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DEDICATION

The cover photographs are of UN Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld in 
the Congo (left) and UN Special Envoy Sergio Vieira de Mello in Iraq (right). 
They are the two most senior representatives to have given their lives in the 
course of UN nation-building operations over the last 60 years. This work is 
dedicated to them and their many colleagues who have made that ultimate 
sacrifice.
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PREFACE

This study contains the results of research on best practices in nation- 
building. It is intended to complement a companion volume, America’s Role 
in Nation-Building: From Germany to Iraq, which focuses on U.S.-led nation-
building efforts. Its purpose is to analyze United Nations military, political, 
humanitarian, and economic activities in post-conflict situations since World 
War II, determine key principles for success, and draw implications for future 
nation-building missions. The study contains the lessons learned from eight 
UN cases: Belgian Congo, Namibia, El Salvador, Cambodia, Mozambique, 
Eastern Slavonia, Sierra Leone, and East Timor. It also examines the nation-
building effort in Iraq.

This study was sponsored by the RAND Corporation as part of its mission 
to conduct research in the public interest. The effort was made possible 
by the generosity of RAND’s donors and the fees earned on client-funded 
research. RAND is a nonprofit institution that helps improve policy and  
decisionmaking through research and analysis. The research was conducted 
within the RAND National Security Research Division (NSRD). NSRD con-
ducts research and analysis for the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the 
Joint Staff, the Unified Commands, the defense agencies, the Department 
of the Navy, the U.S. intelligence community, allied foreign governments, 
and foundations. For more information on the National Security Research 
Division, contact the Director of Operations, Nurith Berstein. She can be 
reached by e-mail at Nurith_Berstein@rand.org; by phone at 703-413-1100, 
extension 5469; or by mail at the RAND Corporation, 1200 South Hayes 
Street, Arlington, Virginia 22202-5050. More information about RAND is 
available at www.rand.org.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The first volume of this series dealt with the American experience with  
nation-building, defined therein as the use of armed force in the aftermath 
of a crisis to promote a transition to democracy. It examined eight instances 
in which the United States took the lead in such endeavors. This volume 
deals with the United Nations’ experience with comparable operations, 
examining eight instances in which the United Nations led multinational 
forces toward generally similar ends.

For the United States, post–Cold War nation-building had distant precur-
sors in the American occupations of Germany and Japan in the aftermath of 
World War II and its role in fostering the emergence of democratic regimes 
there. For the United Nations, the comparable precursor was in the early 
1960s in the newly independent Belgian Congo.

The Republic of the Congo failed almost from the moment of its birth. 
Within days of the Congo’s independence its army mutinied, the remaining 
white administrators fled, the administration and the economy collapsed, 
Belgian paratroops invaded, and the mineral-rich province of Katanga  
seceded. These developments cast a serious shadow over the prospects for 
the successful and peaceful completion of Africa’s decolonization, at that 
point just gathering momentum. On July 14, 1960, acting with unusual 
speed, the Security Council passed the first of a series of resolutions autho-
rizing the deployment of UN-led military forces to assist the Republic of the 
Congo in restoring order and, eventually, in suppressing the rebellion in 
Katanga.

Given the unprecedented nature of its mission and the consequent lack 
of prior experience, existing doctrine, designated staff, or administrative 
structure to underpin the operation, the United Nations performed remark-
ably well in the Congo. Significant forces began to arrive within days of the 
Security Council’s authorization—performance matched in few subsequent 
UN peacekeeping missions. The United Nations was quickly able to secure 
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the removal of Belgian forces. Over the next three years, UN troops forced 
the removal of foreign mercenaries and suppressed the Katangan secession 
while civil elements of the mission provided a wide range of humanitar-
ian, economic, and civil assistance to the new Congolese regime. Mea-
sured against the bottom-line requirements of the international commu-
nity—that decolonization proceed, colonial and mercenary troops depart, 
and the Congo remain intact—the United Nations was largely successful.  
Democracy did not figure heavily in the various Congo resolutions passed 
by the UN Security Council; there was, in any case, no agreement during the 
Cold War on the definition of that term. The Congo never became a func-
tioning democracy, but large-scale civil conflict was averted for more than 
a decade following the United Nations’ departure, and the country more or 
less held together for two more decades, albeit under a corrupt and incom-
petent dictatorship.

UN achievements in the Congo came at considerable cost in men lost, 
money spent, and controversy raised. For many people, the United Nations’ 
apparent complicity in the apprehension and later execution of Prime Min-
ister Patrice Lumumba overshadowed its considerable accomplishments. 
As a result of these costs and controversies, neither the United Nations’ 
leadership nor its member nations were eager to repeat the experience. For 
the next 25 years the United Nations restricted its military interventions 
to interpositional peacekeeping, policing ceasefires, and patrolling disen-
gagement zones in circumstances where all parties invited its presence and 
armed force was to be used by UN troops only in self-defense.

HEALING COLD WAR WOUNDS

The conclusion of the Cold War ended this hiatus in nation-building and 
presented the United Nations with new opportunities and new challenges. 
By the end of the 1980s, the United States and the Soviet Union had begun 
to disengage from proxy wars in Latin America, Africa, and Asia and were 
finally prepared to work together in pressing former clients to resolve their 
outstanding differences.

The early post–Cold War UN-led operations in Namibia, Cambodia, El Sal-
vador, and Mozambique followed a similar pattern. The international com-
munity, with U.S. and Soviet backing, first brokered a peace accord. The 
Security Council then dispatched a UN peacekeeping force to oversee its 
implementation. In each case, the UN mission’s responsibilities included 
initiating an expeditious process of disarmament, demobilization, and 
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reintegration; encouraging political reconciliation; holding democratic 
elections; and overseeing the inauguration of a new national government. 
Operations in each of these countries were greatly facilitated by war-weary 
populations, great-power support, and the cooperation of neighboring 
countries. The United Nations became adept at overseeing the disarmament 
and demobilization of willing parties. The reintegration of former combat-
ants was everywhere more problematic, for nowhere did the international 
community provide the necessary resources. Economic growth accelerated 
in most cases, largely as a result of the cessation of fighting. Peace, growth, 
and democracy were often accompanied by an increase in common crime, 
as old repressive security services were dismantled and demobilized for-
mer combatants were left without a livelihood.

All four of these operations culminated in reasonably free and fair elec-
tions. All four resulted in sustained periods of civil peace that endured af-
ter the United Nations withdrawal. Cambodia enjoyed the least successful 
democratic transformation and experienced the greatest renewal of civil 
strife, although at nothing like the level that preceded the UN intervention. 
Cambodia was also the first instance in which the United Nations became 
responsible for helping govern a state in transition from conflict to peace 
and democracy. The United Nations was ill prepared to assume such a role. 
For its part, the government of Cambodia, although it had agreed to UN ad-
ministrative oversight as part of the peace accord, was unwilling to cede 
effective authority. As a result, UN control over Cambodia’s civil adminis-
tration was largely nominal.

Despite the successes of these early post–Cold War operations, a number of 
weaknesses in the United Nations’ performance emerged that would crip-
ple later missions launched in more difficult circumstances. Deficiencies 
included 

 • the slow arrival of military units

 • the even slower deployment of police and civil administrators

 • the uneven quality of military components

 • the even greater unevenness of police and civil administrators
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 • the United Nations’ dependence on voluntary funding to pay for such 
mission-essential functions as reintegration of combatants and ca-
pacity building in local administrations

 • the frequent mismatches between ambitious mandates and modest 
means

 • the premature withdrawal of missions, often following immediately 
after the successful conclusion of a first democratic election.

COPING WITH FAILED STATES

During the early 1990s, the United Nations enjoyed a series of successes. 
This winning streak and a consequent optimism about the task of nation-
building came to an abrupt end in Somalia and were further diminished 
by events in the former Yugoslavia. In both instances, UN-led peacekeep-
ing forces were inserted into societies where there was no peace to keep. In 
both cases, UN forces eventually had to be replaced by larger, more robust 
American-led peace enforcement missions.

Although the Cold War divided some societies, it provided the glue that held 
others together. Even as former East-West battlegrounds, such as Namibia, 
Cambodia, El Salvador, and Mozambique, were able to emerge as viable 
nation states with UN assistance, other divided societies, such as Somalia, 
Yugoslavia, and Afghanistan—which had been held together by one super-
power or the other, and sometimes by both—began to disintegrate as ex-
ternal supports and pressures were removed. Not surprisingly, the United  
Nations had a harder time holding together collapsing states than brokering 
reconciliation in coalescing ones.

The original UN mission in Somalia was undermanned and overmatched 
by warring Somali clan militias. The U.S.-led multinational force that re-
placed it was built on a core of 20,000 American soldiers and marines. This 
force was quickly able to overawe local resistance and secure the delivery 
of famine relief supplies, its principal mission. Washington then chose to 
withdraw all but 2,000 troops. The United States passed overall responsi-
bility back to the United Nations and supported a radical expansion of the 
UN’s mandate. The previous UN and U.S. forces had confined their mission 
to securing humanitarian relief activities. Even as the United States with-
drew 90 percent of its combat forces and saw them replaced by a smaller 
number of less well equipped UN troops, it joined in extending the mission 
of those remaining forces to the introduction of grass-roots democracy, a 
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process which would put the United Nations at cross purposes with every 
warlord in the country. The result was a resurgence of violence to levels that 
residual U.S. and UN troops proved unable to handle.

Insuperable difficulties also arose in the former Yugoslavia, where UN 
peacekeepers were again deployed to an ongoing civil war without the 
mandate, influence, or firepower needed to end the fighting. UN deficien-
cies contributed to the failure of its efforts in Bosnia, as they had in Soma-
lia, but at least equal responsibility lies with its principal member govern-
ments: with Russia, for its stubborn partisanship on behalf of Serbia; with 
the United States, for its refusal to commit American forces or to support 
the peacemaking initiatives of those governments that had; and with Brit-
ain and France, the principal troop contributors, for failing to enforce the 
mandate they had accepted to protect the innocent civilians entrusted to 
their care.

The failure of UN missions in both Somalia and Bosnia, when contrasted 
with the more robust American-led multinational efforts that succeeded 
them, led to a general conclusion that, although the United Nations might 
be up to peacekeeping, peace enforcement was beyond its capacity. This 
conclusion, not uncongenial to the United Nations’ own leadership, is be-
lied by that organization’s performance 30 years earlier in the former Bel-
gian Congo. Its subsequent conduct of small, but highly successful peace 
enforcement missions in Eastern Slavonia from 1996 to 1998 and in East 
Timor beginning in 1999, suggested that the United Nations was capable of 
executing a robust peace enforcement mandate in circumstances where the 
scale was modest, the force included a core of capable First World troops, 
and the venture had strong international backing.

Eastern Slavonia was the last Serb-held area of Croatia at the end of the con-
flict between these two former Yugoslav republics. The United Nations once 
again became responsible for governing a territory in transition, in this case 
from Serb to Croat control. The UN operation in Eastern Slavonia was gener-
ously manned, well led, abundantly resourced, and strongly supported by 
the major powers, whose influence ensured the cooperation of neighboring 
states. Not surprisingly, given these advantages, the UN peace enforcement 
mission in Eastern Slavonia was highly successful.

American-led multinational missions in Somalia and Bosnia contrasted 
positively with the UN missions that had preceded them, primarily be-
cause they were better resourced and more determined in the employment  
of those larger capabilities. Had the United States been willing to pro-
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vide a military commander and 20,000 American troops to the UN-led  
operations in Somalia or Bosnia, those earlier efforts would likely have 
fared better, perhaps obviating the need for the subsequent multinational 
interventions.

NATION-BUILDING IN THE NEW DECADE

In the closing months of 1999, the United Nations found itself charged with 
governing both Kosovo and East Timor. The latter operation proved an ideal 
showcase for UN capabilities. Like Eastern Slavonia, East Timor was small 
in both territory and population. International resources, in terms of mili-
tary manpower and economic assistance, were unusually abundant. Major-
power influence secured the cooperation of neighboring states. A multina-
tional coalition, in this case led by Australia, secured initial control of the 
territory and then quickly turned the operation over to UN management. 
Remaining combatants were disarmed, new security forces established, a 
local administration created, elections held, and a democratically elected 
government inaugurated in less than three years.

Even this showcase operation exhibited certain chronic UN deficiencies. 
International police and civil administrators were slow to arrive and of 
variable quality. Once ensconced, UN administrators were a trifle slow to 
turn power back to local authorities. These were minor blemishes, however, 
on a generally successful operation.

In less benign circumstances, such weaknesses continued to threaten the 
success of UN operations. In Sierra Leone, inadequate UN forces were in-
serted in 1999 as part of the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone (UN-
AMSIL) under unduly optimistic assumptions. They encountered early re-
verses and eventually suffered the ultimate humiliation of being captured 
and held hostage in large numbers. Poised on the verge of collapse, the Sierra 
Leone operation was rescued by the United Kingdom and turned around 
thanks in large measure to extraordinary personal efforts by the UN Sec-
retary-General. British forces arrived, extricated UN hostages, intimidated 
insurgent forces, and began to train a more competent local military. The 
United States threw its logistic and diplomatic weight behind the operation. 
The regime in neighboring Liberia, highly complicit in Sierra Leone’s civil 
war, was displaced. Additional manpower and economic resources were se-
cured. Thus bolstered, the United Nations was able to oversee a process of 
disarmament and demobilization and hold reasonably free elections.



Executive Summary    xxi

QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE COMPARISONS

Nation-building can be viewed in terms of its inputs—which, broadly 
speaking, are manpower, money, and time, and its desired outputs—which 
are peace, economic growth and democratization. Needless to say, outputs 
depend on much more than the inputs. Success in nation-building depends 
on the wisdom with which such resources are employed and on the suscep-
tibility of the society in question to the changes being fostered. Neverthe-
less, success is also in some measure dependent on the quantity of inter-
national military and police manpower and external economic assistance, 
and of the time over which these are applied.

The first volume of this study compared inputs and outputs for seven U.S.-led 
nation-building missions: Germany, Japan, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, 
and Afghanistan. Drawing on that earlier work, this volume compares data 
from the eight UN missions described herein, the eight U.S. missions from 
the previous volume, and data from the current operation in Iraq.

Military Presence
Military force levels for UN missions ranged from nearly 20,000 UN troops 
deployed in the Congo and 16,000 in Cambodia to 5,000 in Namibia and 
El Salvador. UN missions have normally fielded much smaller contingents 
than American-led operations, both in absolute numbers and in relation to 
the local population. The largest UN mission we studied is smaller than the 
smallest U.S. mission studied.

Duration
UN forces have tended to remain in post-conflict countries for shorter pe-
riods of time than have U.S. forces. In the early 1990s, both U.S. and UN-
led operations tended to be terminated rather quickly, often immediately 
following the completion of an initial democratic election and the inau-
guration of a new government. In this period, the United States and the 
United Nations tended to define their objectives rather narrowly, focusing  
on exit strategies and departure deadlines. As experience with nation- 
building grew, however, both the United Nations and the United States 
came to recognize that reconciliation and democratization could require 
more than a single election. By the end of the decade, both UN- and U.S.-led 
operations became more extended and peacekeeping forces were drawn 
down more slowly, rather than exiting en masse following the first national 
election.
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Figure S.2—Duration of Operations
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Figure S.1—Peak Military Presence Per Capita
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Civilian Police
International civilian police are an increasingly important component of 
most UN nation-building operations, in some cases representing 10 percent 
or more of the overall force. UN civilian police forces usually left with the 
troops. However, in El Salvador, Haiti, and Eastern Slavonia they stayed 
a year or more after the military component withdrew. The United States 
pioneered the use of armed international police in Haiti but looked to the 
United Nations to supply police for the NATO-led operations in Bosnia 
and Kosovo. The United States did not include civilian police in its last two  
nation-building operations, Afghanistan and Iraq.

Combat-Related Deaths
Casualties suffered are a good measure of the difficulties encountered in 
an operation. Missions with high casualty levels have been among the least 
successful. Among UN cases, the Congo had the highest number of casu-
alties, reflecting the peace enforcement nature of the operation. After the 
Congo, the Cambodian operation, lightly manned as a proportion of the 
population, had the highest casualty level, followed by Sierra Leone.
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Following the loss of 18 U.S. soldiers in Somalia in 1993, the United States 
took great precautions through the rest of the decade to avoid casual-
ties. The United Nations was slightly less risk averse. Through the end of 
the 1990s, casualty rates in UN-led operations were consequently a little 
higher than American. In the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, terrorist  
attacks, American sensitivity to casualties diminished. At the same time, 
the United States abandoned its strategy of deploying overwhelming force 
at the outset of nation-building operations. Significantly lower force-to-
population ratios in Afghanistan and Iraq than in Bosnia or Kosovo have 
been accompanied by much higher casualty levels.
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Sustained Peace
Peace is the most essential product of nation-building. Without peace, nei-
ther economic growth nor democratization are possible. With peace, some 
level of economic growth becomes almost inevitable and democratization 
at least possible. As Table S.1 illustrates, among the 16 countries studied in 
this and the preceding volume, eleven remain at peace today, five do not. Of 
the eight UN-led cases, seven are at peace. Of the eight U.S.-led cases, four 
are at peace; four are not—or not yet—at peace. These categorizations are 
necessarily provisional, particularly for the ongoing operations in Afghani-
stan and Iraq. Peace in Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor, and Sierra Leone has 
been sustained but so far only with the ongoing presence of international 
peacekeepers.

Table S.1
Sustained Peace

Country At Peace in 2004

Germany Yes

Japan Yes

Congo No

Namibia Yes

El Salvador Yes

Cambodia Yes

Somalia No

Mozambique Yes

Haiti No

Bosnia Yes

Eastern Slavonia Yes

Sierra Leone Yes

East Timor Yes

Kosovo Yes

Afghanistan No

Iraq No
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Refugee Return
Success in stemming the flow and facilitating the return of unwanted refu-
gees is one of the chief benefits provided to the international community 
by nation-building and often a major incentive to launch such operations. 
Most nation-building missions have been highly successful in this regard. 
Low rates of refugee return are often a sign of continued conflict in the so-
ciety in question (e.g., Somalia, Iraq, and Afghanistan) but are sometimes 
indicative of the significantly better living conditions in the places of refuge 
(e.g., the United States for Salvadoran and Haitian refugees).

Democratization
Below, we characterize each of the sixteen societies studied as democratic 
or not based on codings from Freedom House and the Polity IV Project at 
the University of Maryland. Among the U.S.-led cases, Germany and Japan 
are clearly democratic; Bosnia and Kosovo are democratic but still under 
varying degrees of international administration; Somalia and Haiti are 
not democratic; and Afghanistan and Iraq are seeking to build democratic 
structures in exceptionally difficult circumstances. Among the UN-led 
cases all but the Congo and Cambodia remain democratic, some of course 
more than others.
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Figure S.5—Refugee Returns After Five Years
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Country Democracy in 2004
Polity IV  

(0 low, 10 high) 
Freedom House 
(0 low, 10 high) 

Germany Yes 10.0 10.0

Japan Yes 10.0 10.0

Congo No 0.0 2.9

Namibia Yes 6.0 8.6

El Salvador Yes 7.0 8.6

Cambodia No 3.0 2.9

Somalia No – 2.9

Mozambique Yes 6.0 7.1

Haiti No 1.0 2.9

Bosnia Yes – 5.7

Eastern Slavoniaa Yes 7.0 8.6

Sierra Leone Yes 5.0 5.7

East Timor Yes 6.0 7.1

Kosovo Yes – – 

 Afghanistan No – 2.9

Iraq No 0.0 1.4

Table S.2 
Democractic Development

a Since neither Polity IV nor Freedom House had data for Eastern Slavonia, we used Croatia 
as a proxy.

