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I am delighted at this opportunity to speak to the 

distinguished members of the UN Association, and to 

be delivering this year’s Ferguson Memorial Lecture. 

The Ferguson family were great philanthropists in so 

many ways, not least in this city, and it is an honour to 

be part of commemorating their generosity to this 

great University, and their dedication to the UN and 

UN Association in the UK. 

It’s also a great personal pleasure to be back in 

Birmingham at this University, presided over by the son 

of one of my own father’s closest teaching colleagues 

and friends, in the shape of Vice-Chancellor David 

Eastwood. This is also the University where my brother 

David, here this evening, spent many happy and 

productive years as the Registrar, and the city where 

he still lives, and to which I return from time to time to 



play bad golf with him – my golf is bad, not his, I hasten 

to add! 

Speeches in this country are always supposed to start 

with a joke. Sadly there are not many good jokes about 

the UN. One I do always remember is about a US 

newspaper many years ago asking the Permanent 

Representatives of the US, Soviet Union and UK what 

they would wish for for the Christmas season. The US 

PR replied that he profoundly wished to see democracy 

and tolerance spread all round the world. The Russian 

responded that great power understanding and world 

peace were his most earnest desires. And the good old 

Brit, not anyone here today of course, I hasten to add, 

said that it was jolly kind of the paper to ask, and 

perhaps a small box of candied fruit would be nice. 

I always like also to look at the significance of the date 

when I am delivering a speech. Today is quite an 

interesting day in history in fact. John Maynard Keynes 

was born on the 5th of June 1883, and continues to 

make waves long after his death; in 1947, George 

Marshall, US Secretary of State, launched the Marshall 

Plan in a speech at Harvard University – my ambitions 

are a little more modest; in 1963, John Profumo 

resigned as Secretary of State for War over the 



Christine Keeler scandal, which older listeners will 

remember; in 1967 the Six-day war between Israel and 

various Arab states started; and in 1975 the UK held a 

referendum on our membership of the EEC, an 

experience some people, though not I, would like to 

see us repeat in a few years time! 

When I was asked for a title for the lecture some time 

ago, I threw out the one I am speaking to today 

without a great deal of thought – I guess I imagined it 

was one of those titles which would enable me to 

speak about pretty much anything I liked, as long as it 

was vaguely linked to the UN. But the more I have 

thought about it, the more I have warmed to the title, 

because it does in its own way go to the heart of some 

important questions about the UN and the role it can 

play in today’s world, and to the heart of some 

important misconceptions. 

 I am going to be talking to you not as an academic 

student of the UN and its Charter, and not from any 

kind of lawyer’s point of view, you will be glad to hear, 

but as a practitioner who spent almost four years 

working for the UN on the humanitarian side, and as a 

British diplomat who had a certain amount to do with 

the UN before that. My themes will be partly political 



and partly humanitarian, including the difficult area 

where the two intersect. 

Let me start off by declaring my overall colours about 

the UN and its current position in the world. I am not a 

starry-eyed idealist who thinks that all our problems 

would be solved if we would only entrust ourselves 

more to multilateralism. But I am certainly not a rabid 

critic of the UN either, one of those who thinks New 

York is all hot air, and the institution has failed us. I 

enjoyed my time working there, in so far as you can 

enjoy working on disasters, and met many dedicated 

and talented international civil servants whose sole 

motive was to improve the world and the lot of many 

of its people.  

My general view is that we get the UN we deserve. We 

need an institution with a universal membership, 

where every country has the right to be heard, where 

all issues can be and should be discussed, where 

countries can meet and talk, and where crucial norms 

and standards about international behaviour can be 

enshrined, once they are agreed. We need a body like 

the Security Council where vital decisions about war 

and peace can be debated, and measures like sanctions 

and the deployment of peacekeeping forces agreed. 



We need UN specialised agencies with the mandates 

and legitimacy to help with the vital aims of 

development, humanitarian assistance, health, 

improvement of the environment and so on. The 

incredible work these agencies do on the ground is too 

often forgotten. 

The institution I have described is the institution we 

already have. But of course it works very imperfectly, 

most of all in present circumstances precisely on the 

big subjects of war and peace. The problem is that 

there is a constant temptation, which neither the man 

in the pub nor the media columnist is at all inclined to 

resist, to blame the UN itself as an institution for this 

failure. Of course the UN’s own staff and organisations 

have to share some of the blame. There are many 

weaknesses, and plenty of not very productive activity 

in some places. The hot air quotient is often high, and 

UN-speak is not exactly synonymous with either 

brevity or clarity.  

