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Abstract

Th e report analysis the UN’s role in the provision of four diff erent forms of 
security – national, societal, human and environmental security – both in 
general terms and with regard to Africa. It also contacins brief surveys of the 
UN’s collaboration with regional and subregional organisations and of envis-
aged UN reforms. 
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Executive Summary

Th e report analyses the role of the United Nations with regard to security, in 
several diff erent senses of the word, i.e. national, societal, human and environ-
mental security, fi rst in theoretical and general terms and subsequently with 
regard to Africa.

As far as national security (i.e. the security of states as such) is concerned, it 
distinguishes between constitutive, reconstructive and protective roles, i.e. the 
UN’s role in bringing African states into being in the fi rst place, its role in help-
ing reconstructing failed states and in protecting (by means collective security 
or peacekeeping missions) existing and functioning states, respectively. Th is is 
followed by an analysis of the UN’s role in safeguarding societal security, i.e. 
indentity and cohesion of societal groups such as nations or ethnic groups, e.g. 
against genocide and racism. Next comes an analysis of human security roles, 
intended to protect the survival and well-being of individuals against such 
threats as poverty with all its malign consequences . Two special cases of human 
security threats are mentioned, both aff ecting the most vulnerable members of 
society--child soldiers and rape victims.  With regard to “environmental security” 
a distinction is made between threats to the environment such as poaching and 
threats to human beings related to the environment such as  HIV/AIDS and 
confl icts over natural resources.

Th ese analyses are supplemented with brief accounts of the UN’s collaboration 
with regional and subregional organisations and of envisaged reforms of the 
UN.  

Oversigt
Rapporten analyserer FNs sikkerhedspolitiske rolle mht. forskellige betydninger 
af begrebet “sikkerhed” – både teoretisk og generelt og mere konkret mht. 
Afrika.

Hvad angår national sikkerhed, dvs. sikkerhed for stater som sådanne, skelnes 
der mellem konstitutive, rekonstruktive og beskyttende roller, dvs. mellem FNs 
rolle i oprettelsen af stater som de afrikanske, i genopbygningen af fejlslagne 
stater og i beskyttelsen af eksisterende og fungerende stater gennem “kollektive 
sikkerhedsoperationer” og fredsbevarende indsatser. Herefter følger en analyse 
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af  FNs rolle I sikringen af societal sikkerhed, dvs. samfundsmæssige gruppers 
(f.eks. nationers) indentitet og sammenholdskraft overfor trusler som racisme 
og folkemord. Dette følges af en analyse af  “human security”-opgaver med det 
formål at beskytte individer mod trusler som fattigdom med alle dens negative 
følgevirkninger. To specielle trusler mod særligt udsatte grupper gennemgås 
nærmere, nemlig tvangsrekrtterede børnesoldater og ofre for voldtægt under 
væbnede konfl ikter. For så vidt angør “miljømæssig sikkerhed” skelnes der 
mellem trusler mod miljøet som sådan (f.eks. krybskytteri) og trusler mod 
mennesker stammende fra miljøet som f.eks. HIV/AIDS og konfl ikter over 
naturressourcer.

Udover disse analyser indeholder rapporten også korte oversigter over FNs 
samarbejde med regionale og subregionale organisationer samt de planlagte 
reformer af FN-systemet.
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Preface: What To Understand By Security 

Peace and security would seem to constitute almost text-book examples of global 
“collective goods,” and as the global organisation par excellence the United Nations 
would appear as the obvious candidate for the provision of such global collective 
goods. Hence, we should indeed expect the UN to play a major role as a provider 
of security.1 However, what to count as a contribution to security depends, of 
course, on the defi nition of “security”, which is indeed “an essentially contested 
concept”.2

Arnold Wolfers has suggested a defi nition which has become standard, according to 
which “Security, in an objective sense, measures the absence of threats to acquired 
values, in a subjective sense, the absence of fear that such values will be attacked.”3 

However, even leaving aside the subjective element this defi nition leaves open a 
number of questions, most prominently whose values it is that might be threatened, 
the nature of these values, the possible sources of threat and the form of the threat. 
“Security”Security”Security  may thus have diff erent “referent objects” (understood as the entity 
whose values are at stake) including the state, societal groups, individuals or 
the environment, usually labelled national, societal, human and environmental 
security, respectively. For obvious reasons, the values at stake also diff er from one 
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category of referent objects to another, and the threats to them may appear from 
diff erent sources as well as in diff erent forms, as summarised in Table 1.4

What further complicates the issue is the fact that “security”security”security  or “insecurity”insecurity”insecurity  do not 
have to be conceived of as inherent attributes of issues as such, but might better 
be viewed as ones that are socially constructed via a speech act (“securitisation)”
which entails the claim that a problem is of existential importance, urgent and 
therefore one that warrants a resort to “extraordinary measures.”5 In principle, 
it is thus possible for anybody (in the role as “securitising actor”) to securitise 
anything on behalf of a referent object of security which may be anybody or 
even anything, e.g. the global environment as such or miscellaneous endangered 
species.6

Lest the concept of security should become analytically useless, however, one 
should be cautious about expanding its meaning too far, thereby watering it 
down by making it all-encompassing – and one should beware of the interplay of 
corporate or bureaucratic interests, some of which may be served by the labelling 
of something as a security issue, thereby giving it a higher priority in the battle 
over budgets, which is not necessarily what the rest of society might want.
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The Global Security Role of the United Nations

Even though one might thus, in principle, label just about everything the UN 
(or any other actor) does as contributions to security, in the following analysis a 
pragmatic delimitation will be used, which includes all four referent objects of 
the table above, but mainly in so far as threats to the security of these referent 
objects has something to do with the deliberate use of force. Th e threats, the 
absence of which is denoted at security, thus include, for instance, crime but 
not decease, and the forceful dislocation of people through armed confl ict or 
ethnic cleansing, but not the fl ight from natural disasters – and “food security”7

is taken into consideration only in so far as it is jeopardised by confl ict (as all to 
frequently happens).8

A comprehensive overview of the UN’s contributions to security thus defi ned 
will be provided, fi rst in general and then more specifi cally applied to Africa, but 
in neither case is there any presumption of exhaustiveness. Th e analysis will be 
arranged according to the various conceptions of security (i.e. national, societal, 
human and environmental) but a considerable overlap is inevitable, as the same 
measures may be contributions to several kinds of security simultaneously – as 
indeed they preferably should, lest the pursuit of one form jeopardises the other 
kinds of security. 

The UN and “National” Security
Th e UN has, on paper at least, a pre-eminent role in the provision of national 
security to its member states, in the sense of underpinning the security of each state 
against attacks from any other state. Just as had been the case of its predecessor, 
the League of Nations,9 the UN was thus conceived in 1945 as a collective security 
system. As such it rests on the twin pillars of a general prohibition of attacks 
by states against each other and a universal obligation to help such states as are 
nevertheless the victims of attack.10

Th e UN Charter in article 2.4 thus proscribes not only the actual use of force 
by states against other states, but also the threat of such use. States are only 
allowed to use force in (collective or individual) self-defence, and even this right 
is conditional upon the endorsement of the UN Security Council (article 51). 
Th ese provisions are not due to any inadvertent “slip of the pen” by the drafters 
of the UN Charter, but refl ect a very deliberate attempt at banning war, as had 
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been the case of the Kellogg-Briand Pact of 1928.11 Th e concept of self-defence 
did, of course, contain a certain ambiguity, but it was certainly not the intention 
to accept at face value any claim of attacking others in self-defence – if only 
because Nazi Germany’s attack on Poland (1 September 1939) had been argued 
in such terms.12 Th ere has all along been some disagreement on the permissibility 
of “anticipatory self-defence,” i.e. pre-emption, and the “war against terror” has 
raised further questions.13 However, there can be no dispute of the intensions of 
the UN Charter, namely to ban aggression and allow only genuine self-defence, 
perhaps including the pre-emption of imminent attacks in such cases where 
a reactive approach is deemed futile, but not preventive wars to forestall the 
appearance of future threats.14

Th e role of the Security Council is pre-eminent, as this body alone has the right 
to authorise the use of force, be that in self-defence or in order to restore the status 
quo ante bellum after an act of aggression.15 However, in combination with the 
Cold War the veto system built into the UN Charter meant that the entire system 
of collective security was almost still-born and remained ineff ectual, as aggressors 
were in most cases protected by their veto-holding patrons, to say nothing of those 
cases were the aggressors themselves belonged to the exclusive group of permanent 
members, the “P5”. Th e UN-authorised war against Iraq in 1991 was thus the fi rst, 
and to date it remains the only, instance of a genuine collective security operation 
undertaken under the auspices of the UN.16

As a partial substitute for such “Chapter VII operations,” the UN devoted most 
of its military activities to peacekeeping (sometimes labelled “Chapter Six-and-
a-Half” missions), which has little to do with national security in the traditional 
sense, as it has in most cases been a matter of preventing an intrastate war from 
fl aring up again through the interpositioning of international peacekeepers.17 For 
an overview of the missions see Table 2.18

Whereas “traditional” peacekeeping has usually been fairly unproblematic because 
of the modest military demands, the more recent “generations” of peacekeeping 
have been much more complicated, for several reasons: Most of them have taken 
place within, rather than between states; at least one of the parties has usually 
been a non-state actor, often with less than complete control of its armed forces; 
there has often been no clear and/or uncontested line of demarcation between 
the formerly warring parties; the truce or peace which the peacekeepers have 
been intended to keep has often been fragile, inevitably producing a certain 



DIIS REPORT 2005:11

11

“mission creep”; many of the PKOs have been accompanied by humanitarian 
emergencies, necessitating a collaboration of the peacekeepers with a host of 
humanitarian NGOs and agencies; and, fi nally and potentially most seriously, 
several have been so urgent that the blue helmets have arrived too late, in too 
small numbers and with too inadequate equipment to really make much of a 
diff erence. While steps have been taken to address these shortcomings, inter 
alia following the rather severe critique raised in the “Brahimi Report,”19 much 
remains to be done.

Arguably, the UN has also helped enhance the national security of its member 
states through arms control and disarmament initiatives, including eff orts to 
stem the proliferation of nuclear weapons and to outlaw certain weapons such 
as chemical and biological weapons as well as, more recently, anti-personnel 
landmines.20 However, critics or sceptics contend that this endeavour is 
either illusory or irrelevant. Whereas the lofty goal of “general and complete 
disarmament” (GCD) would clearly matter, it is hardly realistic in the foreseeable 
future, the plethora of UN resolutions calling for it notwithstanding. It is even 
debatable whether it would be worth pursuing, even if such a disarmed world 
had been realistic. As “general and complete” is not tantamount to “irreversible,” 
GCD would probably be incompatible with prudent defence planning and it 
might damage stability, as it would place a high premium on deception and 
break-out. In a completely disarmed world, the fi rst state to acquire a signifi cant 
amount of military would enjoy an overwhelming superiority, that none of its 
neighbours would fi nd acceptable. Hence, everybody would want to guard against 
such an eventuality, implying that GCD would never be genuine.21 Whereas 
more modest arms control agreements may well be more realistic, they rarely 
make much of a diff erence, as they usually simply codify what the signatories 
have already decided to do.22

The UN and Societal Security
As far as the more controversial category of “societal security,” i.e. the protection 
of the cohesiveness and identity of human collectives such as nations, ethnic or 
religious groups, is concerned, the UN also has a role to play. 