External Assistance
UN-led operations have tended to be less well supported with international 
economic assistance than U.S. operations, in both absolute and propor-
tional terms. This reflects the greater access of the United States to donor 
assistance funds, including its own, and those of the international finan-
cial institutions to which it belongs. In effect, the United States can always 
ensure the level of funding it deems necessary. The United Nations seldom 
can. Many UN operations are consequently poorly supported with eco-
nomic assistance.

Economic Growth
The presence of international peacekeepers and their success in suppress-
ing renewed conflict, rather than the level of economic assistance, seem to 
be the key determinants of economic growth. As the present situation of 
Iraq illustrates, security is a prerequisite for growth, and money is no sub-
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Figure S.6—Annual Per-Capita Assistance After First Two Years
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stitute for adequate manpower in providing it. Indeed, security without 
economic assistance is much more likely to spur economic growth than is 
economic assistance without security.

THE U.S. AND UN WAYS OF NATION-BUILDING

Over the years, the United States and the United Nations have developed 
distinctive styles of nation-building derived from their very different na-
tures and capabilities. The United Nations is an international organization 
entirely dependent on its members for the wherewithal to conduct nation-
building. The United States is the world’s only superpower, commanding 
abundant resources of its own and having access to those of many other 
nations and institutions.

UN operations have almost always been undermanned and under- 
resourced. This is not because UN managers believe smaller is better,  
although some do. It is because member states are rarely willing to com-
mit the manpower or the money any prudent military commander would  
desire. As a result, small and weak UN forces are routinely deployed into 
what they hope, on the basis of best-case assumptions, will prove to be post-
conflict situations. Where such assumptions prove ill founded, UN forces 
have had to be reinforced, withdrawn, or, in extreme cases, rescued.

Throughout the 1990s, the United States adopted the opposite approach  
to sizing its nation-building deployments, basing its plans on worst-case  
assumptions and relying on overwhelming force to quickly establish a stable 
environment and deter resistance from forming. In Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, 
and Kosovo, U.S.-led coalitions intervened in numbers and with capabili-
ties that discouraged significant resistance. In Somalia, this American force 
was drawn down too quickly. The resultant casualties reinforced the Ameri-
can determination to establish and retain a substantial overmatch in any 
future nation-building operation. In the aftermath of the September 2001 
terrorist attacks, American tolerance of military casualties significantly in-
creased. In sizing its stabilization operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, the 
new American leadership abandoned the strategy of overwhelming pre-
ponderance (sometimes labeled the Powell doctrine after former Chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Colin Powell) in favor of the “small foot-
print” or “low profile” force posture that had previously characterized UN  
operations.
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In both cases, these smaller American-led forces proved unable to establish 
a secure environment. In both cases, the original U.S. force levels have had 
to be significantly increased, but in neither instance has this sufficed to es-
tablish adequate levels of public security.

It would appear that the low-profile, small-footprint approach to nation-
building is much better suited to UN-style peacekeeping than to U.S.-style 
peace enforcement. The United Nations has an ability to compensate, to 
some degree at least, for its “hard” power deficit with “soft” power attributes 
of international legitimacy and local impartiality. The United States does 
not have such advantages in situations where America itself is a party to 
the conflict being terminated, or where the United States has acted with-
out an international mandate. Military reversals also have greater conse-
quences for the United States than for the United Nations. To the extent 
that the United Nations’ influence depends more on moral than physical 
power, more on its legitimacy than its combat prowess, military rebuffs do 
not fatally undermine its credibility. To the extent that America leans more 
on “hard” than on “soft” power to achieve its objectives, military reverses 
strike at the very heart of its potential influence. These considerations, 
along with recent experience, suggest that the United States would be well 
advised to resume supersizing its nation-building missions and to leave the 
small-footprint approach to the United Nations.

The United Nations and the United States tend to enunciate their nation-
building objectives very differently. UN mandates are highly negotiated, 
densely bureaucratic documents. UN spokespersons tend toward under-
statement in expressing their goals. Restraint of this sort is more difficult for 
U.S. officials, who must build congressional and public support for costly 
and sometimes dangerous missions in distant and unfamiliar places. As a 
result, American nation-building rhetoric tends toward the grandiloquent. 
The United States often becomes the victim of its own rhetoric when its 
higher standards are not met.

UN-led nation-building missions tend to be smaller than American opera-
tions, to take place in less demanding circumstances, to be more frequent 
and therefore more numerous, to have more circumspectly defined objec-
tives, and—at least among the missions studied—to enjoy a higher success 
rate than U.S.-led efforts. By contrast, U.S.-led nation-building has taken 
place in more demanding circumstances, has required larger forces and 
more robust mandates, has received more economic support, has espoused 
more ambitious objectives, and—at least among the missions studied—has 
fallen short of those objectives more often than has the United Nations.  
Table S.3 summarizes nation-building operations since 1945.
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Country Years Peak Troops Lead Actors Assessment Lessons Learned

West Germany 1945–1952 1.6 million Led by U.S, British, 
and French 

Very successful. Within 10 
years an economically stable 
democratic and NATO member 
state.

Democracy can be transferred. 
Military forces can underpin 
democratic transformation. 

Japan 1945–1952 350,000 U.S.-led Very successful. Economically 
stable democratic and regional 
security anchor within a decade.

Democracy can be exported 
to non-Western societies.  
Unilateral nation-building can 
be simpler than multilateral.

Congo 1960–1964 19,828 UN-led Partially successful, costly 
and controversial. UN ensured 
decolonization and territorial 
integrity, but not democracy. 

Money and manpower demands 
almost always exceed supply. 
Controversial missions leave 
legacies of  “risk aversion.”

Namibia 1989–1990 4,493 UN-led Successful. UN helped ensure 
peace, democratic development, 
and economic growth.

Compliant neighbors, a 
competent government, and a 
clear end state can contribute to 
successful outcome.

El Salvador 1991–1996 4,948 UN-led Successful. UN negotiated lasting 
peace settlement and transition 
to democracy after 12-year civil 
war. 

UN participation in settlement 
negotiations can facilitate 
smooth transition. 

Cambodia 1991–1993 15,991 UN-led Partially successful. UN 
organized elections, verified 
withdrawal of foreign troops and 
ended large-scale civil war. But 
democracy did not take hold.

Democratization requires long-
term engagement.

Table S.3 
Major Nation-Building Operations: 1945 –Present
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Country Years Peak Troops Lead Actors Assessment Lessons Learned

Somalia 1992–1994 28,000 UN-led 
peacekeeping 
mission, followed 
by US-led coalition, 
followed by UN 
led peacekeeping 
mission

Not successful. Little 
accomplished other than some 
humanitarian aid delivered to 
Mogadishu and other cities.

Unity of command can be 
important in peace as in combat 
operations. Nation-building 
objectives must be scaled to 
available resources. 

Mozambique 1992–1994 6,576 UN-led Mostly successful. Transition 
to independence was peaceful 
and democratic. But negative 
economic growth. 

Cooperation of neighboring 
states is critical to success. 
Incorporation of insurgent 
groups into political process is 
key to democratic transition.

Haiti 1994–1996 21,000 U.S.-led entry, 
followed by UN-
led peacekeeping 
mission with large 
U.S. component

Initially successful but ultimately 
not. U.S. forces restored 
democratically elected president 
but U.S. and UN left before 
democratic institutions took 
hold.

Exit deadlines can be 
counterproductive. Need time to 
build competent administrations 
and democratic institutions.

Bosnia 1995–
present

20,000 U.S./NATO–led 
military 
component, ad 
hoc coalition civil 
component, largely 
U.S. and EU

Mixed success. Democratic 
elections within two years, but 
government is constitutionally 
weak. 

Nexus between organized crime 
and political extremism can be 
serious challenge to enduring 
democratic reforms.

Table S.3—Continued
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Country Years Peak Troops Lead Actors Assessment Lessons Learned

Eastern 
Slavonia

1995–1998 8,248 UN-led Successful. Well-resourced 
operation and clear end state 
contributed to peaceful and 
democratic transition.

UN can successfully conduct 
small peace enforcement 
missions with support from 
major powers.

Sierra Leone 1998–
present

15,255 UN-led, parallel UK 
force in support

Initially unsuccessful, then 
much improved. Parallel British 
engagement helped stabilize 
mission.

Lack of support from major 
powers can undermine UN 
operations. But even a badly 
compromised mission can be 
turned around.

East Timor 1999–
present

8,084 Australian-led entry 
followed by UN-
led peacekeeping 
mission

Successful. UN oversaw 
transition to democracy, peace, 
and economic growth.

Support of neighboring states 
is important for security. Local 
actors should be involved as early 
as possible in governance.

Kosovo 1999–
present

15,000 U.S./NATO–led 
entry, followed 
by NATO-led 
peacekeeping, 
UN-led civil 
governance, 
OSCE-led 
democratization, 
and EU-led 
reconstruction

Mostly successful. Elections 
within 3 years and strong 
economic growth. But no final 
resolution of Kosovo’s status. 

Broad participation, and 
extensive burden sharing 
can be compatible with unity 
of command and American 
leadership.

Table S.3—Continued
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Afghanistan 2001–
present

20,000 U.S.-led entry and 
counterinsurgency, 
UN-led 
democratization, 
and NATO-led 
peacekeeping

Too soon to tell. Democratic 
elections and decline as a 
base for terrorism. But little 
government control beyond 
Kabul, and rising drug and 
insurgency challenges.

Low initial input of money and 
troops yields a low output of 
security, democratization, and 
economic growth.

Iraq 2003–
present

175,000 U.S.-led entry, 
occupation, and 
counterinsurgency

Too soon to tell. Overthrow of 
Saddam Hussein’s brutal regime. 
But insurgency has slowed 
reconstruction efforts.

Postwar planning is as important 
as planning for the conflict.  

Table S.3—Continued
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There are three explanations for the better UN success rate. The first is that 
a different selection of cases would produce a different result. The second 
is that the U.S. cases are intrinsically more difficult. The third is that the 
United Nations has done a better job of learning from its mistakes than has 
the United States. Throughout the 1990s, the United States became steadily 
better at nation-building. The Haitian operation was better managed than 
Somalia, Bosnia better than Haiti, and Kosovo better than Bosnia. The U.S. 
learning curve was not sustained into the current decade. The administra-
tion that took office in 2001 initially disdained nation-building as an un-
suitable activity for U.S. forces. When compelled to engage in such mis-
sions, first in Afghanistan and then in Iraq, the administration sought to 
break with the strategies and institutional responses that had been honed 
throughout the 1990s to deal with these challenges.

The United Nations has largely avoided the institutional discontinuities 
that have marred U.S. performance. The current UN Secretary-General, 
Kofi Annan, was Undersecretary-General for Peacekeeping and head of 
the UN peacekeeping operation in Bosnia throughout the first half of the 
1990s, when UN nation-building began to burgeon. He was chosen for his 
current post by the United States and other member governments largely on 
the basis of his demonstrated skills in managing the United Nations’ peace-
keeping portfolio. Some of his closest associates from that period moved 
up with him to the UN front office while others remain in the Department 
of Peacekeeping Operations. As a result, UN nation-building missions have 
been run over the past 15 years by an increasingly experienced cadre of  
international civil servants. Similarly in the field, many UN peacekeeping 
operations are headed and staffed by veterans of earlier operations.

The United States, in contrast, tends to staff each new operation as if it were 
its first and destined to be its last. Service in such missions has never been 
regarded as career enhancing for American military or Foreign Service  
officers. Recruitment is often a problem, terms tend to be short, and few in-
dividuals volunteer for more than one mission.

IS NATION-BUILDING COST-EFFECTIVE?

In addition to the horrendous human costs, war inflicts extraordi-
nary economic costs on societies. On average, one study suggests, civil 
wars reduce prospective economic output by 2.2 percent per year for the  
duration of the conflict. However, once peace is restored, economic  
activity resumes and, in a number of cases, the economy grows. A study 
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by Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler looked at the cost and effectiveness 
of various policy options to reduce the incidence and duration of civil 
wars. It found that post-conflict military intervention is highly cost- 
effective—in fact, the most cost-effective policy examined.1

Our study supports that conclusion. The UN success rate among mis-
sions studied—seven out of eight societies left peaceful, six out of eight left  
democratic—substantiates the view that nation-building can be an effec-
tive means of terminating conflicts, insuring against their reoccurrence, 
and promoting democracy. The sharp overall decline in deaths from armed 
conflict around the world over the past decade also points to the efficacy 
of nation-building. During the 1990s, deaths from armed conflict were  
averaging over 200,000 per year. Most were in Africa. In 2003, the last year 
for which figures exist, that number had come down to 27,000, a fivefold 
decrease in deaths from civil and international conflict. In fact, despite 
the daily dosage of horrific violence displayed in Iraq and Afghanistan, the 
world has not become a more violent place within the past decade. Rather, 
the reverse is true. International peacekeeping and nation-building have 
contributed to this reduced death rate.

The cost of UN nation-building tends to look quite modest compared to 
the cost of larger and more demanding U.S.-led operations. At present the 
United States is spending some $4.5 billion per month to support its military 
operations in Iraq. This is more than the United Nations spends to run all 
17 of its current peacekeeping missions for a year. This is not to suggest that 
the United Nations could perform the U.S. mission in Iraq more cheaply, or 
perform it at all. It is to underline that there are 17 other places where the 
United States will probably not have to intervene because UN troops are do-
ing so at a tiny fraction of the cost of U.S.-led operations.

CONTINUING DEFICIENCIES

Even when successful, UN nation building only goes so far to fix the under-
lying problems of the societies it is seeking to rebuild. Francis Fukuyama 
has suggested that such missions can be divided into three distinct phases: 
(1) the initial stabilization of a war-torn society; (2) the creation of local  
institutions for governance; and (3) the strengthening of those institutions 
to the point where rapid economic growth and sustained social develop-

1 Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler, “The Challenge of Reducing the Global Incidence of Civil 
War,” Centre for the Study of African Economies, Department of Economics, Oxford Univer-
sity, Copenhagen Challenge Paper, April 23, 2004, p. 22.
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ment can take place.2 Experience over the past 15 years suggests that the 
United Nations has achieved a fair mastery of the techniques needed to suc-
cessfully complete the first two of those tasks. Success with the third has 
largely eluded the United Nations, as it has the international development 
community as whole.

Despite the United Nations’ significant achievements in the field of nation-
building, the organization continues to exhibit weaknesses that decades of 
experience have yet to overcome. Most UN missions are undermanned and 
underfunded. UN-led military forces are often sized and deployed on the 
basis of unrealistic best-case assumptions. Troop quality is uneven and has 
even gotten worse as many rich Western nations have followed U.S. practice 
and become less willing to commit their armed forces to UN operations.  
Police and civil personnel are always of mixed competence. All components 
of the mission arrive late; police and civil administrators arrive even more 
slowly than soldiers.

These same weaknesses have been exhibited most recently in the U.S.-led 
operation in Iraq. There, it was an American-led stabilization force that was 
deployed on the basis of unrealistic, best-case assumptions and American 
troops that arrived in inadequate numbers and had to be progressively re-
inforced as new, unanticipated challenges emerged. There, it was the qual-
ity of the U.S.-led coalition’s military contingents that proved distinctly 
variable, as has been their willingness to take orders, risks, and casual-
ties. There, it was American civil administrators who were late to arrive, of 
mixed competence, and not available in adequate numbers. These weak-
nesses thus appear to be endemic to nation-building rather than unique to 
the United Nations.

CONCLUSIONS

Assuming adequate consensus among Security Council members on the 
purpose for any intervention, the United Nations provides the most suit-
able institutional framework for most nation-building missions, one with 
a comparatively low cost structure, a comparatively high success rate, and 
the greatest degree of international legitimacy. Other possible options are 
likely to be either more expensive (e.g., coalitions led by the United States, 
the European Union, NATO) or less capable organizations (e.g., the African 
Union, the Organization of American States, or ASEAN). The more expen-

2 Francis Fukuyama, State-Building: Governance and World Order in the 21st Century (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 2004), pp. 99–104..
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sive options are best suited to missions that require forced entry or employ 
more than 20,000 men, which so far has been the effective upper limit for 
UN operations. The less capable options are suited to missions where there 
is a regional but not a global consensus for action or where the United States 
simply does not care enough to foot 25 percent of the bill.

Although the U.S. and UN styles of nation-building are distinguishable, 
they are also highly interdependent. It is a rare operation in which both are 
not involved. Both UN and U.S. nation-building efforts presently stand at 
near historic highs. The United Nations currently has approximately 60,000 
troops deployed in 17 countries. This is a modest expeditionary commit-
ment in comparison with that of the United States, but it exceeds that of any 
other nation or combination of nations. Demand for UN-led peacekeep-
ing operations nevertheless far exceeds the available supply, particularly 
in sub-Saharan African. American armed forces, the world’s most power-
ful, also find themselves badly overstretched by the demands of such mis-
sions. A decade ago, in the wake of UN and U.S. setbacks in Somalia and 
Bosnia, nation-building became a term of opprobrium leading a significant 
segment of American opinion to reject the whole concept. Ten years later,  
nation-building appears ever more clearly as a responsibility that neither 
the United Nations nor the United States can escape. The United States and 
the United Nations bring different capabilities to the process. Neither is 
likely to succeed without the other. Both have much to learn not just from 
their own experience but also from that of each other. It is our hope that this 
study and its predecessor will help both to do so.
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Chapter Two

CONGO

Belgium granted independence to the Republic of the Congo in June 1960. 
The Belgian Congo, comprising an area already devastated by the Atlantic 
slave trade, was officially organized in 1885 as the Congo Free State under 
the absolute rule of King Leopold II of Belgium. Leopold II forged the Congo 
into a financially lucrative but politically underdeveloped colony that would 
come to epitomize the “heart of darkness” of European colonialism, char-
acterized by the brutality of the Force Publique, the Belgian-led, Congolese-
manned local constabulary.1 In response to an international outcry over the 
brutality with which the Congolese were treated, the Belgian Parliament an-
nexed the colony in 1908, removing it from the control of the Belgian crown. 
Belgian colonial administration henceforth actively promoted the material 
well-being of the Congolese. Belgian officials continued to monopolize po-
litical power above the tribal level until the onset of independence. Church-
run primary schools provided a substantial number of children with a basic 
education, but very few Congolese received secondary schooling—let alone 
a university education. After strongly opposing independence, the Belgians 
abruptly acceded to Congolese demands, hoping to avoid an Algerian-style 
insurrection. Belgian administrators and military officers were authorized 
to serve the new state as advisors until their new Congolese counterparts 
learned the government operations necessary to function independently. 
Within days of acquiring independence on June 30, 1960, however, enlisted 
Congolese members of the Force Publique mutinied. Soldiers attacked local 
white civilians, looting, raping, and inciting a mass exodus of Belgian of-
ficers, administrators, and settlers during the summer of 1960.2 The troops 
mutinied on the grounds that newly elected Congolese officials were mak-
ing themselves rich from government coffers, in contrast to the low wages 
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and poor working conditions provided to soldiers in the Force Publique.3 
The newly independent state plunged into chaos. As former UN Undersec-
retary-General Brian Urquhart aptly described it: “Events in the first days 
of independence went at a dizzying pace. The army mutinied and threw out 
its Belgian officers, Europeans were roughed up, and there were reports of 
white women being raped. The Belgian population panicked and left. . . . 
Public administration, law, and order evaporated and were replaced by 
chaos and anarchy.”4

The mutiny challenged the democratically elected Congolese government 
under the leadership of Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba and President Jo-
seph Kasavubu, By August 1960, the Congo’s nascent political, social, and 

3 M. Crawford Young, “Post-Independence Politics in the Congo,” Transition, Vol. 26, 1966, 
pp. 34–35.

4 Brian Urquhart, “The Tragedy of Lumumba,” The New York Review of Books, Vol. XLVIII, 
Number 15, October 4, 2001, p. 4.