But the responsibility for the major shortcomings 

should be placed squarely where it belongs, with the 

member states themselves. If the UN has been 

ineffective for years in dealing with the Palestinian 

issue, it is essentially because the big powers don’t 



agree about what should be done, or perhaps more 

accurately, how it should be done. If there is lack of 

management reform in some important places, it’s 

because not enough member states want to see it 

happen. If there is deadlock about Syria now, it is 

because the big powers simply don’t agree – not about 

the analysis of the crisis, not about whether the 

international community has a responsibility to 

address it, and least of all about what could or should 

be done. If the UN Secretary-General is often described 

as more secretary than general, that is because that is 

precisely how the big powers want him to be. 

By the way, the present incumbent, Ban ki-Moon, is in 

my view much maligned. He may not look or sound like 

a world leader, but he is hard-working to a fault, 

completely honest and straightforward, desperate to 

make the world a better place, with sound political 

instincts, more of a habit of telling truth to power than 

you might imagine, and a lot of empathy with the poor 

and suffering of the world from his own desperately 

hard and humble background in post-war Korea. We 

could do a lot worse. 

The bottom line is that, for all its faults, we desperately 

need the UN and we need it to work as well as it can. If 



we abolished it in its present form, we would have to 

reinvent it immediately and would almost certainly 

finish up with something very similar. There are 

urgently needed reforms, not least of the Security 

Council, to make it more representative of the world as 

it is now, not the world of 1945. The longer this is 

delayed, the greater the risk of the UN being seen as 

out of touch and irrelevant. But, again, if the reform is 

delayed, the reason is not through any lack of will in 

New York, from the Secretary General or the 

Secretariat, but because the member states cannot 

agree on how it should be reformed, and would rather 

see no progress than watch a rival take a spot they 

would like themselves. 

The other sad truth is that we are going through a crisis 

of global governance at a time when we need it more, 

arguably, than we have ever done, faced as we are 

with an economic and financial crisis which is different 

in both nature and depth from what we have seen 

before, and whose consequences have far from 

worked themselves through; with problems of cyber 

security which we have no means of even 

understanding, let alone controlling; with the 

existential issue of global climate change, which we 



have decided to pretend is not happening – may our 

children forgive us for our blindness ; and with the 

reality of nuclear proliferation which we do not know 

how to stop.  

I do not suggest that the UN could solve all these 

problems. There are no simple solutions for any of 

them. What we are trying to do is manage them better, 

not worse. In any case, there is a fundamental difficulty 

in using a mechanism where all 193 countries have to 

agree for some major steps to be possible, and are 

highly unlikely to do so in many, perhaps most cases. 

But in the end the steps forward we take have to be 

given multilateral approval, even if they are negotiated 

elsewhere. And the problem now is that they are not 

being negotiated elsewhere, because there isn’t an 

elsewhere. The G20 could be that elsewhere, and has 

the sort of global representativeness which the G8 

could never have. But apart from a short spell when 

the financial crisis looked like leading to global financial 

meltdown, and the G20 was the vehicle used to agree 

the desperate measures which prevented this, the G20 

has been a talking shop which none of the big powers 

seems to want to use to decide anything or solve any 

real problems. 



Does this matter? In many areas we can muddle 

through, and decide on things when we absolutely 

have to. There are many small groups - public, private, 

and mixed - who are getting on with actions which will 

ultimately be helpful for us all. It’s sometimes called 

minilateralism, or messylateralism. It’s better than 

nothing.  It may lead to real progress in some areas, for 

example international trade, where regional deals may 

break the logjam of the apparently failed Doha 

multilateral process. But is this muddling through likely 

to be enough for issues like climate change, cyber 

security, or nuclear proliferation? I doubt it. 

So much for a rather over-long introduction. How far 

does UN neutrality either exist or matter? In 

international relations, neutrality usually means a 

positive decision by a particular state not to choose 

between belligerents, or take sides in disputes 

between states, or indeed, presumably between states 

and non-state armed actors, to use the current jargon. 

Neutrality is not the same as impartiality, which means 

the absence of prejudice for or against a particular side 

in a dispute, but can involve taking a side or adopting a 

cause on the basis of a choice involving objective 

criteria.  



What does this mean for the UN? The first thing to say 

is that the UN is not obliged by the Charter to be 

neutral, at least on my reading of it – the word is not 

mentioned. Indeed if we think of the UN as the sum of 

its member states, as we have to most of the time, it is 

hard to see how this collective could have neutrality as 

its objective – between what or whom? The collective 

could in theory have a policy of neutrality between any 

of its member states who happen to be in dispute with 

one another, but it does not have such a policy – or at 

least it sometimes does choose between one point of 

view and another, including against particular states. 

