
Chapter Five 

Lessons from UN Practice in Humanitarian Intervention 
 

The end of the Cold War has led to the thawing of its frozen political geography, 
which has resulted in the eruption of savage conflicts in newly emerged independent 
states.1 The end of the Cold War also has led to a dramatic expansion of the UN’s 
involvement and its peacekeeping operations in these internal conflicts. As the threat 
of global annihilation in a world war has subsided, the challenges posed by these 
“lesser wars” persist.2 During the period of over ten years, the UN has managed at 
least 10 humanitarian disasters that are the focus of this research. Among them, some 
operations succeeded, but others did not. The previous two chapters examined the 
Rwandan genocide and the Darfur crisis and used three criteria to make an assessment 
in the end of each study. This chapter discusses the constraints of the UN to 
humanitarian intervention in general. It asks two questions: whether the recognition of 
the internal human suffering as threat to international peace helps facilitate UN action 
in reversing tragedies? And what are the most constraints of the UN in this respect?  

The Chapter was divided into two parts. Firstly, it makes a comparison between 
Rwanda and Sudan, which is based on the three criteria: the determination of the 
situation as a threat to international peace, the willingness of the member states to 
address the issue honestly, and the capability of the UN system to resolve the problem. 
Secondly, it extends the application of the three criteria onto the 10 post-Cold War 
humanitarian intervention cases (including Rwanda and Sudan) to investigate the 
constraints of the UN on conducting humanitarian intervention.  

The chapter concludes that a normative change has taken place in terms of 
humanitarian intervention for that, in the 1990s, the UN has accepted the argument 
that human rights considerations constitute threats to international peace and thus 
form a legitimate basis for the Security Council to authorize the use of force. However, 
the critical element to have the operation success or failure or even to take place still 
remains a political issue. The UN has too limited capacity in humanitarian 
intervention if it has to cope with it in every corner of the world on its own. Therefore, 
the organization has to rely more upon conflict prevention as well as regional capacity 
build-up to ease its burden. 

                                                 
1 Boutros Boutros-Ghali, “Empowering the United Nations,” Foreign Affairs 71 (Winter 1992/1993), p. 
90. 
2 Robert H. Dorff, “The Future of Peace Support Operations,” in Max G. Manwaring and John T. Fishel, 
eds., Toward Responsibility in the New World Disorder: Challenges and Lessons of Peace Operations 
(London: Frank Cass, 1998), p. 160. 
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5.1 Comparison of Rwanda and Sudan cases 

The Rwandan genocide occurred after the failure of the US troops in Somalia 
and the international attention was on the first Presidential election in South Africa 
after its ending of apartheid, which made the international community reluctant to act 
in another open-ended adventure in Africa and no media pressure to urge political 
leaders to act. Besides, Rwanda, a poor, land-locked country, where western states 
have no substantial interest, could not stir up western passion to intervene. The 
so-called “Somali syndrome” also affected the decision making of the UN, which 
turned from espousing human rights to protecting its own reputation since another 
failure was unaffordable. These reasons together led to the international indifference 
that resulted in the cost of nearly 800,000 lives during such a short time of three 
months. 

As for the Darfur crisis, although it broke out when the international attention 
was abstracted by the signing of the peace agreement in the long-lasting conflict 
between the north and the south, its deterioration of the conflict could have wasted the 
effort made in mediating the agreement. In addition, many countries have strategic 
consideration in Sudan, which makes them more passionate to get involve in 
resolving the conflict. Thus, the AU along with the UN managed to bring peace back 
to the region by sponsoring the Darfur Peace Agreement. Yet the situation does not 
seem to improve after the agreement was signed and now the UN was blocked by the 
Sudanese government to take further action. 

In this section, the two cases are put together to make an examination of the 
UN’s efforts in dealing with them. The comparison is based on three criteria: (1) the 
reaction of the UN when first encountered these issues, that is, the legal perception of 
the issues; (2) the political attitude of the member states concerning the issues; and (3) 
the practical response of the UN in resolving the conflicts. 

