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Peacekeeping operations have become increasingly complex, demanding 

multifaceted responses from Member States, regional organisations and the 

United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) and its sister 

departments. This briefing and its associated recommendations are based 

upon the proceedings of a round-table discussion involving representatives 

from UK Government departments, civil society, Parliament and academia – 

Challenges and Opportunities: Supporting UN Peacekeeping, organised 

jointly by Conflict Department, Foreign & Commonwealth Office and the 

United Nations Association – UK (UNA-UK) in January 2013. It provides an 

overview of the day’s discussions regarding UK support for multilateral 

peacekeeping operations and highlights potential areas for development 

and improvement that were raised during the round-table.  

The UK’s peacekeeping strategy sits within a broader context for tackling 

conflict under the Building Stability Overseas Strategy (BSOS) of 2011, which 

advances a cross-governmental approach for early warning, rapid response 

and upstream conflict prevention. The UK is the fifth largest financial 

contributor to the UN’s peacekeeping budget, and a central player in the 

formulation and support of mandates through its role as a Permanent 

Member of the UN Security Council. The UK’s approach to peacekeeping 

policies is guided by five pillars: efficiency; effectiveness; ensuring the 

existence of well-functioning alternatives to peacekeeping (e.g. Special 

Political Missions); alternative means of conducting peacekeeping 

operations (e.g. AU-led operations); and ensuring that peacekeeping 

missions remain in-country no longer than necessary.  
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An ever-changing international political environment means that the role of 

peacekeepers – military, police and civilian – today is multifaceted, and this 

was reflected throughout the seminar. Much emphasis was placed 

throughout discussions on preparing for the transition from peacekeeping to 

peace-building and the importance of ensuring that international interest 

and support does not dissolve when a peacekeeping mandate has 

terminated.  

Practical challenges facing peacekeeping were deemed to be present at 

both strategic and tactical levels, though it was also reinforced throughout 

the seminar that peace and longer-term stability is not secured by 

peacekeeping alone and, as peacekeeping is interlocked with 

development, governance and security, it too must be ever responsive to 

changing requirements on the ground.  

It was felt that the transmission of best practice from past peacekeeping 

missions was often unsystematic, with much emphasis placed on the role of 

regional training schools in gathering and sharing lessons learned from the 

ground. It was generally agreed that the UK continued to have an important 

role to play in supporting the training of peacekeepers through regional hubs. 

The necessity to continue to drive forward the professionalisation of 

peacekeeping, and to ensure that incentives for participation are in place, 

was strongly emphasised, alongside the need to concretise high standards 

for peacekeeping forces coming from diverse contributing states with varying 

degrees of experience.  

Political aspects of peacekeeping and the establishment of peacekeeping 

mandates were also explored, including the extent to which more robust 

peacekeeping postures in one situation could compromise peacekeeping’s 

reputation for impartiality in another. Other concerns included the question of 

how robust peacekeeping activities affects, undermines or supports a 

transition towards a political process and, ultimately, a peace agreement.   

There was much interest in creating strategies for incorporating local 

knowledge and context-specific experiences into peacekeeping operations, 

and for being aware of economic, social and environmental impacts, both 

intended and unintended, of such operations. Generic doctrines form 

important frameworks for peacekeeping operations, but specific regional 

expertise is necessary in both military and civilian contingents of 

peacekeeping operations. The voices of people in localities hold great 

legitimacy, but the current structures in place mean that the UN 

considerations often stop at the state level. A key question emerged around 
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how local voices might be incorporated into decision-making and good 

practice at strategic, tactical and operational levels.  

Recommendations on how UN peacekeeping could be improved; on how 

the UK could strengthen its involvement in this; and on what approach the UK 

should take in regard to its involvement in, and support for, peacekeeping – 

in particular following final troop withdrawals from international theatre 

operations – were wide-ranging. However, four distinct topic-areas quickly 

emerged: training and funding; planning, mission-setting and mandate; 

operations; and evaluation and learning.  

 

Recommendations 

Training and Funding 

As has been stressed by current and former heads of DPKO, UN 

peacekeeping lacks immediately accessible field resources that are often 

fundamental to a mission force’s early capacity to project on the ground. 

The most notable deficiencies include the provision of tactical and local airlift 

capacities including medium-lift turboprop transport aircraft and medium 

and heavy helicopters. Associated with this was the on-going difficulty in 

recruiting pilots trained to the standard required for the aforementioned 

missions. 

Linked to this, the importance of having an adequate geographical spread 

of peacekeeping resources was emphasised, thus neither placing the onus 

on countries with strategic-lift capabilities, nor restricting the capacity of 

forces to be deployed rapidly in a region. To this end, the notion of rapid 

reaction centres and forces was revisited, including the Africa Standby Force 

and its regional hubs on the continent.  