Think of Iraq after its invasion of Kuwait. It is also not 

neutral as between particular ideas and values. The 

Charter explicitly supports peace and individual human 

rights, which are supported by most if not all states in 

principle if not in practice, but not necessarily by all 

armed groups. But it also explicitly supports self-

determination, sexual equality and religious freedom, 

which are certainly not believed in, still less practiced, 

by quite a number of member states or armed groups.  

Is the UN secretariat itself bound to be neutral? They 

are not supposed to take instructions from any 

member state, and could be considered neutral in that 



sense. But they are also obliged to carry out the will of 

the membership, as expressed in the Security Council, 

the General Assembly or other organs. As we have 

already seen, the membership’s views and decisions 

may be far from neutral, in the strict sense of that 

word, which means that the secretariat cannot be 

neutral or seen as neutral either. As a matter of 

practice, too, while the Secretary General and senior 

officials no doubt do not take orders from any member 

state, some member states inevitably have more 

influence than others – the big ones, the rich ones, the 

powerful ones and so on. In any case, again, the 

Secretariat cannot be, or at least should not be, neutral 

between those who are protecting human rights and 

international law, and those who are violating these on 

a systematic basis. As Kofi Annan once said, the UN 

cannot be neutral where genocide is concerned. 

Let me not to be too theoretical about this. For 

example, how far was the UN as an institution neutral 

in the Cold War? There was clearly a long-running, 

monumental struggle around this, which left the 

organisation paralysed for long periods. In its early 

days the Security Council did authorise military 

intervention in conflicts which could hardly be 



considered as ideologically neutral, for example in 

Korea in 1950, and to some extent the Congo in 1960. 

Later, the bulk of the membership clearly did not want 

to take sides – hence the non-aligned movement – and 

the UN both as a collective and a Secretariat became 

much more cautious about staying out of the clash of 

titans. The Charter does not of course mention 

democracy as a fundamental value. 

If neutrality is difficult to square with the UN reality, 

can the UN, either its member states collectively, or 

the Secretariat, be considered genuinely impartial, ie 

objective, with no built-in prejudices or biases, and 

behaving even-handedly between different parties? In 

many ways, the answer should be, and is, yes. But 

again this can only be true up to a point. Because 

certain values are built into the Charter, as we have 

seen, it cannot be impartial as between those 

respecting these values and those infringing them. 

Moreover, and this is where I want to get to, once the 

Security Council has agreed a mandate, for example for 

a peacekeeping force, this often involves taking sides in 

a conflict, which means strict impartiality is unlikely to 

be easily possible. In the old days, leaving aside cases 

such as Korea and Congo, a peacekeeping mandate 



following a war was often a very short piece of paper, 

because the essential task was holding the ring 

between opposing armies and monitoring a peace 

agreement or ceasefire. The force obviously had to be 

neutral and impartial between these opposing armies, 

and seen to be so, to be acceptable and credible. 

Nowadays mandates, because the conflicts are most 

commonly complicated internal civil conflicts, are 

themselves much more complicated, involving 

stabilisation, nation-building and promotion of every 

kind of value and desirable aim which the member 

states can think of. Such a mandate can certainly be 

implemented with greater or lesser degrees of 

impartiality, but if it involves supporting one party, 

usually the incumbent, supposedly legitimate 

government, strict impartiality is going to be very 

difficult, if not impossible, and neutrality is not even a 

starter. 

This may again still seem rather theoretical. So let me 

look at two current examples of the UN in action, to 

see how it works out in practice: Afghanistan and the 

Democratic Republic of Congo. The first has a so-called 

Special Political Mission, without a peacekeeping force; 

the second has a long-running peacekeeping operation. 



Both are obviously messy and complex political 

situations, where keeping a political balance is 

extremely tricky. So how does the UN measure up, 

against the criteria of neutrality/impartiality? 

In Afghanistan, the mandate of the UN mission there, 

UNAMA, set up in 2002, the year after the overthrow 

of the Taliban, is essentially to support the government 

of Afghanistan in its efforts to improve security, good 

governance, and economic and social development. It 

is also supposed to help strengthen cooperation with 

the international forces in Afghanistan, in other words 

the NATO forces known as ISAF. Even this most cursory 

glance at the mandate shows that UNAMA cannot 

possibly be regarded as a neutral force in the country, 

since it is explicitly there to support the government, 

and to work closely with NATO. The key question is 

whether this matters. From the point of view of the 

western countries and their armed forces who went 

into Afghanistan in 2001, the answer is presumably no. 