Figure 2.1—Map of the Congo
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economic institutions had collapsed. Katanga, under the leadership of its 
elected provincial president, Moise Tshombe, declared independence on 
July 11, 1960, thereby depriving the central government in Léopoldville of 
export revenue from copper extracted from this rich mining area. The Brus-
sels government, in violation of the Treaty of Friendship between Belgium 
and the Congo, sent Belgian paratroopers to protect its nationals against 
mutinous troops from the Armée Nationale Congolaise (ANC), as the Force 
Publique was now called.

In response, Prime Minister Lumumba requested that the United Nations 
dispatch troops to restore order and oust the Belgian “aggressors.” Secre-
tary-General Dag Hammarskjöld supported the request and secured a UN 
Security Council resolution authorizing the dispatch of a UN force, the 
United Nations Operation in the Congo (ONUC), to restore law and order 
and promote economic and political stability. Belgium agreed to withdraw 
its troops but only if they could be replaced by UN troops.

CHALLENGES

The United Nations was called upon to restore order, secure the removal of 
Belgian forces, and help establish an indigenous government in a nascent 
country with a mutinous army, a breakaway province, and little experience 
in self-government.

Security
Despite efforts by newly appointed Congolese officers, the Leopoldville 
regime could not contain the ANC mutiny. Nevertheless, both Lumumba 
and the international community regarded Belgium’s intervention as the 
greater threat because it represented a challenge to the whole process of 
decolonization.

The Katangan secession further deepened the security crisis. Citing the 
“chaos” in the country, Tshombe declared Katanga independent from the 
Congo on July 11, 1960, the same day that Belgium intervened militarily. 
Tshombe hired Belgian military officers and Western mercenaries to pre-
vent government troops from retaking Katanga. Lumumba responded by 
declaring Tshombe an agent of neocolonial Belgian interests collaborating 
with the powerful mining company, Union Minière du Haut Katanga, and 
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vowed to suppress the rebellion. Katanga’s secession was followed by that of 
Kasai province under the leadership of Albert Kolonji.

Humanitarian
Health services collapsed with the Belgian exodus, leaving only Congolese 
assistants médicaux and Catholic nuns to care for the sick and injured.5 
Public health services to inoculate against and suppress epidemic diseases 
broke down. Sleeping sickness, tuberculosis, leprosy, malaria, typhus, ty-
phoid, and even bubonic plague all emerged during the summer of 1960.

Prime Minister Lumumba launched an invasion of Kasai province to sup-
press the newly declared “Mining State” under the tribal leadership of Al-
bert Kalonji. Kalonji, like Tshombe, sought a federal constitutional frame-
work for the Congo that guaranteed provincial autonomy. The ANC inva-
sion resulted in the slaughter of members of the Baluba tribe, who were also 
attacked by their traditional enemies, the Lulua tribe. More than 350,000 
starving Balubas fled the province. Famine throughout South Kasai added 
to the humanitarian problems. With the intensification of conflict in Ka-
tanga, a second wave of refugees fled to Elizabethville, that province’s  
capital.

Even the normal commercial distribution of food was disrupted by the Bel-
gian exodus. After the Belgians, who ran the seaport of Matadi, fled, the port 
closed and the channel quickly silted up. The blockage of the channel and 
closure of the port prevented imported food from reaching the Congo, soon 
leading to serious shortages.

Civil Administration
The Lumumba government had originally authorized the former colonial 
administrators to remain in the Congo to assist the newly elected politi-
cians and appointed civil servants. Because very few Congolese had suf-
ficient qualifications to assume senior administrative responsibilities, the 
Belgian expatriates’ experience and expertise were crucial. Tshombe kept 
up such an arrangement in Katanga through 1963 and succeeded in main-
taining security and administrative efficiency. With the onset of the ANC 
mutiny, the Belgian administrative and technical advisers in Léopoldville 
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quickly deserted their posts, leaving most new Congolese officials unable 
to cope.

The fiscal challenges facing the new nation would have challenged ex-
perienced Belgian officials; they rapidly overwhelmed the new Congo-
lese bureaucrats, who had expected to dispose of the vast sums of money 
they assumed had previously been controlled by the Belgians. Many of 
these officials focused on political maneuvers to maximize their personal 
power and wealth, contributing to the collapse of basic services, including 
sanitation, the post office, the railroad, air-traffic control, radio commu-
nications, and education during the summer of 1960.

Democratization
Democracy in the newly independent Congo meant different things to 
different people. To the Belgian colonial regime, it had meant organizing 
parliamentary elections, which resulted in Lumumba’s selection as prime 
minister. To the Afro-Asian and Soviet-bloc states, it meant liberating the 
Congo from Belgian colonial control. To the United States, it meant ensur-
ing that the country not “fall” to a communist dictatorship. Western, com-
munist, and nonaligned powers all agreed that democracy in the Congo 
meant a powerful centralized government in Léopoldville that could resist 
external colonial designs and internal insurgents. Such a consensus, how-
ever, did not exist within the Congo. For the rich mining provinces of Kasai 
and Katanga, democracy meant maintaining strong local autonomy to pro-
tect their valuable economic assets from depredation by the military or the 
central government in Léopoldville. To the central authorities in Léopold-
ville , especially the supporters of Lumumba, democracy meant maintain-
ing a strong centralized regime to counter the tribal pressures that could 
fracture the complex array of cultures within the Congo into a number of 
small, weak nations as subsequently occurred in French Equatorial Africa 
and French West Africa.

Economic Reconstruction
During the insurrection, the Congo suffered significant losses in human, 
though not physical, capital. The damage ANC mutineers inflicted on the 
Congo’s physical infrastructure was minimal. During the colonial regime, 
Belgium had invested substantial sums in transportation infrastructure, 
agriculture, mining, education, and health. Although the ANC engaged in 
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some looting, this infrastructure remained largely undamaged. Any mate-
rial losses came from a lack of maintenance of modern machinery during 
the summer of 1960. Neglected machinery ranged from agricultural ma-
chinery, steamboats, and railroad locomotives to communications equip-
ment and harbor-dredging equipment.

Congolese officials had to arrange for the transfer of assets from Belgium to 
the new Congolese government, a very complicated financial transaction 
at the time of a looming fiscal crisis. Capital flight in 1959 and early 1960, 
which occurred because of the initial independence negotiations, had al-
ready reduced the Congo’s foreign exchange reserves to dangerously low 
levels. The economic downturn in commodity prices in the late 1950s also 
fueled high budget deficits. The Belgian Congo’s budget deficit reached ap-
proximately $40 million by the time independence was declared, roughly 
25 percent of the Congo’s estimated GDP in 1960. The financial problems 
grew much worse after the secession of Katanga, the primary source of 
government revenues.

UN AND OTHER INTERNATIONAL ROLES

On July 12, 1960, the Congolese government asked for military assistance 
from the United Nations. Two days later, the Security Council asked Bel-
gium to withdraw its troops from the Congo and authorized military as-
sistance. In less than 48 hours, contingents of a UN force began to arrive in 
the country. The United Nations also rushed civilian experts to the Congo to 
help ensure the continued provision of public services.

Foreign powers profoundly shaped the Congo crisis. The Soviet Union and 
a number of Third World countries had encouraged the Congolese to de-
mand immediate independence even though their capacity to administer 
the country and run large local businesses was inadequate. Belgium sought 
to protect its economic and political interests in the Congo, especially Ka-
tanga, even after independence. Cold War rivalries also fueled the crisis. 
The Soviet Union under Nikita Khrushchev viewed the Congo as an oppor-
tunity to expand communist influence in Central Africa. The People’s Re-
public of China was initially indifferent to the Congo but eventually seized 
on the crisis to promote Maoist-style wars of national liberation in Africa. 
This led to China’s support of the “Simba Rebellion” in eastern Congo that 
commenced in 1963. The United States engaged in the new Republic of 
Congo primarily to resist communist expansion and secondarily to support 
Western economic interests. Great Britain, Portugal, and France reacted 
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strongly to the Congo crisis, perceiving that unrest there could threaten 
their control of neighboring colonial territories. Finally, other ex-colonial 
nations, especially Algeria, Egypt, Ghana, Nigeria, and India, viewed the 
Congo as a means to promote their international influence as champions 
of anticolonialism. ONUC was especially dependent on financial and logis-
tical support from the United States and on political and military support 
from India.

Military and Police
In response to the ANC mutiny, Belgian intervention, and the general break-
down of law and order, the UN Security Council authorized the Secretary-
General on July 14, 1960, to

[T]ake the necessary steps, in consultation with the Government 
of the Republic of the Congo, to provide the Government with 
such military assistance as may be necessary, until, through 
the efforts of the Congolese Government with the technical as-
sistance of the United Nations, the national security forces may 
be able, in the opinion of the government, to meet fully their 
tasks.6

The resolution also called on Belgium to “withdraw their troops from 
the territory of the Republic of the Congo.” Eight days later, on July 22,  
1960, the Security Council passed a second resolution (UNSCR 4405), di-
recting ONUC to ensure the withdrawal of Belgian troops, and calling “upon 
the government of Belgium to implement speedily the Security Council res-
olution of 14 July 1960, on the withdrawal of their troops and authorized the 
Secretary-General to take all necessary action to this effect.”7

ONUC included a peacekeeping force that reached a peak of nearly 20,000 
officers and soldiers. Approximately 30 countries contributed forces and 
military personnel, including Argentina, Canada, India, Ireland, Pakistan, 
Sierra Leone, and the United Arab Emirates. In February 1963, a battalion 
of the Congolese National Army was incorporated into ONUC. The force 
also included a military police company, which was composed of military 

6 Ernest W. Lefever, Crisis in the Congo: A United Nations Force in Action, Washington, D.C.: 
Brookings Institution, 1965, p. 190.

7 Lefever (1965), p. 191.
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police from Canada, Denmark, India, Indonesia, Ireland, and Norway. The 
company headquarters was located in Léopoldville, and detachments were 
located at Kamina Base, Elizabethville, and Léopoldville.

In addition, the United Nations deployed a civilian police unit to assist 
what was left of the Congolese police in maintaining civil order. A small 
police unit from Ghana was attached to the force in 1960. It operated in 
the capital, Léopoldville, but was withdrawn after a few months because 
of the deteriorating security environment. Eventually, Nigeria sent a 400-
member police contingent to the Congo under a tripartite agreement be-
tween the United Nations, the Congo, and Nigeria. Most of the Nigerian 
police contingent were stationed in the capital, Léopoldville, with small 
units in several of the provincial capitals.

Civil and Economic
The United Nations also assumed responsibility for assisting the Congolese 
government in providing the essential services of an independent state. It 
helped with administration and with establishing order. The UN decision 
to intervene in the Congo was in part a response to Belgian rhetoric that 
Western colonialism was justified on the grounds that black Africans were 
incapable of governing themselves. On September 20, 1960, the Security 
Council determined “that, with a view to preserving the unity, territorial 
integrity and political independence of the Congo, to protecting and ad-
vancing the welfare of its people, and to safeguarding international peace, 
it is essential for the United Nations to continue to assist the Central govern-
ment of the Congo.”8 This authorization endorsed the initial agreement that 
Hammarskjöld had reached with Lumumba on July 29, 1960, whereby the 
UN operation would involve both military and civil support functions.9

WHAT HAPPENED

Fielding forces of up to 20,000 combat troops and spending close to half a 
billion dollars, the United Nations achieved its principal goals: the depar-
ture of Belgian military forces, the preservation of the Congo’s territorial 
integrity, and the avoidance of an East-West confrontation. However, the 
process proved messy, costly, and controversial. ONUC failed to eliminate, 

8 Lefever (1965), p. 193.

9 Lefever (1965), p. 198
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and in some respects contributed to, the constitutional weaknesses of the 
Congolese government, which succumbed to the highly corrupt dictator-
ship of General Sese Seko Mobutu in 1965. ONUC did not halt civil war or 
stop foreign interference after it departed in 1964. This included commu-
nist Chinese and Cuban involvement in the Simba Rebellion of the eastern 
provinces, the use of Western mercenaries to defeat them, and American 
involvement in Mobutu’s final coup d’état. Despite the United Nations’ suc-
cess in achieving its principal objectives, the experience of the Congo gen-
erated an enduring resistance within the Secretariat and among member 
states to peace enforcement and nation-building missions.

Security
When Hammarskjöld organized and deployed ONUC forces to the Congo 
in July 1960, the primary objective was to end the ANC mutiny and restore 
basic law and order. These were the conditions Belgium had set for the with-
drawal of its forces. ONUC was successful in disarming some ANC units 
and replacing Belgian troops, even though UN troops were, at this stage, 
under strict orders to use force only in self-defense and when all other op-
tions were exhausted. Suspicions within the Lumumba government and its 
difficulties in controlling the ANC made it impossible to systematically dis-
arm and retrain the ANC. After secession crises in Kasai and Katanga prov-
inces emerged as serious threats, support for this option further receded. 
Colonel Mobutu, the newly appointed chief of staff, reinforced the govern-
ment’s unwillingness to trust ONUC with disarming the ANC. He viewed 
giving ONUC the job of disarmament as a personal loss of face, especially if 
it involved conceding that the entire ANC was dysfunctional. Both he and 
President Kasavubu agreed that, in spite of the mutiny, an intact ANC en-
sured that the United Nations would never attempt to impose a trusteeship 
on the Congo. Despite these obstacles, ONUC generally succeeded in estab-
lishing security in those areas where its forces were deployed in strength, 
especially in key strategic sites, such as Léopoldville, the airports, and most 
refugee camps. Such stability dissipated, however, when ONUC withdrew 
from a particular location or was not aggressive enough in deterring ANC 
violence, as in northern Katanga.

Difficult as it was to secure Lumumba’s cooperation in establishing civilian 
control over the ANC, a far more contentious problem existed in Katanga. 
President Tshombe initially refused to let ONUC operate there. Although he 
eventually allowed Belgian troops to be replaced by ONUC forces, he hired 
Belgian officers to command the Katanga gendarmerie. This gave him a force 



14   The UN’s Role in Nation-Building: From the Congo to Iraq

that was better disciplined and more combat capable than the ANC. It also 
fueled Lumumba’s charges that Tshombe was a “Belgian stooge.” Lumumba 
charged that Tshombe’s criticism of the political centralization embodied in 
the loi fundamentale (the provisional constitutional arrangement) was only 
a cover for Belgian neocolonialism. So intense were Lumumba’s demands 
for ONUC to remove Tshombe and the secessionist leadership that they pro-
voked an ugly break with Hammarskjöld in August 1960. The Secretary-Gen-
eral resisted having ONUC coerce Katanga militarily on behalf of Lumumba’s 
regime. He felt such a role would destroy any sense of the United Nations’ 
political neutrality—Hammarskjöld’s central diplomatic ideal.

President Kasavubu dismissed Lumumba in September 1960, follow-
ing the Prime Minister’s “genocidal” campaign against the independence 
movement in Kasai and the ANC’s poor performance in its initial offensive 
against the Katanga gendarmerie. Lumumba refused to cede his post, how-
ever, provoking a constitutional crisis. The central government was dealt 
a further blow when Mobutu launched the first of his coups d’état. His de-
clared objective was to neutralize the power struggle between Kasavubu 
and Lumumba and compel them to cooperate.10 His action instigated a 
further breakdown of central political authority. Hammarskjöld responded 
by authorizing ONUC to close all airports to prevent Lumumba from us-
ing loyal ANC units from his political base in Stanleyville to seize control 
of other sections of the country. In so doing, ONUC effectively supported 
Kasavubu. Although ONUC maintained a heavy guard to protect the ousted 
Lumumba from his political enemies, especially those in the ANC, they 
made no attempt to rescue him from Colonel Mobutu’s forces when he was 
seized attempting to flee to his power base in Stanleyville in December 1961. 
The same apparent indifference on the part of the United Nations applied 
when Mobutu and Kasavubu sent the captured Lumumba to his Katangan 
enemies in Elizabethville, where he was executed by Belgian mercenaries 
under Tshombe’s command.11

Lumumba’s execution provoked an anticolonialist outcry around the world 
and provoked the Security Council to order the suppression of the Katangan 
secession. This determination was expressed in Resolution 4741 of February 
21, 1961, directing ONUC to “take immediately all appropriate measures 
to prevent the occurrence of civil war in the Congo, including arrange-
ments for cease-fires, the halting of all military operations, the prevention 

10 Rajeshwar Dayal, Mission for Hammarskjold: The Congo Crisis, Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 1976, p. 63.

11 Ludo de Witte, The Assassination of Lumumba, London: Verso, 2001.
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of clashes, and the use of force, if necessary, in the last resort.” This broad 
mandate provided for the possibility that ONUC might engage in coercive 
military action. The resolution also called for an international investigation 
of Lumumba’s death and a trial for his murderers, something Kasavubu and 
Mobuto took as a personal threat. Lumumba’s execution also caused Soviet 
leader Nikita Khrushchev to demand Hammarskjöld’s resignation and to 
provide formal support to the Lumumbist rebellion in Stanleyville under 
the leadership of Antoine Gizenga. Lumumba’s demise was not, however, 
entirely unwelcome in New York or Washington. Both Hammarskjöld and 
the Kennedy administration had turned sharply against Lumumba by Sep-
tember 1960, following the his success in securing Soviet logistical support 
to reconquer Katanga. Both believed that preventing Soviet involvement in 
Congolese affairs was a primary, albeit unacknowledged, goal of the UN op-
eration.12 Lumumba’s death went far to secure that objective.