These would supplement existing African peace and security architecture 

such as the Kofi Annan Centre in Accra. At the very least, it was suggested 

that a standby rapid reaction roster be created and maintained – something 

that would allow ground troops, officers and support to be pinpointed more 

quickly in the event of a deployment being required. But there might also be 

merit in supporting AU proposals to create a free-standing rapid reaction 

force, which could aid the AU’s capacity to react quickly to crises on the 

continent where, for reasons of legitimacy or superior local knowledge for 

example, the AU is perhaps better placed to act, and act more quickly than 

wider international machinery can engage. The financial implications of 

these ideas would also need to be assessed. 
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The need to take the political and cultural contexts of a given country or 

region into account was highlighted as being of significant importance. The 

individuality of a theatre should be mirrored by the individuality of the 

response. In practical terms, senior and junior officers due to command in 

missions should be thoroughly briefed on the specificity of the given context – 

its political and cultural underpinnings. This might also include the 

deployment of troops or police with specific attributes such as skills in 

negotiation, or at least the training of these troops or police in such areas 

ahead of future deployment. A final suggestion reiterated the importance of 

having a code of ethics integrated into troops’ operational training, a code 

that would improve conduct in the field, particularly in relation to behaviour 

towards civilians, or in their protection.  

 

Planning, Mission-setting and Mandate  

‘Clarity’ was a term used frequently in regard to all three of the above. It was 

recommended that mandates should have enough clarity to enable 

comprehensive mission planning, and that missions should have a clear goal, 

tasks and review point, that is, a point where the perpetuation of a mission 

would depend upon a clinical review of how an operation had progressed. A 

few very good appointments early on at the mission level, with a clear 

country lead for operations, were seen as vital. In this regard, the Security 

Council should take account of views from a variety of informed stakeholders 

in mandating a mission that reflects the situation on the ground, and is 

informed by regional and local expertise and knowledge.   

Intelligence capability remained largely still to be developed. When applied, 

it should be verified to the highest possible standards, and analysis of 

belligerents and, where appropriate, an ‘opposition’, should be thorough 

and unprejudiced. Again, the importance of exploring every aspect of the 

context was strongly emphasised. In terms of future mandates and mission-

setting, and noting recent mandates for Missions in Mali and eastern DRC, 

expectations of peacekeeping forces operating under a Chapter VII 

mandate needed further clarity – bearing in mind different mandates and 

national circumstances – partly to help foster future political support, but also 

to help establish operational parameters and codes of conduct for troop-

contributing countries.  
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Operations 

The legitimacy of peacekeeping was seen as fundamental, and every effort 

should be made for this to be sustained through the carrying out of an 

operation. Similarly, UN peacekeeping missions had to win and maintain the 

support of the host nation and its localities or risk a ‘bite back’ that would 

endanger the mission and operation. In this respect, it was emphasised that 

all stakeholders, international and local actors should be engaged, to avoid 

potential perceptions of partiality.  

It was further recommended that financial and technical support be made 

available by the UK, EU and others to help build the capacity of regional 

training centres or other emerging infrastructure.  

 

Evaluating and Learning  

Although participants generally felt that DPKO and the Department of Field 

Support (DFS) had taken steps forward in how they learn from past missions, it 

was agreed that much still had to be done on this front. Noting that some 

peacekeeping contributors had regional training centres where experience 

from missions could be fed in and utilised to create ‘best practice’, it was 

recommended that such learning should be, where appropriate, matched 

by efforts at DPKO to feed such ‘mission-learning’ into future operations. It 

was further suggested that the US, UK and others feed in field and planning 

experience from Afghanistan and Iraq into DPKO, although this would need 

to take account of the difference between the two types of operations. It 

was commented by some that suitable fora for this were few and far 

between.   

Some participants felt that many troop contributors ‘had no incentive’ to 

make missions more effective, partly because of the limited number of states 

willing or able to contribute troops. It was agreed that complex mandates of 

the future would demand even more from the small pool of countries, and 

that troop training levels would have to reach the highest international 

standards to facilitate effective peacekeeping in future contexts, particularly 

where the protection of civilians was a central task. At present, the incentive 

to invest in greater troop training and provision for TCCs is thus not as strong 

as it might be.  
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A final comment was that the UK should continue to support UN 

peacekeeping but some iterated that the UK needed to adapt to the 

changing international context and find new ways of leveraging its influence 

in supporting UN peacekeeping operations in a way that reinforced the 

legitimacy of the UK’s voice internationally. Effective peacekeeping contains 

elements that are beyond the direct control of the UK, but its role as a 

Permanent Member of the UN Security Council means that it has a key role in 

defining mandates for UN Peacekeeping operations. It is here that the UK 

should continue to provide key support. 
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