They want the UN on their side, the side of democracy 

and human rights, the side of the ‘good guys’. They 

would regard neutrality between the government and 

the Taliban, however you define the latter, as 

unacceptable and perhaps even contrary to the 



Charter if you simply regard the Taliban as no more 

than a ‘terrorist’ movement (I will come on to the 

problem of this label of terrorist a little later). But is it 

as simple as that?  

The problem is that the UN’s job is also to help the 

people of the country, regardless of their political 

allegiance. That is not so easy to do if you are so clearly 

aligned with one side, and it definitely poses huge 

problems for the humanitarian organisations trying to 

work in Afghanistan, an issue I will come on to in more 

detail later. Moreover, the UN will be there after NATO 

has left, and probably after the present government 

has fallen, if it does, just as it was there before they 

both arrived. How will it be able to do its job well in 

2015, once the international military presence has 

gone, especially if, as we cannot rule out, the Taliban 

come back in some way to be the government or part 

of it in the future? The Taliban will obviously have 

great difficulty in regarding the UN as genuinely willing 

to help them, or at least not to take sides against them, 

which may have grave implications for the UN’s ability 

to help the people of Afghanistan at that point. 

Meanwhile the perception that the UN are 

compromised by siding with NATO and the 



government means that they themselves become 

military targets for those opposed to the government, 

which in turn means they struggle to do all aspects of 

their job properly. 

If the UN mission is obviously not neutral in 

Afghanistan, because of its mandate, can they at least 

implement that mandate impartially, ie not 

automatically regarding all the government and ISAF 

do as right and worthy of their support, and saying so 

where necessary? In principle, I think they can and 

should. For example, the UN has to be free to criticise 

aspects of government policy which are contrary to its 

principles, such as their policy towards women, or their 

manipulation of the electoral system. Likewise, the 

mission has to be free to criticise aspects of ISAF’s 

military policy, for example the number of civilian 

casualties caused by ISAF raids or drone strikes, or the 

infamous attacks on wedding parties mistaken for 

terrorist gatherings.  

But how far does the mission feel able to do this in 

practice? Only up to a point is the answer. They have at 

times spoken out against the government and ISAF, but 

this has been very difficult for them, psychologically 

and politically. They depend largely on ISAF for their 



own security. ISAF has at times taken very badly the 

UN’s attempts to collect impartial statistics about 

civilian casualties, and complained bitterly in New York. 

Many in Afghanistan believe that the UN has too often 

been mealy-mouthed at best in its reports on what is 

happening in the country, and about coalition strategy, 

or lack of it. The net result is that UNAMA is seen by 

many, inside and outside the country, as no more than 

a stooge of the Afghan government and of ISAF. This 

may be unfair, but that perception is a reality with 

which it now has to deal and which is, as I have said, 

likely to plague it for years to come. 

What about the DRC? It is a very different situation 

indeed, but some similar issues still arise. Here the UN 

are the main actors on the ground through the long-

standing peacekeeping force, originally known as 

MONUC, now MONUSCO. They still have over 20,000 

men, which sounds a lot, and the operation is certainly 

expensive, at more than 1.5 billion dollars per year. But 

if you consider the size of Congo, usually said to be 

around the same as that of Europe, and the state of its 

infrastructure, it is relatively easy to understand why 

they have always struggled to prevent harm to the 

civilian population, and to get a handle on the activities 



of the alphabet soup of militias running around the 

east of the country. My purpose is not to go into this, 

or to defend their role, though I do think the situation 

would be worse without them there. Rather it is once 

again to draw attention to how their Security Council 

mandate makes it difficult for them to be regarded by 

significant parts of the local population as neutral or 

even impartial. This mandate authorises them to use 

all necessary means to protect civilians, but also 

instructs them to support the government in its 

stabilisation and peace consolidation efforts.  

As with Afghanistan, my aim in drawing attention to 

this is not to say that the force should be neutral, but 

rather to emphasise that it is not and cannot be, and 

that certain consequences flow from that. The most 

obvious is that non-state armed groups are likely to 

regard it as their enemy, and to contemplate attacking 

it if they feel able to do so. They will certainly not feel 

any obligation to conform to its wishes, even if these 

wishes represent the collective will of the Security 

Council. This may not necessarily be a problem if we 

regard these groups as merely pernicious, which in 

practice they are for the most part. But it is also a 

necessary condition of the lack of neutrality of a force 



like this that they should at least have the real world 

capacity and will to implement their mandate by 

military force if necessary. This is where the doubts 

creep in – in other words, whatever the Security 

Council may have decreed as its mandate from New 

York, if it is to implement it, the force needs robust 

leadership, good military capability, such as enough 

attack and transport helicopters, good intelligence and 

local knowledge, and above all national contingents 

prepared to fight, backed up by governments back 

home ready to see them lose lives if they have to. 