It took the United Nations almost two years and three separate offensives 
to end the Katangan secession and Lumumbist rebellion. In the process of 
completing this mission, ONUC abandoned all pretense of political neu-
trality. The first UN military move, in summer 1961, was in support of the 
newly formed government of Prime Minister Cyrille Adoula against the 
Lumumbist rebellion in Stanleyville. ONUC played a key role in defus-
ing that conflict by creating a neutral zone between the ANC forces loyal 
to Léopoldville and those fighting under Gizenga. Nevertheless, the ul-
timate survival of the politically moderate Adoula depended on his re-
ceiving credit for ending the Katangan succession. Frustrations with 
Tshombe’s intransigence and military buildup finally convinced Ham-
marskjöld, despite pressure from U.S. President John F. Kennedy to avoid 
coercive force, to move against Katanga in an offensive operation labeled 
Rumpunch. Having steadily built up UN forces within Katanga, the UN 
Secretary-General’s representative, Conor Cruise O’Brien from Ireland, 
launched a surprise operation on August 27, 1961. It succeeded in arrest-
ing and expelling some of the unauthorized Belgian officers and mercenar-
ies from Katanga. Of the 506 known mercenaries, ONUC arrested 300 and 
repatriated 185 without bloodshed.13 ONUC justified its offensive action 
by arguing that it lessened the political pressure on Adoula to launch an 
ANC offensive against Katanga. Far more controversial was a second UN 
offensive, Operation Mortar, which O’Brien launched on September 13,  
1961. Convinced that prior arrests had sufficiently weakened the Katangan 

12 Lise A. Namikas, “Battleground Africa: The Cold War and the Congo Crisis, 1960–1965,” 
Dissertation, University of Southern California, 2002.

13 Namikas (2002), p. 319.
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Gendarmerie, ONUC forces sought to capture the Katangan leadership but 
encountered unexpectedly heavy resistance. A company of Irish soldiers 
was forced to surrender at Jadotville, and the Katanga Gendarmerie man-
aged to fight the other, predominantly Indian, units in ONUC to a standstill. 
Even more humiliating was the United Nations’ inability to counter a Ka-
tangan Fouga fighter plane that attacked the ONUC forces with impunity. 
By the third day of the offensive, the United Nations had suffered 7 dead and 
26 wounded, compared with 200 dead and 500 wounded on the Katangan 
side. These latter figures included substantial numbers of civilians caught 
in the crossfire.14 To make matters worse, Hammarskjöld was killed on Sep-
tember 17, 1961, when his plane crashed in Northern Rhodesia. He was on 
his way to meet with Tshombe to negotiate a cease-fire. U Thant of Burma 
became the new UN Secretary-General. Thant proved far less restrained 
than his predecessor in the employment of UN military forces to end the 
Katangan secession.

In the cease-fire that followed Operation Mortar, ONUC rebuilt its forces, 
acquired fighter aircraft, and permitted ANC forces to invade Katanga. 
The repulse of the ANC by the Katangan gendarmerie led the ANC to sack 
the European quarter in Luluabourg, the capital of Kasai province, where 
all whites were arrested and many women raped. ONUC was powerless to 
stop these ANC depredations. Matters became even worse in Albertville, 
where the local ONUC commander persuaded the Katangan commander to 
withdraw in the face of 1,500 ANC troops, resulting in a devastating sack of 
that city.15 ONUC’s inability to restrain the anarchy that accompanied ANC 
offensives culminated with the massacre of 13 of the United Nations’ own 
Italian airmen by ANC elements.

The brutal violence associated with the Katangan secession led the Secu-
rity Council to direct ONUC, on November 24, 1961, to remove all foreign 
military personnel from Katanga, by force if necessary. On December 14, 
1961, ONUC launched Operation Unokat in response to the establishment 
of roadblocks by Katangan forces. The ensuing battle between 6,000 ONUC 
and 3,000 Katangan troops in Elizabethville was intense. ONUC acciden-
tally hit numerous civilian targets with its new air power, including hos-
pitals and mining facilities, as well as the offices of the L’Union Miniére, 
whose tax payments were bankrolling the Katangan secession. The flexible 
defensive tactics of the Katangan forces succeeded in frustrating ONUC, al-

14 George Martelli, Experiment in World Government: An Account of the United Nations Op-
eration in the Congo, 1960–1964, London: Johnson Publications, 1966, p. 147.

15 Martelli (1966), p. 147.
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though ONUC forces slowly gained ground. After a week of combat, ONUC 
had suffered 10 dead and 34 wounded; the Katangans endured 141 dead and 
401 wounded.16 Operation Unokat left ONUC in control of the Katangan 
capital of Elizabethville, but the rest of southern Katanga remained loyal 
to Tshombe. The ANC continued to commit atrocities throughout northern 
Katanga, including the massacre of 19 Belgian priests in Kongolo, which 
ONUC again proved powerless to prevent.

The final ONUC offensive against Katanga was Operation Grandslam. This 
operation followed more than a year of uneasy truce, during which the 
United Nations, Tshombe, Adoula, and the United States negotiated a new 
constitution. Tshombe ultimately rejected the “Thant Plan” for national rec-
onciliation, which many considered to be unworkable. Tshombe insisted 
that only a loose confederation of Congolese states would allow Katanga 
province to maintain the stability that its mining operations demanded. U 
Thant grew increasingly impatient with ONUC involvement in the Congo. 
Unlike Hammarskjöld, who appreciated ONUC’s role in developing politi-
cal and economic institutions in the country, U Thant viewed ending the 
Katanga secession as the only justification for the ONUC operation. Fight-
ing between Katangan and ONUC troops eventually broke out on Christ-
mas Eve 1962 in Elizabethville. UN forces advanced throughout southern 
Katanga, including the mining centers of Jadotville and Kolwezi. Tshombe’s 
surrender of Elizabethville in January 1963 signaled the end of the Katan-
gan secession.

The conquest of Katanga by ONUC was not followed by effective steps to dis-
cipline the ANC. Both the United States and the Soviet Union offered train-
ing programs, but U Thant rejected them to preserve political neutrality. 
Mobutu successfully lobbied the Kennedy administration to supply arms 
to loyal ANC units, but he rejected efforts to reform the ANC in order to pro-
tect his power base in the ranks.17 Although ONUC remained in the Congo 
until June 1964, funded by the United States, the country was still volatile 
when the United Nations departed. The ANC continued to prey on civilians. 
It was incapable of mounting disciplined operations in the face of the grow-
ing threat to national unity from the Chinese communist–sponsored revolt 
that commenced in Kwilu Province.

16 Martelli (1966), p. 160.

17 Sean Kelly, America’s Tyrant: The CIA and Mobutu of Zaire, Washington, D.C.: American 
University Press, 1993, pp. 89–90.
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Throughout their years in the Congo, UN troops monitored numerous cease-
fires and occupied buffer zones between rival Congolese forces. Although 
the quality of their service differed dramatically, some units, such as the 
Nigerians in Kasai and the Moroccans in the port city of Matadi, were quite 
effective in restoring order and maintaining calm.18 On the other hand, the 
inability of UN troops to restrain the ANC in Northern Katanga was inex-
cusable. ONUC also provided essential protection for refugee camps, air-
ports, political centers (especially the Parliament building in Léopoldville), 
and individual political figures. UN troops served as escorts for UN civilian 
administrators and provided protection service for ONUC civilian workers. 
In spite of such service, ONUC was never able to secure the trust of the Con-
golese military and political establishment. The Congolese never discarded 
their suspicion that ONUC was guided by foreign designs, rather than oper-
ated in the best internal interests of the Congolese.

Humanitarian
In summer 1960, Hammarskjöld made an urgent appeal to the International 
Red Cross to send teams of physicians and nurses to the Congo. The health 
crisis there was beyond the limited resources of the United Nations’ World 
Health Organization (WHO). More than 20 nations responded. These medi-
cal teams initially served as replacements for the Belgian physicians who 
had fled, much to the relief of the beleaguered nuns and Congolese assis-
tants médicaux. They also instituted a series of training programs to make 
the Congolese self-sufficient.19 In addition to on-the-job training, ONUC re-
cruited six medical professors to augment the medical education program 
at Lovanium University, which the Belgians had established shortly before 
independence. ONUC also helped establish a Swiss and French program 
to educate Congolese assistants médicaux as full-fledged physicians. Sixty-
one students started this three-year accelerated program in 1960, followed 
by another group of 51 in 1961.20

In light of the breakdown of preventive health care services, which had 
been overseen by Belgian expatriates, ONUC faced the daunting prospect 
of outbreaks of disease. Intensive vaccination campaigns were conducted 
to control outbreaks of smallpox in South Kasai during the summer of 1961. 
ONUC made significant efforts to provide health care to the numerous refu-

18 Arthur M. Bullock, An Assessment of Peace Operations in the Congo, Santa Monica, Calif.: 
RAND Corporation, 1994, p. 45.

19 King (1962), p. 67.

20 King (1962), p. 68.
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gee camps, especially those of the Baluba. As UN Representative Rajashwar 
Dayal described it:

The site that met our unbelieving eyes was one of utter desola-
tion. Thousands upon thousands of refugees, sick and emaci-
ated, their children with bloated stomachs caused by hunger, 
were crouching under trees or cowering from the rain in the 
most elementary shelter. The small hospital barracks, which had 
beds for two-dozen, were crowded with hundreds of seriously 
ill and dying. The stench was indescribable. Our United Nations 
doctors were doing a magnificent job and the Indian nursing 
sisters, the first to volunteer, were like ministering angels to the 
suffering. Till the arrival of U.N. medical assistance, a couple of 
Congolese medical assistants had been bravely labouring to give 
what help they could. But by now international aid was begin-
ning to come in as a result of the worldwide appeal which I had 
inaugurated.21

ONUC, in short, was relatively successful from a medical and public health 
perspective. This success was matched by the UN effort to provide food re-
lief. The United Nations delivered emergency shipments of food to Léopold-
ville, in response to the breakdown of internal transportation during sum-
mer 1960 and the resulting skyrocketing food prices. Later, ONUC provided 
sizable quantities of food to refugees in both Kasai and Kivu provinces. 
Substantial loss of life from starvation and disease was therefore one curse 
that the Congo was spared.

Civil Administration
ONUC coordinated its efforts to support the civil administration of the Léo-
poldville regime through the Consultative Group, a civil “general staff ” of 
senior advisors selected from various UN agencies. The Consultative Group 
was made up of experts in agriculture, communications, education, finance, 
foreign trade, health, instruction (national security forces), labor markets, 
law, natural resources and industry, and public administration.22 Oper-
ating within broad UN authorization to offer “technical assistance,” they 

21 Dayal (1976), p. 166.

22 Harold Karan Jacobson, “ONUC’s Civil Operations: State-Preserving and State-Building,” 
World Politics, Vol. 17, No. 1, October 1964, p. 84.
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embarked on an ambitious program to train Congolese administrators to 
manage government functions. They also assisted in long-term planning of 
central economic, educational, and social services. They attempted to build 
the bureaucratic institutions that the Belgian colonial regime had neglected 
to create. The challenges were overwhelming. Not only were the newly ap-
pointed Congolese administrators poorly educated, they were constantly 
distracted by internal power struggles and corrupt political maneuverings 
in the capital and throughout the provinces.23 The Consultative Group never 
received the international political and financial support that the military 
branch of ONUC enjoyed. Many African and Asian states resented the in-
ternational subsidization of Congolese institution-building when their own 
nations suffered from comparable problems. The Consultative Group itself 
proved to be an awkward experiment in coordination: Most of the members 
retained their primary affiliation with their specialized UN agencies.24

Among the more successful institution-building achievements of the Con-
sultative Group was the establishment of basic training courses at the Na-
tional School of Law and Administration. The Consultative Group began 
offering an intensive course in public administration for 300 civil servants 
during the fall of 1960. The Ford Foundation gave a grant to the National 
School of Law and Administration in February 1961 to establish a four-
year educational program, which ONUC augmented with scholarships to 
300 students.25 ONUC also helped expand and improve secondary educa-
tion. In October 1961, the Consultative Group organized the Pedagogical 
Institute in Léopoldville. With a teaching staff furnished by the United Na-
tions Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), they 
enrolled 76 students to address the urgent shortage of qualified secondary 
school teachers.26 ONUC administrators also strove to redirect the religious 
orientation of the Congolese educational curriculum by recruiting more 
than 554 new secondary school teachers. An emphasis on vocational train-
ing replaced the traditional European focus on the classics.

23 As one ONUC member reported in February 1961, “Preoccupied with political issues, nei-
ther the Central nor the Provincial Authorities have seemed to pay sufficient attention to the 
economic situation under their respective control. In spite of repeated warnings and recom-
mendations by ONUC’s advisers, no practical measures have been taken so far to check or 
alleviate the danger of further disintegration.” See UN Secretariat, “Progress report No. 9 on 
United Nations Civilian Operations in the Congo during February 1961,” pp. 1–2.

24 Robert L. West, “The United Nations and the Congo Financial Crisis,” International Organi-
zation, Vol. 15, No. 4, Autumn 1961, p. 616.

25 King (1962), p. 71.

26 King (1962), p. 70.
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By the end of 1962, 332 Congolese students had studied abroad with UN 
support, and over 9,464 Congolese had attended various ONUC training 
courses.27 The supply of textbooks and the construction of new schools were 
severely hampered by the Congo’s fiscal problems, although the govern-
ment did receive financial support for education from UNESCO, the Ford 
Foundation, and the U.S. Agency for International Development. Between 
1962 and 1963, more than 20,000 primary school teachers were simply not 
paid; the provincial authorities diverted the funds received from the central 
government to other uses.28 In light of these problems, it is all the more re-
markable that between the Congolese government and ONUC, almost three 
times as many children were enrolled in secondary schools in 1963 than 
before independence.

Under the leadership of Paul Gardiner, a prominent Ghanaian economist, 
the Consultative Group helped design a formal organizational structure 
for the different ministries. Implementing the plans proved difficult. The 
national administrators and politicians remained suspicious about accept-
ing ONUC’s advice on government administration. Although the Congolese 
were frustrated by their inability to handle their new responsibilities, they 
did not hesitate to assert their authority. The corrupt tendencies already in 
place under the Lumumba regime continued to grow under Adoula. Yet 
ONUC’s institution-building efforts to strengthen the bureaucratic power 
of the central government relative to the provincial governments were 
significant. The relative ease with which Mobutu was able to concentrate 
power appears to have been due in part to the mechanisms of administra-
tive power that ONUC worked so hard to construct.29

Democratization
Democratization was never the principal goal of ONUC. Promoting decol-
onization, avoiding a direct or proxy East-West conflict in the Congo, and 
preserving the territorial integrity of this newly independent nation were 
the priorities of Hammarskjöld and U Thant. If the international commu-
nity were to tolerate the Congo’s fragmentation along tribal, ethnic, or other 
lines, what other newly independent state could stand secure within its 
equally arbitrary colonial frontiers? As soon as Tshombe surrendered con-
trol of Katanga in January 1963, most newly independent states lost interest 

27 Jacobson (1964), p. 92.

28 Basile Mabusa, “The Crisis in Education: A Congolese View,” in Kitchen (1967), p. 94.

29 Jacobson (1964), p. 102
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in the Congo operation, preferring to focus their energies on further decolo-
nization campaigns involving the colonies of Great Britain, Portugal, and 
South Africa.30

ONUC did pursue the creation of a democratic government in the Congo. 
It also insisted on territorial integrity. However, the Congolese government 
focused on liberating the country from foreign, especially Belgian, interfer-
ence. ONUC’s commitment to maintain the territorial integrity of a former 
colonial state, which comprised hundreds of ethnic groups scattered over an 
area approximating the eastern half of the United States, placed the United 
Nations in direct confrontation with local political aspirations to resist the 
chaotic rule of the central government. Both Hammarskjöld and U Thant 
were prepared to intervene in the democratic process to ensure a political 
outcome that fulfilled their geopolitical goals, including a determination 
not to let the Congo fall into the Soviet camp. The Secretary General’s reac-
tion to the removal of Lumumba as Prime Minister in September 1960 was 
subtle, but decisive. Lumumba’s dictatorial political tendencies, as shown 
by the massacre of civilians in Kasai province, were augmented by his suc-
cess in obtaining sizeable quantities of Soviet aid. When President Kasa-
vubu announced Lumumba’s removal as prime minister, a constitutionally 
dubious maneuver, Hammarskjöld directed his temporary representative, 
Andrew Cordier, to take steps to ensure that Lumumba would be unable 
to launch either a political or military counterattack.31 ONUC troops shut 
down the Léopoldville airport to prevent Lumumba from receiving support 
from loyal ANC troops in Stanleyville. They also blocked him from using 
the radio station to broadcast his counterdemands for Kasavubu’s ouster.32 
Cordier would later argue that his actions were intended to prevent Lu-
mumba from turning the Congo into a communist state.

Tshombe, in contrast, was viewed as a bastion of anticommunism in Af-
rica. Yet his campaign for a federal Congo made up of a loose confedera-
tion of autonomous states earned him much opprobrium from both ONUC 
and the United States. Tshombe initially convinced Kasavubu to agree to 
a new federal constitution at the Tananarive Conference in March 1961. 
This was the first time a basic constitutional agreement had been reached 
in the Congo without foreign interference. Yet the UN community, includ-

30 Martelli (1966), p. 216.

31 Namikas (2002), p. 184.

32 For a description of Lumumba’s anger over this interference in Congolese politics in the 
name of preventing violence, see Dayal (1976), pp. 53–54. For a discussion of both Kennedy’s 
and Hammarsjköld’s determination to have Lumumba removed from power, see Namikas 
(2002), pp. 168–171.
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ing Hammarskjöld, immediately dismissed the accord and helped stoke 
internal Congolese opposition to it.33 Hammarskjöld particularly resented 
the opposition to ONUC expressed in the agreement. Further UN interfer-
ence in the democratic political process of the Congo occurred during the 
Lovanium Conference, which sought to reopen the parliament and to elect 
a new prime minister with the full participation of the rebellious Gizenga. 
Hammarskjöld was eager to see the conflict between Stanleyville and Léo-
poldville settled through political reconciliation. Yet he did little to inhibit 
American manipulation of the conference to ensure the election of Adoula 
as prime minister and the relegation of Gizenga to the relatively powerless 
position of vice prime minister.34 Kennedy was determined not to let the 
pro-Soviet Gizenga become prime minister.

Economic Reconstruction
Budgetary shortfalls strangled the new republic. Balancing the budget 
was among the most pressing tasks facing ONUC. During the summer of 
1960, ONUC suspended foreign exchange transactions to prevent hard cur-
rency reserves from being drained by fleeing refugees. In response to the 
severe drop in revenue resulting from the secession of Katanga and Kasai 
provinces, the United Nations gave the Lumumba regime a grant of $5 mil-
lion to keep his government solvent.35 This was followed by a grant of $10 
million.36 These emergency stopgap measures were insufficient, however. 
ONUC helped establish the Monetary Council to monitor central banking 
operations and to finance public debt. The Consultant in Finance, within 
the Consultative Group, served as its president. UN financial experts ad-
vised the Congolese authorities on the complexities of securing Congo-
lese financial assets from Belgium and played a key role in helping Prime 
Minister Adoula negotiate with Belgium over the colonial debt and Belgian 
ownership of private companies operating in the Congo.37 The Consultative 
Group also provided intensive financial training to Congolese civil servants 
and made substantial progress toward developing coherent fiscal policies. 
Unfortunately, external events derailed their implementation.