Th e most severe threat to societal security is, of course, genocide, to the prevention 
of which the 1948 Genocide Convention is devoted.23 Other threats to societal 
security include “ethnic cleansing”24 which falls under the rubric of “crimes 
against humanity”.25 Th e 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights also 
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Legend (Tabel 2): DOMREP: Mission of the Representative of the Secretary-General in the Dominican 
Republic; MINUGUA: UN Verifi cation Mission in Guatemala; MINURCA: UN Mission in the Central 
African Republic; MINURSO: UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara; MINUSTAH: UN 
Stabilization Mission in Haiti; MIPONUH: UN Civilian Police Mission in Haiti; MONUA: UN Observer 
Mission in Angola; MONUC: UN Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo; ONUB: 
UN Operation in Burundi; ONUC: UN Operation in the Congo; ONUCA: UN Observer Group in Central 
America; ONUSAL: United Nations Observer Mission in El Salvador; UNAMIC: UN Advance Mission 
in Cambodia; UNAMIR: UN Assistance Mission for Rwanda; UNAMSIL: UN Mission in Sierra Leone; 
UNASOG: UN Aouzou Strip Observer Group; UNAVEM: UN Angola Verifi cation Mission; UNCRO: UN 
Confi dence Restoration Operation; UNDOF: UN Disengagement Observer Force; UNEF: UN Emergency 
Force; UNFICYP: UN Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus; UNFIL: UN Interim Force in Lebanon; UNGOMAP: 
UN Good Offi  ces Mission in Afghanistan and Pakistan; UNHTMIH: UN Transition Mission in Haiti; 
UNIKOM: UN Iraq-Kuwait Observation Mission; UNIMOG: UN Iran-Iraq Military Observer Group; 
UNIPOM: UN India-Pakistan Observation Mission; UNMEE: UN Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea; 
UNMIBH: UN Mission In Bosnia And Herzegovina; UNMISET: UN Mission of Support in East Timor; 
UNMIH: UN Mission in Haiti; UNMIK: UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo; UNMIL: UN 
Mission in Liberia; UNMIS: UN Mission in the Sudan; UNMOGIB: UN Military Observer Group in 
India and Pakistan; UNMOP: UN Mission of Observers In Prevlaka; UNMOT: UN Mission of Observers 
in Tajikistan; UNOCI: UN Operation in Côte d’Ivoire; UNOGIL: UN Observation Group In Lebanon; 
UNOMIG: UN Observer Mission in Georgia; UNOMIL: UN Observer Mission in Liberia; UNOMOZ: 
UN Operation in Mozambique; UNOMSIL: UN Observer Mission in Sierra Leone; UNOMUR: UN 
Observer Mission Uganda-Rwanda; UNOSOM: UN Operation in Somalia; UNPREDEP: UN Preventive 
Deployment Force; UNPROFOR: UN Protection Force; UNPSG: UN Civilian Police Support Group; 
UNSF: UN Security Force in West New Guinea; UNSMIH: UN Support Mission in Haiti; UNTAC: 
UN Transitional Authority in Cambodia; UNTAES: UN Transitional Authority in Eastern Slavonia, 
Baranja and Western Sirmium; UNTAET: UN Transitional Administration in East Timor; UNTAG: 
UN Transition Assistance Group; UNTSO: UN Truce Supervision Organization UNYOM: UN Yemen 
Observation Mission.

stipulated (art. 2) that the human rights were to apply to “everyone (…) without 
distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or 
other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status,” thereby 
also indirectly safeguarding the groups to which the said individuals might 
belong.26 Its sequels on economic, social and cultural rights and on civil and 
political rights, respectively, also contain provisions which may protect group 
identities,27 as do various other conventions such as that protecting stateless 
persons and that on the elimination of all forms of racial discrimination 28 Some 
have even argued that a new set of collective human rights are in the making 
which directly protect group identities,29 inter alia applying to indigenous 
peoples.30

Not only has the UN thus been instrumental in generating international norms 
protecting societal security, but it has also gradually established an ephemeral 
machinery for actually enforcing these norms. It has thus established two special 
tribunals to try cases of war crimes, crimes against humanity and genocide, for 
the former Yugoslavia (ICTY: International Criminal Tribunal for Yugoslavia) 
and Rwanda (ICTR, more about which below), respectively, in addition to which 
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an International Criminal Court (ICC) has been established.31 Partly because of 
deliberate US obstruction,32 however, the latter has had rather a bumpy start and 
its potential remains hard to judge.

Such courts and tribunals may have a certain deterrent eff ect, thereby perhaps 
helping prevent future genocides, crimes against humanity or war crimes, but 
they do little to actually prevent or stop atrocities in progress. Some would argue 
that a (customary) right (or even an obligation) to undertake “humanitarian 
interventions” in such cases has developed through a UN-authorised practice, 
whereas others have questioned this, probably correctly.33 Still others argue in 
favour of instituting such a right/obligation, e.g. with reference to a “responsibility 
to protect.”34 If states do not live up to their responsibility to protect their citizens 
(or, indeed, if the state is the one against which people need protection) they 
forfeit their sovereign rights and others are then entitled or even obliged to off er 
such protection. In his report, delivered to the UN General Assembly (21 March 
2005) In Larger Freedom: Towards Development, Security and Human Rights for 
All, the Secretary General thus included the admonition that “We must also move All, the Secretary General thus included the admonition that “We must also move All
towards embracing and acting on the ‘responsibility to protect’ potential or actual 
victims of massive atrocities.”35

Both the establishment of judicial institutions and mechanisms for passing 
judgment on crimes committed within a state’s sovereign domain and humanitarian 
interventions obviously represent serious challenges to the strong international 
norm of “non-interference in internal aff airs.” Th is is enshrined in the UN Charter’s 
article 2.7, according to which not even the UN Security Council (much less 
individual states) are entitled to interfere in the domestic aff airs of member states 
unless there exists a threat to international peace and security. Th e jury seems to international peace and security. Th e jury seems to international
still be out on the issue which norm to give precedence, i.e. on whether to prioritise 
national over societal (or human) security or vice versa.

What the UN has not been able or willing to do is to provide clear norms for not been able or willing to do is to provide clear norms for not
what is in many cases the best safeguard of a group’s societal security, namely 
secession from the state which threatens its group identity. Whereas colonies were 
granted the right to secede (vide infra) other territories have typically not enjoyed 
such a right. Th e rather vague norm of “national self-determination” has been 
applied with great circumspection, giving priority to the norms of sovereignty 
and territorial integrity, and thus denying groups the right to secede36 – even to 
the point of withholding recognition of “de facto states” (i.e. state-like territories 
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or polities), thereby sometimes transforming the “mother countries” from which 
they have, to all practical intents and purposes seceded, into partial “quasi states,” 
which are not in actual control of the entire territory formally encompassed by 
their sovereign domain.37

The UN and Human Security
Much of what is mentioned above as contributions to, and safeguards of, societal 
security also applies to human security, i.e. the security (in the sense of survival 
and well-being) of individual human beings. Debatable though the analytical 
utility of this concept may be,38 it seems to have entrenched itself in the political 
debate, both within the United Nations and other fora. Indeed, it seems to have 
fi rst been coined by one of the UN’s special organisations, the UNDP (United 
Nations Development Programme), in its 1993 and 1994 Human Development 
Reports, as the following quotes will show.

Th e concept of security must change-from an exclusive stress on national 
security to a much greater stress on people’s security, from security through 
armaments to security through human development, from territorial security 
to food, employment and environmental security (Human Development 
Report 1993)39

For most people today, a feeling of insecurity arises more from worries 
about daily life than from the dread of a cataclysmic world event. Job 
security, income security, health security, environmental security, security 
from crime-these are the emerging concerns of human security all over 
the world. (…) Human security is relevant to people everywhere, in rich 
nations and in poor. Th e threats to their security may diff er – nations and in poor. Th e threats to their security may diff er – nations and in poor. Th e threats to their security may diff er hunger and 
disease in poor nations and drugs and crime in rich nations – but these 
threats are real and growing. (…) Most people instinctively understand 
what security means. It means safety from the constant threats of hunger, 
disease, crime and repression. It also means protection from sudden 
and hurtful disruptions in the pattern of our daily lives-whether in our 
homes, in our jobs, in our communities or in our environment (Human 
Development Report 1994).40

One might even argue that human security in the broad sense of the term 
corresponds quite closely to the “human development” which UNDP measures 
on an annual basis with its human development indexes, or what Johan Galtung 



DIIS REPORT 2005:11

16

labelled a reduction of “structural violence.”41labelled a reduction of “structural violence.”41labelled a reduction of “structural violence.”  Adopting such a broad defi nition 
obviously risks transforming just about everything the UN and its various affi  liates 
are engaged in into contributions to security, to the detriment of the concept’s 
analytical utility. However, if we, for strictly pragmatic reasons, narrow down the 
concept to involve only such “human security problems” as are related to armed 
confl icts, it is possible to identify a narrower (but still comprehensive) fi eld of 
activities. 

Th e UN (e.g. the UNHCR: UN High Commissioner for Refugees)42 is thus 
heavily involved in humanitarian assistance, not least to war victims, including 
refugees and (to a somewhat lesser degree) IDPs (internally displaced persons) 
fl eeing from a (civil) war in progress.43 As we shall se below (under Rwanda) this 
has not always been unproblematic, and may occasionally even have exacerbated 
the problems it was intended to solve. In most cases, however, human lives are 
saved. Th e UN also usually takes the lead in the reconstruction of war-torn 
societies, which usually improves the human security of the surviving victims of 
an armed confl ict,44 as do other elements in what is in UN parlance45 referred to 
as “post-confl ict peace-building” such as democratisation.46

We might also want to include the struggle against such direct human rights 
violations as might provoke a rebellion, the reduction of which might thus qualify 
as confl ict prevention.47 Not only has the UN contributed to codify human rights 
(vide supra), but in response to blatant and direct human rights violations the UN 
has on several occasions imposed sanctions. Realising that traditional (“blunt”) 
sanctions have often hurt the innocent without really aff ecting the culprits, whose 
behaviour they were intended to change, growing attention has recently been 
paid to devising so-called “smart” sanctions, but their usefulness remains to be 
documented.48 Needless to say, these may also be applied in cases of violations of 
national or societal security.

The UN and Environmental Security
Th e concept of environmental security is, unfortunately, rather “fuzzy” and 
ambiguous. In principle, the environment as such may also be the referent object 
of security,49 i.e. the entity whose survival is at stake: Th is may either the global 
ecosystem as a whole, geographically limited ecosystems or even individual species. 
If so, this cannot be a matter of the survival of the elements (all of which are 
mortal or perishable) but of the whole, i.e. the species or ecosystem, pointing to 
reproductive capacity or sustainability as the relevant values at stake.
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Proceeding from this conceptualisation we might well come to realise that the 
main threat to these values is Mankind. Considering that homo sapiens is not only homo sapiens is not only homo sapiens
a threat to other species, but also a species in its (our) own right, and that we are 
parts of the global and local ecosystems, rather than merely potential threats to 
them, it is also possible (and much less radical, albeit more “anthropocentric”) to 
conceptualise environmental security as an absence of such threats to national, 
societal or human security as are related to environmental factors. 

Quite a compelling case can indeed be made for a reorientation of security studies 
in this direction,50 and considerable attention has been paid to such matters, 
especially since the publication in 1987 of the report of the Brundtland Commission 
(established under the auspices of the UN) on Our Common Future.51 Ever since, 
the UN has been involved in both the debate over, and the actual provision of 
environmental security in both senses of the term, by mitigating environmental 
problems stemming from armed confl ict, or even from preparations for war,52 and 
by seeking to prevent armed confl icts over environmental issues, e.g. in the form of 
resource wars that might jeopardise both national, societal and human security, as 
might localised struggles over scarce natural resources.53

Th e UN’s role has mainly been that of a setter of norms and standards, e.g. with 
such treaties and conventions as UNCLOS-II (UN Convention on the Law of the 
Seas),54 the Convention on the Law of the Non-navigational Uses of International 
Watercourses of 1997,55 and the Kyoto Protocol, 56 and via the conferences convened 
by the UN Environment Programme, e.g. in Stockholm (1972), Rio de Janeiro 
(1992), Nairobi (1997), Malmö (2000) and Johannesburg (2002), each adopting 
declarations which are (at least politically) binding on the signatories. 57 In the Rio 
declaration, the links between peace and the environment were spelled out in the 
following principles:

(24) Warfare is inherently destructive of sustainable development. States 
shall therefore respect international law providing protection for the 
environment in times of armed confl ict and cooperate in its further 
development, as necessary. 

(25) Peace, development and environmental protection are interdependent 
and indivisible. 

(26) States shall resolve all their environmental disputes peacefully and 
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by appropriate means in accordance with the Charter of the United 
Nations. 58

Even HIV/AIDS (which might also be labelled an environmental problem) has been 
proclaimed a security issue by the UN Security Council in its resolution 1308 (17 
July 2000) which acknowledged that “the HIV/AIDS pandemic is also exacerbated 
by conditions of violence and instability, which increase the risk of exposure to the 
disease through large movements of people, widespread uncertainty over conditions, 
and reduced access to medical care.”59

However, the UN and its several specialised agencies are also deeply involved in actually 
handling environmental problems as such or in mitigating environmental damage 
to populations, through decease, famine and malnutrition, dislocation, etc. Th is is, 
for instance, the case of the World Health Organisation (WHO),60 UNAIDS,61

UNHCR, the World Food Programme (WFP)62 and others. It is beyond the scope 
of the present paper to elaborate on these activities, but we shall return to some of 
them (and the dilemmas facing these agencies) below under Africa.
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The UN and Its Partners

We have thus seen that the UN has many obligations related to national, societal, 
human and environmental security, and that it has (at least in principle) various 
instruments at its disposal. However, we are left with the question whether the 
organisation is able to live up to its obligations and to which extent it has the 
capacity to wield the various instruments eff ectively. 