MONUC and MONUSCO have often seemed to lack 

most if not all of these. They have therefore had a 

mandate they are not really fulfilling, which is the 

worst of all worlds. 

 Most recently the Security Council has voted to raise 

an extra so-called intervention brigade for DRC, not in 

principle to go further than the existing peacekeeping 

mandate, but to implement it more robustly than the 

existing force has been able or willing to do. Their main 

aim is to neutralise the armed groups which continue 

to plague the east of the country, most notably the 

M23 group – you don’t really need or want to know 

who M23 actually are for the purposes of my argument 



- and to reduce the threat of these groups to the 

establishment of state authority. It will be interesting 

to see what difference this will make. But in any case, 

you can again immediately see from this description of 

what the intervention brigade are supposed to be 

doing, that MONUSCO cannot be described as, or be 

seen as, a neutral force in the country. 

But the problems of this non-neutrality can be even 

more serious. One of the biggest issues in Congo is that 

the government’s own armed forces, the FARDC, are 

almost always part of the problem, not part of the 

solution. They are badly trained, badly housed, badly 

led, badly disciplined, badly paid, and as a result, 

mostly just bad. They are responsible for a significant 

proportion of the atrocities against civilians, including 

sexual violence, and are also through local 

commanders part of the Congo’s fundamental problem 

of widespread illegal mineral extraction for private 

gain. The problem for the UN force is that they are 

supposed to be working with these forces, and 

supporting their military operations. How are they 

supposed to do that responsibly? They are clearly at 

risk of at least the perception of complicity with the 

FARDC’s abuses and war crimes, unless they keep well 



away from them, but that would then undermine the 

possibility of fulfilling their overall mandate. Of course 

the UN force can try to train the Congolese armed 

forces  better, and insist that if there are going to be 

joint operations, the FARDC have to respect fully 

international norms of behaviour. They can try to insist 

that the FARDC hand over for justice the most 

notorious of their members. They do do all these 

things, trying to make the best of a bad situation. But it 

is all very uncomfortable and unsatisfactory in the very 

messy reality of eastern Congo. 

There is a lot more I could say about measures to 

improve such peacekeeping operations, despite these 

difficulties, but that is not my main theme today. The 

point is that, as in Afghanistan, the rest of the UN 

civilian operation can obviously be, and indeed often is, 

put at risk by this reality and perception of bias. 

Elements of the civilian population are bound to see all 

the UN through the same prism of hostility. And even 

those who want the force to be on the side of the 

government are so often so disappointed with the 

force’s implementation of the impossible mandate that 

they also end up hostile.  



This brings me on to the other part of what I wanted to 

say, which is about how UN neutrality or lack of it, 

impacts on the humanitarian aid for which I was 

responsible between 2007 and 2010. If humanitarian 

aid is going to do what it is supposed to do, which is 

provide life-saving emergency assistance to those in 

desperate need because of the effects of natural or 

man-made disasters, it has to respect certain 

fundamental principles: 

- Humanity, in other words the compassion to drive 

such help 

- Independence, of any political, religious or ethnic 

consideration, or any financially driven motive 

- Neutrality, between any or all parties involved in 

conflict 

- And impartiality between all those who may be 

suffering at any time, so that need is the only 

driver. 

What this means is that all humanitarian organisations 

have to make sure they stay as far away as they can 

from the political and security objectives of others, 

whether these others be national governments of the 

countries in which they are operating, non-state armed 

groups active in these territories, donor governments 



or those who are actively intervening in other ways in 

the country, or most relevantly for our purposes this 

evening, multilateral organisations, including the UN 

itself, who are active there. It is for example, to put it 

at its simplest, completely unacceptable for 

humanitarian aid to be used to reward a particular 

group of people, and lack of it used to punish another 

group, whatever their views may be. Humanitarian aid 

cannot be part of a particular pacification or 

stabilisation agenda.  

