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“he concept of robust peacekeeping emerged in the late 1990s as a response to the trag-
«ies of Rwanda and Srebrenica, where UN peacekeepers failed to stop massive violations of
“uman rights, allegedly because they were not sufficiently robust. In 2000 the Brahimi Report
~ierred several times to the necessity of ‘robust peacekeeping forces’,! as a lesson from past
=periences. Subsequently, the mandates of new operations increasingly included the idea that
~ N peacekeepers must be given the political and operational means to successfully implement
~=ir mandate. In particular, the simultaneous attention given to the protection of civilians in
~wace missions led the Security Council to instil a vocabulary of robustness in its resolutions.?
= the majority of the mandates in the last decade, resolutions have authorized peacekeepers to
== all ‘necessary means to protect civilians when under imminent threat of physical violence’.
~= these various cases, robustness is understood to give an operation a degree of credibility, in
sarticular vis-a-vis ‘spoilers’. Robustness is designed to allow a peacekeeping force to protect
w=lf to provide freedom of manoeuvre, and to prevent situations where the implementation
* the mandate, or more broadly the peace process, is ‘taken hostage’ by spoilers.

Although ‘robust peacekeeping’ is not a new concept and has been partially implemented
© some operations (Sierra Leone, Democratic Republic of Congo [DRC], Haiti, Lebanon),’
© arracted renewed attention in 200810 arising from conceptual developments. Several
~whcy documents issued by different units of the UN Department of Peacekeeping Opera-
wons (DPKO) — “UN Peacekeeping Operations. Principles and Guidelines’, the ‘New Hori-

= non-paper, and‘a ‘Concept Note on Robust Peacekeeping’ — provided definitions of the
~m. partly in response to critiques of confusion and lack of clarity about the operational
wplications of robustness.! Subsequently, robust peacekeeping was discussed at the 2010
sion of the Special Committee for Peacekeeping Operations’ (known as the C-34). The
whates revealed the high degree of politicization that has characterized the C-34 (with its

~t members) over the last decade, as well as the sensitivity of the idea of robustness, particu-
v among countries of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM).

Here I challenge the coherence and feasibility of the concept of robust peacekeeping.

“uile recognizing the necessity and virtue of a robust approach as a protection mechanism

- peacekeepers, I question the extent to which robust peacekeeping is politically acceptable
o operationally viable. Beyond the doctrinal difficulty of ensuring the compatibility of
~ustness with the principles of peace operations, robust peacekeeping is directly challenged
« some enduring constraints of contemporary peace operations, such as weak political sup-
oot erratic availability and quality of troops, and reticence of troop contributors to embrace
« mobust approach. Thus, while robustness is presented as a solution to the ‘credibility gap’

wironting the UN, it leads to so many interrelated problems that the relevance of robust-
s 1s questionable.
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My argument consists of three parts. First, it examines the different meanings of ‘rofws
peacekeeping” and some of the issues deriving from definitional ambiguities. Second, it cone
siders the broader peacekeeping environment and explores how robustness relates to ot
political issues that, in turn, affect the politics of robust peacekeeping. This leads to the ter
part and the question of the feasibility of robustness. How likely is it that troop contribus
will meet the requirements for robust peacekeeping? What are the implications and possioe
unintended consequences of robustness and the use of force that it implies? How feasibic «
robustness in the broad implementation of peace operations mandates, say, beyond the e
protection of peacekeepers?

What is robust peacekeeping?

The UN has always had difficulty in reconciling its central role in the maintenance of e
national peace and security with the idea of coercion.” The use of force is not absent G
UN prerogatives, but the nature of the organization, its broad composition, and the polie
within its main organs have made coercion conceptually and practically ambiguous. Rotes
peacekeeping was at the heart of what, in the early 1990s, was referred to as the ‘grey ars
of peacekeeping, an ill-defined activity situated between traditional peacekeeping and pea
enforcement.” The UN and its member states have faced great difficulty in handling this g
area, in terms of both doctrine and operations.” At the core of the matter is the use of fore
by the military in situations that are not wars. This implies a doctrinal and cultural shift e
the UN, states, and their military institutions have long resisted. This was epitomized in
1990s in both Somalia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, where peacekeepers either resorses
to excessive force (Somalia) or refused military confrontation (Srebrenica), but in each caw
acted in a conceptual vacuum — as well as in the absence of political will in the Balkans caw