The Inherent Problems of International Organisations
As most international organisations, the UN has no resources of its own, but it 
is entirely dependent on contributions from its members, each of whom may be 
tempted to “free-ride” on the others – a classical “collective action problem” know 
from numerous other instances involving the “production” of collective goods, 
where there is no direct link between contribution and “consumption”.63

Pessimists (often posing as International Relations “realists”) thus generally advise 
against reliance on such organisations, the strength of which would arguably 
tend to be inferior to the sum of their members’ strengths,64 especially so when 
adversaries are supposed to collaborate, which makes the distribution of the 
burdens involved in producing the collective good even more decisive, as it will 
be seen as aff ecting relative gains and losses.65 Th ey thus tend to prefer states to 
do what (they think) needs to be done on their own, either acting unilaterally 
or in (what is in US “newspeak” often called) “coalitions of the willing.”66 Th ey 
also tend to be generally pessimistic about the production of the collective goods, 
seeing the “tragedy of the commons” as an insoluble problem.67

IR liberalists tend to be more optimistic, both about the possibilities of realis-
ing collective goods and about the strength of organisations,68 pointing to the 
importance of absolute as compared to relative gains, and to the importance 
of regimes and institutions for producing such absolute (collective) gains,69 as 
well as to the synergies deriving from collective action under the auspices of 
international organisations.70

Unfortunately, judging from the meagre resources being placed at the disposal of 
the UN in comparison with, for instance, national military budgets, it seems that 
the pessimists are right and the optimists wrong, even though there is nothing 
“natural” or inevitable about this. It is simply a consequence of political choices 
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on the part of member states. Moreover, because the (lack of) resources avail-
able to the UN is bound to aff ect its performance, the sombre predictions of 
the Realists/pessimists may become self-fulfi lling prophecies, as each failure by 
the UN in the fi eld tends to make member states even less eager than before 
to contribute the requisite resources to the organisation. Th is makes it all the 
more imperative for international organisations like the UN to forge alliances 
and partnerships with other actors on the international scene.

Collaboration with NGOs and International Business
NGOs have been defi ned by the UN as “any non-profi t, voluntary citizens’ 
group which is organized on a local, national or international level”,71 which is 
probably as good a defi nition as any. Th e UN has quite a long history of col-
laboration with such NGOs,72 and the importance of this partnership seems 
to be growing, just as national governments also outsource activities to such 
organisations.73

Even though the concept of social movements is broader than that of NGOs, 
the latter play a prominent, and apparently growing, role as the organisational 
pillars of social movements.74 Such social movements in general, and trans-
national ones in particular, have a long history (viz. the anti-slavery movement 
of the 19th century), and their role does indeed seem to be increasing. What 
seems more questionable are the claims about the perspectives entailed by NGOs, 
cast in the role of representing (global or national) “civil society”.75 One might, 
of course, reject the broad defi nition above of NGOs in favour of one defi ning 
them as progressive and/or democratic, but that would tend to render most 
analyses circular. As a matter of fact, however, quite a lot of NGOs “happen to 
be” progressive as well as, in a certain sense at least, democratic – at least in the 
sense of representing a “democratic corrective” to governments. 

Some have certainly envisioned the emergence of a true “global civil society”, herald-
ing new forms of governance which will transcend that based on states. Such “civil 
society romanticists” have even seen this trend as tantamount to a democratisation 
of world politics.76 In the same vein, many concrete suggestions have, indeed, been 
made for a “democratisation” of the UN that should allow it to become an organisa-
tion of peoples rather than states – as was seemingly implied by the opening words 
of the UN Charter: “We the peoples of the United Nations...” In such an attempted 
“democratisation”, NGOs have been envisaged as playing a central role.77 As most 
NGOs are no more (probably less) accountable than most governments such romantic 
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visions may be more problematic than they might appear at fi rst glance. 

Moreover, even though NGOs are, by defi nition, non-profi t, this does not mean 
that they are not, at least partly, driven by economic motives. In fact the “rules 
of the game” dictate that they maximise their revenues and minimise their 
expenses, just as private, profi t-seeking, companies.78 Th ere may thus be less 
than meets the eye to the diff erences between them and private enterprises, with 
which the UN has also recently launch a collaboration (or at least consultation), 
e.g. under the auspices of the “Global Compact.”79

Whereas the campaign to ban anti-personnel landmines represented a good 
example of collaboration between NGOs, governments and the UN,80 the more 
recent global campaign against “blood diamonds” thus also included private 
business, in casu diamond merchants such as De Beers.81

Collaboration with States and Regional Organisations 
Even though the UN’s collaboration with such non-state actors certainly holds 
promise, the cooperation with member state governments and regional organisa-
tions probably remains more important.

Especially the collaboration with the latter seems to be growing in importance. 
Since the end of the Cold War it has become increasingly fashionable to suggest 
that regional organisations should play a more prominent role – often argued 
as an application of the principle of “subsidiarity”. Th e origins of the principle 
of subsidiarity go way back, inter alia to the papal encyclicals Rerum Novarum
(Leo XIII, 1891) and Quadragesimo Anno (Pius XI, 1931). According to the 
latter, the principle entails that 

a community of a higher order should not interfere in the internal life 
of a community of a lower order, depriving the latter of its functions, 
but rather should support it in case of need and help to co-ordinate 
its activity with the activities of the rest of society, always with a view 
to the common good.82

Subsidiarity is also one of the central principles of European Union law, and was 
thus also codifi ed in the (apparently stillborn) Constitution for Europe signed 
in June 2004.83 Furthermore, the principle is also enshrined in international 
law, defi ning certain roles for regional organisations. Chapter VIII of the UN 
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Charter thus stipulates that 

Th e Security Council shall, where appropriate, utilize such regional 
arrangements or agencies for enforcement action under its authority 
(art. 53.1) (…) 

Th e Members of the United Nations (…) shall make every eff ort to 
achieve pacifi c settlement of local disputes through such regional ar-
rangements or by such regional agencies before referring them to the 
Security Council.” (art. 52.2) 

Regional organisations thus represent instances of fi rst resort as far as the peace-
ful resolution of confl icts is concerned, but it is also underlined that diff erent 
rules apply to the use of non-peaceful means with the stipulation that “No 
enforcement action shall be taken under regional arrangements or by regional 
agencies without the authorization of the Security Council” (art. 53.1). Th e 
United Nations thereby reserves for itself the right to either authorise military 
action by regional organisations, or withhold such authorisation, in which case 
the use of forces constitutes a violation of art. 2.4 of the Charter, according 
to which “All Members shall refrain in their international relations from the 
threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence 
of any state (…)”.84

Th e gist of the norm of subsidiarity is thus that regional and subregional 
organisations should be the “fi rst resort” for problems transcending national 
borders, leaving the “international community” and global organisations like 
the UN to deal only with those problems that cannot be solved at lower levels, 
as illustrated in Fig. 1.85

A number of considerations do indeed speak in favour of such a division of 
labour and responsibility. For instance, in the case of an intra-state confl icts, 
adjacent countries are often more inclined to get involved because they almost 
inevitably suff er from the consequences of the confl ict, e.g. in the form of a 
fl ow of refugees. Hence, states may be more likely to honour their obligations 
as members of a region or subregion, i.e. as neighbours, than as members of the 
international community, as doing so corresponds to their national interest. Fur-
thermore, neighbouring countries are often in a better position to comprehend 
a confl ict than distant ones, as they tend to share the same culture. Finally, the 
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regional level of action is often most suitable for managing problems of ethnic 
groups and nations “straddling borders” as well as for handling other border-
transcending issues, such as shared rivers and similar environmental matters, 
cross-border migration and transborder crime, and perhaps for dealing with 
border disputes.86

Notwithstanding all these attractions, however, the subsidiarity norm is not 
without its inherent problems. First of all, regional or subregional organisa-
tions may either be missing or too weak for the task. Few regions have as strong 
economic, political and normative foundations for regional collaboration as 
has Western Europe, where a particular form of regionalisation predominates, 
namely regional integration. In most other parts of the world other and less 
ambitious modes of regionalisation are the best that can realistically be hoped 
for. By implication, to relegate the responsibility for such complicated matters as 
confl ict prevention, management and resolution to such regional or subregional 
organisations may be a recipe for failure, as the requisite means may not be 
available at these levels, simply because of a general lack of resources aff ecting 
both the members and the organisation as such.

Secondly, subsidiarity may come to be seen as a justifi cation for what is really 
“buck-passing”, i.e. for neglecting the developing world and leaving the solution 
of its problems to the weak Th ird World states. Th irdly, what makes such buck-
passing even less fair is the fact that it will be the strong who are passing the 
buck to the weak, who neither have the economic nor the military capacity to 
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shoulder the burden, as will be obvious from the distribution of global military 
expenditures in Chart 1.87 If we compare this distribution of military capacities 
with the needs, i.e. the number of armed confl icts by region, the division of 
labour comes to look even less fair (see Table 3).88

What may help a bit is the fact that the rich countries do acknowledge a certain 
responsibility to help the developing world. At its meeting on Sea Island, 10 June 
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2004, the G8 thus launched a “G8 Action Plan: Expanding Global Capability 
for Peace Support Operations”,89 entailing a commitment to “train and, where 
appropriate, equip a total of approximately 75,000 troops worldwide by 2010.” 
Even though this is a poor substitute for the actual involvement to which these 
countries are both legally and morally obliged, it is probably better than noth-
ing, seen from the vantage point of the envisaged benefi ciaries. 

                                        …

Having now provided an inevitably superfi cial survey of the security roles of the 
UN; the rest of the paper will be devoted to the roles played by the organisa-
tion in Africa. 

In his Africa Report of 1998, UN Secretary General Kofi  Annan highlighted Africa Report of 1998, UN Secretary General Kofi  Annan highlighted Africa Report
several shortcomings, such as the marginalisation of Africa, the declining pro-
vision of ODA (offi  cial development assistance), and the receding willingness 
of non-African states to supply military forces for peace support operations in 
Africa.90 Since then, it seems that Africa has received growing attention by the 
UN. Special reports have been published on the problems of the continent and a 
special “UN System-Wide Special Initiative on Africa” (SIA) has been established 
as part of the so-called “Africa Initiative”.91 However, the UN’s involvement is 
much older, as the organisation has, since its very foundation, been involved in 
a wide range of activities directly related to, or impacting upon, confl ict preven-
tion, management and resolution in various parts of Africa.92
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The UN and the National Security of African States

Th e UN’s contribution to national (i.e. state) security has arguably been even 
more signifi cant in Africa than elsewhere, as the organisation has not merely 
helped protect existing states but has also been instrumental in creating these 
states in the fi rst place as well as in reconstructing failed states. We may thus 
logically distinguish between the UN’s constitutive, (re)constructive and pro-
tective roles, whilst recognising that a certain overlap is likely.

The Constitutive Role: Decolonisation and Independence
Th e achievement of independence by the former colonies in Africa was manifested 
in their being recognised as independent states and their admission as such to 
the United Nations. However, not only did the UN play this “constitutive” role, 
but it also helped bring about independence and statehood in the fi rst place, as 
had its predecessor, the League of Nations.

It may be debatable whether this is to be applauded or regretted, as some have 
argued that the state as an institution is an alien imposition on Africa and that 
the continent would have been better off  without the period of colonisation fol-
lowed by decolonisation and statehood, as it would have allowed African societ-
ies to develop less artifi cial forms of political organisation than the state.93 By 
the time of independence there were, indeed, several attempts and initiatives at 
creating political structures other than states (especially all-African or regional 
federations) but their implementation was obstructed by the outgoing colonial 
powers as well as, occasionally, by would-be African politicians and hindered 
by the UN’s demands for statehood. Th e international system was simply not 
designed to accommodate other entities than states and whatever other entities 
these states might form.94

Th e fi rst step towards future independence was arguably the proclamation of 
the norm of national self-determination by US President Wilson (in his famous 
“fourteen points”)95 in the wake of the First World War. Even though this norm 
was primarily intended for application to the vanquished (but anyhow moribund) 
Habsburg and Ottoman empires and their dependent territories, the norm was 
formulated in general terms. Imperialism was simply no longer quite comme il 
faut. Th e norm of self-determination was subsequently codifi ed (albeit in rather 
vague and ambiguous terms) by the League of Nations, which in article 22 of its 
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covenant referred to colonies as “not yet able to stand by themselves” with the yet able to stand by themselves” with the yet
implication that “the well-being and development of such peoples form a sacred 
trust of civilisation”. Hence the need for “tutelage”, which should be entrusted 
to “advanced nations”, acting on behalf of the League.

As a consequence, the vanquished (including Germany) were forced to relin-
quish their colonies, but these were not simply taken over by the victors as 
colonies, but as “trusts.” A norm of accountability was further established, the 
mandate powers having to provide annual reports on their administration to 
the League. Moreover, the way in which the former colonies were classifi ed ac-
cording to their prospects of independence also established certain precedents 
and certainly a compelling logic, according to which colonies might advance 
towards independence, in due course.96 In Africa the reordering of the colonial 
map meant that the former German colonies Rwanda and Burundi (treated 
as one territory) were to be administered by Belgium and Tanganyika by the 
UK. South-West Africa was, likewise, taken over by the UK, but it chose to 
“outsource” the administration to the de facto (but not yet de jure) independent 
South Africa (more about which below). Th e colonies Togo and Cameroon, in 
their turn, were divided between the UK and France.97

After the Second World War the League’s norm of national self-determination 
was taken over by the UN, as evidenced by its creation of a Trusteeship Coun-
cil.98 Moreover, in 1960 some clarifi cation was achieved as to the implications of 
self-determination when the General Assembly passed resolution 1514, known 
as the Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Territories and 
Countries, which eff ectively removed whatever international legitimacy colonial-
ism might have retained until that date.

