
Chapter Six 

Conclusion 
 

In order to understand UN’s practice in humanitarian intervention, this research 
has gone through a pair of cases in detail to find out the most decisive element that 
decides the success or failure of the UN in humanitarian intervention. The cases of 
Rwanda and Darfur, Sudan examined in this research reveal that the UN has made a 
progress in responding to humanitarian disasters in these past ten years. The UN has 
become more comfortable with considering internal human rights violations as threats 
to international peace and has evolved from the bystander in Rwanda to a more active 
responder to Darfur. However, among all the efforts, from determining human 
suffering within a state as a threat to international peace to a real deployment of 
troops to relief the suffering, the political will of the UN member states still prevails. 
This chapter explicates the findings of this research and also suggestions for future 
research. 

 

6.1 Findings 

At the beginning of this research, I brought up three questions regarding the UN 
practice on Humanitarian Intervention: 

(1) In the past decade, has the UN system become more comfortable with 
humanitarian intervention? 

(2) What are the limitations of the UN in conducting “humanitarian 
intervention? What causes these limitations? And why? 

(3) What can be done to improve the incompetence of the UN in terms of 
humanitarian intervention? How to harmonize the UN’s conflicting 
responsibilities of upholding human rights and defending the principle 
of non-intervention? 

The newly-emerged concept of the “responsibility to protect” in 2001 reveals 
that the UN has attempted to adapt to the contemporary world order. From Rwanda to 
Darfur, the UN has made progress in addressing the humanitarian issue. In Darfur, the 
Security Council took very short time to determine that the situation constituted a 
threat to international peace and security; the debate of whether genocide was 
occurring in Darfur took relatively short time to settle; and the UN was more prepared 
to send troops to support the AU mission in Darfur. According to the “responsibility to 
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protect,” it is clear that state sovereignty does not exclude outside intervention if a 
government abuses its own people. When many states (mostly western ones) have 
shown their support, the concept still needs more time for it to develop and to attract 
more recognition around the world.  

One can see that a normative change has been in progress as the Security 
Council recognizes humanitarian consideration as a component of international peace, 
which provides legal foundation for the UN to launch intervention. According to the 
UN Charter, the Security Council has enormous formal powers under Chapter 
VII—the sole authority to determine when a threat to, or breach of, the peace has 
occurred; the authority to order provisional measures; and the authority to order 
enforcement measures to be taken against a state, that is to impose economic and 
military sanctions against a state or entities within a state—but the Charter does not 
give the Security Council direct control of the tools with which to enact those 
powers.1 In the post-Cold War era, the Security Council has experienced dramatic 
increase in these powers. It has broadened the definition of a “threat to the peace” to 
include human rights violations within a state, and it has ordered enforcement 
measures, including sanctions and military means, in attempt to stop this new type of 
threat from destroying international peace. This key normative change was that the 
Security Council increasingly interpreted its responsibilities under Chapter VII as 
including the enforcement of global humanitarian norms. The control of the tools, 
however, is held in the hands of its member states for that it is states decide whether 
to contribute to a UN operation. 

Much of the power of the Security Council is contingent on the voluntary 
cooperation of states, measured in variables such as the contribution to peacekeeping 
missions and the national enforcement of sanctions regimes.2 As the former US 
ambassador to the UN John Bolton admitted, “while it is easy to blame the UN as an 
institution for some of the problems we confront today, we must recognize that 
ultimately it is member states that must take action and therefore bear the 
responsibility.”3 Notwithstanding the normative change has been made, the structural 
flaw that member states within the UN prevent it from acting is the biggest difficulty 
that the UN is confronting today. Those member states who are willing to pass a 
resolution acknowledging a situation that is so grave that needs immediate action to 

                                                 
1 Ian Hurd, “Legitimacy, Power, and the Symbolic Life of the UN Security Council,” Global 
Governance 8 (January-March 2002): 35; and Danesh Sarooshi, The United Nations and the 
Development of Collective Security (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 3. 
2 See generally Michael Barnett, “Partner in Peace? The United Nations, Regional Organizations, and 
Peacekeeping,” Review of International Studies 21 (1995): 411-433. 
3 “The United Nations: Mission impossible?,” The Economist, 6 January 2007, p. 21.  
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avert do not necessarily have the enthusiasm to provide their troops to make UN 
operations possible.  

Therefore, the answer to the first question is positive. One can see that in the 
past decade, the UN system has become more or less comfortable with humanitarian 
intervention. During the Cold War time, human suffering was considered as domestic 
issues that did not allow the UN to deal with. After the Cold War, the UN has paid 
more and more attention to humanitarian issues and has considered these issues as a 
potential threat to international peace and security. The UN has noticed that it has this 
responsibility to protect not only states but also people. The norm is definitely 
changing, even though this norm is not clearly stated in the UN Charter, with which 
the UN should principally obey to act.  