Meanwhile, the implications of more intrusive interventions for host countries’ sovereige
have been largely overlooked. Host states consent to the presence of a UN operation, yet the
are placed de facto in a situation of dependence that affects the nature of the relationship w=
the interveners (see the article by lan Johnstone in laternational Peacekeeping). The idea tha
peacekeepers can resort to force on the territory of a sovereign country is not an anodyme
issue. It carries a meaning that goes beyond the framework of a given operation and toucie
on international politics and the principles that regulate it. In this context, peacekeepas
practices have evolved over the last two decades in a somewhat improvised manner, and w=
little reflection on the broad implications of these changing practices. Robust peacekeeping «
presented as a response to standing weaknesses of UN operations, and. although it may we'
be part of the solution in some cases, it also reflects the ambiguities of UN and state polica
in the management of international and intrastate crises. Moreover, it confirms the inheres
difficulty in reconciling UN multilateralism and politics with coercion.

Narrow versus broad approaches to robust peacekeeping

There is a consensus that robust peacekeeping is an ill-defined concept and that it is, as =
consequence, difficult to operationalize. What does it mean for an operation to be robus

What does it entail for the Security Council, for peacekeepers, for the local authorities? Twe
conceptions — narrow and broad — of robust peacekeeping can be distinguished. The narrow
approach is about enabling peacekeepers to implement their mandate by relying on thes
robustness — in posture, equipment, and their ability to resort to force. This approach is na
row in the sense that it focuses on the robustness of peacekeepers. This definition is in keepine
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i the 2008 ‘Principles and Guidelines’ that, in its glossary of terms, defines ‘robust peace-
ping’ as ‘the use of force by a United Nations peacekeeping operation at the tactical level,
1h the authorization of the Security Council, to defend its mandate against spoilers whose
tivities pose a threat to civilians or risk undermining the peace process’.” In this context,
bust peacekeeping is also defined by what it is not: peace enforcement. Two key elements
istinguish robust peacekeeping from peace enforcement: the level of force (tactical for robust
cacekeeping, strategic for peace enforcement); and host state consent (required for robust
cacekeeping but not in the case of peace enforcement).
The ‘Principles and Guidelines’ clarifies the distinction as follows:

robust peacekeeping should not be confused with peace enforcement, as envisaged under
Chapter VII of the Charter. Robust peacckeeping involves the use of force at the tacti-
cal level with the authorization of the Security Council and consent of the host nation
and/or the main parties to the conflict. By contrast, peace enforcement does not require
the consent of the main parties and may involve the use of military force at the strategic
or international level, which is normally prohibited for Member States under Article 2(4)
of the Charter, unless authorized by the Security Council.”

- contrast, the broad approach considers robust peacekeeping in more political terms. It is
~fined in the 2009 UN ‘New Horizon’ non-paper as a ‘robust approach to peacekeeping’,
iich is a ‘political and operational strategy to signal the intention of'a UN mission to imple-
ent its mandate and to deter threats to an existing peace process in the face of resistance
m spoilers”.'” While recognizing that at the tactical level a ‘robust approach means that
ntingents may be required to use force in defence of the mandate’, it emphasizes that ‘it
uld be driven by a clear political strategy’ (p.21), and that a ‘successful robust approach
pends on the commitment of the Security Council and the willingness of troop and police
ntributors to implement it’. This approach significantly broadens that of the Principles
1 Guidelines’. It recognizes that robustness cannot be confined to the peacekeepers and
=ir ability to use force in defence of their mandate, but needs to be embedded in a broader
smework that combines operational and political parameters. More than the robustness of
= force, the firm stance adopted at all levels of the management of the mission is essential
the credibility and success of an operation. Ultimately, the use of force may be necessary,
t as a means to an end that needs to be clearly identified.
In 2009 the Office of Military Affairs of DPKO/DFS (Department of Field Support)
sued a ‘Coneept Note on Robust Peacekeeping” aimed at clarifying the ‘key issues sur-
:nding robust peacekeeping’.'! Its interim definition of robust peacekeeping is as ‘a pos-
re by a peacekeeping operation that demonstrates willingness, capacity and capability to
ter and confront, including through the use of force when necessary, an obstruction to the
plementation of its mandate’. The document emphasizes that robust peacekeeping is a
osture’ rather ‘than a specific activity’, meaning that ‘robustness . . . can be demonstrated
many ways, including the use of political dialogue’ but also “targeted sanctions against
‘entified spoilers . . . support and incentives to national reconciliation efforts and [even] the
tation of early peacebuilding activities to help deliver a tangible peace dividend to local
opulations’." This ‘posture” issue is underlined by Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeep-
¢ Operations Alain Le Roy at the 2010 C-34 session in very similar terms."” The Concept
lote further reiterates that robust peacekeeping is not peace enforcement, and that ‘large
ale violence or one where the major parties are engaged in violent conflict is no longer a
ust peacekeeping context’.
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To a certain extent, the Concept Note tries to reconcile the narrow and broad approache
It states that ‘robust peacekeeping is not only a military or police posture but also a pols
cal and operational approach that signals the determination of a peacekeeping operation
implement its mandate and to deter threats to an existing peace process’. In the same ve:
robust peacekeeping does not necessarily entail the use of force, as deterrence ‘based on
readiness to use force’ is presented as ‘the most effective approach’.'’ However, its fo
tends to be more on the military/peacekeeping dimension of the operation rather than on
political element. Robustness seems to derive from the possibility to resort to force more tha
from the existence of a political strategy or from the triangular dialogue between the Securs
Clouncil, the Secretariat, and the troop-contributing countries (TCCs).