Th e General Assembly, 
(…) Recognizing that the peoples of the world ardently desire the end 
of colonialism in all its manifestations. Convinced that the continued 
existence of colonialism prevents the development of international 
economic cooperation, impedes the social, cultural and economic 
development of dependent peoples and militates against the United 
Nations ideal of universal peace. 

(…) Believing that the process of liberation is irresistible and irrevers-
ible and that, in order to avoid serious crises, and end must be put to 
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colonialism and all practices of segregation and discrimination associ-
ated therewith. 

Declares that: (…) 
2. All peoples have the right to self-determination; by virtue of that 
right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their 
economic, social and cultural development. (…)

4. All armed action or repressive measures of all kinds directed against 
dependent peoples shall cease in order to enable them to exercise peace-
fully and freely their right to complete independence, and the integrity 
of their national territory shall be respected. (…)

6. Any attempt aimed at the partial or total disruption of the national 
unity and the territorial integrity of a country is incompatible with the 
purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations. 

While this declaration certainly provided legitimacy as well as urgency to 
decolonisation, it was not without its inherent contradictions. National self-
determination was thus interpreted as applying only to geographically distinct 
territories, but neither to territories contiguous to the “mother country” such 
as the Russian and Soviet conquests (sometimes referred to as the “saltwater 
criterion”)99 nor to parts of colonies. General Assembly (UNGA) resolution 1541 
of 15 December 1960 thus mentioned an implicit prima facie criterion for ac- facie criterion for ac- facie
cepting a territory as a colony, namely that it should be “geographically separate 
and (…) distinct ethnically and/or culturally from the country administering 
it” (Art. IV), in which case the said territory should be allowed to freely decide 
whether to form an independent state or integrate, or enter into an association, 
with an already independent state (Art. VI). Moreover, it was made clear that 
national self-determination was a right to be exercised only once, and that it 
did not apply to parts of former colonies.

Th is norm was put to a test with the several cases of attempted secession from 
newly independent African states, such as that of Katanga (from Congo) in 
1961 and of Biafra (from Nigeria) in 1967-1970.100 In both cases the secessionist 
attempt was almost unanimously condemned by the international community 
and recognition (and UN membership) was denied to the secessionists. Th e case 
of Western Sahara (i.e. what Africans call Sahrawi) was diff erent, the African 
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countries (except Morocco) recognising it as an independent state, deeming 
the 1975 Moroccan conquest to have been illegal, but the rest of the world 
withholding recognition.101 Th e case of Eritrea was even more sui generis as this sui generis as this sui generis
was a former Italian colony which had initially been associated, in the form of 
a federation, with independent Ethiopia but subsequently eff ectively annexed 
(1962), thereby provoking a war of secession, which was ultimately (1991) victo-
rious. After a referendum in 1993, Eritrea then formally seceded from Ethiopia 
with the latter’s consent, and only then did it receive international recognition, 
including membership of the UN.102

Decolonisation thus proceeded with an astonishing pace, as is obvious from 
Table 4,103 and most of it had been completed by the mid-sixties and in most 
cases peacefully and even amicably.104 Th ere were, however, a few cases of be-
lated decolonisation (besides that of Eritrea, which arguably belongs to the same 
category), mainly involving the Portuguese colonies and the white minority 
regimes in Southern Africa. 

Up until the 1974 “April Revolution” in Portugal, the regime in Lisbon remained 
recalcitrant in clinging to its three colonies in Africa, Angola, Mozambique and 
Guinea-Bissau (with Cape Verde). It thus waged quite a brutal counter-insur-
gency war against the armed liberation movements MPLA (Movimento Popular 
de Libertação de Angola), FRELIMO (Frente de Libertação de Moçambiqueçambiqueç ) 
and PAIGC (Partido Africano da IndependêPartido Africano da IndependêPartido Africano da Independ ncia da Guiné e do Cabo Verdeé e do Cabo Verdeé ), 
respectively.105 Even though the above UNGA resolution should logically have 
produced a clear condemnation of Portugal, the Cold War prevented this, as 
the United States saw the liberation movements as Soviet allies and therefore 
supported its NATO ally Portugal, albeit discretely.106 Hence, the UNSC did 
pass several resolutions condemning Portugal,107 and the UNGA in December 
1965 imposed (non-mandatory) sanctions against it (following the boycott 
proclaimed by the OAU in 1963),108 but nothing more forceful – and all to 
small avail.

Th e former German colony Southwest Africa had, as mentioned above, by the 
League of Nations been made a South African mandate territory, initially acting 
on behalf of the UK. When the mandate was subsequently retracted by the UN, 
the apartheid regime simply refused to withdraw and maintained its hold on 
what was in 1990, after a protracted armed struggle by SWAPO (South-West 
African People’s Organisation), to become the present Namibia.109 Th e UN 
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Legend: a) Independence of Tanganyika (former mandate territory) and Zanzibar (former colony), 
respectively; b) French mandate territory, British part ceded to Ghana; c) Independence/ transition to 
majority rule; d) Anglo-Egyptian condominium; e) Federated with Ethiopia in 1952, annexed in 1962; f ) 
Merger of Italian and British Somalia; g) Th e former Spanish West Sahara has been recognised by most 
African countries under the name Sahrawi, but not by Morocco; h) Formally an Italian colony from 1936 
until it was liberated by the UK in 1941, but only formally recognised as a state in 1955
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played a central role in this protracted liberation process,110 even though US 
offi  cials have subsequently claimed credit for the accomplishment.111

In the British colony of Southern Rhodesia, i.e. the present Zimbabwe, the 
white settler minority pre-empted independence in 1965 with a unilateral 
declaration of independence (UDI) in order to preserve minority rule and the 
other privileges of the whites, not least their property rights.112 Th e UN (and 
the UK) responded with a refusal of recognition of the new would-be state 
(UNSCR 217 of 20 November 1965) followed by an imposition of mandatory 
sanctions against it (UNSCR 232 and 253, 16 December 1966 and 29 May 
1968, respectively).113 As these UN initiatives ran concurrently with an armed 
liberation struggle,114 it is diffi  cult to assess the relative importance of this sanc-
tions regime in forcing the regime to fi nally compromise and sign up to the 
Lancaster House Agreement of 1979, which inaugurated majority rule in 1980 
– a date which also marks independence.115

One might also reckon the transition to democracy by South Africa as the very 
fi nal instance of decolonisation, but is appears more sensible to relegate the UN’s 
eff orts to this eff ect to the chapter on societal security (vide infra) as this was 
primarily a matter of a change of regime in an independent state as a means to 
improve the conditions of the majority of its citizens. 

The (Re)Constructive Role: State-Building and Reconstruction
While the UN-assisted decolonisation of Africa did produce states enjoying 
formal sovereignty, the product was not necessarily viable and certainly not 
strong states. Hence the UN has also had to involve itself in state-building or 
state reconstruction in the cases of failed or collapsed states, in most cases as 
an integral part of what in UN parlance is usually referred to as post-confl ict 
peace-building.

One reason for this is probably that the borders of the previous colonial do-
mains have been taken over by the new states without revision, some of which 
made very little sense. Neither did they always represent “natural boundaries” 
(e.g. delimited by mountain ranges or rivers), nor did they correspond well to 
the residential patterns of nations, tribes or ethnic groupings. As a result the 
post-colonial states were often extremely ethnically diverse, hence vulnerable to 
ethnic strife, and awkwardly sized and/or shaped, e.g. landlocked, containing 
exclaves, too large to be manageable or unsustainably small.116 Indeed, the very 
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existence of borders was alien to nomadic peoples such as those in the Sahel 
region and elsewhere in Africa.

Moreover, the new states were born into a well-established and highly regu-
lated state system,117 where the norms of statehood as such were fairly well 
established – codifi ed in, inter alia, the Draft Declaration on Rights and Duties 
of States of 1949 (which has never entered into force, but nevertheless seems to of States of 1949 (which has never entered into force, but nevertheless seems to of States
have a politically binding character) and the Vienna Convention on Succession of 
States in respect of Treaties.118 It remains disputed whether any degree of (what 
is in modern parlance termed) “good governance” is a legal requirement for a legal requirement for a legal
polity’s recognition as a state,119 but it seems to be on the verge of becoming a 
political requirement for retaining the rights of sovereignty – also because the political requirement for retaining the rights of sovereignty – also because the political
West (and particularly the United States) seems to believe (probably errone-
ously) that failed states are likely to harbour terrorists, hence constitute threats 
to their national security.120

Even though the two are sometimes confused, it makes sense to distinguish 
between states that are unable and those that are unwilling to protect their 
citizens. In the former category we fi nd weak as well as failed states, whereas 
the latter also includes strong states governed by malevolent, occasionally 
even genocidal, regimes. As the latter mainly constitute threats to the societal 
and/or individual security, I have relegated them to the chapter on societal 
security – also because such states should neither be built nor reconstructed, 
but reformed. Some states are, however, so weak that their very statehood is 
threatened, or it has already, to all practical intents and purposes, vanished as 
in the case of failed states.

Africa does, indeed, contain more than its fair share of such weak and even failed 
states, where the institution of the state has lost its Weberian “monopoly on the 
legitimate use of force.”121 In some cases, states have collapsed completely,122

which means that the state has lost what some have called “empirical sover-
eignty” or “internal sovereignty” whilst usually retaining formal (or external) 
sovereignty,123 manifested in the continued recognition by other states as well as 
by the UN and other international organisations – in which case it constitutes 
a “quasi-state.”124 In other cases, the state is fragile and perhaps weakening 
to the point where complete collapse seems a distinct possibility – and where 
the main task becomes to prevent such collapse by strengthening the states 
capacities. Th is may, however, well entail certain uncomfortable dilemmas, 
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as strengthening a non-democratic and oppressive state’s capacities is likely to 
result in an exacerbated human rights situation, whereas democratising a state 
may well weaken its governing capacities, at least temporarily. All good things 
do not always go together!

Even though a growing number of African states in the early 1990s have ad-
opted democratic constitutions125 and held reasonably free and fair multi-party 
elections,126 even such formally democratic states are often, to a large extent, 
neopatrimonial, in the sense that the real power structure resides in a tangled 
web of personal ties. While traditional patrimonialism (as described by Max 
Weber and others)127 rested on authentic tradition, e.g. in the form of legitimate 
succession to power or religious legitimation (as with the Golden Stool of the 
Ashanti or the legendary descent of Ethiopian kings and emperors from King 
Solomon),128 neopatrimonialism is built around “strong-men”, often coming from 
the economic sphere or from the military.129 Power is personalised and based 
on patron-client relations, where the patron enjoys the support of his clients in 
return for the favours he is able to bestow on them, e.g. in the form of jobs or 
protection, all in a very informal manner, in fact presupposing a primacy of the 
informal and defying accountability.130 While neopatrimonialism is thus the 
antithesis of the Weberian meritocracy, it may nevertheless be tantamount to a 
social contract of sorts, as argued by Patrice Chabal and Jean-Pascal Daloz who 
in their book with the telling title Africa Works also fi nd traces of accountability Africa Works also fi nd traces of accountability Africa Works
and representation:

[T]he foundations of political accountability in Africa are both collective 
and extra-institutional: they rest on the particularistic links between 
Big Men, or patrons, and their constituent communities (…) Th at 
is why, despite the undeniably large gap (in terms of resources and 
lifestyle) between elites and populace, leaders are never dissociated 
from their suppporters. Th ey remain directly linked to them through 
a myriad of nepotistic or clientilistic networks staff ed by dependent 
intermediaries.131

Th is may, however, be too optimistic, if only because neopatrimonial states 
are usually haunted by corruption (some to the extent of being “kleptocratic” 
as in Mobuto’s Zaïre),132 as a result of which politics tends to amount to little 
more than a struggle for personal enrichment. Th e state may thus degenerate 
into a vehicle for predation and illegitimate extraction and waste of scarce 
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resources, i.e. a “vampire state”, as argued by George Ayittey in his work on 
Africa in Chaos:

[I]n Africa, government offi  cials do not serve the people. Th e African 
state has been reduced to a mafi a-like bazaar, where everyone with an 
offi  cial designation can pillage at will. In eff ect, it is a “state” that has 
been hijacked by gangsters, crooks, and scoundrels. (…) Th e inviolate 
ethic of vampire elites is self-aggrandizement and self-perpetuation in 
power. To achieve those objectives, they subvert every institution of 
government: the civil service, judiciary, military, media, and banking. 
As a result, these institutions become paralyzed. (…) Regardless of 
their forms, the eff ects of clientelism are the same. Politics is viewed as 
essentially extractive.133

Needless to say, such states do not automatically elicit the loyalty and support 
of their citizens upon which political stability might rest. Hence, when the 
behaviour of the incumbent regime provokes opposition, it tends to resort to 
oppressive means to quell it, thereby often forcing the opposition to take up 
arms, whence may result a civil war which further weakens the state, perhaps 
eventually to the point of complete collapse.