However, this change is more in concept than in practice. The political will of 
the UN member states is crucial to fill the gap between words and deeds. Thus, to 
answer the second question, the politics of decision-making is the most decisive 
element that limits the UN in terms of practicing humanitarian intervention. That 
means, sending troops or not is a political question rather than a legal one. The 
Security Council can authorize military action by adopting a resolution, but it is the 
member states who decide the real deployment to take off or not. This is not to imply 
that the UN is subordinated to the member states or the UN is completely “useless.” 
The UN is a forum, where member states, large and small, gather to discuss and act as 
an international collective. Although powerful states may inevitably possess more 
leverage in setting agenda and bargaining, member states as a collective can be a 
pressure group to impose necessary pressure on those who are capable of providing 
resources to UN missions.  

As for the third question, this research finds with three points to help the UN 
improve its competence in terms of humanitarian intervention: (1) the UN needs 
urgent reform for that it suffers from structural flaws that need to be corrected, 
especially the membership of the Security Council, which has remained unchanged 
since the inception of the UN; (2) the UN has to rectify its relationship with regional 
organizations from a vertical to a horizontal and more balanced one; and (3) the 
capacity to predict and prevent conflicts is crucial for the ultimate goal of fulfilling 
the “responsibility to protect.” There are both upside and downside of all three options. 
Reform is important since that a better legal structure can make the UN be more 
adaptive to the contemporary world. It is also the most difficult because to change the 
legal structure of the UN Charter needs support of the big powers in the Security 
Council who possess the veto power and do not wish to share their powers with more 
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member states. 

 

Need for structural changes and reform of the UN 

The structural flaw has been in existence since the inception of the UN, who was 
based on a Westphalian nation-state logic and under the premises of that it was a 
forum for international actors (nation-states mainly) to discuss and cooperate so that 
the danger of unilateral action could be avoided. The UN Security Council is 
especially the organ in which individual states preferences reveal the most. With 
merely fifteen members, this only body of the UN that produces binding decisions 
regarding to the maintenance of international peace and security is easily paralyzed by 
its permanent members, who have veto power to block decisions that are not of their 
interests. So far, though, there seems no effective solution for renewing this crucial 
organ for the maintenance of international peace. 4  Nonetheless, as the former 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan stated, the present makeup of the Security Council 
“reflects the world of 1945, not that of the twenty-first century” and thus “no reform 
of the UN would be complete” if the Security Council remains unchanged.5  

However, although the reform of the UN has been in discussion for a couple of 
years, in practice, the newly-established bodies of the UN such as the Human Rights 
Council do not seem to be effectively working. Especially the reform of the Security 
Council has met a stalemate since no present permanent members want their power to 
be attenuated. Although theoretically the reform of the Security Council is an 
important part of the reform of the UN to improve its decisions-making process of 
deployment of military operations, there seems no signs in the foreseeable future that 
a consensus of how to change the formation of the Security Council can be reached. 

 
 
 

                                                 
4 The 2004 report submitted by the High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change, which 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan established in November 2003 to forge a new consensus for the future 
of the UN, acknowledges the veto power in the Security Council as “anachronistic” but sees “no 
practical way of changing the existing members’ veto powers.” See High-Level Panel on Threats, 
Challenges and Change, A More Secure World: Our Shared Responsibility (New York: United Nations, 
2004), para. 256. 
5 Kofi Annan, “‘In Larger Freedom’: Decision Time at the UN,” Foreign Affairs (May/June 2005), at 
http://www.foreignaffairs.org/20050501faessay84307/kofi-annan/in-larger-freedom-decision-time-at-th
e-un.html.  
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Enhancement of regional capacity 

In the meantime, the UN has to rectify its relations with regional organizations. 
So far, the prevailing view of the global-regional relationship in security matters has 
been that a dominant UN would delegate tasks to subordinate regional arrangements. 
The Chapter VIII of the UN Charter provides that the Security Council should 
“utilize” regional arrangements or agencies for enforcement action under its authority, 
but no enforcement action should be taken by regional arrangements or agencies 
“without the authorization of the Security Council.”6 Under this perspective, the 
region is simply an intermediate actor that undertakes tasks determined at the global 
level.7 This view, however, results in that some regional actors try to break this 
vertical relationship and compete with the UN and hence reduce the possibility of 
global-regional cooperation that counts more and more importance in ending 
humanitarian disasters, such as the competing position of the NATO toward the UN in 
Kosovo. The competing, unharmonious relationship between the UN and regional 
actors also leads to certain militarily weak regional agencies’ failure to take the 
responsibility to end the conflicts alone, such as the OAU/AU in Rwanda and Darfur 
and the EC/EU in Bosnia and Kosovo.  

Both the UN and regional bodies need each other and must assume shared 
responsibility for resolving security problems, especially in the new security 
environment in the post-Cold War era.8 The UN needs regional support to enhance its 
declined power and authority. In addition, many regional arrangements, particularly 
those in Africa, need support from global arrangement to empower their capacity. For 
the foreseeable future, a combine of global-regional strategy is essential for effective 
conduct to end humanitarian crises around the globe.  

