less ambitious goals of protecting and 
providing security for humanitarian efforts until 
conditions are again ripe for a more traditional U.N. 
peacekeeping operation. In Mali, the U.S. should 
delay standing up MINUSMA until conditions 
improve while supporting the current French and 
African interventions. 

Although the Administration makes decisions 
in the Security Council, those decisions have finan-
cial implications. The U.N. charges the U.S. 28.38 
percent of the U.N. peacekeeping budget, including 
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the $1.4 billion annual budget for MONUSCO (now 
with an additional $140 million for the intervention 
brigade).9 MINUSMA is projected to cost $800 mil-
lion annually which is not currently factored into 
fiscal year 2014 budget proposals.10 Congress should 
challenge the Administration over whether the U.N. 
should be entrusted with these situations and ask 
which alternatives were explored.

Conclusion. U.N. peacekeeping operations can 
be useful and successful, but they are limited, spe-
cialized tools that can misfire badly when employed 
in the wrong circumstances. It is too early to say 
whether MONUSCO and MINUSMA will succeed or 
fail, but past overreaches have led to tragedy for U.N. 
peacekeepers and those under their protection. 

The U.S. should not let the pressure to act over-
ride prudence. Supporting the intervention brigade 
and MINUSMA were likely the least difficult options, 
but history indicates that U.N. peace enforcement is 
fraught with problems. Failing to learn from past 
lessons on peace enforcement will only make trag-
edies more likely in the future.
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