 
UN’s legal perception of the issues 

Rwanda was a full practice of non-intervention after the failure in Somalia. 
During the most critical time of the slaughter, the Security Council convened 
frequently but with not substantial results to end the atrocity. In April 1994, only two 
resolutions were passed: one is before the 10 Belgium peacekeepers were killed, 
extending the UN mission (UNAMIS) and urging the parties to implement the peace 
agreement signed earlier that year; the other is in late April, condemning violence and 
calling for cooperation. When witnessing the seriousness on the ground, none of the 
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two resolutions were adopted under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, nor did they 
recognize the situation as “a threat,” regional or international. It was until mid-May 
did the Security Council passed a resolution to determine the situation constituted a 
threat to regional peace and security and to impose sanctions of arms under Chapter 
VII. No international action would be taken until late June, when an UN-authorized 
French operation went to southern Rwanda to protect the refugees.3 Security Council 
deliberately narrowed the interpretation of the “threat to the peace” to avoid further 
responsibility to act after it had enthusiastically determined Somalia as threats to 
international peace and authorized to intervene in Iraq, Somalia, and Bosnia in the 
previous years. 

The Darfur crisis received far more attention than the Rwandan genocide a 
decade ago. The Security Council constantly reminds the world that the situation in 
Darfur is threatening international peace and security and takes measures under 
Chapter VII in the hope of stopping the tragedy. Especially after the signing of the 
peace agreement that ends the conflict between the north and the south and the 
publishing of report of the international Commission of Inquiry that concludes 
genocide is occurring in Darfur, all the resolutions determined the situation in Sudan 
as such threat.4  

At least rhetorically, the UN has become more sensible of the new approach of 
the “responsibility to protect” that emerged in 2001. However, stopping a crisis, or 
even a genocide, needs more than words. Words in resolutions cannot really motivate 
the member states to take action. When the world stood by and watched as the 
slaughter unfolded, giving priority instead to its own security and to that alone, it was 
political attitude that decides whether rhetoric can be transformed to practice.5 Even 
in the Darfur case, the recognition of the situation as threat to international peace and 
security has been repeated over and over again, but the lukewarmness is still 
preventing any effective deed to save the sufferings. 

 
Politics of decision-making 

One member of the US mission to the UN during the Rwandan genocide 
justified the inaction of the UN as that “anything short of a massive and dramatic 
                                                 
3 See Table 3.1 in Chapter Three of this volume for analysis and abstract of the UN Security Council 
resolutions regarding Rwandan genocide. 
4 See Table 4.2 in Chapter Four of this volume for abstract of the UN Security Council resolutions 
regarding Darfur genocide. 
5 Arne Johan Vetlesen, “Genocide: A Case for the Responsibility of the Bystander,” Journal of Peace 
Research 37 (July 2000): 530.  
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intervention would not have stopped the genocide, no states were offering troops for 
such a campaign, and another ‘loss’ after Somalia would jeopardize the UN’s future” 
and that “the UN could not be expected to intervene wherever danger and bloodshed 
occurred” since similar horrors existed and would continued to exist.6 This statement 
reveals the political indifference of the UN and its member states. Of course there 
were states requested the UN to intervene, but they did not possess enough power to 
do so and could not urge the powerful states to follow their requests. Most of the 
states who were militarily powerful enough to sustain UN operation evaded the 
responsibility. Western countries not only deliberately avoided calling the situation a 
threat but also avoided calling what was happening genocide. This complete 
ignorance went on until late June, when France proposed to lead a multinational force 
to fill the gap before UNAMIS II could be deployed in August. However, European 
countries refused to send troops, claiming that Rwanda was under internal unrest and 
was not for outsiders to involve. The United States also showed no passion to this 
small country where it had no strategic interests. Thus, besides the “multinational” 
force composed of mainly French troops, the UN only gained certain African 
countries support for peacekeeping deployment later after the killings mitigated.  

After Rwanda, the international community started to reflect on the horrible 
event as well as on the apathy of the international community during that time. At the 
turning point of 21st century saw the birth of the concept of the “responsibility to 
protect” and its consolidation over time. Since the Darfur crisis began, there have 
been plenty of efforts urging the international leaders to act for this responsibility. Yet 
in Darfur, there is not yet an intervention, and is not going to be one soon. In addition 
to the mainly AU force peacekeeping operation, the international community does not 
seem to be ready for further military action, though many non-enforcement actions 
have been used with almost no effect to make the Sudanese government stop violating 
human rights of its own people.  