Overall, these documents help clarify what robust peacekeeping is and what it is not. H
ever, it is worth noting that none of them has been endorsed by the member states.
therefore they can hardly be considered UN policy."” Many Western states would no d
support the general effort at conceptualizing robustness and would subscribe to the spir
the DPKO/DEFS documents; the same is not true, however, for many countries of the N4
that contest the terms of the debate as it is advanced by the UN Secretanat (see below .

Definitional ambiguities: robustness or effectiveness?

Contemporary peace operations do not lend themselves easily to a piecemeal analysis. So=
activities of multidimensional operations might be more important than others. Yet ©s
overall effectiveness of peace operations requires a holistic approach that simultaneo
addresses key issues and that does not, by definition, compartmentalize them. Activities i
are dependent upon a high degree of political engagement can hardly be analysed withos
examining the political setting. The narrow approach to robust peacekeeping is problema:
precisely because it tends to single out one requirement of effectiveness without embedd
it into a broader framework.

In other words, there is little point in promoting robustness in the field if no political proce
underlies it, if the host country is lukewarm about it, or if a large number of key states deiie
erately stay away from UN operations and are not therefore engaged in the implementas
of the concept. Yet, within the C-34, robustness seems to have been singled out by Weste=
states as if it were a solution to the generic problems of eflectiveness in peace operations
large presence in UN operations (including from Western countries) and the existence
political process backed by the Security Council and other important stakeholders, w?
presumably equally important to the overall success of peace missions, have not received «
same level of attention.

The limits of the narrow approach would seem to make more attractive the broader vis
proposed by the New Partnership Agenda. This favours going beyond the robustness of «
force and adopting a more political approach to robustness. In other words, robustness ar -
field level works only if it is backed by robustness at the pohtical level: in the Security Cour
in dialogue with local actors, and in the constant and unified support that TCCs get from
Security Council. However, this approach runs the risk of diluting the concept of robustne
The rhetoric of robust peacekeeping/strategy/doctrine/ peacebuilding'® overlooks the ve=
meaning of the adjective ‘robust’ and the flaws in associating it with a variety of terms
are not intuitively close to the idea of robustness. What Western states and the DPKO wa
to promote is peacekeeping with the appropriate mandate, support, and capabilities to fu'=
the mission assigned by the Security Coouncil. Quite simply the idea is fundamentally abos
effectiveness, not robustness.
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This leads to a terminological debate about the use of the term ‘robust’. As shown in the
lowing section, debates at the UN in general and at the C-34 in particular are highly politi-
zed, shaped by divergent objectives as well as by subjective positions. In this context, for an
“=a to be accepted it needs to be carefully calibrated and communicated. Yet the concept
" robust peacekeeping has not been promoted effectively. For many countries of the South,
~= term ‘robust’ implies a degree of intrusiveness in the internal affairs of states and the pos-
odlity of coercion. In the end, one wonders if the reference to robustness in UN documents
s actually been counterproductive, by dividing countries along a North-South axis over
~rminology rather than bringing them together on the operational necessity of robustness.
Indeed, several countries, including ones in the NAM, accept that peacekeeping forces
== to be able to ensure their security and implement their mandate, potentially through a
- posture that may imply the resort to force, and do perform robust peacekeeping in the
1. In 2005, the Report of the C-34 acknowledged the ‘need for an appropriately strong
= rary and civilian police presence, backed by adequate support resources throughout the
wwacekeeping operation, in order to deter spoilers and establish the credibility of the United
“ations”® For example, Indian units have been regularly involved in robust operations,
‘uding during the Cold War." Robustness is therefore not a priori rejected. Yet many
MM countries disagree with the way the term is being framed. Ultimately, while clarifica-
1 on the meaning of ‘robust peacekeeping’ is important, over-conceptualization has also
~rnuated the strength of the concept, to the extent that the use of the term itself is being
sestioned.?