33 Martelli (1966), p. 89.

34 Namikas (2002), pp. 307–308.

35 West (1961), p. 608.

36 Jacobson (1964),  p. 86.

37 Jacobson (1964), p. 93.
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The secession of Katanga and Kasai, followed by the Lumumbist rebellion 
in Stanleyville, made it impossible for the central government to meet its 
budget obligations. Because of the collapse in revenues, the government 
stopped servicing its debts. Rebellious provincial authorities often illegally 
transferred funds, and the ANC routinely refused to operate within its as-
signed budget.38 Corruption made the fiscal management of the “parastatal” 
companies, including the public utilities, difficult to control.39 ONUC found 
it difficult to recruit qualified financial experts to work in the Congo, es-
pecially because the government discouraged the employment of experi-
enced expatriate Belgian managers for political reasons. The unsettled, of-
ten dangerous security environment and the exclusion of Belgian expatriate 
staff left the central government with only a small fraction of the financial 
experts who had been available to the Belgian colonial regime. Revenue 
shortfalls, the lack of expenditure controls, and a shortage of trained civil 
servants led to an inflationary monetary policy.40 Both ONUC and the new 
Congolese political leadership proved to be woefully unprepared to fiscally 
manage the first Republic of Congo.

The physical reconstruction of infrastructure in the Congo was not a major 
objective for ONUC. Although the ANC had killed, maimed, and looted dur-
ing the mutinous summer of 1960, it had destroyed relatively few buildings 
or machinery. Some of the most substantial infrastructure destruction in 
Katanga was actually the fault of the ONUC. ONUC’s primary task in terms 
of reconstruction lay in putting plants and services into operation again. 
This included bringing in experienced dredging-machine operators to clear 
the Matadi channels. Hammarskjöld also convinced the International Civil 
Aviation Organization to send maintenance workers and air traffic control-
lers to get the major Congolese airports functioning again. The World Me-
teorological Organization responded by sending in meteorologists to work 
as advisors to the Directorate of Civil Aviation in Léopoldville and to train 
the Congolese assistants of their Belgian counterparts.41 Functioning air-
ports were a logistical requirement for the ONUC force, in light of the vast 
territorial domains it sought to control.

38 West (1961), p. 610.

39 According to Martelli, “Corruption was so common, both among the politicians and of-
ficials, as to be regarded as the norm rather than the exception. There was, in fact, almost 
a moral obligation on anybody in power to make as much out of it as he could, if only so as 
to enable him to do his duty by his dependents. The attitude was that if you did not take the 
money yourself, somebody else would, and the general public would be no better off.” (p. 
213).

40 West (1961).

41 King (1962), p. 66.
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The International Telecommunications Union (ITU) cooperated with ONUC 
to restore telecommunications in the Congo. ITU sent engineers to restart 
telephone, radio, and international telecommunication services, which had 
all collapsed with the Belgian exodus in summer 1960. Because of the se-
vere shortage of technically qualified Congolese, the ITU engineers started 
basic training programs.

The collapse in agricultural production was even more serious. The Belgians 
left the Congolese with large numbers of plantations but with little knowl-
edge of how to operate the modern agricultural machinery. Engineers and 
agricultural experts assigned to ONUC helped put this equipment into op-
erating condition. Their efforts contributed to a rebound in agricultural out-
put as the chaotic conditions so pervasive in 1960 subsided during the latter 
half of 1961.42 ONUC agricultural personnel served in an advisory capacity 
to the central government’s agricultural bureau. They also set up numerous 
training programs in both horticulture and veterinary medicine, including 
a new veterinary medicine program at Lovanium University.

LESSONS LEARNED

The Republic of the Congo was a failed state from its inception. Its army was 
mutinous and the rest of its institutions had largely collapsed. The United 
Nations, called upon to reestablish security, complete decolonization, and 
preserve the country’s territorial integrity, responded with remarkable 
speed, force, and decisiveness. In the process of completing these tasks, the 
United Nations found itself conducting a full-scale peace-enforcement op-
eration and its first, but by no means its last, nation-building mission. The 
United Nations was successful in meeting its highest-priority objectives. 
But the costs and controversies associated with accomplishing these goals 
proved so high that they discouraged future operations on this scale for sev-
eral decades.

On the positive side, the UN experience in the Congo demonstrated the fol-
lowing:

 • Nation-building requires a mix of civil and military capabilities.

42 King (1962), p. 69.
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 • Unity of command within a nation-building operation is important to 
knit these various capabilities together.

 • Success in UN operations depends heavily upon strong leadership 
and broad international backing.

On the negative side, however, the United Nations also learned several les-
sons:

 • The money and manpower demands of nation-building almost always 
exceed the supply.

 • Peace enforcement is costly and controversial, even when done well.

 • Democratic development can conflict with other priority objectives.

The Congo operation set important precedents. It consolidated the author-
ity of the Secretary-General for the conduct of UN military operations and 
established the principles of unity of command and the maintenance of ci-
vilian control over such missions.

In recent decades, the United Nations has acquired a reputation for being 
slow, cautious, and bureaucratic. New peacekeeping operations are typi-
cally debated at length, budgeted sparingly, manned inadequately, and de-
ployed incrementally. It is worth recalling, therefore, that there was a time 
when the United Nations could field a substantial and capable force within 
days of receiving Security Council authorization, conduct an extended 
military campaign, mount a succession of offensive operations (employ-
ing, among other assets, artillery and fixed-wing fighter-bombers), and de-
cisively defeat military opponents. The Congo operation profited from an 
international consensus on the objectives of the intervention that was un-
usual, and perhaps unique, for the Cold War era. The mission also received 
strong, hands-on leadership from two Secretaries-General. The United Na-
tions was able to generate substantial civil and military capacity, drawing 
successfully upon its family of specialized agencies to field a broad-based 
interdisciplinary team of experts in all the arts of governance.

As noted, there were considerable costs associated with such robust action. 
The United Nations was unable to deliver in a few years what Belgium had 
failed to achieve in as many generations—a viable Congolese state with a 
functional administration and a growing economy. One Secretary-Gen-
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eral lost his life in the attempt. Democratic objectives were subordinated 
to those of decolonization and territorial integrity. The United Nations was 
at least passively complicit in the downfall and death of Prime Minister Lu-
mumba. Both the Soviet Union and much of the Third World looked more 
skeptically upon the use of the United Nations in similar circumstances in 
the future.

Ultimately, several events cast a pall over the United Nations’ achieve-
ments in the Congo: the enduring controversy surrounding the death of 
Lumumba; the costs associated with UN operations to end the Katangan 
secession, including the loss of Secretary-General Hammarskjöld; and the 
corrupt and bloody nature of the Mobutu dictatorship. Partially because of 
its experience in the Congo, the United Nations for the next 25 years limited 
its military engagement to the rare instances where all the parties to a con-
flict invited its intervention and where the use of armed force by UN troops 
could be limited to self-defense.
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Table 2.1 
UN Operation in the Congo—Key Facts

Population (1960): 16,462,477; Area: 905,365 Square Miles; Capital: Léopoldville (Kinshasa)

Operation Mandate Special Representative Peak Military Size Peak Police Size Civilian Components

ONUC  
(1960–1964)

Resolution 161:
Ensure the withdrawal of 
Belgian forces from the 
Republic of the Congo

Assist the government in 
maintaining law and order

Provide technical assistance 

Maintain the territorial 
integrity and political 
independence of the Congo

Prevent the occurrence of civil 
war and secure the removal 
from the Congo of all foreign 
military

Ralph J. Bunche 
(United States)

Andrew W. Cordier 
(United States)

Rajeshwar Dayal 
(India)

Mekki Abbas (Sudan)

19,828 in all ranks

Major contributors: 
Algeria, Egypt, Ghana, 
Nigeria, India, United 
States, France, Great 
Britain, Portugal

400 civilian police Ensure continued 
operation of public 
services
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Chapter Seven

EASTERN SLAVONIA

The end of the Cold War and the rise of such nationalist figures as Slobodan 
Milosevic triggered the collapse of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. In June 
1991, Slovenia and Croatia declared independence from Yugoslavia. Fight-
ing immediately broke out between hastily assembled Croatian forces and 
the Yugoslav Army, which was heavily staffed by Serbs and paramilitary 
units from regions in Croatia with large Serb populations. In contrast to the 
rapid withdrawal of the Yugoslav Army from Slovenia, Serbian forces cap-
tured and held the Croatian territories of Krajina, Western Slavonia, and 
Eastern Slavonia, areas with either Serb majorities or substantial minority 
populations of Serbs.1 The battle for Eastern Slavonia was especially bitter. 
Vukovar, the largest city in this region, is situated on the Danube River; it 
was bombarded by Serbian artillery from across the river in Serbia for over 
100 days. By the time its Croat defenders capitulated, Vukovar had suffered 
the worst destruction of any European city since World War II.2

On February 21, 1992, the United Nations Security Council passed Resolu-
tion 743 establishing the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR).3 
UNPROFOR had neither a peace enforcement nor a nation-building mission. 
Rather it was a UN peacekeeping mission of the Cold War variety, intended to 
separate combatants and, by its presence, to create the conditions of peace 
and security needed to negotiate a settlement of disputes between the for-
mer republics of Yugoslavia. Unfortunately, the combatants had not agreed 

1 Croatia: History, http://www.encyclopedia.com/html/section/Croatia_History.asp (ac-
cessed November 16, 2004).

2 John G. McGinn, “After the Explosion: International Action in the Aftermath of Nationalist 
War,” National Securities Quarterly, Volume 4, Issue 1, Winter 1998, p. 99.

3 United Nations Department of Public Information, “Former Yugoslavia—UNPROFOR,” 
United Nations, September 1996, at http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/dpko/co_mission/ 
unprof_b.htm (accessed November 23, 2004).
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on the separation, and the international community was not yet ready to im-
pose a settlement.

In Croatia, UNPROFOR was deployed to the three areas occupied by Serbs. 
It was also deployed in Bosnia. The United Nations and efforts by the UN 
and the European Union (EU) to broker a peace settlement among the war-
ring republics foundered. UNPROFOR, for its part, proved unable to halt 
widespread ethnic cleansing and associated human rights abuses.

On March 31, 1995, UNPROFOR was briefly replaced in Croatia by 
United Nations Confidence Restoration Operation for Croatia (UN-

Figure 7.1—Map of Croatia, Including Eastern Slavonia
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CRO).4 UNCRO proved short-lived. In May 1995, the American- 
trained Croatian Army launched offensives against Serbian-held regions. 
Western Slavonia fell in May; Krajina, in August. To prevent a possible war 
between Croatia and Yugoslavia, which was by then composed solely of Ser-
bia and Montenegro, the five-nation Contact Group—comprising France, 
Germany, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States—induced 
the Croatian government and the Serbian leadership of Eastern Slavonia 
to sign a Basic or Erdut Agreement to peacefully integrate Eastern Slavonia 
into Croatia. This agreement, signed on November 12, 1995,5 called for the 
United Nations to both administer and secure Eastern Slavonia for a one- to 
two-year period of transition from Serb to Croatian rule. Accordingly, the 
UN Security Council, in Resolution 1037, established the United Nations 
Transitional Authority in Eastern Slavonia, Baranja, and Western Sirmium 
(UNTAES).6

The agreement on Eastern Slavonia, although negotiated separately, oc-
curred within the wider framework of a peace process that included Bosnia. 
A little more than a week after the Basic Agreement was signed, negotiations 
were concluded on the General Framework Agreement for Peace in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, known as the Dayton Agreement, after the location where 
it was negotiated. It is also referred to as the Paris Agreement, the city where 
the agreement was signed. The Basic Agreement on Eastern Slavonia was in 
many ways a necessary precursor for Dayton. The primary goal of Croatian 
President Franjo Tudjman was to regain sovereignty over the entire terri-
tory of Croatia; Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic wished to prevent 
an exodus of Serb refugees from another region that he had formerly oc-
cupied. Once a satisfactory agreement was reached and signed concerning 
Eastern Slavonia, the Yugoslav and Croatian governments were better able 
to come to an agreement to end the Bosnian conflict as well.7 The Milosevic 
government recognized that it had lost the conflicts in both Croatia and 
Bosnia. The Croatian government, cognizant of the heavy cost of the mili-
tary conflict in Eastern Slavonia in 1991, preferred a negotiated settlement 
to a war that might lead to engagement with the Yugoslav Army.

4 United Nations Department of Public Information, “United Nations Confidence Restora-
tion Operation (UNCRO),” http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/dpko/co_mission/uncro.htm 
(accessed November 23, 2004).

5 United Nations, The United Nations Transitional Administration in Eastern Slavonia, Ba-
ranja and Western Sirmium (UNTAES) January 1996–January 1998: Lessons Learned, New 
York, July 1998, p. 3.

6 United Nations Department of Public Information, “Croatia—UNTAES,” http://www.
un.org/Depts/DPKO/Missions/untaes_p.htm (accessed November 16, 2004).

7 Discussion with Ambassador Jacques Paul Klein, September 21, 2004.



110  Th e UN’s Role in Nation-Building: From the Congo to Iraq

CHALLENGES

The situation in Eastern Slavonia reflected in miniature the wider devasta-
tion and displacement caused by nearly half a decade of civil war through-
out much of Croatia and all of Bosnia.

Security
Between 8,000 and 12,000 ethnically Serb soldiers were stationed in East-
ern Slavonia in January 1996, grouped into a number of units. The largest 
and best disciplined of these was the Army of the Republika Srpska Krajina. 
In addition, the 11th Slavonia Branja Corps and a number of paramilitary 
groups operated in the region, including the Scorpions, the Jumping Snakes, 
and the Tiger militia. The latter was commanded by the warlord Arkan.8 
These paramilitary groups terrorized local Croats and engaged in extortion 
and theft. Because some of the most violently abusive paramilitary groups 
in former Yugoslavia were holed up in Eastern Slavonia, UN officials con-
sidered disarming local militias and assuring the withdrawal of Serb troops 
their top priority.9 They were concerned that the paramilitaries would at-
tack UN forces and seek to continue to terrorize the local populations. The 
widespread availability of small arms and heavier weapons contributed to 
the climate of insecurity. Looters and organized criminal gangs had taken 
advantage of the chaotic situation to pillage homes and commercial estab-
lishments.

Croatia’s reconquest of Western Slavonia and Krajina had been marked by 
an exodus of ethnic Serbs, a movement encouraged by Croatian forces. Re-
prisal killings, house burnings, and other forms of intimidation contributed 
to flight from these two regions. International actors and local Serbs wished 
to forestall similar developments in Eastern Slavonia. UNTAES was faced 
with the problem of protecting all nationalities during a period when Croa-
tia did not yet have full control. It also sought to ensure that minority rights 
would be protected after Croatia attained full sovereignty.

Humanitarian
Because the Croatian army was dissuaded from invading Eastern Slavonia, 
Serbs did not flee the region as they had in Western Slavonia and Krajina. 

8 United Nations (1998), p. 16.

9 United Nations (1998), p. 12.
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However, the agreement to return the region to Croatian control after a pe-
riod of UN oversight still triggered the movement of refugees. Many eth-
nic Serbs, uneasy about the transfer of authority to Croatia, contemplated 
moving to Serbia. Most of the Croatian population, as well as other ethnic 
groups that had fled Eastern Slavonia after it fell to Serbian forces in 1991, 
wished to go home. At the end of 1995, the Croatian government reported 
that there were 84,000 internally displaced Croatians from Eastern Slavo-
nia in other parts of Croatia.10 Once it became clear that Eastern Slavonia 
would be returned to Croatian control, some of these individuals began to 
return. Roughly 42,000 ethnic Serbs from Bosnia and other parts of Croatia 
had taken refuge in Eastern Slavonia during the war; many of them were 
newly arrived following the Croatian and Bosnian offensives of 1995. Eth-
nic Serb refugees from Bosnia and other areas of Croatia, who had settled 
in houses abandoned during the period of Serb control, faced eviction by 
Croatian returnees. The ebb and flow of refugees also made it difficult to 
supply adequate food.

Civil Administration
Eastern Slavonia had been ruled by an ethnic Serb administration primar-
ily consisting of local inhabitants. This administration had staffed and 
provided authorization for the Serb Negotiating Delegation that signed 
the Basic Agreement, with the acquiescence of the Yugoslav government. 
The Croatians considered this administration illegitimate. The Serbs, how-
ever, were unwilling to accept a Croatian administration immediately. 
UNTAES’s challenge was to provide an acceptable interim administration 
during a transition period of one to two years.

Democratization
To create a legitimate and representative local government for the region, 
elections were necessary. However, because of the large movements of refu-
gees over the previous five years, both technical and legal issues hampered 
election organization. On the technical side, creating up-to-date voter lists 
and ensuring that those on the list were valid voters posed a major problem. 
Ethnic Serbs who had settled in Eastern Slavonia after fleeing other parts 
of former Yugoslavia now considered themselves residents of the region. 
Croats and members of other ethnic groups who had fled Eastern Slavonia 

10 Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), “Report of the OSCE Mission 
to Croatia on Croatia’s Progress in Meeting International Commitments Since September 
1998,” Vienna, Austria, January 26, 1999.
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but planned to return also considered themselves residents. Identifying all 
such people and providing them with the means to vote were major tasks.

To compound matters, the Croatian government, headed by President 
Tudjman’s Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ), was slow to implement the 
Erdut Agreement; it continued to encourage the exodus of Serbs from Croa-
tia long after hostilities had ceased. The Croatian government also had a 
record of human rights abuse in the region second only to that of the re-
gime in Belgrade. The HDZ government muzzled independent newspapers, 
whereas state-controlled television had a decidedly uncritical view of the 
government and its actions. At the time of the Basic Agreement, there were 
no organized local political parties in Eastern Slavonia. Because Serbs had 
occupied Eastern Slavonia, Croatian parties were not organized in the re-
gion. However, the region had never been incorporated into Serbia, so Ser-
bian parties also did not have a strong presence. As in the rest of Yugoslavia, 
the tradition of democracy was weak. Elections had been held in the former 
Yugoslavia, but these had been dominated by the ruling League of Com-
munists of Yugoslavia.

Economic Reconstruction
Eastern Slavonia, especially Vukovar, had never recovered from the siege 
of 1991. Once one of the wealthiest areas of former Yugoslavia, much of the 
infrastructure and industrial base of the region had been destroyed.11 In 
1995, industrial output was running at just 10 percent of its 1990 level. Few 
people were employed. The only industry that continued to function close 
to prewar levels was the oil sector: Eastern Slavonia’s Djelatovci oil fields 
produced a substantial share of former Yugoslavia’s oil output. A Serb para-
military group, the Scorpions, occupied these fields when UNTAES took 
control of Eastern Slavonia.12

THE UN AND INTERNATIONAL ROLES

Prior to passage of Security Council Resolution 1037 setting up  
UNTAES, the principal parties involved, Croatia and the local Serbian au-
thorities, had signed the Erdut, or Basic Agreement, stipulating what was 
to be accomplished. In this agreement, the Serbs recognized that Eastern 

11 McGinn (1998), pp. 99–101.

12 McGinn (1998), p. 100.
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Slavonia was part of Croatia and that it would return to Croatian control 
within a set period of time. The Croatian government recognized the mi-
nority rights of Serbs and other ethnic groups in the region and pledged to 
protect those rights and the local populations.