 
Practical response of the UN 

In 1992, British Prime Minister John Major spoke in a Security Council-held 
summit that it was “time to reaffirm the belief in the principles of the UN Charter, 
time to review preventive action and to avert crises by monitoring and addressing the 
cause of conflict, time to reduce tensions and underpin efforts to restore peace, and 

                                                 
6 Michael Barnett, “The UN Security Council, Indifference, and Genocide in Rwanda,” Cultural 
Anthropology 12 (November 1997): 561. 
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time to ensure that the UN had the necessary resources to enable it to do so.”7 The US 
President George Bush also declared that “never before in its history had the UN been 
so ready, and so compelled, to step up to the task of peace-making.”8 In the years to 
come, however, the Security Council showed itself to be an ineffective instrument for 
collective security and also revealed the simplistic and naively optimism of what the 
summit had promised.9 Before and around the time the genocide broke out in Rwanda, 
the UN and its Department of Peacekeeping Operations had had operations in 
Cambodia, Angola, El Salvador, and Iraq-Kuwait border. In addition to military 
personnel, a substantial number of experts in human rights, health, finance, 
engineering, and administration were required.10 The Secretariat was overburdened 
and soon the strains began to show.11  

The fiasco in Somalia that resulted in the loss of the UN prestige, credibility, 
and US leadership is the turning point that made the UN to refrain from investing 
resource into peacekeeping operations. It started to carefully select cases where 
operations could succeed, and Rwanda was not one of them. As the killing intensified 
in April 1994, the international community deserted Rwanda. The Security Council 
met and debated and finally arrived at a compromise response on May 16 to establish 
UNAMIR II, which would be a more robust force of 5,500 troops. However, again, 
the world failed to deliver, as the full complement of troops and material would not 
arrive in Rwanda until months after the genocide ended. Had the French government 
not proposed to intervene, there would not have been any action, though the RPF’s 
cease of the capital could be the most decisive reason of bringing the genocide to an 
end.12

In Darfur, President al-Bashir of Sudan agreed in November 2006 to a buildup 
for a force that would send 3,000 UN police and civilian personnel with logistical aid 
to help the AU force now on the ground as a lead to a force of 22,000 peacekeepers 
from the AU and the UN. But he renounced the proposed force in late March 2007, 
saying that it would be a “violation of Sudan’s sovereignty and a submission by Sudan 
to outside custodianship.”13 At the same time, the AU troops are under severe attack 

                                                 
7 UN Doc. S/PV.3046 (31 January 1992), p. 4. 
8 UN Doc. S/PV.3046 (31 January 1992), p. 50. 
9 Linda Melvern, “The Security Council: Behind the Scenes,” International Affairs 77 (January 2001): 
101. 
10 Melvern, “The Security Council: Behind the Scenes,” p. 102. 
11 Melvern, “The Security Council: Behind the Scenes,” p. 102. 
12 William Ferroggiaro, “The US and the Genocide in Rwanda 1994: Evidence of Inaction,” The 
National Security Archive, 20 August 2001, at 
http://www.gwu.edu/%7Ensarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB53/index.html.  
13 Lydia Polgreen, “Rebel attack on African Union force in Darfur is deadliest,” International Herald 
Tribune, 3 April 2007. 
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that leads to Rwanda, which has a large contingent of well-trained troops who are the 
backbone of the operation in Darfur, threatened to pull out unless a support package, 
including air support and new equipment, arrived from the UN. Thus, even though 
member states are more willing to contribute force to resolving Darfur conflict, the 
UN can hardly have the way to place itself but only depends on the ill-equipped AU. 

 

5.2 Analysis of the Post-Cold War Cases 

The end of the Cold War and the increased cooperation of the five permanent 
members of the UN Security Council raised great expectations that the UN would 
finally be able to contribute decisively to ending civil wars.14 Yet the analysis in the 
previous section reveals that the UN, though with gradual improvement, is still weak 
in dealing with internal conflicts. Rwanda was the worst failure of the UN to protect 
civilians from state abuse since its creation; Darfur is being likened as another 
Rwanda for the genocide sponsored by the government of Sudan toward its people 
could not be stopped after at least three years of international efforts to end it. This 
section extends the scope of the case studies to other post-Cold-War humanitarian 
intervention cases. The same three criteria are applied to these cases in order to have a 
general view of the UN conduct in humanitarian intervention and to find out the most 
decisive constraint of the UN in this respect.  