Sobustness in the broader peacekeeping context

= New Horizon’ non-paper insists on the necessity of going beyond the robustness of the

o= to include that of political actors — the Security Council, member states, and regional
~wmers in particular. This is indeed crucial, as it is the nature of the political environment
wwcerlying an operation that determines the chances of success. Ideally, a firm stance at the
. ncal level would even make robustness in the field unnecessary. Yet, the politics of peace-
weping is complex, and robustness can hardly work as a substitute for a missing strategy.

“uliticization of robust peacekeeping and substantive divergence

- very concept of robust peacekeeping is extremely contentious. Within the UN, debates
obust peacekeeping are intensely politicized, reflecting strong divergences on the mean-
.« and implications of the concept. Politicization has been evident in the C-34. At the 2010
on. debates pitted the EU group pushing for robustness against the NAM that expressed
~=rns about the concept and its implications.”’ For European states, robustness has been a
~oonse to a lack of effectiveness of peace operations, and is aimed at enabling peacekeepers
~roperly protect themselves and to have the freedom of manoeuvre to implement a man-
~o= Alink is also established between robustness and the protection of civilians, which may
e a robust posture and, if need be, the capacity to use force. By contrast, robustness is
wecetved by many NAM countries as deviating from the key principles of peacekeeping and
= potential threat to the sovereignty of host countries. A parallel is implicitly made between
sstness, understood as a new instrument of domination over countries of the South, and a
== of neo-colonialism. The fact that DPKO has developed a narrative that is very similar
st of Western countries adds to the perception of the UN as Western dominated. Within
%0, units in charge of policy development are predominantly composed of nationals
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from Western countries, and their ability to truly reflect the diversity of views of the membes
states is questioned.”

Some countries even see a continuum between the ‘respousibility to protect’ and robus:-
ness within peacekeeping missions in the protection of civilians. In both cases, critics are
concerned that external forces will infringe state sovereignty by coercive means.”’ Severa
Security Coouncil resolutions, including resolution 1674 (2006) on the protection of civilian:
in armed conflict, and many resolutions on Sudan,” explicitly refer to the 2005 “UN Worl:
Summit Outcome” document and its provisions on the responsibility to protect, which adcs
to suspicion of a continuum between the two levels of coercion.

Equally problematic, the risk of abuse of a robust posture is invoked. Critics question the
ability of crisis management actors to ensure that what begins as robust peacekeeping does
not end as peace enforcement.

This leads to the question of compatibility of robust peacekeeping with the key princ-
ples of peace operations: impartiality, consent of the host state, and non-resort to force. For
some NAM countries the use of force, other than n self-defence, is a direct challenge to the
principle of non-resort to force, and therefore to the very nature of UN peace operations
Although the C-34 added the possibility of resorting to force “in defence of the mandate™
to the principle of non-resort to force except in self-defence (a possibility incorporated in the
‘Principles and Guidelines’), this evolution is still resisted and sometimes perceived as a devia-
tion. Overall, there is an apparent tension between the conservatism of the key principles o
peace operations, on the one hand, and the practical evolutions that have been endorsed b
the Security Council, on the other, in particular the protection of civilians and the impliec
possible resort to force.

The impact of the ‘commitment gap’ on robust peacekeeping

The North—South divisions over peacekeeping issues have been further shaped by some of the
trends in peace operations. Debates on contemporary peacekeeping cannot ignore some of i
tangible characteristics, and in particular who is doing what in peace operations. In fact, whit
Western states are the main financial contributors to the peacekeeping budget, they have bees
largely absent in terms of troop contributions since the mid-1990s.”" Conversely, the develop-
ing countries have shouldered the largest troop contributions, and to a large extent have thus
shaped the politics of peacekeeping in the field.”” At the same time, the peacckeeping dec:-
sion-making process remains dominated by the Security Council and its permanent members
to the detriment and chagrin of the main TCCs. This division of labour feeds the divide ane
the politicization of debates, particularly when, as is the case with robust peacekeeping. =
concept is pushed by countries that are unlikely to actually implement it. Furthermore, the
commitment gap raises questions about the abilities of TCCs to be ‘robust’ militarily. Formes
Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations Jean-Marie Guéhenno identifies
three negative consequences of this paradox. First, there is ‘much less willingness among troop
contributors to take risks if the risks that they are expected to take are not shared by thos
who make the decisions’; second, the ‘capacities available in the armed forces of the riches
nations (intelligence, mobility, targeted firepower) mitigate the risks of robust peacekeeping
and would make it more effective’; third, robust peacekeeping can work