This independence and neutrality from all other 

considerations comes relatively naturally to 

organisations like the International Committee of the 

Red Cross, which has built its whole reputation and 

credibility on treating all victims equally and being 

totally non-political and discreet. It is also well within 

the reach of many international NGOs, since they 

should by definition not be associated with particular 

governments or political causes, even though their 

usually western origins often make them suspect in 

some countries where they are operating. UN 

humanitarian agencies can also realistically operate to 

the same standards when they are operating after 

natural disasters, which are usually, though not always, 



much less political and politicised. But aspiring to 

independence and neutrality is obviously a very 

significant problem when UN humanitarian agencies 

are working in contexts such as Afghanistan and DRC 

where the UN is inevitably seen as having taken a 

particular side.  

The question is therefore how credibly a UN agency 

like UNHCR or UNICEF, or the Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), which I 

used to run, can expect to distinguish itself from the 

rest of the UN in the eyes of the Taliban or M23. This is 

obviously going to be difficult to say the least. There 

will always be individuals or groups who have 

absolutely no wish to make any such distinctions, and 

are never going to try. But is the effort to make the 

distinction impossible, as some of my UN political 

colleagues used to argue, and therefore a waste of 

time? I do not think so. There are in fact plenty of 

examples of communities and armed groups being able 

to separate what a particular agency does from what 

its country or organisation of origin does, and 

responding accordingly. In any case the difficulty of 

achieving this distinction, this separation, is not in my 

view an argument for giving up the attempt. Rather, 



given the importance of trying to deliver aid effectively 

and safely in some of these very difficult contexts, it is 

an argument for trying even harder.  

What does making this distinction mean in practice? 

Apart from public explanations of why one part of the 

UN can be very different from another, it rests on two 

main approaches. The first is to ensure that the 

humanitarian and to a lesser extent development 

agencies of the UN have the necessary degree of 

physical and institutional separation from the rest of 

the UN in a particular country, with for example 

separate offices away from the political and security 

parts of the UN, and separate chains of command. The 

precise desirable degree of separation depends on the 

context. In full-scale conflict, full separation is best; 

where the conflict is less full on, partial separation can 

be enough; and where the conflict is over or has not 

started in earnest, separation can be minimal or non-

existent. These alternatives are known in the UN 

humanitarian jargon as two feet out – of the broader 

UN mission in other words- one foot in and one foot 

out, and two feet in.  

Both Afghanistan and DRC are currently one foot in 

and one foot out situations, with a degree of physical 



and psychological separation for the agencies from the 

rest of the UN and its operations, and OCHA as the 

coordinating arm for humanitarian operations 

completely distinct from the mission, but with the 

overall country humanitarian coordinator still reporting 

to the overall head of the UN mission to ensure basic 

coherence and consistency. I believe this is a 

reasonable compromise in such contexts. But you 

might be surprised how hard the humanitarians have 

had to fight for such arrangements, and are indeed still 

fighting. 

The point here is that for the outside observer, and 

even the inside politician or diplomat, it can easily 

seem counterintuitive. Surely what the UN needs is 

more integration, given the multiplicity of UN agencies, 

not less? Isn’t that what the whole ‘One UN’ agenda is 

supposed to achieve? This is certainly true in general. 

Where there is no danger of conflict politicising 

humanitarian aid, integration of humanitarian 

operations within the wider UN mission in the country 

poses few problems. Elsewhere, integration is 

potentially lethal for the humanitarian cause and for 

the safety of humanitarians, because of the problem of 

perception I have talked about.  



Afghanistan provides an interesting test case, where 

the lines between different agendas have become 

hopelessly blurred in any case. After the fall of the 

Taliban in 2001, and the establishment of the UN 

mission, UNAMA, humanitarian coordination was fully 

integrated into the mission because there was no 

active conflict and there seemed no reason not do this. 

By 2008/2009, as the renewed conflict intensified, I 

had become convinced that we needed to separate 

humanitarian operations from the rest of the UN 

mission in Afghanistan – the humanitarian 

community’s credibility as neutral providers of 

humanitarian aid was by then close to zero because of 

our association with the rest of the UN mission, and its 

closeness in turn to NATO and the government. 

Deliberate attacks on humanitarians were increasing 

rapidly, and the NGOs were making clear that if we did 

not do something to distinguish ourselves from the rest 

of the mission, they would have to find alternative 

coordination arrangements.  

I nevertheless ran into strong opposition from the 

mission head, and his bosses in New York, because 

they did not accept the logic of what I was saying and 

wanted to stick to an integrated mission at all costs. I 



had my way in the end, because it became clear over 

time that the situation was untenable otherwise, but 

not without a long and exhausting bureaucratic 

struggle which we did not need. This could have been 

avoided if the principles involved had been better 

understood all round. 