 
Determining a situation as threat to international peace 

As the body whose purpose is to maintain international peace, the Security 
Council often addresses conflicts as “threat to international peace” as a way to make 
further enforcement action possible. Nonetheless, the 10 post-Cold War cases 
examined in this research shows that to deploy a peace operation does not have to 
have Security Council’s recognition of the situation as threat to the peace. Nor does 
the existence of Security Council’s recognition necessarily trigger an operation. Table 
5.1 is a summary of the determination of threat to international peace in 10 post-Cold 
War cases of humanitarian intervention, including the intervener(s), the first UN 
Security Council resolution determining the situation as a threat to international peace, 
and the mission(s) authorized by the UN. It shows that the UN Security Council’s 
recognition of the situation as a threat to international peace and security is not 

                                                 
14 Adekeye Adebajo, “Collective Security and Humanitarian Intervention,” United Nations & Global 
Security, at http://www.un-globalsecurity.org/pdf/Adebajo_paper_hum_intervention.pdf.  
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necessarily a precondition for triggering outside intervention. Such as in the cases of 
Liberia and Sierra Leone, the Security Council resolution came in a post hoc manner, 
after the ECOMOG was controversially sent into Liberia and after ECOMOG 
imposed sanctions against Sierra Leone. The UN’s determination was to affirm and 
complement the action taken by the ECOWAS. This is also true in the case of Haiti, 
where the UN’s resolution came two years after the Organization of American States 
(OAS) condemned the coup and recommended the imposition of diplomatic and 
economic sanctions by its member states. 

 

Table 5.1 Determination of Threat to International Peace in Post-Cold War Humanitarian Disasters 

Country 
Year(s) Intervener(s) 

First UNSCR* Determining 
the Situation as a Threat to 

International Peace 
Mission(s) Authorized by 

UN 
Liberia 
1990-1997 

ECOWAS* UNSCR* 813 (1993) ECOMOG* (post hoc) 

Northern Iraq 
1991- 

United States, 
Britain, and France

None Coalition  

Former Yugoslavia 
(Bosnia) 
1992-1995 

Various UNSCR 713 (1991) UNPROFOR* 

Somalia 
1992- 

Various UNSCR 794 (1992) UNITAF*, UNOSOM* II 

Haiti 
1993-1997 

United States and 
others 

UNSCR 841 (1993) Multinational Force 

Rwanda 
1994- 

France, UN None Opération Turquoise, 
UNAMIR* II 

Sierra Leone 
1997- 

Nigeria, ECOWAS, 
UN 

UNSCR 1132 (1997) ECOMOG (post hoc) 

Kosovo (Serbia) 
1999- 

NATO* UNSCR 1199 (1998) None 

East Timor 
1999-2002 

Australia UNSCR 1264 (1999) INTERFET* 

Darfur (Sudan) 
2003- 

AMIS* UNSCR 1556 (2004) AMIS, UNMIS* 

*Acronyms:  
AMIS = African Union Mission in Sudan 
ECOWAS = Economic Community of West 

African States  
ECOMOG = ECOWAS Monitoring Group 
INTERFET = International Force in East Timor 
NATO = North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

UNAMIR = UN Assistance Mission in Rwanda 
UNITAF = Unified Task Force 
UNMIS = UN Mission in Sudan 
UNOSOM = UN Operation in Somalia  
UNPROFOR = UN Protection Force  
UNSCR = UN Security Council Resolution 

 
Note: For details of each case, please refer to Part B “Humanitarian intervention after the Cold War 

(1991-2005)” of Section 2.3 in Chapter 2 of this volume. 
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As of in the cases of Northern Iraq, Bosnia, and East Timor, the Security 
Council resolutions determining the situations as threats to international peace came 
easier due to that those who were capable of intervening and/or that the conflicts had 
more or less international nature. In Northern Iraq, French President articulated the 
“duty to intervene” in massive human rights violation.15 Besides, Turkey and Iran 
requested for international action to prevent large scale of refugee influx that, they 
claimed, was threatening the regional stability.16 In Bosnia, it was because of the 
European Commission’s request after its failure in securing a ceasefire that the 
Security Council adopted a resolution concerning the situation and imposed a blanket 
arms embargo. In East Timor, owing to domestic political pressure and concern about 
a refugee crisis and regional instability, Australia invoked a discussion that led to the 
Security Council authorized the Australian-led multinational force to intervene. 

Rwanda, Kosovo, and Darfur are three unique cases. In Kosovo, the Security 
Council determined the situation as a threat to international peace and security but 
never launched military intervention or recognized retroactively the NATO 
intervention in response to the civil war.17 In Rwanda, there was only one resolution 
determined the grave human rights violations constituted a threat to the peace in the 
region, and there was no action taken until after the peak of the killings. In Darfur, the 
determination of the situation as a threat to international peace and continue to be 
during the three-year period of the conflict has not invoked robust international 
intervention. 