only if it is embedded in a broader political strategy. While developed countries can
give political support to a UN mission through non-military means, their systemane
absence in UN military deployments undermines and weakens the message of universa:
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commitment that such deployments should convey, and can be construed as a lack of
strategic commitment to the success of the mission.”

These points illustrate the difficulty of confining the debate to the issue of robustness when
© s one element among many influencing the effectiveness of peacekeeping. The mere idea
“uat robustness requires some sort of collegiality and burden-sharing among member states is
“ard to contest and undermines the Western position accordingly. For some troop contribu-
“ors, this leads to the possible role of Western countries in financing and equipping the TCCs
» enable them to implement robustness. ‘If the countries that push for robustness do not
want to send their own troops, let them finance and/or equip the countries that are doing the
©5. is an argument often heard in New York.”

These divergences led some NAM members to contest the term ‘robust peacekeeping’ at
~= C-347s 2010 session to propose an ‘effective peacekeeping’ instead, objecting to the idea
t robustness can be presented as the solution to what they see as much broader problems.”
wentually, the C-34 Report mentioned neither ‘robust peacekeeping’ nor the use of force.
swever, it

. ‘x

41

recognizes the necessity to intensify dialogue among Member States and the Secretariat,
including in this forum, on ways and means to enhance the effectiveness of peacekeeping
missions, including by addressing the requirement for peacekeeping missions to be able
to deter, through the posture they adopt and actions they take, threats to the implemen-
tation of mandates, safety and security of peacekeeping personnel, and ongoing peace
processes, in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations.”!

= wording may seem disappointing for proponents of an explicit reference to robust peace-
~oing. Given the divergences expressed in the debates, however, the language has the merit
© characterizing robustness by periphrases. That peacekeepers should be able to deter threats
- peace processes, through their posture, recalls the vocabulary used for robustness. Moreo-
= the reference to peace processes goes much further than robustness confined to force pro-
~—on, indicating a need to be firm at the political level, for example against the host state.

=ow feasible is robustness?

~ realistic approach to the reform of UN peacekeeping must reconcile what is needed and
s possible, and must therefore account for the enduring constraints of multidimensional
e operations. These constraints relate to the existence of a political process that underlies
= deployment of a peace operation, the extent to which the Security Council is backing this
~wcess, the durability of a ceasefire or peace agreement, the nature of host state consent, the
~wmber and quality of troops available, and their propensity to take risks in the implementa-
= of the mandate. Robustness needs to be approached in relation to these constraints, to
~wohitis closely linked and that directly impact its feasibility. Three issues require special
~wmon: the requirements of robust peacekeeping, its unintended consequences, and the
~wed degrees of its feasibility.

uguirements of robust peacekeeping

~oust peacekeeping implies a suite of political and operational requirements. Both the
- =.0O/DFS ‘Concept Note on Robust Peacekeeping” and the ‘New Horizon™ non-paper
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provide lists of such requirements. The Concept Note refers to ‘clear and achievable m=
dates’, ‘improved consultation’, ‘better logistics and support’, ‘enhanced capacities and st
tures’, ‘enhanced training and readiness standards’, a ‘comprehensive communication st
egy’, and ‘strong leadership’,”” In the same vein, the ‘New Horizon’ non-paper states 15
robust peacekeeping requires ‘agreed minimum standards among contributing countries
a ‘high degree of mobility . . . and the willingness and capacity to operate at a high temgs
for sustained periods, night and day’, ‘effective mission command and control structure
and units that can work together in larger formations’, ‘regular joint training and exercises
‘enhanced situational awareness and risk analysis’, ‘scenario-based planning and reliabis
contingency arrangements’, ‘modern technology, responsive logistics support and delegat
authority to take difficult decisions in the field’, to which the document adds “the comm=-
ment of the Security Council and the willingness of troop and police contributors to img
ment [a resolution]’."