Th is was, more or less, what happened to Somalia, representing almost a textbook 
example of state failure. Because this was accompanied by widespread human 
suff ering, including a (partly war-provoked) famine, the UN stepped into the 
breach with what was offi  cially labelled a peacekeeping operation (UNOSOM 
I), even though its main objective was in fact state-building via humanitarian 
intervention. As such, however, it was singularly ineff ective, partly (but not 
only) because of the less than constructive role played by the United States 
(vide infra). Not only did the UN (or at least UN-authorised) intervention 
thus utterly fail in its endeavour to reconstruct the Somali state, but the UN 
was also debarred by the above-mentioned strong norm against secession from 
granting recognition to what has since 1991 been a de facto state, the former 
British colony of Somaliland, which remains “in limbo,” even though its claims 
to statehood are far more credible than those of the successive interim govern-
ments of Somalia proper.134

Other attempts at post-confl ict and post-collapse state reconstruction in Africa 
have included Liberia, where the fi rst attempt was singularly ineff ective, as it did 
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not bring a halt to the civil war in progress and merely preserved a modicum of 
“quasi statehood” in (parts of ) the capital Monrovia, leaving the rebels under 
the warlord Charles Taylor in control of most of the country. What eventually 
brought the civil war to a (temporary) halt was the electoral victory of the very 
same Taylor in 1997,135 whose misgovernment by around 2000 provoked another 
round of civil war.136 Even though the UN (as well as ECOWAS)137 has been 
instrumental in bringing this to a negotiated end, it is too early to proclaim 
success in the state reconstruction endeavour. 

Neighbouring Sierra Leone also descended into chaos in the early 1990s, partly 
through “spill-over” from Liberia, where Charles Taylor lent his support to the 
RUF (Revolutionary United Front), notorious for its amputation practice and 
other atrocities.138 Neither ECOWAS nor the UN were particularly successful 
in bringing this rebellion under control, but the UN had to be “bailed out” 
militarily, fi rst by a South African-based private military company, Executive 
Outcomes, and then by a unilateral British intervention.139 Around the turn of 
the century, however, peace seems to have come, at long last, to Sierra Leone, 
and the UN has assumed important roles, both with regard to military issues 
such as DDR (disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration) and security 
sector reform,140 and civilian issues such as elections and “transitional justice.” 
It has, for instance, supported and participated in a special court to try cases of 
war crimes and crimes against humanity as well as sponsored a South Africa-
inspired Truth and Reconciliation Commission.141

A more successful case of state-building was the UN mission to civil war-torn 
Mozambique in the early 1990s, where a massive UN presence allowed for 
an orderly transition to peace entailing, inter alia, the transformation of the 
rebel group RENAMO into a political party contesting the ruling FRELIMO 
in reasonably free and fair elections, accompanied by a comprehensive DDR 
programme.142

The Protective Role (1): Collective Security 
Besides the above constitutive and (re)constructive tasks of helping to bring states 
into being and/or putting them back together when they have collapsed, the UN 
should ideally also help protect existing states against foreign aggression, i.e. 
perform the traditional role of a collective security organisation. However, neither 
the track records in Africa of the UN nor its predecessor, the League of Nations, 
are particularly impressive in this respect.
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Th e membership of Ethiopia (Abyssinia) in the League of Nations thus helped 
very little when the fascist regime of Italy in 1935 invaded the country in a second 
attempt at establishing a colony.143 Even though this constituted a clear breach 
of the League’s rules, and almost a textbook example of a contingency calling 
for a collective security response, the appeals by the Emperor for assistance were 
largely ignored and Ethiopia’s military defence against the Italian aggression 
proved unsuccessful.144

Since WWII there have, fortunately, only been few situations calling for 
collective security responses, simply because the African continent has seen 
very few international wars, as most armed confl icts have either been simple 
intrastate or internationalised intrastate (i.e. “transnational”) confl icts. Th e 
main explanation is probably neither that the African states have lacked 
any casus belli (for which the aforementioned odd borders might well have casus belli (for which the aforementioned odd borders might well have casus belli
qualifi ed), nor that they were deterred from aggression by the UN’s prohibition 
of aggression, nor even that each state was able to deter would-be aggressors 
by means of adequate defensive capabilities (which most African states lack). 
A better explanation may be that very few African states have possessed the 
requisite military capabilities (and especially power projection capabilities) 
to launch any major attacks, even against next-door neighbours.145 Besides 
numerous small-scale cross-border operations, there have thus only been two 
“real wars” on the continent, in neither of which the UN came to the rescue 
of the victim of aggression:

Th e Ogaden War between Somalia and Ethiopia (1977-78), launched by the 
former as a follow-up to its support for ethnically Somali rebels in a part of 
Ethiopia claimed by Somalia.146

Th e war between Ethiopia and Eritrea (1998-2000), initiated by the latter by a 
small-scale “land grab” focused on the Badme plains, claimed by Eritrea, which 
provoked a forceful Ethiopian response turning it into a major war.147

A partial explanation of the lack of UN involvement in the Ogaden War might 
(as in other wars in this period) be the stalemate in the UN Security Council 
produced by the Cold War. Indeed, the USSR was quite heavily involved (both 
directly and by “proxy” in the shape of Cuban troops) on the side of Ethiopia, 
whereas the United States leaned heavily to the Somali side.148 In the latter case, 
however, this “excuse” was no longer valid, but we must look elsewhere for an 
explanation.

•

•
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Just as the Cold War gave the superpowers an interest in becoming involved in 
Africa (as everywhere else),149 it also off ered them several reasons not to do so, unless not to do so, unless not
some kind of cooperation, or at least a tacit understanding, with the respective 
other was possible.150 Neither of them was prepared to be “sucked into” an African 
confl ict that might eventually result in them fi ghting each other directly, with 
all the accompanying risks of uncontrollable escalation.151 Hence the tendency 
(especially on the part of the USSR) to disengage before a confl ict might escalate 
out of control and pose risks of a direct confrontation between US and Soviet 
forces.152 Since the end of the Cold War, however, almost exactly the opposite 
might be said of the USA and its allies as well as of Russia: Whereas there are no 
longer any particular risks involved with becoming engaged, the reasons for doing 
so have also vanished into thin air. Africa simply no longer really matters,153 and 
this attitude on the part of two of the members of the Security Council is bound 
to impact on the decisions of this body, producing a reluctance to get involved in 
anything African and especially so in the case of major wars.

Besides the few international wars, some of the aforementioned transnational wars 
have also featured so signifi cant elements of foreign interference that they might 
arguably have qualifi ed as contingencies calling for collective security responses.154

Examples include the following:

Th e civil war in Mozambique was, to at least the same extent, a proxy war 
waged by the UDI regime in “Rhodesia” and subsequently by apartheid South 
African against the FRELIMO government by means of extensive support 
for the (MNR, i.e. Mozambican National Resistance, and subsequently) 
RENAMO rebels.155

Th e Angolan civil war featured extensive support from both Zaïre and 
South Africa for fi rst FNLA (Frente Nacional de Libertação de Angola) and 
then UNITA in their struggle against the MPLA government, in its turn 
a benefi ciary of substantial Cuban and Soviet support. Th e latter stages 
of the war also saw occasional direct South African operations against 
Angola.156

Th e several civil wars in Ethiopia were internationalised in several respects: 
through Arab support for the ELF (Eritrean Liberation Front) and Sudanese 
support for the EPLF (Eritrean People’s Liberation Front), both secessionist 
movements in Eritrea; and by fi rst Israeli and later Soviet and Cuban 
support to the successive governments in Addis Ababa – concurrently with 
the aforementioned support by Somalia for the secessionist WSLF (Western 

•

•

•
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Somali Liberation Front) in the Ogaden region.157

Th e North-South civil war in Sudan also saw Israeli, Ethiopian and Ugandan 
support for fi rst the Anya-nya and then the SPLF (Sudan People’s Liberation 
Front) in their struggles for secession and/or autonomy. In retaliation, Sudan 
has lent its support for the LRA (Lord’s Resistance Army) in northern 
Uganda.158

Th e war in the Congo, which has been called “Africa’s great war,” was an 
unsavoury mixture of a civil war between a multitude of indigenous groups 
and a transnational war involving, among others, Rwanda and Uganda, fi rst 
on the side of the AFDL (Alliance des forces don the side of the AFDL (Alliance des forces don the side of the AFDL ( éAlliance des forces déAlliance des forces d mocratiques pour la libémocratiques pour la libé ération ération é
du Congo) rebels against the Mobuto regime, and then on the side of other 
rebels against the new government of Laurent Kabila, and Angola, Namibia 
and Zimbabwe on the side of the successive post-Mobuto government of the 
two Kabilas (ptwo Kabilas (ptwo Kabilas ( êre and re and re fi ls).159

In neither of these cases (nor in the several not mentioned), however, has the UN 
played any major role in bringing the confl ict to an end, except for mediation and 
other “good offi  ces.”160 After the termination of hostilities in such confl icts (and 
others), however, the UN has been involved in post-confl ict peacebuilding, inter alia 
by means of peacebuilding missions and offi  ces where their role is mainly civilian 
and political. For a summary of these missions as of June 2005, see Table 5. 161

•

•
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The Protective Role (2): Peacekeeping
Th e main military involvement by the UN in support of its African member 
states in their (intrastate or transnational) confl icts has, beyond comparison, 
been in the form of peacekeeping operations, of which there have been a total 
of 23 in Africa,162 a summary of which is provided in Table 6.163

Some of these missions (e.g. UNASOG and UNMEE)164 have constituted 
“traditional peacekeeping” in situations where the forces could be deployed in 
an interpositioning mode between formerly warring parties and tasked with 
monitoring a truce to which both sides were genuinely committed. Some have 
been adequately resourced, even for complex and demanding mandates, even 
including elements of state-building (vide supra), as MINURCA,165 UNTAG,166

UNOMOZ and UNAMSIL (vide supra). One (MINURSO)167 has performed 
quite successfully, yet without any end in sight.

Others, such as the successive UNAVEM and MONUA missions,168 as well as 
UNOMIL and UNOMSIL169 had to do with truces that were violated by at least 
one side, inevitably leading to the dreaded “mission creep.”170 In many cases, the 
resources have been totally incommensurate with the mandate, especially when 
taking the size of the countries of deployment into consideration. Th is has, for 
instance, been the case of MONUC, where it was initially envisaged to deploy 
a maximum of 5,000 troops (now expanded to 16,700) to a country with an 
area of 2.3 million square kilometres, i.e. six times that of Germany (sic!).171

Most of the UN PKOs were thus problematic in one respect or the other, but 
the most obvious failures were probably the following, all of which may actually 
have done more harm than good:

Th e fi rst PKO in the Congo (ONUC) eff ectively ended up as a warring party 
in the extremely chaotic situation following the country’s independence from 
Belgium. Rather than supporting the democratically elected prime minister 
Patrice Lumumba, ONUC ended up supporting the rebels, and rather than 
helping secure the unity of the country, they temporarily collaborated with 
secessionist Katanga – all because the United States succeeded in persuading 
the UN that Lumumba was a Soviet “pawn.”172

Th e two PKOs in Somalia (UNOSOM-I and II) went terribly wrong, not least 
because of the lack of collaboration with the (partly concurrent) American 
UNITAF-mission, which went its separate ways. For instance, it unilaterally 
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Legend (Tabel 6): Max Size: Only international personnel, both military and civilian; Th e maximum 
strength for UNOMOZ calculated as max. military strength (30 Nov 1993) plus max. civilian police (31 Oct 
1994); UNSCR: UN Security Council Resolution no., extensions with no or only minor amendments not 
included, boldfaced when adopted under Chapter VII (in some cases only for part of the mandate); DDR: 
Disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration; DDRR: Disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration 
and repatriation; POW: prisoners of war

launched a hunt for one of the rivalling warlords, Mohammed Aideed, only to 
call off  the chase after the loss of eighteen troops (from the secret “Delta Force”) 
in a shootout which also cost the lives of between three hundred and a thousand 
Somalis. As a reaction to this humiliation Washington commenced a complete 
withdrawal accompanied by a campaign to make the other contributing countries 
to likewise withdraw. Rather than having solved or even mitigated the confl ict, 
the UN missions thus left behind a country in complete dissolution, where real 
power to an even greater extent than before the mission had been transferred 
from tradition leaders (e.g. clan elders) to the warlords.173

Most disastrous of all was the PKO in Rwanda (UNAMIR).174 It had been in-
tended to monitor a ceasefi re in the civil war which had erupted following the 
incursion in 1990 by the (Tutsi-dominated) rebel movement RPF/A (Rwandan 
Patriotic Front/Army) from its bases in neighbouring Uganda. In conformity 
with its “standard operating procedure” for civil wars the UN had mandated a 
small and lightly armed PKO (UNAMIR, for a period assisted by UNAMUR 
to monitor the border with Uganda), which was tasked with monitoring a 
ceasefi re between the two parties. Concurrently with the civil war, however, 
the government of Rwanda (and particularly the extremist wings of the Hutu-
dominated governing parties) was planning a genocide with the aim of nothing 
less than the total extermination of the Tutsi population, making up about 
fi fteen percent of the total population. Even though credible warnings about 
this were received in January 1994 (including information about the training 
by the army of Interahamwe and Impuzamugambi militias in mass killings by 
means of machetes) these were disregarded by the UN Security Council, appar-
ently refl ecting a meeting of minds between two of the permanent members, 
the United States and France.