In contrast to the post-Dayton operations in Bosnia, UNTAES was under 
exclusive UN control. The Serbs insisted on UN leadership because they 
perceived other actors, such as NATO or the EU, as anti-Serb. UNTAES had 
both a military and a civilian component. Both operated under the supervi-
sion of the Secretary-General’s Special Representative, Jacques Paul Klein, 
a former American diplomat who was also a major general in the U.S. Air 
Force Reserves. Klein became the Transitional Administrator.13

The mandate for UNTAES was short, comprehensive, and to the point. The 
goals of the operations were incorporated in both the Basic Agreement and 
Security Council Resolution 1037. The task force was charged with the fol-
lowing tasks:14

 • Demilitarize the region within 30 days of deployment of the military 
component of UNTAES.

 • Establish a temporary police force and monitor treatment of offenders 
and prisoners in the prison system.

 • Assist in demining the region.

 • Facilitate and monitor the voluntary and safe return of refugees and 
displaced persons.

 • Monitor Croatian and Serbian compliance with the Basic Agreement. 
In particular, contribute to maintaining peace and security and assist 
in reconciling the populations in conflict.

 • Run the civil administration and ensure the provision of public ser-
vices.

 • Organize local elections.

 • Assist in coordinating plans for reconstruction and development.

13 Ibid.

14 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1037.
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UNTAES was also tasked with assisting the International Criminal Tribunal 
for the Former Yugoslavia in fulfilling the Tribunal’s mission. This involved 
protecting investigators sent by the Tribunal and sites where atrocities may 
have occurred. UNTAES arrested Slavko Dokmanovic in June 1997, the first 
war criminal in the former Yugoslavia to be forcibly arrested.

Military and Police
Consistent with the approach taken by NATO in neighboring Bosnia, UN-
TAES was given robust rules of engagement and a force sized accordingly. 
At its peak, the military element numbered 4,948 troops, a ratio of 34.2  
soldiers per thousand inhabitants, the highest of any UN- or U.S.-led  
nation-building operation of the 1990s. Even so, the United Nations was ini-
tially apprehensive that this number would be too small. The force consisted 
of a contingent of 1,600 relatively lightly armed Belgian and Russian troops 
already in the country as part of UNPROFOR. For these troops, the usual 
problems of finding, transporting, and billeting troops to be part of a peace-
keeping operation had already been solved. An additional 3,300 troops, the 
bulk of whom were from Pakistan and Jordan, arrived over the course of the 
spring. During this period, UNTAES was buttressed by the addition of 50 
tanks, 204 armored vehicles, and six assault and six transport helicopters.15 
The military arm of UNTAES was fully staffed by June 1996. NATO com-
manders in Bosnia received explicit authorization from the North Atlantic 
Council to provide close-air support and, if circumstances made it neces-
sary, to evacuate UNTAES personnel. The Transitional Administrator con-
trolled all UN military. The chain of command was very clear.16

UNTAES was also given authorization to recruit unarmed international 
civilian police (CIVPOL) officers. These UN police monitored the existing 
police force, accompanying them on patrols. They also recruited new police 
from other ethnic groups and engaged in training the force. Despite not be-
ing armed and the lack of arrest authority, CIVPOL was effective in ensur-
ing the peace: CIVPOL officers were present in all police stations, closely 
monitoring the activities of the local police and quickly calling them to ac-
count if local police failed to enforce the law.17 Because the Transitional Ad-
ministrator had executive authority in Eastern Slavonia, local police could 
be reprimanded or fired if CIVPOL reported that they were not performing 
their duties properly.

15 United Nations (1998), p. 12.

16 United Nations (1998), pp. 12, 16.

17 United Nations (1998), pp. 14, 15.
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Civil and Economic
The Transitional Administrator had broad executive powers: His author-
ity superseded that of the Croatian government and local Serb authorities. 
However, UNTAES was established not to replace the local administration 
but to supervise it, monitor compliance with the Basic Agreement, and set 
up a Transitional Police Force. To provide and improve local services, UN-
TAES had to rely on the local administration, initially staffed and run by 
Serbs. The Transitional Administrator also believed that local Croat and 
Serb leaders had to cooperate if his mandate was to be achieved. To fos-
ter cooperation, UNTAES set up Joint Implementation Committees that 
included representatives from both the Serbian and Croat communities to 
address specific issues.18

In contrast to the military component, each civilian component of the op-
eration had to be recruited individually, and an administrative structure 
had to be created from the ground up. A contingent of international civil 
servants, civilian police, and local support staff had to be hired, housed, 
and paid.

Because the Croatian government was to regain control over Eastern Slavo-
nia at the end of UNTAES’s mission, it was not inimical to channeling funds 
or facilitating the transfer of international assistance to the region—in sharp 
contrast to the Serbian government’s attitude toward Kosovo when that re-
gion fell under UN/NATO oversight three years later. Nevertheless, despite 
Croatia’s comparatively benign attitude, no mechanism was initially put in 
place to provide local government funding that, during the war, had been 
supplied by the government of Serbia in the form of payments for petroleum 
from the East Slavonian oil fields.

International financial institutions cooperated with the United Nations in 
pressuring the Croatian government to fulfill its commitments under the 
Basic Agreement. Both the International Monetary Fund and the World 
Bank agreed to tie their lending to Croatian government adherence to the 
Basic Agreement. If the Croatian government obstructed the attempts of 
Serbs or other non-Croat ethnic groups to register to vote or discriminated 
against them in property disputes, the IMF and the World Bank agreed to 
insist that these actions cease if lending were to continue.

In addition to support from the IMF and World Bank, UNTAES cooperated 
closely with other international agencies. The United Nations High Com-

18 United Nations (1998), p. 10.
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missioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the United Nations Children’s Fund, the 
World Food Program (WFP), and the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC) all had mandates to operate throughout Croatia, including 
Eastern Slavonia. To the extent possible, UNTAES avoided interfering in 
areas for which other agencies were responsible. UNTAES also cooperated 
with the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) in the 
field of democratization, especially in organizing and running elections.

WHAT HAPPENED

UNTAES took up its responsibilities on January 15, 1996, and ended opera-
tions on January 15, 1998, following a 12-month extension of the original 
one-year mandate. A provision for such a 12-month extension had been in-
cluded in the initial Security Council Resolution and the Basic Agreement.

UNTAES was a highly successful operation. All aspects of the mandate were 
fulfilled, although reconciliation proceeded haltingly and the Croatian gov-
ernment continued to discriminate against Serbs.

Security
To ensure that UNTAES had the necessary capabilities to deal aggressively 
with any recalcitrant elements, the Administrator waited until the autho-
rized troop strength of 5,000 had been reached before triggering demilitar-
ization. That process began on May 21, 1996. During the ensuing 30 days, 
ethnic Serb forces either handed over or removed to Serbia all heavy weap-
onry under their control, including 120 tanks, 120 artillery pieces, and 140 
mortars. The Army of the Republika Srpska Krajina was disbanded.

UNTAES consulted closely with the commander of the Army of the Repub-
lika Srpska Krajina, General Dushan Loncar, before, during and after the 
period of disarmament. Not only did Loncar cooperate with demilitariza-
tion, he also agreed to stay in Eastern Slavonia after demilitarization, ac-
companied by 450 troops, to reassure local Serbs that they had not been 
abandoned. His cooperation was key to the success of the program. UN-
TAES fostered this cooperation by making concerted efforts to portray an 
image of balance. When Croatian police attempted to enter Eastern Slavo-
nia in contravention to the Basic Agreement, UNTAES faced them down, 
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forcing them to leave the region. This provided UNTAES with crucial cred-
ibility with the ethnic Serb community.19

Demilitarization of paramilitary forces was more difficult. The Scorpions, 
who had seized control of the Djelatovci oil fields, refused to disband. UN-
TAES deployed troops from the Jordanian battalion and Ukrainian assault 
helicopters to confront them. The Scorpions backed down, left their base, 
and effectively disbanded. As local Serbs gained more confidence and af-
ter UNTAES became convinced that Serbian formations would remain dis-
banded, the UN troop strength was cut to 2,433 in 1997.20 Although clashes 
were infrequent, the operation experienced 11 fatalities: 9 military, 1 civil-
ian, and 1 policeman. Of these, 3 casualties were due to combat.

To reduce the massive numbers of small arms held by households, UN-
TAES implemented a weapons buy-back program. Although not explicitly 
included within UNTAES’s mandate, the Transitional Administrator inter-
preted his instructions to demilitarize the region and ensure civil law and 
order as including initiatives to reduce the numbers of weapons in the hands 
of the population. After some prodding, the Croatian government agreed to 
fund the program; the United Nations is forbidden by its own regulations 
from funding the purchase of weapons. The buy-back program was accom-
panied by a ban on the ownership of automatic weapons and a program to 
register those guns permitted under Croatian law.

The buy-back program, which was launched on October 2, 1996, and ended 
on August 19, 1997, was a success. UNTAES acquired thousands of rifles, 
anti-tank rocket launchers, and grenades, and millions of rounds of am-
munition. Although local inhabitants continue to own weapons, guns are 
no longer carried openly on the streets. The program provided a carrot 
that made the introduction of gun registration and the handover of heavier 
weaponry much easier to achieve.

The existing police force was overwhelmingly Serb. By the end of its man-
date, UNTAES had created a new multiethnic force, the Transitional Police 
Force (TPF), comprised of 811 Serb officers recruited by local Serb authori-
ties and 815 Croat officers, recruited by the Croatian government.21 Fifty-
two officers from other ethnic groups fleshed out the force. These officers 
were initially trained at the American-funded International Law Enforce-

19 Discussion with Ambassador Jacques Paul Klein, September 21, 2004.

20 Croatia-UNTAES, http://www.un.org/Depts/DPKO/Missions/untaes_b.htm (accessed 
November 16, 2004).

21 United Nations (1998), p. 14.
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ment Academy in Hungary. Subsequently, training was provided in Eastern 
Slavonia by UN CIVPOL.

Smuggling and extortion aside, common crime was surprisingly low at the 
time UNTAES took over, but incidents of ethnically related attacks quickly 
rose. CIVPOL did not have arrest authority, but in their role as monitors and 
trainers, CIVPOL officers patrolled with the local police and held them to 
account if they did not respond to these incidents. Although TPF was reluc-
tant to confront perpetrators, TPF officers accepted this duty under CIVPOL 
pressure.22 However, they remained reluctant to face down crowds com-
posed of their own ethnic compatriots unless pressed to do so by CIVPOL 
officers. To provide continued monitoring after the end of UNTAES’s man-
date, a force of 180 international police remained in Eastern Slavonia for an 
additional nine months.

Humanitarian
Most of the Croatian population had fled Eastern Slavonia once hostilities 
broke out in 1991. A reverse flow of roughly 42,000 Serbs from Bosnia and 
other parts of Croatia had taken refuge in Eastern Slavonia during this pe-
riod; as noted previously, many of these arrived in 1995, fleeing from the 
Croatian and Bosnian offensives.

Refugee returns were one of the most difficult problems facing UNTAES. 
The government of Croatia did agree to adopt a two-way return policy: Serbs 
from other parts of Croatia were to be encouraged to return to their home 
regions; Croats who had fled Eastern Slavonia were to be encouraged to re-
turn home. On a practical level, local Croatian government officials—with 
the tacit backing of HDZ party and government leadership—hampered the 
return of Serbs to their home regions. For example, the Croatian govern-
ment passed laws repossessing socially owned flats if absent owners had 
not reclaimed them by December 27, 1995, not long after the peak period 
of disruption following Croatia’s recovery of Serb-controlled lands in 1995. 
However, homes occupied by Croatian refugees could not be repossessed 
unless the owner found lodging for current inhabitants. Returning Serbs 
also had much more difficulty obtaining government assistance to recon-
struct their homes than did ethnic Croats. As a consequence of these poli-
cies, ethic Serbs from elsewhere in Croatia who had taken refuge in aban-
doned homes in Eastern Slavonia were loath to vacate them.

22 United Nations (1998), p. 16.
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Despite Security Council insistence, the Croatian government was re-
luctant to provide an amnesty to returning Serbs for crimes other than 
war crimes. Although it finally passed a law to this effect on May 31,  
1996, the law was so ambiguous that it failed to achieve its objective. Ethnic 
Serbs were worried that the Croatian government had a secret list of Serbs 
to be charged as war criminals on which it would act once Eastern Slavonia 
passed from UNTAES to Croatian control.23

Because returnees were often moving to or from other parts of Croatia or 
other former Yugoslav republics, UNTAES had to work with governments 
and other organizations to facilitate returns. The United Nations, other in-
ternational institutions, and foreign governments often took primary re-
sponsibility for pressuring the Croatian government to change policies that 
discriminated against returning Serbs. Within Eastern Slavonia, UNTAES 
used CIVPOL to discourage harassment and improve the performance of 
the local police. The local civil administration was involved in adjudicating 
local property disputes. Here, ethnic differences affected outcomes, often 
hindering the return of Croats to their former homes. Throughout this pro-
cess, UNHCR worked closely with UNTAES and remained responsible for 
humanitarian relief.

In all post-conflict societies, reconciliation has been difficult and has taken 
considerable time. UNTAES attempted to foster reconciliation through 
public information campaigns, opening borders, improving transit and 
telecommunications, and encouraging commercial activities involving the 
various ethnic groups. One of UNTAES’s most effective measures was the 
establishment of a large open-air market on the Osijek-Vukovar highway. 
UNTAES’s Civil Affairs officers facilitated meetings between Croatian and 
Serb commissions on prisoners of war, although this task was eventually 
transferred to the Red Cross.

Although Serbs and Croats remained antagonistic and deeply divided, by 
the end of UNTAES’s mandate, reports of harassment had begun to decline; 
Serbs were organizing politically and taking a more active role in Croatia’s 
political life; and the Croatian national media had adopted a more concil-
iatory tone when discussing issues of importance to the Serb minority.24 
However, Serbs remained deeply suspicious of the Croatian government 
even after a comprehensive program of national reconciliation was finally 
adopted in October 1997.

23 United Nations (1998), p. 18.

24 United Nations (1998), p. 21.
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The difficulty in reconciling the two sides resulted in the continued emigra-
tion of ethnic Serbs from the region. In 1999, the total Serbian population 
was only 51,000, down from a prewar total of 70,000 and a peak of 127,000 
in 1995 when Serbs from Krajina and Western Slavonia sought refuge in the 
region.25 A net 9,000 Serbs left the region in 1999 alone. Out-migration since 
1999 has slowed and may have ceased on a net basis, but the Serbian popu-
lation of Eastern Slavonia in 1999 was down by over one-quarter from the 
prewar total. In a number of instances, the elderly and middle-aged have 
returned to their homes, but they encourage their children to go to Serbia, 
especially Belgrade, for higher education because Serbia is seen as offering 
more long-term prospects for Serbian youth.26

Civil Administration
After the fall of Vukovar, ethnic Serbs staffed the local civil service. These in-
dividuals remained when UNTAES took over. Prior to UNTAES’s mandate, 
the government of Yugoslavia had funded government services in Eastern 
Slavonia in the form of payments for crude oil from the Djelatovci fields. The 
Yugoslav government abruptly stopped purchasing crude oil from these 
fields in mid-April 1996, yet the Croatian government failed to pick up the 
slack in funding local government. Pension and local government salary 
payments were delayed. Because there was little other economic activity in 
the region, the remaining tax base was very small; the cutoff in oil exports 
worsened an already bleak economic situation.

Oil exports were eventually redirected to Croatia, and the Croatian govern-
ment agreed to finance the local government. Eastern Slavonian pension, 
police, health, and education systems were integrated with Croatian insti-
tutions during the UNTAES mandate. However, it took until December 3, 
1997, barely a month before UNTAES quit Eastern Slavonia, for the regional 
health authority to be integrated into Croatia’s national system.

UNTAES set up 15 Joint Implementation Committees (JICs) to integrate 
Eastern Slavonian government institutions with their Croatian counter-
parts. Their performance was mixed. Although some JICs that dealt with 

25 U.S. Committee for Refugees (USCR), World Refugee Survey, Country Report: Croatia, 1996, 
1997, 1998, 1999, 2000, Washington, D.C., http://www.refugees.org/ (accessed November 16,  
2004).

26 Letter from Christine Coleiro, September 13, 2004. Ms. Coleiro is the author of Bringing 
Peace to the Land of Scorpions and Jumping Snakes: Legacy of the United Nations in Eastern 
Slavonia and Transitional Missions, Clementsport, Nova Scotia: Canadian Peacekeeping 
Press Publications, 2002.
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economic issues operated amicably, UNTAES faced more difficulties in-
tegrating other government services. Dissension on the Education and 
Culture JIC was especially strong; the Transitional Administrator had to 
dismiss the committee and make curriculum decisions on his own. Issues 
pertaining to ethnic rights, such as the use of language and the teaching of 
history and culture, were especially contentious. However, by putting Serbs 
and Croats in charge of the JICs and giving the JICs the authority to make 
decisions, UNTAES forced Serbs and Croats to cooperate and gave them 
joint ownership of the final decisions.27

Democratization
UNTAES succeeded in organizing elections in April 1997. The OSCE moni-
tored the elections and judged them free and fair. Creating a consensus for 
the organization of these elections was difficult. Serb and Croat representa-
tives on the JIC on elections differed sharply over who should be eligible to 
vote, the institutions to which people were to be elected, the legal frame-
work governing the elections, and electoral boundaries. The difficulties in-
volved in registering displaced people, the initial reluctance of the Serbs to 
participate, and problems with documentation resulted in a large backlog 
of voter registrations shortly before the election. UNTAES addressed this 
problem by relaxing the requirements for registering to vote and extending 
the voting period. On the day of the voting, materials arrived late to some 
polling stations, some voter lists were inaccurate, and some election regu-
lations were changed at the last minute. While these difficulties were criti-
cized for lessening the integrity of the voter list, all parties—Croats, Serbs, 
OSCE observers, and UNTAES—agreed that the results of the elections 
were fair and reflected the sentiment of the voters.28 However, as elsewhere 
in the region, the results of the elections were not unambiguously favorable 
for reconciliation. Among Serb candidates, hardliners did well. These newly 
elected individuals replaced Serb officials who had come to cooperate with 
UNTAES and the Croatian administration. It took quite some time for the 
new Serbian leaders to conclude that it was in their interests to cooperate, a 
conclusion the former group of leaders had already reached. The change in 
leadership thus slowed the process of reconciliation and reintegration.29

Since those initial elections, Eastern Slavonia has regularly participated in 
local and national elections in Croatia. The elections in Eastern Slavonia 

27 Letter from Christine Coleiro, September 13, 2004.

28 United Nations (1998), p. 21.

29 Letter from Christine Coleiro, September 13, 2004.
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have been judged free and fair. However, Croatian governments controlled 
by the HDZ party have only grudgingly agreed to provide special represen-
tation for minorities in Eastern Slavonia in the form of minority councils. 
Ethnic Serbs continue to receive inferior treatment compared with ethnic 
Croats when issues of compensation or repatriations are involved.30

Economic Reconstruction
In the immediate aftermath of UNTAES’s assumption of control, economic 
conditions in Eastern Slavonia deteriorated. Government employees ceased 
receiving salaries when the government of Yugoslavia stopped providing fi-
nancing; the Croatian government was slow to fill the gap. Demobilization 
resulted in an influx of large numbers of men onto the local labor market, 
which had little capacity to absorb them.