The UN Secretariat plays its part when it pushes for the improvement of state capabi-
ties and practices, and the setting of standards in the peacekeeping domain. However. the
list of requirements is very ambitious, and difficult to square with the constraints of con-
temporary peace operations, not to mention the financial implications of acquiring mode==
equipment.

With a few exceptions the main TCCis fall well short on most of the listed requiremerns
The last ten years of UN involvement in peace operations have amply demonstrated this
relation to UN overstretch, deployment and logistical problems, level of equipment, and per-
formance of troop and police suppliers.”! Whether NATO members would meet the require
ments is far from certain, and the average level of equipment and training within NAT!
is significantly higher than that within the main UN TCCs. Once again the meaning ane
feasibility of robust peacekeeping in the absence of the countries that are best equipped a:
trained for it must be interrogated.

Also integral to robustness is a strong and lasting commitment by the Security Council an
personnel contributors. Although robust peacekeeping is explicitly mandated by the Securis
Council, its unity and full support of peacekeepers’ actions on the ground is never guarar-
teed over time. The level of commitment of contributors is equally erratic. For personme
contributors, robustness requires preparation, a sound knowledge of what robustness mea:
politically and operationally and how robustness is distinguished from peace enforcement
rules of engagement), awareness of the potential risks of robust action (see below), and
readiness to take casualties. A brief survey of UN operations and state policies over the L=
decade reveals a scarcity of countries displaying such a level of preparedness. Whether
relation to robustness or to the protection of civilians, troop contributors have little expertse
in operationalizing Security Council resolutions.”

Furthermore, to produce results, robust action also necessitates consecutive longer-ters
measures (police deployment, rule of law, disarmament) in order to consolidate the outcom=
of robustness. Referencing the British operation in Sierra Leone (2000) and the French/EX
operation in the DRC (2003), Mats Berdal concludes that the ‘strategic impact’ of ‘coerc:
military action’ ‘depends crucially on what follows the short-term tactical engagement
Unless follow-up actions are present, ‘it is not clear that the occasional robust foray will @
the trick’.”” This cautionary note relates not only to the need for a political objective that 5
served by robustness, but also to the impossibility of singling out robustness from other peace
keeping and peacebuilding activities. Most importantly, while robustness would be an optics
in operations that are perceived as falling within the strategic interests of the intervenins
countries (as in Afghanistan), the nature of UN peacekeeping makes it difficult to determin
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the tong-term commitment of TCCs to robustness. This is true simply because troop con-
tributors frequently have little strategic interest at stake in the operation’s host state. In other
words, what is the ‘strategic value’ of the place where they intervene that would justify risking
escalation of violence and fatalities?™

In summary, robust peacekeeping faces ‘conceptual overstretch’, reflected by the mis-
match between doctrinal development and the political and operational capacity of the UN
and its member states to implement the concept.™

Unintended consequences

The narrative in favour of robust peacekeeping generally assumes that robustness comes
as a solution to some of the difficulties that peace operations face. Although this may be
true in some circumstances, robustness also carries unintended consequences that may chal-
lenge its relevance. The DPKO/DFS Concept Note identifies the following risks of robust
peacekeeping:'

+  “loss or perception of loss of impartiality by a peacekeeping operation providing robust
support to a government that is party to an ongoing conflict’;

+ risk deriving from ‘collateral damage and civilian casualties as a result of robust military/
police operations’;

+  “conflict escalation by spoilers in reaction to a robust mandate implementation’;

+  perception by host authorities and population of ‘infringement on national
sovereignty’;

+  ‘greater insecurity and retaliation either against peacekeepers or “soft” targets such as
humanitarian actors and the local population, as well as the possibility of population
displacement and its associated consequences’.

The Concept Note adds that the Security Council ‘should be clearly informed of the risks
before the decision [on the use of force] is taken’.

The risk of conflict escalation requires particular attention because it may imply an unde-
sired shift from the use of force at the tactical level (which falls within robust peacekeeping)
to the use of force at the strategic level (which characterizes peace enforcement). Ensuring
that the use of force indeed remains at the tactical level is a complex issue for peacekeepers.
The blurring gives credence to the argument put forward by some NAM countries that posits
that the distinction between robust peacekeeping and peace enforcement is impossible to
guarantee in practice. In the DRC, for example, some robust operations conducted by the
UN operation against militias in the Itari district in 2005 were close to war-fighting, leading
the UN to comment on the nature of its ‘peacekeeping’ engagement. "