When the genocide was launched on the 6th of April 1994, UNAMIR was thus 
unable to prevent it, notwithstanding repeated appeals for reinforcement sent by 
its supreme commander, Roméo Dallaire. In the course of the following hundred 
days, an average of 8-10,000 people (i.e. three times “9/11”) were thus slaughtered 
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per day (sic!) with the utmost brutality, while the UN merely planned for the 
evacuation of the ex-pats and the fi nal withdrawal. Indeed, UNAMIR did not 
even have the means to jam the broadcasts of the radio station (Radio-TéRadio-TéRadio-T lélé élél vision 
Libre des Milles Collines) that was directing the killers to their victims.175

Th e postludium to this tragedy was arguably even less dignifi ed. When the civil 
war was resumed by the RPF after the launch of the genocide, it swiftly forced 
the army and militias into retreat, Seeing its former allies in distress, France 
succeeded in obtaining a UN mandate (UNSCR 929 of 22 June 1994) for a 
“humanitarian intervention,” code-named Operation Turquoise. Th is did not 
even attempt to save the victims of the genocide, but allowed the perpetrators 
to escape (using civilians as cover and bringing along the entire army with its 
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weaponry, the state treasury and most of the civil service) into neighbouring 
Zaïre,176 whence they have ever since launched small-scale attacks into Rwanda 
as well as participated in the Congolese civil war.177 Th is has probably been the 
most outrageous abuse of alleged humanitarian reasons to justify a military in-
tervention since Nazi Germany invaded Czechoslovakia to protect the Sudeten 
Germans in 1938! 178

Africa’s experience with UN peacekeeping has thus not only been positive, 
which serves to qualify the widespread impression that the rest of the world is 
helping the black continent. It should also be recalled that African countries 
are not merely consumers of peacekeeping, but also providers of peacekeepers 
to missions both within and beyond their own continent, as becomes obvious 
from Table 7.179 For comparison, the fi rst NATO country to appear on the list 
is Poland (ranked as no. 20 with 721 troops), whereas the United States only 
appears as no. 30 with a mere 363 troops, i.e. about one tenth of what countries 
such as Ethiopia, Ghana and Nigeria are contributing.  
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The UN and the Societal Security of African Peoples

As the most dramatic threat to the societal security of a human collective (e.g. a 
nation or an ethnic or religious group) is obviously genocide, the above account 
of the Rwandan genocide and the UN’s failure to prevent or stop it might as 
well have been included in the present chapter.

Th e case dramatically illustrates the potential trade-off  between national security 
(including the protection of sovereignty and territorial integrity) and societal 
(and human) security. On the one hand, the former allows a state to infl ict 
unspeakable suff ering on its citizens with impunity, both as individuals and as 
collectives. Safeguarding of the latter may, on the other hand, require either 
the launch of a humanitarian intervention or an acceptance of the right of an 
oppressed group to secede from a state governed by their oppressors. Diffi  cult 
choices may thus have to be made, which the UN is poorly equipped to do. 
Hence, the UN does not seem to have been much better at protecting societal 
than national security in Africa. 

The UN, Genocide and Ethnic Cleansing in Rwanda and Sudan
Whereas the UN has thus neither managed to stop on-going or prevent im-
pending genocides, it may play a role in deterring would-be genocidaires from genocidaires from genocidaires
implementing their genocidal plans via the threat of punishment by means of 
a judicial machinery to try cases of genocide.

In the wake of the Rwandan genocide, the UN Security Council thus decided 
(in UNSCR 955 of 8 November 1994) to establish an International Criminal 
Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR),180 which came to be located in Arusha, Tanzania. 
Its jurisdiction was stipulated as three sets of crimes (genocide, crimes against 
humanity and war crimes) committed in a specifi c period (1 January-31 Decem-
ber 1994) either in Rwanda or by Rwandan citizens elsewhere.181 It was ensured 
that there would be no relaxation of traditional rules of procedure, evidence, 
etc.182 Th e ICTR began its proceedings in 1995 and issued its fi rst indictments 
in November 1995. Since then however, the ICTR has only managed to ensure 
the arrest of around fi fty suspects and convict (as of June 2005) a mere twenty-
one, of which eight sentences had been appealed.183 A total of sixteen cases were 
awaiting trial and twenty-fi ve were still in progress, ten of them conducted in 
absentia because the accused were still at large.184
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All good intentions notwithstanding, this entire procedure has been quite 
controversial. First of all, the government of Rwanda feels it should have 
jurisdiction over those responsible for crimes committed in Rwanda by Rwan-
dans against other Rwandan citizens, which is surely not an unreasonable 
demand. Secondly, it is dissatisfi ed with the inability of the ICTR to pass 
death sentences; and thirdly, it is understandably frustrated by the slow pace 
of the court cases.185

Th e critique notwithstanding, a positive consequence of the establishment of 
the ICTR (along with the ICTY and the ICC, and to some extent even the 
aforementioned Special Court for Sierra Leone) is certainly that international law 
becomes clarifi ed by the establishment of precedents. For instance, in 2004 the 
ICTR passed judgement on three of the ideological and propagandistic leaders 
of the genocide, i.e. the founders of the infamous hate radio station RTLMC, 
Ferdinand Nahimana and Jean-Bosco Barayagwiza (both sentenced to life im-
prisonment, in the latter’s case reduced, because of mitigating circumstances, 
to 35 years) and Hassan Ngeze, the editor of the extremist newspaper Kangura
(which had in published the “Hutu Ten Commandments”), likewise to life 
imprisonment. Th ese sentences surely establish a legal precedent to the eff ect 
that the freedom of speech does not apply to hate propaganda and incitement 
to genocide. In the words of the tribunal (referring to Nahimana), “without a 
fi rearm, machete or any physical weapon, he caused the deaths of thousands of 
innocent civilians.”186

Th at the setting of such precedents does not suffi  ce as a deterrent against genocides 
or crimes against humanity has been dramatically demonstrated by the events 
in the Darfur provinces of Sudan since February 2003. Whereas the United 
States has offi  cially proclaimed this to be a genocide in progress, other actors 
such as the EU, the AU and the UN have found the evidence inconclusive.187

Th ere is, however, little doubt that the government is waging an extremely brutal 
counter-insurgency war, including massive ethic cleansing against the two rebel 
movements SLA and JEM (Justice and Equality Movement), with an estimated 
death toll (as of June 2005) of 180,000 people and an internal displacement 
of up to two million.188 Most of the atrocities have been committed by the 
Arab Janjaweed militias; there is conclusive evidence of support by government Janjaweed militias; there is conclusive evidence of support by government Janjaweed
forces – as there was for Khartoum’s previous use of Baggarra tribal militias to Baggarra tribal militias to Baggarra
raid Dinka villages in order to weaken the SPLA, but also taking advantage of the 
situation for private slave raids.189
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Th e government in Khartoum is thus, beyond any reasonable doubt, guilty of 
crimes against humanity, implying that the international community is obliged 
to prosecute the culprits. Th is raised the question where and how to stage the 
trial, bringing into play the long-standing dispute between the United States 
and most of the world community, most prominently the EU, over the ICC: 
Washington initially promoted the idea of yet another special tribunal (or even 
the use of the ICTR), whereas the EU insisted on using the ICC. Eventually, a 
compromise was struck (in UNSCR Resolution 1593, 31 March 2005) accord-
ing to which the US consented to the use of the ICC on the condition that no 
US citizen would be brought to trial (which nobody had intended in the fi rst 
place). By the time of writing, the fi rst arrest warrants had thus been issued, 
but no legal proceedings had yet begun.190

One might have expected the United States, having proclaimed it a genocide, to 
have undertaken, or at least advocated the UN to take, more forceful action, for 
instance in the form of a humanitarian intervention. However, not only was the 
US and its allies by that time already “over-extended” with major deployments 
in Iraq, Afghanistan and the Balkans, but it was also unclear what might be 
accomplished by military means. To do an “Iraq” against the Sudan would have 
been extremely demanding, and to establish a “safe haven” within Darfur might 
simply have played into the hands of the ethnic cleansers. Moreover, there were 
(entirely justifi ed) concerns that forceful action over Darfur might have derailed 
the fragile peace process between the government and the SPLA in southern 
Sudan, thereby perhaps spoiling the best chance for decades to bring Africa’s 
longest and most destructive civil war to an end.191

What the UN (and the rest of the international community) did was to “pass the 
buck” in Darfur to the AU, which is now present with a major military observer 
group, supported fi nancially and logistically by both NATO and the EU.192 Th is 
allows the UN to concentrate its own military eff orts on monitoring the peace be-
tween North and South by means of UNMIS. Its mandate (formulated in UNSCR 
1590) also include several tasks very central to societal security of the peoples of the 
South, including their freedom of religion and the safeguarding of their collective 
identities, which has been a prominent issue in Sudan’s “confl ict history” ever since 
independence, indeed ever since colonial times.193 UNMIS is thus supposed to 

(a.vi) to assist the parties to the Comprehensive Peace Agreement in 
addressing the need for a national inclusive approach, including the role 



DIIS REPORT 2005:11

49

of women, towards reconciliation and peace-building; (…)

(A.ix) to ensure an adequate human rights presence, capacity, and expertise 
within UNMIS to carry out human rights promotion, protection, and 
monitoring activities; (…)

(b) to facilitate and coordinate, within its capabilities and in its areas of 
deployment, the voluntary return of refugees and internally displaced 
persons, and humanitarian assistance, inter alia, by helping to establish 
the necessary security conditions;194

To what extent this will prove successful remains to be seen. Besides these eff orts, 
the UN Secretary General has also been reporting continuously on Sudan, as 
has his appointed special representative for the Sudan, Jan Pronk.195 Moreover, 
several UN special agencies have been involved in humanitarian assistance to the 
victims of the two concurrent civil wars in Sudan – for instance the UNHCR, 
UNHCHR, WHO, UNDP, UNICEF and WFP.196

The UN and Apartheid
Apartheid as practiced in South Africa obviously constituted a threat to the 
societal security of the non-white peoples of the country, i.e. mainly the black 
majority, but also the Asians and coloured.197 Th is policy of segregation accord-
ing to racial criteria was partly intended as a means of protecting economic and 
other privileges for the white minority,198 and was underpinned, until the late 
1980s, by a “divine sanction” in the form of an endorsement of apartheid by 
the Calvinist church.199 It clearly threatened the identity and collective cohesion 
of the non-whites via the banning of the ANC (African National Congress) 
and other liberation movements and numerous other human rights violations 
– even though in the process it strengthened, rather than weakening, “black 
consciousness” and political support for the ANC.200

Th e UN, and especially the General Assembly, soon became a battleground for 
a controversy between the adamant opponents of apartheid (mainly in the Th ird 
World) and its lukewarm supporters in the West, who saw the regime as a (rather 
unattractive, but useful) bulwark against a (largely imaginary) communist threat.201

Eventually, however, the opponents’ views prevailed, producing a growing con-
stituency in favour of sanctions against the regime, which were indeed imposed 
and gradually made both broader and more compulsory and binding.202
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Foreign and transnational NGOs played an important role in this global struggle 
against apartheid,203 e.g. by promoting such sanctions as were asked for by the 
ANC.204 Th e means employed to the end of deposing the apartheid regime in-
cluded a combination of support for the liberation movements (mainly the ANC) 
and pressure directed at the respective governments in the home countries of the 
NGOs – e.g. in the United States where the objective was to to make the U.S. 
government cease its support for the apartheid regime and impose sanctions.205

NGOs also worked closely with the UN206, especially its Special Committee 
against Apartheid. Th e Declaration of the International Conference on Sanctions 
against South Africa (Paris, 27 May 1981) thus emphasised

… the importance of action by local authorities, mass media, trade 
unions, religious bodies, co-operatives and other non-governmental 
organisations as well as men and women of conscience, to demonstrate 
their abhorrence of apartheid and their solidarity with the legitimate 
struggle of the oppressed people of South Africa and Namibia. It draws 
particular attention to the constructive value of consumer boycotts, 
sports boycott, cultural and academic boycott (…) It encourages as-
sistance to the victims of apartheid and their national liberation move-
ments, as appropriate actions by the public, in support of international 
sanctions against apartheid. 207

Th ese recommendations were confi rmed in the (very elaborate) Programme of 
Action against Apartheid, which was adopted by the UN General Assembly in Action against Apartheid, which was adopted by the UN General Assembly in Action against Apartheid
1983, containing admonitions to NGOs, trade unions, political parties, etc. to 
cease all collaboration with the apartheid regime and to support the liberation 
movements.208