Eastern Slavonia nevertheless made substantial economic progress under 
UNTAES. Economic ties were rapidly reestablished with Croatia: Postal 
service was restarted, the telephone system was reconnected, and the Vu-
kovar‒Sid railway line and roads were demined and reopened. Demining, 
a crucial step for economic recovery, proceeded expeditiously. Demining 
also employed substantial numbers of demobilized soldiers. Opening bor-
ders with Croatia and Hungary and establishing normal trading relations 
with Yugoslavia contributed appreciably to economic growth. The replace-
ment of the Yugoslav dinar with the Croatian kuna as of May 19, 1997, fur-
thered the integration of the region into the Croatian economy.31

Although these policies and programs have contributed to economic recov-
ery in the region, the economic situation in Eastern Slavonia still remains 
depressed relative both to the current Croatian average and to its prewar 
standing. Prior to 1991, the region was one of the better off in Yugoslavia. Ag-
riculture, oil, trade, and industry, especially in Vukovar, had made the local 
population prosperous. Per capita incomes were higher and unemployment 
rates lower than elsewhere in Croatia outside of Zagreb. As of 2002, the local 
unemployment rate of 40 percent was almost double the Croatian average 
rate of 22 percent. Car ownership was 30 percent less than the national av-
erage.32 Although the region is no longer flat on its back, per capita incomes 

30 OSCE, Mission to Croatia, “Background Report: Implementation of the Constitutional Law 
on the Rights of National Minorities and Related Legislation,” Zagreb, Croatia, May 12, 2003, 
available through osce-croatia@oscecro.org.

31 United Nations (1998), p. 26.

32 Central Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of Croatia, Statistical Information, Zagreb, 
2003, pp. 81, 83.
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remain substantially below the national average. The slow recovery might 
be partially related to comparatively low levels of assistance: Eastern Sla-
vonia received a total of $453 per capita between 1996 and 1998, about one-
fourth of per capita levels given Bosnia and Kosovo.33

LESSONS LEARNED

UNTAES was the most successful of all post–Cold War UN- or U.S.-led na-
tion-building missions. It was also the smallest and the best resourced (at 
least in military manpower), and it had the clearest desired end state. The 
Eastern Slavonia operation demonstrated the following:

 • If properly supported by its member nations, the United Nations is 
fully capable of conducing a robust peace enforcement mission of at 
least modest dimensions.

 • As with the larger NATO mission in Bosnia, the U.S. capacity for es-
calation dominance and the credible threat to employ that capacity 
provide the essential margin of deterrence.

 • In one respect—its capacity to unify military and civil command 
within a single chain—the UN operation was more soundly organized 
than NATO- or U.S.-led missions. The prior experience of the Transi-
tional Administrator, who had been both an Army general officer and 
a career diplomat, madde him particularly suited for this role.

 • As in other nation-building operations, the cooperation of neighbor-
ing states, however difficult to achieve, is essential for success.

The Balkans proved a bitter testing ground for the international commu-
nities’ post–Cold War nation-building skills. For nearly half a decade, the 
United States and its principal allies bickered ineffectually while Yugosla-
via came apart, with attendant bloodshed, ethnic cleansing, and large-scale 
refugee flows. During this period the United Nations and the European 
Union were engaged to little effect. NATO stood aside—with even less ef-
fect. The U.S. decision in 1995 to risk its own troops on the ground changed 

33 Calculated from information on international donations provided in UNTAES, “Recent 
Developments: Economic Reconstruction,” December 22, 1997, p. 10, http://www.un.org/
Depts/DPKO/Missions/untaes_b.htm#FINANCING (accessed November 23, 2004). All fig-
ures deflated to 2000 dollars using U.S. GDP deflators.
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the dynamic, galvanizing the Western alliance and bringing even a reluc-
tant Russia to support a policy of robust peace enforcement and full-scale 
nation-building. UNTAES was the product of this new international resolve, 
as were the larger operations in Bosnia and, later in the decade, Kosovo.

NATO’s success in stabilizing Bosnia is often compared unfavorably with 
the United Nations’ earlier failure there. A more valid contrast is between 
the pre-1995 failure of all international institutions to halt the conflict in 
the former Yugoslavia, and the post-1995 success of those same organiza-
tions. As noted above, the key variable was Washington’s willingness to 
back international diplomacy with American military force. Although the 
United States did not commit troops to UNTAES, the presence of a former 
American diplomat (and general officer) at its head, combined with the 
stated willingness of NATO forces in neighboring Bosnia to intervene on 
UNTAES’s behalf, provided the capable and comparatively numerous UN 
force on the ground with an additional element of escalation dominance. 
This deterrent effect proved enough to secure compliance from local poten-
tial spoilers and cooperation from reluctant neighboring states.

The United States has traditionally separated the command for its military 
and civil agents, the two chains meeting only in the person of its president. 
This division has helped preserve American constitutional liberties and en-
sures that successive presidents act on the basis of civil as well as military 
advice. However, as an arrangement for conducting nation-building opera-
tions, where military force is used to promote political transformation, this 
separation has its disadvantages.

In its management of nation-building missions, NATO has followed the 
American pattern, assuming responsibilities only for military tasks, 
usually rather narrowly conceived, and leaving governance and the 
promotion of political and economic reform to other institutions, in-
cluding the United Nations, the OSCE and the European Union. In 
Bosnia, Kosovo and Afghanistan, this division has led to less-than- 
optimal integration of international efforts.

The United Nations adopted a different model. Beginning with its first ma-
jor nation-building operation in the Belgian Congo, the United Nations has 
emphasized civilian control of the military at the local level, this control 
effected by a representative of the Secretary-General. In Eastern Slavonia, 
as elsewhere, this arrangement has helped ensure better coordination be-
tween the security and political aspects of the operation.
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Quality of command was as important as unity of command. The two Ad-
ministrators who served in Eastern Slavonia were both given high marks 
by the United Nations assessment team, even though they had very dif-
ferent management styles. The two Belgian generals who commanded the 
UNTAES forces under the auspices of the Administrator were also highly 
regarded.34 Unity of civilian and military command and more indepen-
dence than customary from UN headquarters in New York permitted the 
Administrators to react quickly and to marshal the resources—military, po-
litical, and financial—needed to fulfill their mandate. However, this inde-
pendence was not easily given. The Transitional Administrator frequently 
cited “operational security” as a rationale for not consulting with UN head-
quarters prior to taking action. This elicited some frustration in New York.35 
The Dayton Agreement was controversial at the time and has remained so. 
To secure peace, the international community had to deal with precisely 
the two countries, Croatia and rump Yugoslavia, and with the two men, 
Tudjman and Milosevic, most responsible for the war and the war crimes 
the international community was intervening to end. Worse still, those 
two governments and leaders then became the international community’s 
principal partners in implementing the accords. Many objected to the ap-
parent legitimization and boost in prestige thus afforded to both regimes. 
However, as a practical matter, there could be no peace in Bosnia or Eastern 
Slavonia without the active, if reluctant, collaboration of those in power in 
Belgrade and Zagreb.

This unpalatable lesson regarding the role of neighboring states was applied 
to good effect in stabilizing post–9/11 Afghanistan and largely neglected 
during the American intervention in Iraq.

34 United Nations (1998), pp. 8–9.

35 Discussion with Ambassador Jacques Paul Klein, September 21, 2004.
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Table 7.1 
UN Operations in Eastern Slavonia—Key Facts

Population (1996): 144,600; Area: 1,364 square miles

Operation Mandate
Special 

Representative Peak Military Size
Peak Police 

Size Civilian Components

UNCRO  
(1995–1996)

Resolution 981:

Monitor the crossing of military 
personnel, equipment, supplies, and 
weapons over specified international 
borders

Facilitate humanitarian assistance to 
Bosnia and Herzegovina

Monitor the demilitarization of the 
Prevlaka peninsula

Colonel Rodolfo 
Sergio Mujica

6,581 troops, 194 
military observers

Major 
Contributors: 
Canada, Czech 
Republic, 
Denmark, Kenya, 
Russia

296 civilian 
police

No civilian component
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Operation Mandate
Special 

Representative Peak Military Size
Peak Police 

Size Civilian Components

UNTAES  
(1996–1998)

Resolution 1037:

Supervise and facilitate the 
demilitarization of the region

Monitor the voluntary and safe return 
of refugees and displaced persons 

Supervise local government 
administration

Contribute to the maintenance of 
peace and security in the region

Otherwise assist in implementation of 
the Basic Agreement

Ambassador Jacques 
Paul Klein (United 
States)

William Walker 
(United States)

8,248

Major 
Contributors:
Belgium, Russia, 
Pakistan, Jordan

457
civilian 
police

Civil affairs unit

Legal unit

Public information unit

Political unit

Administrative unit

 

Table 7.1—Continued
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Chapter Eight

SIERRA LEONE

On July 7, 1999, Ahmad Tejan Kabbah, President of Sierra Leone, and Foday 
Sankoh, leader of the Revolutionary United Front of Sierra Leone (RUF), met 
in the Togolese capital of Lomé to sign an agreement to end the eight-year 
RUF insurrection.1 The conflict had begun in March 1991, when RUF fight-
ers launched a war from the border with Liberia to overthrow Sierra Leone’s 
government.

Numerous attempts to end the conflict had failed. The Economic Com-
munity of West African States  (ECOWAS) dispatched its Military Observer 
Group (ECOMOG) to defend the government and help establish order, but 
it was not successful in accomplishing either objective. In November 1996, 
UN Special Envoy Berhanu Dinka helped negotiate a peace agreement be-
tween the Sierra Leone government and RUF in Abidjan. It was derailed by 
a military coup d’état six months later. In October 1997, the Economic Com-
munity of West African States helped negotiate another peace agreement in 
Conakry, Guinea. Fighting continued, however, as the RUF conducted a se-
ries of offensives, gaining control of more than half the country and briefly 
overrunning the capital city of Freetown.

The Lomé Agreement thus came on the heels of several failed peace at-
tempts. On October 22, 1999, the Security Council authorized the establish-
ment of the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) to oversee 
the disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration called for under the 
Lomé Agreement. UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan appointed Oluyemi 
Adeniji of Nigeria as his Special Representative, who assumed his functions 
in Sierra Leone on December 11, 1999.

1 For an overview of Sierra Leone’s civil war, see John Hirsch, Sierra Leone, Diamonds and the 
Struggle for Democracy, Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 2001.



130  Th e UN’s Role in Nation-Building: From the Congo to Iraq

    SOURCE: United Nations Cartographic Section, Sierra Leone, no. 3902 Rev. 5, January 
2004. Available online at http://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/english/htmain.htm.
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2 For a dramatic description of “Operation No Living Thing,” see Greg Campbell, Blood Dia-
monds: Tracing the Deadly Path of the World’s Most Precious Stones, Boulder, Colo.: Westview 
Press, 2002, pp. 86–89. For a description of the brutality of the RUF troops, see “Sierra Leone: 
Getting Away with Murder, Mutilation and Rape, New Testimony from Sierra Leone,” Human 
Rights Watch Report, Vol. 11, No. 3(A), July 1999.

3 Amnesty International, 1999 Annual Report on Sierra Leone: “The CDF were responsible for 
extra judicial executions and torture and ill-treatment of captured combatants and real or 
suspected supporters of the AFRC and RUF.” http://www.amnesty.org/ailib/aireport/ar99/
afr51.htm (accessed November 20, 2004). For a description of the CDF’s organization, see “Si-
erra Leone: Time for a New Military Strategy,” International Crisis Group (ICG) Africa Report, 
No. 28, Freetown/London/Brussels, April 11, 2001, p. 8.

CHALLENGES

The government of Sierra Leone was weak and corrupt. Rebel forces con-
trolled more than half the country. Their willingness to comply with the 
peace agreement was doubtful. Hunger and disease were rampant. Roads, 
schools, clinics, and other institutions were severely damaged.

Security
Despite the Lomé Agreement, Sierra Leone’s security situation was still 
tense. The RUF fielded as many as 30,000 soldiers and controlled more than 
half the country. Among their number were rebellious elements from the 
Army of Sierra Leone that had previously overthrown President Kabbah 
soon after he won the wartime election of 1996. The Kabbah regime was 
correspondingly weak. The newly reconstituted Sierra Leone Army was 
wholly dependent on British assistance for equipment and training. The 
Sierra Leone Police had been severely shaken during the most recent RUF 
offensive, known ominously as “Operation No Living Thing.” Hundreds of 
police officers had been killed and dozens of police stations destroyed in 
the course of the January 1999 assault on Freetown in January 1999 that left 
over 6,000 dead.2 The remnants of the Sierra Leone Police were able to do 
little more than conduct the most rudimentary police functions—and only 
in Freetown.

Security in much of the country rested in the hands of pro- 
government militia, the Civil Defense Force (CDF), and ECOMOG troops. 
While the CDF was able to field up to 35,000 fighters from various tribes, it 
was notoriously difficult to control. Like the RUF, it perpetrated atrocities 
against civilians and prisoners. It also engaged in illegal diamond mining 
activities.3 The CDF’s relations with ECOMOG, which fielded approximately 
10,000 men, mostly Nigerian, had become increasingly antagonistic. ECO-
MOG troops, while experienced, had weak logistical support and frequently 
lacked transport. ECOMOG commanders also faced considerable politi-
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cal uncertainty because the newly elected President of Nigeria, Olusegun 
Obasanjo, had made a campaign pledge to pull Nigerian forces out of Sierra 
Leone.4

The security situation in Sierra Leone was further complicated by the civil 
war in neighboring Liberia, where the RUF enjoyed refuge and from which 
Liberian rebels occasionally mounted attacks into Sierra Leone.

The Lomé Agreement was favorable to the RUF. Sankoh, who had been on 
death row in Freetown, was given a full pardon and a cabinet position. Be-
cause RUF forces already controlled the diamond trade, the Lomé Agree-
ment actually awarded Sankoh the chairmanship of the committee that su-
pervised Sierra Leone’s mineral resources.5 The agreement stipulated that 
more than 30,000 RUF guerrillas and 60,000 soldiers from the pro-govern-
ment CDF were to be disarmed, demobilized, or reintegrated into the Si-
erra Leone Army. Sankoh, a former corporal in the Sierra Leone Army, had 
transformed the RUF from a fringe group of young quasi-Marxist, pan-Afri-
canists into a “kleptocratic effort cloaked in revolutionary rhetoric” strong 
enough to defeat both the Sierra Leone Army and the mostly Nigerian ECO-
MOG force.6

The power of the RUF rested on four bases. First was the weakness of the 
Sierra Leone government, in which the culture of corruption was deeply en-
trenched. One consequence of this corruption was that the civilian control 
over the Army of Sierra Leone was weak.7 The RUF benefited from economic 
dissatisfaction in Sierra Leone. During the years of civil war, the economy 
failed to grow; poverty was endemic. The masses of poorly educated teen-
agers furnished the RUF with a rich recruiting base and responded to 

4 R. A. Adeshina, The Reverse of Victory, The Story of Nigerian Military Intervention in Sierra 
Leone, Ibadan, Nigeria: Heinemann Educational Books Plc, 2002, pp. 153–164.

5 ICG (2001). 

6 Dena Montague, “The Business of War and the Prospects for Peace in Sierra Leone,” The 
Brown Journal of World Affairs, Vol. IX, Issue 1, Spring 2002, p. 231. For a detailed discussion 
of the RUF’s origins and early development, see Ibrahim Abdullah, “Bush Path to Destruc-
tion: The Origin and Character of the Revolutionary United Front/Sierra Leone,” The Journal 
of Modern African Studies, Vol. 36, No. 2, June 1998, pp. 203–235.

7 Sahr John Kpundeh, “Limiting Administrative Corruption in Sierra Leone,” The Journal of 
Modern African Studies, Vol. 32, No. 1, March 1994, pp. 139–157.
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Sankoh’s effective appeals for economic justice.8 He characterized the capi-
tal of Freetown as “the end of a pipe sucking out the wealth of this well-en-
dowed country and sending it overseas, leaving millions living in Iron Age 
conditions.”9

Second, early in the civil war, the RUF seized and managed to hold on to the 
richest diamond fields in Sierra Leone. Easy lines of communication with 
Liberia and cooperation from Burkina Faso provided the RUF with secure 
routes to export diamonds from these fields. Revenues from diamond ex-
ports were used to pay for arms and ammunition from the international arms 
market. Charles Taylor, the warlord who was elected president of Liberia in 
1997, went through guerrilla training with Sankoh in Libya. Later, they fought 
together in Liberia. This strong personal connection helped ensure that the 
diamonds-for-arms trade between Liberia and Sierra Leone proceeded un-
impeded. This trade generated between $350 million and $450 million per 
year in revenue.10

Third, the RUF troops effectively terrorized the civilian population. They 
raped, pillaged, murdered, and mutilated civilians, routinely cutting off 
limbs. In the face of this brutality, RUF control over the diamond fields went 
unchallenged. The RUF enslaved local inhabitants to work in the diamond 
fields, conscripted children, and looted villages for supplies.

Finally, Sankoh proved an able negotiator. He employed diplomacy to se-
cure well-timed pauses in the conflict, which allowed the RUF to rebuild 
its forces and replenish supplies using revenues from diamond exports be-
fore resuming the war with renewed vigor. Sankoh had signed and broken 
the Abidjan Peace Agreement in 1996 and the Conakry Peace Agreement in 
1997. This opportunistic pattern allowed the RUF to exploit the weaknesses 
of the Sierra Leone government.

8 For a discussion of the relationship between political corruption and economic decline in 
Sierra Leone, see Earl Conteh-Morgan and Mac Dixon-Fyle, Sierra Leone at the End of the 
Twentieth Century: History, Politics and Society, New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 1999, 
pp. 112–117. Also see David Fashole Luke and Stephen P. Riley, “The Politics of Economic  
Decline in Sierra Leone,” The Journal of Modern African Studies, Vol. 27, No. 1, March 1989, 
pp. 133–141.

9 Mark Malan and Sarah Meek, “Extension of Government Authority and National Recovery,” 
in Institute for Security Studies (2003), p. 126. For Sankoh’s formal justification of the RUF 
insurrection, see “Footpaths to Democracy,” http://www.sierra-leone.org/footpaths.html 
(accessed November 24, 2004). 