The second approach humanitarians need to 

demonstrate their neutrality and be effective is 

engagement with all armed actors operating in the 

relevant territories, particularly if these groups are 

capable of harming civilians, control territory and can 

make or break humanitarian assistance in the areas 

they are in. This engagement is vital, irrespective of 

how such groups are viewed or labelled by the 

government of the country concerned, by the west, or 

by the UN.  The humanitarian imperative means that 

we have to be ready to talk to anybody in the cause of 

reminding them of their responsibilities to protect 

civilians, and to enable negotiation with them over 

access for humanitarian organisations to the people 

who need help. Thus in Afghanistan we should be able 

to talk to the Taliban, whether or not there are any 

political negotiations with them planned, and whether 

or not the Afghan government, NATO or indeed other 



parts of the UN approve of our doing so. In Somalia we 

should be able to talk to Al Shabaab, whether or not 

they are regarded by everyone else as a terrorist 

organisation beyond the pale. In Congo, we should be 

able to deal with M23 or other groups, even when they 

are responsible for atrocities and are openly fighting a 

government the UN is otherwise engaged in 

supporting. You can readily see how this can cause 

problems and misunderstandings. 

There are obviously concerns about giving illegal and 

violent armed groups a political credibility they would 

not otherwise have. For some the very idea of anyone 

sensible trying to talk to groups who are labelled as 

terrorists seems plainly unacceptable. But if the 

engagement is clearly about humanitarian issues alone, 

this political risk can be minimised. In any case I repeat 

that the engagement I have talked about is essential if 

humanitarians are going to do their job properly, not 

least because it is crucial to gaining the consent or 

acceptance of local parties to humanitarian assistance 

being given, without which the security risks can easily 

become too great. Humanitarian organisations always 

shrink from having physical security around them, ie 

men with guns, precisely because the risk of 



misinterpretation is always so high. The perception 

that you are dancing to someone else’s political and 

security tune becomes in the end almost impossible to 

avoid, particularly if you are a western-based 

organisation to start with. Naturally there are times 

when the only way to get aid through is to have armed 

security, but this should be absolutely the last resort 

when there is really no alternative, for example when 

people in need of basic aid will die quickly if it does not 

get through. Even then there are some organisations 

such as the International Committee of the Red Cross, 

and Medecins sans Frontieres who will almost never 

accept armed protection, in order to preserve their 

independence and neutrality. 

This principle of universal engagement is self-evident 

to humanitarians, but is not at all well understood by 

other players in the field, as I have already suggested. 

Why is this? Part of the reason lies, in my view, with 

the failure of humanitarians to explain themselves 

clearly and simply. Instead they retreat into their own 

world of jargon, and into a universe of concepts which 

they understand, because they live with them, but 

others do not. You will hear for example a lot of talk 

about the need for humanitarian space, and the 



doctrine of consent, without these being spelled out in 

the way that I have just tried to do. The ideas I have 

talked about are in fact simple and practical, and are 

about the ability to do the job sustainably and safely. 

They are not ivory tower notions which do not stand 

up to the test of reality in the field, as they are often 

seen to be. 

As a matter of principle, and moving away from the 

humanitarian context for a moment, I believe that 

countries and organisations interested in solving 

international political problems should engage with 

such groups anyway, even when they don’t approve of 

them and their methods – in fact particularly when 

they do not approve. As the sadly missed former Israeli 

Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin once said, if I want to 

make peace, I talk to my enemies, not my friends. One 

of the saddest aspects of the approach to foreign 

affairs of the previous US Administration was the 

mantra that such groups, and even certain 

governments, should be shunned, or at least had to 

fulfil certain conditions before the US would talk to 

them. It was usually enough for the Administration to 

enunciate such conditions for them to become 

immediately politically and psychologically unfulfillable 



by the country or organisation concerned. The 

statement, often heard, that ‘They know what they 

have to do’ was almost always the death knell of any 

prospect of dialogue. The main losers were usually not 

the groups we refused to talk to, but the people about 

whose fate we were most concerned, and ourselves. 