Th e UN thus contributed signifi cantly to the eventual fall of the apartheid regime, 
just as it was involved in monitoring and facilitating the transition itself, as well 
as in supervising the fi rst democratic elections in 1994.209 Th e UN thereby helped 
improve the societal security of all non-white inhabitants of South Africa. Th e 
deposed minority, however, and especially the Afrikaans-speaking whites, began 
to see the transition as a threat to their own societal security210 and for a time 
sought protection in “consociational” forms of democracy-cum-power sharing 
such as promulgated by Aron Lijphardt and others,211 yet eventually consented to 
the protection accorded to them by one of the world’s most democratic constitutions, 
underpinned by a protection of private property rights.212
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The UN and the Human Security of Africans

Human security, in the sense of an absence of serious threats to the survival 
and well-being of humans as individuals, is seriously endangered in most of 
Africa, where the life of most people is indeed “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, 
and short.”213

Poverty and Human Security
Th e general and almost permanent economic crisis in which most African states 
have found themselves for decades214 is probably the main cause of this, the 
steadily deteriorating living conditions leaving close to half of the population 
to get by on less than a dollar a day (see Table 8). 215
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However, besides general poverty and misery, armed confl icts also play a 
signifi cant role as challenges to human security, and not only in the direct 
sense of representing a threat of violent death, as illustrated in Fig. 2. First of 
all, armed confl ict tends to exacerbate developmental problems and aggravate 
poverty, thereby damaging human security in the broader sense. Indeed, it 
is not merely actual armed confl ict which has this detrimental eff ect, but 
also such potential armed confl icts as are planned for, usually in the form of 
armaments representing a drain on societal security. Even though some have 
claimed that an arms build-up in “backward” countries may contribute to 
modernisation,216 most analysts today aggree that the opposite is normally 
the case, i.e. that an arms build-up comes at the expense of economical and 
social development.217

Secondly, poverty may, at least to some extent, contribute to confl icts and 
thereby indirectly harm human security in the narrow sense of the term. Th ere 
is no direct causal link between poverty and violence, neither in the sense that 
armed confl icts are predominantly waged by poor people, nor that that is any 
signifi cant positive correlation between a country’s level of poverty and its pro-
pensity for armed confl ict. Rather, the link is indirect and the causal path runs 
through poverty-related problems such as relative deprivation and inequality, 
“youth bulges,” societal marginalisation and ethnifi cation. Several such causal 
paths are illustrated in Fig. 3, but it is beyond the scope of the present paper to 
elaborate further on this.218

Th ere is thus a plausible, albeit partly indirect, link between poverty and 
confl ict and, by logical implication, between development and human secu-
rity. Th is means that the considerable share of global development aid which 
is channelled through the UNDP and other UN agencies, could be seen as 
contributions to enhancing human security, as might the UN’s promotion of 
human rights, inter alia under the auspices of UNHCHR (UN High Com-
missioner for Human Rights) and OCHA (Offi  ce for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Aff airs). 

However, as it is beyond the scope of the present paper to elaborate on this 
general problematique, we shall concentrate on some of the special problems of 
two categories of people, namely children running the risk of being abducted 
to serve as child soldiers or auxiliaries in armed confl icts, women running the 
risk of becoming the victims of war-related rape. 
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Child Soldiers
Notwithstanding the almost universal condemnation of this phenomenon, and 
the existence of many conventions and other legal instruments to prohibit the use 
of under-eighteens as soldiers,219 there are an estimated 300,000 children in the 
government and rebel armies around the world, of which a around 100,000 are to 
be found in Africa.220 Not only rebel movements recruit children for their armies, 
but various governments do the same, as set out in Table 9. It omits countries 
whose birth registration systems leave something to be desired, and which may 
thus inadvertently recruit under-eighteens (as Botswana).221

Most child soldiers are boys, but in some (government as well as rebel) armies 
the ranks of under-eighteens also include girls, who are in some cases used in 
combat roles, whereas in others they mainly serve as auxiliaries and sex.-slaves 
for (usually euphemistically called “wives” of ) the adult fi ghters.222 Some of 
the cases are clearly more severe than others, the widespread, systematic and 
cruel use of (usually abducted or otherwise forcefully recruited) child soldiers 
for combat roles in Angola, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Burundi and the DRC being 
among the worst examples.223

Th e UN’s roles in addressing this severe human security problem have mainly 
been those of setting norms (inter alia most of the aforementioned conventions) 
and of reporting on the (all too widespread) violations of these norms. UN 
agencies such as UNICEF have further been involved in an ameliorating role, 
inter alia by assisting in the demobilisation of child soldiers, which is usually 
even more complicated that what the demobilisation of an adult fi ghter entails 
as the children have usually been forcefully abducted, sexually abused, generally 
brutalised and, as a result, deeply traumatised. 

Wartime Rape Victims
Another particularly vulnerable group in situations of armed confl ict is that of 
women. Whereas women are less likely than men to die in combat, for the simple 
reason that they constitute merely a small minority of the actual fi ghters in most 
civil wars, the fact that most war deaths are to be found among civilians means 
that women are at least as likely to be targeted as men. Moreover, they are much 
more likely to suff er a fate which is becoming increasingly common in (un)civil 
wars in Africa as well as elsewhere, i.e. to end up as rape victims.

Rape has, of course, been a recurrent phenomenon in wars since time imme-
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morial,224 at least in the sense of being seen by commanders as “a perk for the 
boys”.225 In several of the aforementioned confl icts, however, rape seems to have 
been used almost as a political weapon in an ethnic or national confl ict, where 
it is directed against the women who usually are the ones to reproduce as well as 
symbolise the community in question. Th ere is nothing particularly African about 
this, but we have seen this in the confl icts in the former Yugoslavia and perhaps even 
in what was probably history’s largest mass-rape, the Japanese “rape of Nanking”, 
where an estimated 80,000 women were raped and many mutilated and killed 
between December 1937 and March 1938.226 In Rwanda as well, the systematic 
rape of Tutsi women by Hutu extremist forces was also intended as a means to the 
genocide in progress, as it damaged the reproductive capacity of the Tutsi nation.227

Th e fact that the perpetrators of rape in Africa are often HIV-positive exacerbates 
the crime and aggravates the plight of the victims,228 who are often also ostracized 
from their local communities and extended families. 

Th e UN’s role in addressing these problems has mainly been the same as for child 
soldiers: the setting of international norms, the prosecution of violators of these 
norms, combined with certain ameliorative functions. Most importantly, it has 
authoritatively proclaimed wartime rape to constitute a crime against humanity 
which may even qualify as a means of genocide. Th is was, inter alia, established by 
the aforementioned ICTR, which in its sentence in the trial against the bourgmestre
of the Taba commune, Jean-Paul Akayesu, argued 

[R]ape and sexual violence (…) constitute genocide in the same way as 
any other act as long as they were committed with the specifi c intent 
to destroy, in whole or in part, a particular group, targeted as such. 
(…) In light of all the evidence before it, the Chamber is satisfi ed that 
the acts of rape and sexual violence described above, were committed 
solely against Tutsi women, many of whom were subjected to the worst 
public humiliation, mutilated, and raped several times, often in public 
(…), and often by more than one assailant. Th ese rapes resulted in 
physical and psychological destruction of Tutsi women, their families 
and their communities. Sexual violence was an integral part of the 
process of destruction, specifi cally targeting Tutsi women and specifi -
cally contributing to their destruction and to the destruction of the 
Tutsi group as a whole. Th e rape of Tutsi women was systematic and 
was perpetrated against all Tutsi women and solely against them. (…) 
Sexual violence was a step in the process of destruction of the tutsi 
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group - destruction of the spirit, of the will to live, and of life itself. 
(…) [T]he acts of rape and sexual violence, as other acts of serious 
bodily and mental harm committed against the Tutsi, refl ected the 
determination to make Tutsi women suff er and to mutilate them even 
before killing them, the intent being to destroy the Tutsi group while
infl icting acute suff ering on its members in the process. 229

According to the Rome Statute, the ICC is also ready to prosecute cases of 
wartime rape as crimes against humanity or genocide.230

Besides these more direct initiatives, the UN is also involved, less directly but 
potentially equally signifi cantly, in a range of projects aiming at strengthening 
women’s rights and empowering women.231 It has, inter alia, instituted a Special 
Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes and consequences as well as 
a Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women to oversee 
the implementation of the various conventions on women’s rights such as the 
Convention on the Political Rights of Women (1952, in force since 1954) and 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (1979, in force since 1981).232 Not only may this have a certain deterrent 
eff ect against prospective rapists, but it may also help rape victims to deal with 
(or even better remove) their stigmatisation by certain societies. It thus contributes 
to the human security of the entire female half of the various populations. 
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The UN and Environmental Security in Africa

As mentioned above, the term “environmental security” can be used in two dif-
ferent senses, either referring to the security of the environment as such, including 
its protection from mankind, or to environmental threats to humans, i.e. to the 
national, societal or human security of states, human collectives or individuals. 
Th e UN plays a role in Africa with regard to both sets of issues.233

Human Threats to the Environment
As mentioned in the introduction, the UN may be seen as a provided of collec-
tive goods and a guardian of collective values. Some of these are important for 
the survival of the planet or particular habitats or species, whereas cultural sites 
of historical signifi cance and certain natural sites are mainly deemed valuable 
for their aesthetic or recreational features – thus, strictly speaking, perhaps not 
belonging to the category of threats to the environment, as the value is merely 
in the eyes of the (human) beholder. 

For the protection of the environment as such, the UN has established a 
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), featuring inter alia a 
World Conservation Monitoring Centre (WCMC).234 Its main concern is the 
protection of biodiversity, to which end the UN at the Rio Earth Summit in 
1992 adopted a Convention on Biological Diversity.235 A central concept in this 
convention is that of “protected area,” defi ned as “an area of land and/or sea 
especially dedicated to the protection and maintenance of biological diversity 
and of natural and associated cultural resources, managed through legal or other 
eff ective means.”236 Many of these areas are located in Africa. Th e same is the 
case of many of the endangered species, to which another UN convention is 
devoted, the “Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora” (CITES), which is supplemented by a list of the endangered 
animal and plant species entitled to protection.237

Th e UN special organisation UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Sci-
entifi c and Cultural Organization) coined the phrase “World Heritage” for 
the latter category, and in 1972 adopted the “World Heritage Convention.”238

Since that time the organisation has compiled, and continuously updates a 
list of (cultural as well as natural) “world heritage sites,” several of which are 
located in Africa, to which the states parties to the convention are obliged to 
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provide some protection, for which effort they are entitled to some inter-
national support.239

 Whereas all such initiatives are, of course, applauded by environmentalists, for 
their contribution to environmental security in the radical sense, they sometimes 
also entail uncomfortable dilemmas stemming from the fact that humans are 
dependent on the utilisation of the environment, and the more desperately so 
the poorer they are. In some cases, the protection of habitats may thus entail 
a loss of land for cultivation or other use, which may even jeopardise the food 
security of the human inhabitants as may be the case when endangered animal 
species form part of their traditional diet. Moreover, the very fact of protection, 
e.g. in the form of a ban on the sale and export of (parts of ) animals or plants, 
such as elephant tusks, rhino horns or various furs, creates a “shadow economy” 
of poaching and smuggling, benefi ting from the infl ated prices of the outlawed 
goods. Sometimes this economy involves the people deprived of their traditional 
livelihood by the application of the conventions, but sometimes the benefi ciaries 
are newcomers to the area.240

Fortunately, it is sometimes possible to devise win-win solutions, to such dilem-
mas, e.g. by taking into account the economic benefi ts which may be derived 
from an unspoiled natural environment, e.g. in the form of “eco-tourism,” 
where jobs and income lost by conservation and habitat or species protection 
may be compensated for (at least economically) by the tourist industry.241 Ide-
ally, such schemes might even take the form of “peace parks,” for the creation 
and maintenance of which cooperation between (formerly) mutually hostile 
adjacent states is required.242

Environmental Threats to Man
In Africa perhaps more than elsewhere, the natural environment poses numer-
ous threats to man, both as states, collectives and individuals, on which the 
UN may impact. 

National security, i.e. the security of states may be reduced by a virus such as 
that causing HIV-AIDS, which threatens to further reduce the (already severely 
defi cient) military capacities of African states, for the simple reason that large 
proportions of the troops in most African armies are infected. Not only are 
the ranks thus depleted, but the ability to project military power, if only for 
peacekeeping operations, is also impaired by the risk of spreading the virus to 
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the people the troops were supposed to help.243 In this respect the UNAIDS 
programme may certainly be of assistance, as may the UNDPKO by ensuring 
a testing for HIV/AIDS of all UN peacekeepers, as is its stated policy.244

Th e security of African states may also be jeopardised by resource wars, the 
prevention (or, if unsuccessful, the stopping) of which may call for collective 
security or peacekeeping missions. Such resource wars tend to come in two dif-
ferent versions, which might be labelled “wars of scarcity” and “wars of plenty,” 
respectively. To the former category belong wars, including intrastate armed 
confl icts, over scarce resources such as water, and they are thus driven by basic 
needs, whereas the underlying motive in the confl icts of the latter category is 
greed, i.e. the quest for riches such as oil or diamonds. 