This is not to imply that the endorsement by the Security Council is irrelevant, 
nor is that the UN has been sidelined. The power of the Security Council to determine 
certain situation as “a threat to the peace” is granted by the UN Charter to fulfill its 
responsibility as the sole body for maintaining international peace and security. 
However, the nature of such “threat” evolves over time, and thus whether one case fits 
the standard of such threat is upon the Security Council to decide, that is, upon some 
member states’ will to decide. Therefore, the Security Council’s endorsement of 
                                                 
15 Nicholas J. Wheeler, Saving Strangers: Humanitarian Intervention in International Society (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 142.  
16 Letter to the President of the Security Council from UN Ambassador of Turkey, UN Doc. S/22435 (2 
April 1991); and Letter to the President of the Security Council from UN Ambassador of Iran, UN Doc. 
S/22447 (4 April 1991). 
17 The UN Security Council debated on 26 March 1999 over a Russian draft resolution (S/1999/328) 
condemning the unilateral action of the NATO in Kosovo. The result of the voting was 3 in favor 
(China, Russia, and Namibia) and 12 against. Wheeler argues that Kosovo is limited as a legal 
precedent for unilateral humanitarian intervention. It could be invoked by other states in a future 
context only where the Security Council has already adopted Chapter VII resolutions identifying a 
government’s human rights abuses as a threat to international peace and security, and where the threat 
or use of the veto prevented the Council authorizing the use of force. See Wheeler, Saving Strangers, p. 
293.  
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“threat to international peace” is necessary to legally deploy enforcement action under 
the UN Charter. In those cases where interveners are determined to stop the violence 
no matter for what reason, whether there is explicit Security Council authorization 
before action is extraneous, such as in Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Kosovo, where 
Security Council resolutions were adopted after actions taken by regional 
organizations. In some cases, the Security Council determines the situation as threats 
to international peace and security, but no substantial actions are taken afterward if the 
member states of the UN do not want the intervention to happen, like the case of 
Rwanda and Darfur. In others, like Iraq, Haiti, and East Timor, the backing of the 
“coalition of the willing” made resolutions easier to pass and intervention easier to 
established.  

In light of international law, the recognition of one situation as threat to 
international peace and security is indispensable to deployment of international force. 
By adopting resolutions, the Security Council can urge member states to act. However, 
when the member states are willing to pass a resolution acknowledging a situation 
that is so grave that needs immediate action to avert, the same group of states does not 
necessarily have the enthusiasm to send their own troops to a chaotic place to stop 
violence and restore order.  

 
Politics of decision-making 

Humanitarian interventions in the post-Cold War era have tended to be 
motivated by strategic interests, security concerns, and humanitarian considerations.18 
In places like Kosovo, Sierra Leone, East Timor, and Northern Iraq, genuine fears of 
refugees, rebels, and arms crossing porous borders to destabilize neighboring states 
are very real. Many interventions by regional actors have to be viewed in light of the 
instability that population flows pose to neighboring states facilitated the 
establishment of operations to intervene, but it is also worth noting that the idea of 
“humanitarian intervention” has historically been abused by several states that have 
used it to justify more parochial political and economic agendas. Some actors like the 
US in Haiti, France in Rwanda, and Nigeria in Liberia and Sierra Leone have been 
accused of pursuing hegemonic ambitions through military interventions.  

The ambiguity of the UN Charter and the flexibility of the UN Security Council 
interpretation enable the member states put their own political considerations before 
the deployment of UN operations. Even in those cases where humanitarian motives 

                                                 
18 Adebajo, “Collective Security and Humanitarian Intervention.” 
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are the most prominent, there are more or less other reasons that stimulate the actions. 
Such as in the case of East Timor, Australia was under domestic pressure to make 
quick response to the civil war. Other examples such as in Northern Iraq and Haiti, 
interventions took place because the intervening states, particularly the US, had the 
political reasons to do so. The US initially left the Kurds and Shiites to their fate for 
that the violence taking place inside Iraq as an “internal struggle” as well as for that 
another less public reason that it was under pressure from its allies in the Gulf to stay 
out of the conflict. Even the initial US response was not enthusiastic to the idea of 
“safe area,” which was proposed by Turkey’s president and was endorsed by 
European Community as “safe enclave,” for that the British Prime Minister did not 
discuss with the US government before he announced the idea.19 It was until the US 
Congress pressured the government that stopping Saddam from killing those who 
have the courage to resist was “a moral obligation” of the US that the US changed the 
attitude over the event.20 As for the Haiti, the US had more concerned with the chaotic 
situation in its “backyard” that could have affect its interests in the region. That 
concern triggered the US actively involved in saving the Haitians and restoring 
democracy in Haiti. 