The management of the risk of conflict escalation has to do with the command and control
structure of the operation. A critique by Western states of the UN system is its decentralized
nature, with a high degree of devolution to the field in the persons of the special representa-
tive of the secretary-general (SRSG) and the force commander, and the risk that decisions
taken at field level have consequences well beyond the mission itself. This decentralized
command and control model is contrary to the more centralized approach of the EU or
NATO, where strategic control remains at headquarters level. According to Guéhenno, the
‘objective should be to strengthen the grip of UN Headquarters on missions, above all for
peacekeeping missions with robust mandates, without losing the flexibility of a decentralized
approach’.”
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Appropriate command and control arrangements are all the more important when robes-
ness requires a degree of expertise that most troop contributors do not have. At the G
level, this expertise is closer to that of police forces than to the military, especially in urbes
environments where proximity to local populations is high and where escalation preventos
cannot be improvised. The role played by the UN mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) attests -
this specificity of a robust posture within cities. Brazilian peacekeepers acted quite robus
on several occasions in the slums of Port-au-Prince at the request of the Haitian governmes.
and they were indeed effective in trouncing some of the criminal groups. However, the opes-
ations were conducted by military — not police — units that had very limited training in urfes
modes of action, and therefore carried the risk of massive collateral damage. for example '
the extensive use of automatic weapons in the high-density area of Cité-Soleil in July 2007
Indeed, in this particular case, allegations of excessive use of force and even human righs
violations by the MINUSTAH were made by several human rights organizations. *

At the political level, the risk of loss of impartiality and legitimacy is exacerbated by i
intrusive and coercive nature of robust peacekeeping. Robustness is supposed to provice
credibility to a mission, and may also enhance the host state’s sovereignty by confrontng
non-state spoilers,'' but the chance that the consequent use of force will damage its impartiz -
ity and legitimacy is high. The problem reinforces the need to embed robust peacekeeping =
a political framework that robustness is supposed to serve.” The effectiveness and legitimac
of robust peacekeeping are dependent on the level of political backing that it gets from the
Security Council members, the main personnel contributors, and the host state.

The full backing of the host state is crucial, in particular when confronting so-called spoi-
ers.'” But when consent is weak and tenuous as in Sudan and the DRC, when the spoilers ar
backed by the government as in Darfur, or when spoilers are either the state itself or resic-
ance groups such as Hezbollah, then the very feasibility of robustness is at stake. Here aga
the tension between what is required and what is possible comes to the surface. In most U
peace missions, the level of political support and the character of the political process are
issues of constant concern. The extent to which robustness is possible in these circamstances
1s highly debateable.

Finally, altering the nature of peace operations through the adoption of a more open's
robust posture is likely to lead to unpredictable counter-reactions — concerning host acceps-
ance, spoilers” behaviour, impacts on local actors, and even TCC motives and behaviour
Robustness may deter some spoilers, but it may also induce reactions or new forms of disrup-
tion that would not have appeared in the absence of robustness. Faced with a robust militar
force, politically motivated groups may change tactics or areas of operations in a way that wit
further complicate the robust approach. As Richard Gowan and Benjamin Tortolani argue.
robustness creates new vulnerabilities that have not been clearly identified and that vary from
one mission to the other," A robust approach can also directly impact on the level of integra-
tion (when risks of retaliation against non-military components of the operation increase .
the unity among contributors (that may diverge on the virtues of robustness), and the leve!
of cooperation with external partners. It follows that, although robustness is presented as 2
solution, there may be cases where it is part of the problem.

Varying degrees of feasibility according to the meaning of robustness

Finally, the several meanings of ‘robust peacekeeping’ lead to a typology of activities that can
be significantly different, therefore necessitating different types of requirements. First, the
generic term of ‘robust peacekeeping’ embraces both the idea of robustness in protection of
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the force and robustness in defence of the mandate, which in most cases includes protecting
ivilians. This amalgam is problematic, as these two activities are fundamentally different.
Robust peacekeeping for the protection of the force is aimed at ensuring a certain level of
security for the peacekeepers and at deterring intermittent or continuous harassment from
spoilers. It is peacekeeper centred and is regarded by many potential and actual contributors
as a condition of their commitment. By contrast, robust peacekeeping in defence of the man-
fate and in the protection of civilians is mandate centred and is far more ambitious. The two
approaches entail different postures, operational capabilities, and levels of political commit-
ment from the Security Clouncil, TCCs and host authorities. In Darfur, for example, where
seacekeepers face attacks on a daily basis, few would contest the necessity of guaranteeing
heir protection. This vision of robustness is broadly accepted, including by a majority of
NAM states. Yet robustness in confronting the spoilers in a coercive way or in implementing
he mandate is far less acceptable, in particular to the TCCs, some of which neighbour Sudan
:nd would be reluctant to engage in a confrontation with state-backed spoilers.