Water confl icts are certainly conceivable in large parts of Africa where rainfall 
is limited and states thus dependent on riverine water resources. We shall take 
as an example what is probably the potentially most confl ict-prone river basin 
in Africa, namely that of the Nile, fl owing from Uganda and Ethiopia through 
Sudan to Egypt. Th eir shared dependency on the Nile has for centuries or even 
millennia locked Sudan and Egypt into a symbiotic relationship, but both are 
dependent on the other two countries hosting the springs of the White and Blue 
Nile, respectively. However, neither Uganda nor Ethiopia are parties to the 
bilateral (Egyptian-Sudanese) Nile Waters Agreement of 1959.245 If Ethiopia were 
to become able to exploit the tributaries to the Blue Nile (which presently fl ow 
out of the country without being exploited because of lack of infrastructure), this 
might well put it on a collision course with both Sudan and Egypt. In principle, 
Uganda would be in a comparable position with regard to the White Nile, and 
its president Museveni in 2004 demanded his fair share of infl uence.246

In Sudan the most controversial project has been the planned Jonglei Canal, 
dating back to 1901, but only reinvigorated in 1974 by the Nimeiri government, 
who intended to construct the canal to prevent the evaporation of Nile waters 
in the large Sudd swamps in the Jonglei province. While this would benefi t 
both the north and Egypt, it would be at the expense of the local population, 
who depend on the swamps.247 It might thus be seen as a confl ict between the 
government’s quest for national security and the struggle of the peoples (Dinka, 
Nuer, Nuba, etc.) of the South for societal security. Th e construction projects 
for the canal came under military attacked by the SPLA in 1983, and the plans 
have not since been revived.248
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How likely issues such as these are to produce armed confl ict depends, accord-
ing to Th omas Homer-Dixon, on several factors such as the dependency of the 
countries involved on these rivers and the balance of power between them.249 As 
far as the Nile is concerned, for instance, the country which is most dependent 
on its unimpeded fl ow is downstream Egypt which is, however, also militar-
ily much stronger than both Ethiopia and Sudan. Hence, neither of these two 
upstream countries is likely to provoke Egypt to a military confrontation by 
depriving it of water – and Egypt is not in a position to aff ect the water supplies 
of any of the downstreamers. Even though a war may thus be unlikely, there is 
still a need for regulation, ideally even collaboration. In recognition of the need 
for a somewhat broader framework of collaboration than the bilateral agree-
ment, the so-called Nile Basin Initiative was launched in 1999, encompassing 
all stake-holders, but it remains, at best, a multilateral regime in embryo and 
has no legal force.250

Th e UN may play a role, inter alia via the Convention on the Law of the Non-
navigational Uses of International Water-courses, which was adopted by the 
UN General Assembly in 1997.251 Among the general principles enshrined in 
it were the following:

Article 5 (1) Watercourse States shall in their respective territories 
utilize an international watercourse in an equitable and reasonable 
manner. In particular, an international watercourse shall be used and 
developed by watercourse States with a view to attaining optimal and 
sustainable utilization thereof and benefi ts therefrom, taking into 
account the interests of the watercourse States concerned, consistent 
with adequate protection of the watercourse.

(2) Watercourse States shall participate in the use, development and 
protection of an international watercourse in an equitable and reason-
able manner. 

In determining what is equitable, states will be obliged to take into account 
not only ecological imperatives but also “the social and economic needs of the 
watercourse States concerned” (art. 6.1.b). Moreover, they are committed to 
“take all appropriate measures to prevent the causing of signifi cant harm to 
other watercourse States.” (art. 7.1). Article 8 entails a general obligation to 
cooperate:
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(Article 8.1) Watercourse States shall cooperate on the basis of sovereign 
equality, territorial integrity, mutual benefi t and good faith in order to 
attain optimal utilization and adequate protection of an international 
watercourse. 

Moreover, should confl icts (over water or other issues) nevertheless erupt, the 
convention also stipulates that 

(Article 29) International watercourses and related installations, 
facilities and other works shall enjoy the protection accorded by the 
principles and rules of international law applicable in international and 
non-international armed confl ict and shall not be used in violation of 
those principles and rules.

Alas, however, this convention, adopted by the UN in 1997 (with 103 votes 
in favour and a mere three against) has still not been ratifi ed by the 35 states 
required for it to enter into force, but only twelve countries had, by 2002, rati-
fi ed or consented to be bound by it.252

While water confl icts are about scarcity, other resource wars are about valuable 
natural resources such as oil, diamonds, coltrane or slow-growth timber, which 
have haunted countries such as Angola, Liberia, Sierra Leone and the Congo 
in the form of protracted (and partly internationalised) civil wars.253 Indeed, 
according to Paul Collier and others, the presence of such resources is a much 
stronger propellant towards confl ict than scarcity as it brings greed into play, 
either on the part of domestic elites or of foreign actors.254

Th e UN has embarked on handling such confl icts in several ways. First of all, 
it has published reports on the exploitation of natural resources, e.g. in the 
Congo, thereby “naming and shaming” both states such as Rwanda, Uganda and 
Zimbabwe and individual members of their respective elites, which may have 
a certain impact.255 Secondly, it has imposed sanctions against parties such as 
RUF (in Sierra Leone) and UNITA, (in Angola) thereby denying them access to 
the revenues from diamond sales that had had used to purchase arms, which has 
probably contributed to shortening the confl icts. Th irdly, spurred by NGOs it 
has been involved in the aforementioned campaign against “confl ict diamonds” 
in the “Kimberley Process” aiming towards a certifi cation scheme for diamonds, 
allowing customers to distinguish “dirty” from “clean diamonds.”256
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Th e UN has thus played a role (and might play an even more signifi cant one) in 
addressing environmental threats to national security. As far as environmental 
threats to societal security, others are conceivable than the above Jonglei Canal 
dispute. Some might involve the possible destruction of human habitats (i.e. 
livelihoods) as seems to have happened in Darfur since the start of the civil war 
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in 2003, which may be tantamount to ethnic cleansing and potentially even 
genocide against the Fur people.257 What the UN may do in such situations 
is more less the same as mentioned above in the general section on societal 
security.

Environmental threats to human security (i.e. survival and well-being) are legio 
as the environment in large parts of the continent is distinctly inhospitable to 
human inhabitants. Th e Horn of Africa is this far from unique even though it 
may be somewhat worse off  than other regions. As listed in Table 10,258 all the 
countries of this region have been haunted by environmental catastrophes such 
as earthquakes, fl ood and drought (as well as swarms of locust), producing recur-
rent (albeit usually localised)= famines with death tolls in the thousands..

What the UN can do (and does) in such situations to protect the human security 
of the victims is, of course, mainly to provide humanitarian aid, e.g. in the form 
of food supplies, blankets, medicine etc. However, as repeatedly pointed out by 
authors such as Alex de Waal, Mark Duffi  eld and others, and as increasingly 
realised by the UN and the humanitarian NGOs with whom they are usually 
collaborating, such aid is rarely apolitical. Very often, large parts of the emer-
gency aid is “taxed” heavily by governments and rebel groups, and sometimes 
humanitarian emergencies and even famines are even exploited by the incumbent 
regimes (e.g. in Ethiopia and Sudan) to tilt the balance-of-power vis-à-vis rebel -vis rebel -vis
groups.259 Hence the need for the UN and others to keep in mind the norm of 
the medical profession, primum non nocere, i.e. to do no harm.260
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Conclusion and Perspectives

We have thus seen that the United Nations does indeed matter to Africa, also 
with regard to security issues. Th is holds true both with regard to national 
security in the narrow and traditional sense (to the extent that this concept 
makes sense in an African context) and as far as expanded concepts of security 
are concerned, including societal, human and environmental security.

Th is has also been acknowledged by the African Union, e.g. in connection with 
its adoption in February 2004 (in the form of a “solemn declaration”) of nothing 
less than a “Common African Defence and Security Policy.”261 Th e AU in this 
document committed itself to quite a broad concept of security, similar to the 
one that has formed the basis for the above analysis:

… ensuring the common security of Africa involves working on the basis 
of a defi nition which encompasses both the traditional, state-centric, 
notion of the survival of the state and its protection by military means 
from external aggression, as well as the non-military notion which is 
informed by the new international environment and the high incidence 
of intra-state confl ict. Th e causes of intra-state confl ict necessitate a 
new emphasis on human security, based not only on political values but 
on social and economic imperatives as well. Th is newer, multi-dimen-
sional notion of security thus embraces such issues as human rights; 
the right to participate fully in the process of governance; the right to 
equal development as well as the right to have access to resources and 
the basic necessities of life; the right to protection against poverty; 
the right to conducive education and health conditions; the right to 
protection against marginalization on the basis of gender; protection 
against natural disasters, as well as ecological and environmental 
degradation (art. 6) 

Th e AU further committed itself to collaborating closely with the UN, inter 
alia via its Peace and Security Council:

In the fulfi llment of its mandate for the promotion and maintenance of 
peace, security and stability in Africa, the Peace and Security Council 
shall cooperate and work closely with the United Nations Security 
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Council, which has the primary responsibility for the maintenance of 
international peace and security. Th e Peace and Security Council shall 
also cooperate and work closely with other relevant UN Agencies in the 
promotion of peace, security and stability in Africa. Where necessary, 
recourse will be made to the United Nations to provide the necessary 
fi nancial, logistical and military support for the African Union’s activi-
ties in the promotion and maintenance of peace, security and stability 
in Africa, in keeping with the provisions of Chapter VIII of the UN 
Charter on the role of Regional Organizations in the maintenance of 
international peace and security (art. 38).

Th e Peace and Security Council and the Chairperson of the Commission 
shall maintain close and continued interaction with the United Nations 
Security Council, its African members, as well as with the Secretary 
General, including holding periodic meetings and regular consultations 
on questions of peace, security and stability in Africa (art. 39). 

Th at the UN thus matters to Africa, however, does not mean that its actual per-
formance on the continent has been beyond reproach. In a number of instances, 
the UN has failed, either in the sense of intervening but thereby making matters 
worse rather than better (as in the case of Somalia), or of not intervening to stop 
a genocide in progress, as in Rwanda, where the UN persisted in treating the 
confl ict as a civil war. However, it is debatable whether it is fair to blame the 
UN as such for errors such as these or whether the real culprits are the member 
states in general, and perhaps the fi ve permanent members of the UN Security 
Council, the “P5.” Th ere is little doubt that mistakes were indeed made by the 
UN as such, but even with the most competent staff  and the best of intentions 
the organisation’s ability to do anything the P5 would not agree to have it do 
would be very limited. 

Whereas the Security Council was for decades largely prevented from acting 
by the East-West confl ict, since around 1990 the explanation has to be found 
elsewhere, most obviously in the fact that Africa no longer really matters to the 
P5. Th ere is thus a lot to be said in favour of a reform of the UN in general and 
the Security Council in particular, which should make it both more effi  cient 
and more legitimate in the eyes of the world, inter alia by making it more truly 
representative of the world community. Th e choice of the UK and France as 
permanent members of the Security Council alongside the United States, the 
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Soviet Union and China may have appeared reasonable in 1945, as these two 
powers in a certain (perverted) sense “represented” their extensive colonial 
empires and thus, for instance, most of Africa. Since decolonisation around 
1960 this has become an obvious anachronism which seriously detracts from 
the UN’s legitimacy. 

Some wheels are presently in motion for a reform of the UN in general and the 
Security Council in particular. Th e High-Level Panel on Th reats, Challenges 
and Change appointed by Secretary-General Kofi  Annan in November 2003 in 
December 2004 published its recommendations in a report on A More Secure 
World. Our Shared Responsibility, in which it advanced two diff erent models for 
a change of the composition of the Security Council:

Model A envisaged six new permanent seats on the SC, yet without veto 
powers, as well as three new non-permanent seats divided among the vari-
ous regions.
Model B envisaged no new permanent members, but a category of eight 
four-years seats on the Council, which would be renewable as well as one 
new two-year seat to be divided between the regions.262

In his aforementioned report, In Larger Freedom, Kofi  Annan refrained from 
recommending either of the two models, but urged member states to proceed 
with reform, and it does indeed seem conceivable that one of the two reform 
models may be implemented in the near future. Which it will be makes little 
diff erence for Africa, as both envisage granting the continent a total of six seats 
out of a total of 24 in the SC, of which two would be permanent according 
to model A, whereas model B merely envisages two renewable four-year seats 
– which may well turn out to be de facto permanent. 

Th e AU has generally welcomed the reform proposals, but demanded an ad-
ditional seat. Even without this, and regardless of whether models A or B is 
implemented, the reform would surely represent an improvement on the present 
situation (with a mere two rotating seats) seen from an African point of view. 
Th is will leave the continent’s states with the need to select two from their 
midst to serve as long-term or permanent representatives of them all. Th ree 
states have announced their candidature, namely Nigeria, South Africa and 
Egypt for this. In view of the present collaboration between the two former, 
almost constituting a “hegemonic duo”263 is seems likely that they will prevail 

•

•
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over Egypt which is only “half-African,” given the fact that it also belongs, to 
at least the same extent, to the Middle East. However, at the AU summit in 
July 2005, no agreement was reached, so by the time of writing (5 July 2005) 
the jury was still out.264
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