The most egregious example was probably that of the 

attitude taken to the Palestinian organisation Hamas, 

for whom explicit conditions were set for talking (not 

just by the Americans by the way – both the EU and UN 

were also fully associated with this) – conditions which, 

while not apparently unreasonable in themselves, and 

certainly not unreasonable as the outcome of a 

negotiation, were simply never going to happen in the 

short term, and were meanwhile a quite unnecessary 

road-block to useful engagement, without which the 

prospects of real peace in the area have been 

significantly worsened. I am not here trying to say 

anything about whether Hamas is or is not a decent 

organisation, with aims with which we could or should 

sympathise. I simply argue that talking is almost always 

a better way to go than not talking, even if you are 

fighting and arguing at the same time, especially when 

you are trying to draw an armed group into political 



ways forward for the future. That is the approach we 

ultimately took over Northern Ireland. Without it, we 

might still not be off first base in creating a peace 

settlement, even if we have still not solved all the 

problems there. 

And in this context, while I have the floor and am on 

my soap-box, let me just say that I believe a lot of 

damage has been done by the indiscriminate and 

unthinking use of the word terrorist. Terrorism is not a 

movement, or a cause, or an ideology, and use of the 

word terrorist tells us virtually nothing about the 

people to whom we apply it. Terrorism is a violent 

tactic, mostly used by the weak and angry, to force 

themselves on the attention of a government or the 

international community in general. Such tactics can 

even be used in good causes as well as bad – the 

resistance in occupied Europe during the Second World 

War, for example. Saying this is absolutely not to 

condone indiscriminate violence against civilians or 

methods such as the use of suicide bombers. I have no 

problem with condemning the use of terror tactics, 

precisely because the victims are usually innocent of 

anything except belonging to a particular group or 

community.  



But we need to understand that those using terrorism 

around the world have for the most part nothing in 

common with each other except their use of this 

particular violent tactic. And while it is a cliché to say 

that one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom 

fighter, or that today’s terrorist is tomorrow’s 

statesman, both statements are very often true. We 

have wisely moved away from the mantra of the global 

war on terror, which put such a distorting prism on 

what was going on in the world. But we still constantly 

talk about terrorists as if that was a really meaningful 

term. Using the word terrorist without saying anything 

else about the people concerned is too often a cop-out 

from having to think about the real problem they 

present, and in some cases to reflect on the reasons 

which may drive people to this extreme - even if we 

can in some cases never sympathise with the reasons, 

let alone contemplate negotiating about them. 

Meanwhile for many outside western societies, who do 

not read what we read, it too often looks like hypocrisy 

when someone else’s violence, that of the people we 

don’t like, is habitually called terrorism, while that of 

our friends and indeed our own, including attacks such 



as drone strikes which kill civilians as well as the 

targets, is seen by ourselves in quite a different light.  

End of a rather long parenthesis.  

Let me just return briefly and finally to what I was 

saying about the humanitarian need for genuine 

neutrality, whatever the wider UN may be doing, and 

therefore the need to keep humanitarian activities 

separate from the rest in conflict situations. Some 

NGOs are close to despairing about the possibility of 

the UN doing this effectively, all around the world, and 

therefore close to saying that the UN should either give 

up trying to do humanitarian work altogether, or at 

least give up trying to coordinate the rest of the so-

called humanitarian system. I do not believe that is a 

good way forward, whatever the legitimate 

frustrations of the NGOs. The UN humanitarian 

agencies can tap into government funding in a way 

others cannot, and have the scale to do what NGOs will 

always struggle to do, even the larger ones. And no-

one else trying to do the vital coordination role would 

have the legitimacy necessary to deal with 

governments, which is the good side of the association 

with the UN. Difficult governments such as those in 

Sudan or Sri Lanka would simply refuse to deal with 



any self-appointed coordinators and the task of the 

humanitarian collective would be made that much 

harder. 

To sum up then, and to return to my title, Can the UN 

ever really be neutral?, let me try to answer my own 

question. I think the UN as an institution should always 

be impartial between its member states as far as 

possible, and neutral if it is being asked to be neutral in 

a particular situation. But very often it is being asked 

not to be neutral, especially in internal conflict 

situations. There is nothing wrong with that, as such, 

but we should be fully aware that it comes with certain 

risks attached to it. Meanwhile, as an institution, the 

UN cannot be neutral between its fundamental agreed 

values, and other notions. For the UN as a collective of 

its member states, neutrality is not really the right 

word. It needs to make its decisions wherever possible 

on objective criteria, not ideology or prejudice, but 

neutrality will rarely be quite the word to describe 

where it is trying to get to. Impartiality might be nearer 

the mark, but even that is difficult in some 

circumstances. 

There is also an important caveat to this, that 

humanitarians, whether working for the UN or not, do 



need to be, and be seen as, independent, neutral and 

impartial if they are to do their job on the basis of 

need, not politics. The rest of the UN and the member 

states need to recognise that. If you only take away 

one message from this evening, let that be it. 

 

 

 

 

 