 

Responsibility to prevent 

The newly developed approach, “the responsibility to protect,” includes a 
further meaning of “the responsibility to prevent.” The capacity of accurate 
information gathering and expertise in intellectual analysis are necessary in order to 
have a predictive model of “systematic causes of conflict,” such as social-economic 
and political stability in a country, and thus to determine that a conflict is anticipating. 

                                                 
6 UN Charter Article 53, paragraph 1. 
7 Björn Hettne and Fredrik Söderbaum. “The UN and Regional Organizations in Global Security: 
Competing or Complementary Logics?” Global Governance 12 (July-September 2006): 227. 
8 Hettne and Söderbaum, “The UN and Regional Organizations in Global Security,” p. 231. 
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One of the particular strengths of the Secretary-General is “to bring to the attention of 
the Security Council any matter that in his opinion may threaten the maintenance of 
international peace and security.”9 Accordingly, the Secretariat possesses the power to 
alert the world of impending conflicts. But the discussion in the Security Council does 
not always produce effective action in response to the warning that the 
Secretary-General raises, as in the case of Kosovo and Darfur, where the signs of 
conflicts emerged much earlier before the Security Council responded. In the extreme 
case such as Rwanda, the Secretary-General even failed to bring to the attention of the 
Security Council the correct information of the situation on the ground. Thus, the 
abstract and indelicate work of the Secretariat should be partly responsible for the 
failure of the UN to react promptly to the Rwandan genocide.  

Furthermore, while the UN agencies have the advantage in their presence in 
countries, they are lack of needed expertise to make accurate prediction. The warning 
system of the UN so far has been unstructured.10  So far, the most systematic 
early-warning capacities are in individual states, especially those powerful ones which 
have enough resource and interests to follow events closely around the world. For 
example, before the UN was informed in January 1994 about the imminent genocide 
in Rwanda, many states had already had the information about the event. Besides, the 
regional organizations also have closer observation and more knowledge about the 
regional situations. Therefore, involving greater with regional actors and neighboring 
states is important for improving diagnosis of conflicts and thus proceed to fulfill the 
responsibility to prevent. 

 

6.2 Suggestions for Future Research 

This research looks at the UN practice in humanitarian intervention in terms of 
politics and finds that the political will of the member states is decisive for the UN 
intervention to succeed or fail. There are still other aspects that need further 
exploration.  

First, in the operational aspect of the UN practice of humanitarian intervention 
needs more detailed research to address. What should be the means to humanitarian 
intervention to be the real humanitarian? How to establish a complementary 

                                                 
9 UN Charter Article 99. 
10 International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS), The Responsibility to 
Protect: The Report of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (Ottawa: 
International Development Research Centre (IDRC), 2001), p. 35. 
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relationship to make closer cooperation and to between the UN and regional 
organizations? What can be done to fill the gap between the expectation and the 
capability of the UN in addressing these issues? These questions are also worth giving 
more thoughts in the future research.  

Second, to address the responsibility to prevent, attention should be paid on 
solving the root problems that trigger the humanitarian disasters. Humanitarian crises 
have their deep-rooted socio-economic or political causes. Apart from short-term 
military intervention for averting humanitarian emergencies that needs urgent help, 
the international community needs to devote more resource to tackle these rooted 
problems if it is to prevent conflicts from recurring and to have a comprehensive 
conflict-resolving strategy. The UN has put more emphasis on the issue of human 
security, recognized that development is crucial in conflict prevention and thus has 
launched certain related programs. For example, the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) which contains eight goals ranging from halving extreme poverty and to 
halting the spread of HIV/AIDS and providing universal primary education. The 2006 
MDG report shows that some progress has been made. Although the program of the 
MDGs still has a long way to go and is not enough to solve the development problem 
around the world, it is a start which reveals that the UN has noticed the importance of 
building peace on the socio-economic core of one society to prevent conflicts 
recurring. Therefore, future research can focus on UN’s efforts peacebuilding.  

Finally, UN reform has been in hot debate for several years. The UN has made 
some changes and created several subsidiary bodies, such as Human Rights Council 
and Peacebuilding Commission, to address the issue of recurring human rights 
violations and the long-standing funding issue of UN peace operations. The effect of 
these newly-established bodies is to be evaluated. Besides, the biggest focus of the 
UN reforms—the reform of the Security Council—is in a stalemate. The UN reform 
this time is launched when it found it could not meet the demand of this changing 
world order and thus is losing its accountability. What step this world organization is 
going to take after so many debates and reports have been made? After the events in 
the 1990s, how does UN adapt itself to this new world order that needs more of its 
engagement? Where does this reform project go? These questions are to be answered 
by further observation and research. 

Human rights issues have drawn world’s attention in recent years. Human rights 
abuses within state borders have become a serious issue in the global agenda. The UN, 
which is set up based on the state centric logic, contributes much of its attention and 
efforts on global issues that have no particular boundaries such as human rights 
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protection. This research uses the cases of humanitarian intervention to point out the 
weaknesses of the UN in addressing these issues in the hope of arousing more 
attention on the role of the UN in this changing world.  
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