Apart from mixed motivations to intervene, interveners’ will and means are 
crucial if the interventions are going to happen, or even succeed. The US’s decision to 
deploy Operation Restore Hope in Somalia was largely contributed by sustained 
media coverage of the anarchy and starvation in Somalia. But the US government 
failed to address the most fundamental problem of the conflict—disarming and 
demobilizing the militias, the crucial elements to end a civil war—the operation could 
not secure the humanitarian outcome it gained. Further, the lack of the will to stay for 
a long-term operation,21 the positive humanitarian outcome finally ended up with the 
quickly and shamefully withdrawal of the US troops. This also happened in Rwanda 
and Kosovo, where the France-led Operation Turquoise was approved with a key 
precondition that a timetable for the withdrawal of French troops, and the NATO 
intervened in the form of armed escorts for humanitarian relief convoys. These reveal 
that the limits of the West’s moral engagement with the human suffering.22  

                                                 
19 “Haven from the Hell Holes,” and “Bush Agrees in Principle with Kurd Havens Plan,” New York 
Times, 11 April 1991. 
20 “US Cautious over Plan for Kurds’ Havens,” Independent, 10 April 1991. 
21 Before the US troops deployed, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Colin Powell set up 
conditions for supporting forcible intervention to protect relief supplies provided. One of the conditions 
was that US troops would hand over to a UN peacekeeping force shortly after the US new President 
came to office. See Ioan Lewis and James Mayall, “Somalia,” in James Mayall, ed., The New 
Interventionism 1991-1994: United Nations Experience in Cambodia, Former Yugoslavia and Somalia 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 111. 
22 Wheeler, Saving Strangers, p. 282. 
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Outsiders’ interventions to end internal humanitarian atrocities dotted the world 
history of the 1990s. As the most acceptable international body, the UN, started 
considering human rights violations inside state borders as threatening international 
peace and security and authorizing operations or multinational forces to end the 
tragedies, its member states, however, show limited involvement when being asked to 
send troops and provide resources in these operations. Even in some cases where the 
Western governments requested the UN Security Council to address the issue, usually 
the UN’s promises to protect civilians were revealed to be hollow ones, as seen in 
Somalia, Rwanda, Kosovo, and Darfur. Intervening states have more or lese other 
motives than pure humanitarian ones. Some interveners even put the humanitarian 
reasons aside but see the intervention as a task to fulfill their own political or 
economic interests.  

The point here is that the most crucial element to deploy a humanitarian 
intervention is the will of the actors acting along with the UN. The UN Security 
Council became more open to intervention with humanitarian claims as a result of 
Western governments seeking the flag of UN legitimacy for their interventions in 
northern Iraq and Somalia.23 This indicates that humanitarian intervention depends on 
material power resources, since without the commitment of Western governments to 
act over northern Iraq and Somalia, the Security Council would not have adopted 
Resolutions 688 and 794;24 and without the French and Australian leadership, there 
would not have been any action in Rwanda and East Timor. Therefore, although the 
UN as a whole has the power to legitimize an action, the most essential element 
regarding to humanitarian intervention is still on the member states, especially those 
who possess with substantial political and military power.  

 
The overburdened UN 

The former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan stated in a report that the 
“developing international norm in favour of intervention to protect civilians from 
wholesale slaughter will no doubt continue to pose profound challenges to the 
international community.”25 In the meantime, the UN is facing a limited capability to 
deal with this huge challenge. As mentioned before, the UN does not possess the 
military resource itself but has to rely on member states’ contribution. Moreover, the 

                                                 
23 Wheeler, Saving Strangers, p. 288. 
24 Wheeler, Saving Strangers, pp. 288-289. 
25 “Secretary-General Presents His Annual Report to General Assembly,” UN Press Release 
SG/SM7136, GA 9596, 20 September 1999, at 
http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/errors/99999999.sgsm7136.html.  
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UN itself has limited personnel to conduct evaluation and analysis that results in lack 
of reaction to an anticipating conflict also prevents the organization from resolving 
conflicts effectively.  