Robustness in defence of the mandate places the operation in a very different situation.
First, it increases the degree of intrusiveness into the internal affairs of the host state as well
as the risk of moving from the use of force at the tactical level to that at the strategic level.
second, the above-mentioned changes directly impact on the nature of motives and the
legree of commitment from the contributing states. Leaving aside the capabilities issue, the
tey question is whether current TCCs would indeed consider robustness beyond their own
srotection. Are they ready to assume the above-identified risks? Does their conceptualization
f their role in UN peace operations allow them to contemplate a long-term confrontation
vith potential spoilers that are at times backed by the host state? If we do not confine the
lebate to current TCCs, would Western states be ready and/or willing to commit to a pos-
sible and repeated use of force against spoilers in a UN peace mission? Not many examples

me to mind to demonstrate such willingness. When the UK and France did take the risks

f defeating spoilers, respectively in Sierra Leone (Operation Palliser) and the DRC in 2003
EU-led Operation Artemis), the operations were limited in time and space, in contrast to
isual operations by the UN. ™

Furthermore, to what extent are host states ready to accept robust peacekeeping operations
md the associated threat to their sovereignty? The cases of Sudan and Lebanon are telling
<amples. In the case of Sudan, President Omar al-Bashir made sure that any troop contrib-
itor inclined to act robustly would not participate. In the case of Lebanon, the government
efused to accept any explicit reference to Chapter VII of the UN Charter though resolution
1701 (2006) authorized ‘UNIFIL [UN Interim Force in Lebanon] to take all necessary action
n areas of deployment of its forces and as it deems within its capabilities, to ensure that its
a of operations is not utilized for hostile activities of any kind, to resist attempts by forceful

neans to prevent it from discharging its duties under the mandate of the Security Council’.”
And, despite Western states’ initial insistence on the robustness of UNIFIL I1, such robust-
ess 1s in practice peacekeeper centred rather than mandate centred, and Western states are
=xtremely reluctant to take any action that could lead to escalation. In both cases, potential
spoilers are powerful and/or state-backed and therefore alter the nature of robustness.

In general terms, while the peacekeeper-centred approach to robustness is broadly
accepted, there is little indication of readiness among UN member states to embrace the
robust peacekeeping approach in all its dimensions. On the contrary, the majority of current

perations evince a strong reluctance to do so. In some cases, as in the DRC with Indian and
Pakistani contingents, or in Haiti with Brazilian peacekeepers. robust action has been taken.

Vet very few countries are ready to assume the consequences of this type of action over a long
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period. It follows that a distinction between robustness in protection of the force and robus
ness in defence of the mandate may be justified. Thus far, it appears that housing the
notions under the same conceptual umbrella is counterproductive.

Conclusion

Clontemporary peace operations face a wide range of difficulties which sometimes leads thes
to overall failure. Addressing those difficulties is critical and requires long-term efforts 1
target different actors and activities. Guaranteeing that UN peace operations are given
means to implement mandates, including through the use of force in some cases, is a pr-
otal issue. Rwanda and Srebrenica are cases in point where peacekeepers remained passee
while massive violations of human rights were perpetrated. In the same vein, letting crimins
groups and other militias harass UN units is unacceptable. Consequently, robustness does
have some merits that need to be developed. At the same time, I have argued that robustnes

poses a host of conceptual as well as operational difficulties that undermine its coherence an

feasibility.

Conceptually, the idea of robustness places peacekeepers in the grey area between peace-
keeping and peace enforcement, and therefore challenges the key principles of peacekeeping
Understandably this creates resistance. At the operational level, the sense of common effor
that robust peacekeeping implies is undermined by the commitment gap in troop contribu-
tions and the absence of Western states from UN operations. Robustness pushed by the Nor:
and implemented by the South has clearly been problematic. Finally, and most importantis
while robustness needs to be part of a broader political strategy (more than does ‘non-robus:
peacekeeping), backed by the Security Council, the main TCCs, and even the host stat
this has not been observed to date. It follows that the conditions for effectively implementing
robustness do not seem to be met. The worst scenario would be robust peacekeeping as =
substitute for a lack of strategy.
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