The UN is too overwhelmed by a tremendous growth in demands of its peace 
operations. The ten cases briefly reviewed in this research happened in a series, and 
very often simultaneously. The UN, with its limited manpower, could not work at the 
same time in different places. Therefore, reactions to the anarchy in Somalia and the 
ethnic cleansing in Bosnia were delayed by the preoccupation of Iraqi war; the 
inaction in Rwanda was partly contributed by the attention in Bosnia and the world’s 
attention on the election in South Africa; the reluctance to intervene in East Timor was 
more or less because that the international focus was on Kosovo; and the hesitation in 
the first year of the conflict in Darfur was because the peace process between northern 
and southern Sudan had just concluded and was still unstable.  

When facing the big change of the world order, the UN was not prepared for this 
ethnic conflict, which was covered by the ideological confrontation during the Cold 
War. By now, even with an early-warning system, the UN still cannot take prompt act 
to prevent the outbreak of an anticipating conflict. The stories of humanitarian 
intervention in the 1990s confirm that prevention is always better than cure. The 
longer a conflict goes on, the more complicated is the task of ending fighting, 
resolving grievances, and rebuilding lives and communities.26 In his report to General 
Assembly in 2001, former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan stated that “preventive 
action should be to address the deep-rooted socio-economic, cultural, environmental, 
institutional and other structural causes that often underlie the immediate political 
symptoms of conflicts.”27 The UN’s inability not only showed in the inaction or late 
action in these post-Cold-War cases, but also in the failure to provide long-term plan 
for rebuilding the war-torn society. The lessons given by the cases apparently have not 
been learned, and this is particularly evident in the ongoing conflict in Darfur. 

 

5.3 Summary 

The practice of the UN in the post-Cold War era shows that many governments 
advanced the once inadmissible argument that human rights considerations could 

                                                 
26 Sharath Srinivasan, “Minority Rights, Early Warning and Conflict Prevention: Lessons from Darfur,” 
Minority Rights Group International, September 2006, p. 2. 
27 Kofi A. Annan, Prevention of Armed Conflict: Report of the Secretary-General (New York: United 
Nations, 2001), p. ix. 
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form a legitimate basis for the Security Council to authorize the use of force.28 Norms 
have clearly changed since the debates in the UN over the use of force of India, 
Vietnam, and Tanzania in the 1970s, and the Security Council has explicitly 
condemned governments’ violence to its own people and even referred those 
governments to ad hoc international tribunals or the newly-established International 
Criminal Court. However, this positive development is subject to a very uncertain 
element—the enthusiasm of states.  

In the first part of this chapter, the comparison of Rwanda and Darfur cases 
verify the two trends that are mentioned in Chapter Two of this research. From 
Rwanda to Darfur, one can see that the Security Council gradually broaden the 
meaning of “threat to international peace and security” to include human suffering 
with a state in order to make outside intervention justifiable. The constantly 
recognized situation as a threat to the international peace in Sudan indicates that 
human rights issues have been included in UN’s responsibility. Yet, since the UN has 
its limited power in deploying military actions, the rhetoric recognition depends on 
the application of multinational force to transform the words into real deeds.  

Besides, this chapter argues that the most decisive element of the UN with 
humanitarian intervention remains in the political will of the member states. The two 
trends that derive from the UN practice in the 1990s—a broader interpretation of the 
“threat to international peace and security” and the dependent on of the UN on 
multinational forces to intervene—still rely on the political will of the UN member 
states to complement, especially key ones. When member states do not want an 
intervention to happen, it will not happen, and it is difficult to pass a resolution to 
authorize one. The change of the UN Security Council to determine internal 
struggling of the people against their government as threat to international peace is a 
breakthrough, but in practice, the recognition in words has to be complemented by 
real deeds.  

In addition, the UN is too limited in it resource to cope with the type of 
challenge posed by Somalia, Bosnia, Rwanda, Kosovo, and Darfur, where what was 
required was the imposition of an international protectorate that could provide a 
security framework for years, or even decades, to come. Thus, the organization needs 
to develop a more comprehensive way in conflict resolution, including prevention. At 
the same time, the UN should make effort to build up regional capacity for 
humanitarian intervention and empower it to regional conflict resolution and 
prevention.  
                                                 
28 Wheeler, Saving Strangers, p. 286. 
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