10 Hirsch (2001), p. 25.
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Humanitarian
The RUF offensive into Freetown in 1999 halted nearly all nongovernmen-
tal organizations (NGO) humanitarian operations in the RUF-controlled 
areas, triggering widespread hunger and outbreaks of disease, especially 
cholera. What little agricultural production that had existed was stopped. 
When personnel employed by NGOs succeeded in obtaining permission 
from RUF commanders to return on an ad hoc basis, they reported whole 
communities trying to live off of wild mangoes, rats, maggots, and frogs.11 
Children were especially hard hit, with rates of serious malnutrition often 
as high as 25 percent. The RUF routinely abducted children to make them 
soldiers, sometimes “initiating” them by forcing them to kill their parents. 
Child soldiers were induced to fight with drugs and threats of violence. The 
brutal RUF attacks on civilians exacerbated the refugee crisis. Approxi-
mately 500,000 people were internally displaced; more than 150,000 sought 
refuge in Freetown alone.12 More than 400,000 refugees fled across the bor-
der to Guinea; 100,000 fled to Liberia. Refugee camps, even those within the 
relative safety of Freetown, were crowded and living conditions miserable.

After the Lomé Agreement was signed, thousands of child soldiers were de-
mobilized. Many suffered from severe psychological trauma. The thousands 
of victims of rape and sexual slaves in the RUF and Armed Forces Revolu-
tionary Council (AFRC) presented an equally grim situation that promises 
to haunt the country for years to come. The AFRC was a group of disaffected 
Sierra Leone Army (SLA) soldiers led by Major Johnny Paul Koroma, who 
overthrew the government of President Kabbah in May 1997. The amputee 
victims of the RUF presented another extraordinarily distressing humani-
tarian challenge: In a largely agricultural society where manual labor is of-
ten the only means of economic survival, amputees face a particularly bleak 
economic future.

Civil Administration
The government of Sierra Leone under President Kabbah functioned poorly. 
After Koroma overthrew President Kabbah in 1997, an AFRC/RUF junta 
looted the treasury and government offices. The treasury was empty when 
Kabbah returned to power in 1998, and it stayed that way. The Kabbah ad-
ministration remained mired in Sierra Leone’s culture of corruption. It also 
remained completely dependent on Great Britain and Nigeria for military 

11 “About 20,000 risk starvation to death in Leone,” Reuters News Service, July 7, 1999.

12 “EU Pledges 5.2 Million US Dollars for Refugees,” Pan African News Agency, April 25, 
1999.
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support, and on international NGOs and UN agencies for the provision of 
basic humanitarian services. Some ministers were more preoccupied with 
arranging personal contracts and drawing money from the international 
community than with reestablishing basic government services.13 The 
police force could do little more than direct traffic and man checkpoints; 
criminal investigation and training of new recruits were beyond its capa-
bilities. Primary and secondary education had virtually stopped following 
the AFRC/RUF coup. When Kabbah returned to power in March 1998, only 
a handful of schools reopened. The destruction of facilities and looting of 
educational materials, coupled with the flight of teachers and administra-
tive staff, resulted in fewer than 10 percent of primary age children attending 
school when the Lomé Agreement was signed in 1999.14

Democratization
Sierra Leone had held a democratic election in 1996, following the ouster 
of Valentine Strasser, who had come to power in a coup in 1992. Kabbah 
won. Although the election was viewed as fair, the new government faced 
the challenge of creating the capacity and providing incentives for officials 
to govern honestly and competently. Three years later, the Kabbah admin-
istration and the governing party had achieved a widespread reputation for 
corruption. Relations between the government and its armed forces were 
strained.

Economic Reconstruction
Sierra Leone’s physical infrastructure, never well developed, deteriorated 
during its post-colonial years. The RUF rebellion resulted in widespread de-
struction of the remaining capital stock. Many towns, especially in the east 
near Liberia, were looted and destroyed during the course of the war. Free-
town was devastated in early 1999, especially the western part of the town, 
which the RUF/AFRC units temporarily controlled. Some 65 to 80 percent 
of the homes in that area were destroyed, leaving approximately 250,000 
inhabitants of Freetown homeless.15 RUF forces also destroyed police sta-
tions, medical facilities, schools, and other public facilities. Over 64 pub-

13 Hirsch (1991), p. 76.

14 David Pratt, “Sierra Leone: The Forgotten Crisis,” Report to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
the Honourable Lloyd Axworthy, P.C., M.P. from David Pratt, M.P., Nepean Carleton, Special 
envoy to Sierra Leone, April 23, 1999, p. 33, http://www.sierra-leone.org/pratt042399.html 
(accessed November 24, 2004).

15 Pratt (1999).
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lic schools were closed as a result of the fighting and vandalism in January 
1999, in addition to more than 300 schools that had been destroyed since 
the AFRC coup of 1997.16

UN AND OTHER INTERNATIONAL ROLES

In the wake of the Conakry Peace Agreement, the UN Security Council 
authorized the establishment of the UN Observer Mission in Sierra Leone 
(UNOMSIL) in July 1998 to assist ECOMOG in implementing the agreement. 
Seventy UN military observers, a small medical unit, and civilian support 
staff were sent to help monitor the disarmament and demobilization of RUF 
and CDF units.17 UNOMSIL also had a mandate to monitor ECOMOG’s ad-
herence to international norms and advise the government of Sierra Leone 
on rebuilding its police force. Most of UNOMSIL’s staff were evacuated to 
Guinea following the collapse of the Conakry Agreement, where they re-
mained during “Operation No Living Thing.” After the Lomé Agreement, 
the Security Council authorized the establishment of the United Nations 
Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) on October 22, 1999. It was a much 
larger mission with a maximum of 15,255 military personnel, including 256 
military observers. The UN Secretary-General appointed Oluyemi Adeniji 
as his Special Representative.

Several great powers, especially the United Kingdom and the United States, 
played important roles in the events in Sierra Leone. The generous peace 
terms offered to the RUF in the Lomé Agreement were due in part to pres-
sure from the Clinton and Blair administrations on Kabbah.18 The Rever-
end Jesse Jackson, President Clinton’s special envoy to West Africa, helped 
broker the Lomé Agreement, maintained contacts with Charles Taylor, and 
sought to redirect Sankoh’s ambitions into political channels. The United 
Kingdom had supported an arms embargo against the AFRC/RUF regime.19 
Foreign Secretary Robin Cook joined the Clinton administration in press-
ing Kabbah to sign the Lomé Peace Agreement. While initially content to 
let regional forces assume responsibility for security in Sierra Leone, Prime 
Minister Blair proved ultimately willing to intervene militarily. The United 

16 Pratt (1999), p. 32.

17 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1132, October 8, 1997.

18 A Review of Peace Operations: A Case for Change, London: Conflict Security & Development 
Group, King’s College, 2003, p.66. 

19 Robin Harris, “Blair’s ‘Ethical’ Policy,” The National Interest No. 1, Spring 2001, p. 27.
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States, for its part, provided training and logistical support for ECOMOG, 
including airlifting Indian and Jordanian contingents.20

A number of neighboring countries also had considerable influence. In the 
early 1990s, the RUF had received support from Libya, Liberia, and, to a 
lesser extent, Burkina Faso.21 Sankoh and other early RUF leaders had re-
ceived their initial guerrilla training in Libya. As noted earlier, Sankoh de-
veloped a friendship there with future Liberian President Charles Taylor, 
under whom Liberia furnished the RUF with crucial logistical support in 
exchange for diamonds. This trade was a key source of financial support for 
the RUF. Diamond dealers in Monrovia, Liberia, handled the bulk of the 
RUF’s “blood diamonds,” channeling them into the legitimate international 
diamond market. Government forces also relied on the diamond trade for 
financial support. The Civil Defense Force paid for arms and ammunition 
from the sales of diamonds to merchants in Guinea.22 Thus, what Liberia 
did for the RUF, Guinea did for government forces.

Nigeria, the leading contributor to ECOMOG, had actively supported the 
government of Sierra Leone since 1994, when the two countries signed a 
mutual defense agreement. Nigeria and other West African contributors 
to ECOMOG deployed a peacekeeping force that sought to oversee the dis-
armament promised by the RUF in the Abidjan and Conakry peace agree-
ments. When these earlier efforts broke down, ECOMOG forces had become 
active combatants in support of Sierra Leone government forces.

Military and Police
The United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone was authorized to provide for 
the security and freedom of movement of UN personnel, monitor the cease-
fire, support the delivery of humanitarian assistance, and help safeguard 
future political elections.23 Its specific objectives were the following:

 • Help the government of Sierra Leone implement the disarmament, 
demobilization, and reintegration plan.

20 Hirsch (1991), p. 102.

21 For an example of Burkina Faso’s logistical support for the RUF, see Campbell (2002),  
pp. 66–69.

22 Campbell (2002), p. 126.

23 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1270, October 22, 1999, p. 3.
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 • Monitor adherence to the cease-fire.

 • Provide security at key locations, such as Freetown, and government 
buildings, important intersections, and major airports.

 • Coordinate with and assist the Sierra Leone law enforcement authori-
ties in the discharge of their responsibilities.

 • Guard weapons, ammunition, and other military equipment collected 
from ex-combatants, and assist in the disposal or destruction of those 
weapons.

UNAMSIL’s military component had an initial authorized strength of 6,000 
military personnel, including 260 military observers. Twelve thousand 
ECOMOG troops also remained in the country and assisted the United Na-
tions in its military tasks. In addition, the United Nations deployed up to 
170 civilian police to help rebuild the Sierra Leone Police by analyzing the 
training and development needs of the police.24

Civil and Economic
The civil element consisted of 300 international staff divided into sections 
responsible for political affairs, civil governance, police, policy planning, 
child protection, human rights, public information, and disarmament, de-
mobilization, and reintegration.25 At the top was the Special Representative 
of the Secretary-General, Oluyemi Adeniji of Nigeria.26 The Child Protection 
Section was unique, a response to the abuse suffered by the child soldiers at 
the hands of both the RUF and CDF.

WHAT HAPPENED

Initially, the United Nations proved no more successful in dealing 
with the RUF and supporting the government of Sierra Leone than  
24 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1436, S/RES/1436, September 24, 2002,  
pp. 2–3.

25 UNAMSIL’s civil section was originally outlined as an augmentation of UNOMSIL prior 
organization. See Seventh Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Observer 
Mission in Sierra Leone, S/1999/836, July 30, 1999, p. 9.

26 Mark Malan, Phenyo Rakate, and Angela McIntyre, Peacekeeping in Sierra Leone:  
UNAMSIL Hits the Home Straight, ISS Monograph 68, Pretoria, South Africa, ISS, January 
2002, Chapter 4.
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ECOMOG had been. Only after the mission was on the verge of collapse did 
the intervention of British forces and the personal engagement of the UN 
Secretary-General manage to turn incipient failure into partial success.

Security
Initial contributors of troops to UNAMSIL included Kenya, Zambia, Ne-
pal, Croatia, India, Bangladesh, and several members of ECOWAS: Ghana, 
Guinea, and Nigeria. Most of these units came poorly equipped. The origi-
nal UN force commander, Major General Vijay Jetley of India, complained,

Most units . . . have very little or no equipment with them. They 
have not been properly briefed in their country about the appli-
cation of Chapter VII in this mission for certain contingencies. 
It is for [these] precise reasons that the troops do not have the 
mental ascendancy and thereby emboldened them to take on 
the United Nations in the matter in which they have done in the 
present crisis. Guinea, Kenya and Zambia [are cases] in point.27

Problems of troop quality and lack of preparation were compounded by 
serious tensions that erupted between Jetley and his boss and principal 
subordinate. Both were Nigerians: Special Representative Oluyemi Adeniji 
and Deputy Force Commander Brigadier-General Mohamed Garba. As the 
United Nations’ military position deteriorated, Jetley accused both of ac-
tively promoting Nigerian interests and collaborating with the RUF at the 
expense of the peace process. He further accused Brigadier-General Garba 
of colluding with the RUF for a share in diamond profits.

UNAMSIL had neither the capacity nor the mandate to react forcefully 
when RUF units refused to relinquish control of territory, including the dia-
mond fields, and demobilize in accordance with the Lomé Agreement. The 
United Nations’ work with and reliance on ECOMOG troops, with whom the 
RUF had decidedly mixed relations, made its task more difficult. In addi-
tion, Secretary-General Annan encountered difficulties securing adequate 
financial support for demobilizing and reintegrating RUF troops. Of the $25 
million Annan identified as necessary for that process, he initially collected 
less than one-third. Sankoh took advantage of the bitterness of RUF units 

27 Vijay Kumar Jetley, “Report on the Crisis in Sierra Leone,” http://www.sierra-leone.org/ 
jetley0500.html (accessed November 23, 2004).
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over the seemingly false promises concerning payments for demobilization 
and reintegration to stall giving control over the diamond fields to UNAM-
SIL.

By early 2000, UNAMSIL had succeeded in disarming more than 10,000 
men. Most were AFRC troops who turned in relatively few weapons. By mid-
April, more than 24,000 troops were demobilized, but these had turned in 
only 10,000 arms.28 In the meantime, RUF units grew increasingly hostile, 
even as President Obasanjo accelerated the removal of Nigerian troops as-
signed to ECOMOG. May 2000 was set as their final departure date.29 The 
Security Council responded on February 7, 2000, with Resolution 1289, 
which expanded UNAMSIL’s authorized strength to 11,000 soldiers and ex-
tended its mandate to include the use of force to ensure freedom of move-
ment and protection of civilians. Nevertheless, by May 2000, UNAMSIL 
troop strength was only 9,200.

As noted, UNAMSIL’s command structure was badly divided. The Nigerian 
government protested Lt. General Jetley’s accusation that his Nigerian 
deputy, Brigadier General Garba, had colluded with RUF forces for a share 
of the diamond profits. This led to Jetley’s resignation and withdrawal of 
the sizable Indian contingent. Equally damaging was Jordan’s simultane-
ous withdraw of 1,800 troops in protest over the refusal of any Western na-
tions to send troops to serve in UNAMSIL.

In May 2000, UNAMSIL units from Kenya and Zambia moved into the RUF-
controlled diamond districts around Makeni and Magburaka. More than 
500 men from these units, including a large portion of the Kenyan head-
quarters staff, were captured by RUF forces and held hostage. RUF com-
manders were particularly emboldened by their seizure of 13 Zambian ar-
mored personnel carriers, which they used in a new attack on Freetown.

Neither UNAMSIL nor the government of Sierra Leone was in a position to 
defend effectively against this renewed RUF threat. Only decisive action by 
the United Kingdom prevented a humiliating collapse. The Blair govern-
ment dispatched a task force of seven warships and an airborne battalion to 
evacuate British nationals and stabilize the situation. These British forces 
operated outside the UN command structure. They proved ready to con-
front the RUF and to use deadly force. Their immediate objectives were to 

28 Of those troops, 4,949 came from the RUF, 10,055 from the AFRC, and 9,038 from the CDL. 
Cited in Stuart Gordon and James Higgs, “Peace: At What Price?” Jane’s Defense Weekly, Sep-
tember 27, 2000.

29 A Review of Peace Operations (2003), p. 67.
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safeguard British citizens and help rescue the 500 UNAMSIL hostages.30 
Most of the hostages were released by July 2000 after intense negotiations. 
Once this mission was accomplished, the bulk of British forces departed 
in July, leaving behind a contingent of 400 soldiers to help train and equip 
the Sierra Leone Army. In September 2000, British Special Forces rescued 
members of their Short-Term Training Team members, who had been held 
hostage since August by an ARFC unit called the “West Side Boys.” The op-
eration led to the collapse of the West Side Boys.

These successful hostage rescue operations, along with UNAMSIL’s rein-
forcement by Russian and Indian attack helicopters, led the RUF to grad-
ually release other hostages. The United Nations, for its part, managed to 
transform UNAMSIL into an effective peace-enforcement mission. Secre-
tary-General Annan secured agreement from ECOMOG governments to 
contribute an additional 3,000 troops to UNAMSIL and a commitment from 
the U.S. government to help train and equip these new units.

Secretary-General Annan also successfully pressed for an international 
ban on trade in diamonds from Liberia. This measure helped reduce funds 
to pay for logistical support to the RUF.31 Annan also continued his efforts 
to transform UNAMSIL into an effective force capable of offensive action. 
He organized a strategic planning conference in August 2000, where he 
met with the military chiefs of staff of the UNAMSIL contributing nations. 
He persuaded the Security Council to strengthen UNAMSIL’s mandate “to 
deter and, when necessary, decisively counter the threat of RUF attack by 
responding robustly to any hostile action or threat of imminent and direct 
use of force.”32 Subsequent resolutions authorized UNAMSIL to increase its 
force up to 17,500 troops, which it achieved by March 2002, and to acquire 
more sophisticated equipment.33 Additional troops arrived from Pakistan, 
Nepal, and Ukraine, as did new U.S. trained and equipped units from Nige-
ria and Ghana.

30 The May 2000 collapse of the Lomé Peace Agreement also provoked numerous denuncia-
tions of ambitious UN peacekeeping missions. For an example, see Frederick H. Fleitz, Jr., 
Peacekeeping Fiascos of the 1990s: Causes, Solutions, and U.S. Interests, Westport, Conn.: Prae-
ger, 2002. Also see William Dowell and Douglas Waller, “When the Peace Cannot Be Kept,” 
Time, Vol. 155 No. 21, May 22, 2000, pp. 54–55.

31 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1306, July 5, 2000.

32 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1313, August 4, 2000, p. 1.

33 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1346, March 30, 2001.
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By late summer 2000, the RUF was confronting UN and UK peacekeeping 
forces who routinely responded with deadly force. Sankoh had been ar-
rested and imprisoned by the Sierra Leone government soon after the hos-
tage crisis erupted. This did not dissuade the RUF from attacking a camp 
of Sierra Leone refugees in Guinea, which provoked the Guinean Armed 
Forces into counterattacking with helicopter gunships and artillery. The 
Guinean forces, in conjunction with simultaneous CDF and SLA offen-
sives, inflicted significant casualties on the RUF, leading it to capitulate in 
the Abuja II Peace Agreement of May 2001. From May 2001 to January 2002, 
UNAMSIL was able to disarm most of the remaining RUF and CDF forces in 
Sierra Leone. By the beginning of 2002, 47,000 combatants had been demo-
bilized and 30,000 weapons destroyed.34

Approximately 120 UN unarmed civilian police advisers helped support the 
reconstitution of government authority throughout the country. Together with 
the Commonwealth Community Safety and Security Project, which furnished 
long-term support and training to local police, the UN civilian police helped 
open new regional police training schools in Kenema and Bo.35 The UN civil-
ian police worked with NGOs to promote human rights training and aware-
ness. The Inspector General of the Sierra Leone Police commended the UN 
civilian police for their overall professional competence and dedication under 
arduous circumstances.36

Humanitarian
Before the arrival of UNOMSIL in 1998, humanitarian agencies and NGOs 
faced perpetual threats, assaults, and kidnappings. Relations between the 
NGO community and UNOMSIL became tense as a result of the January 
1999 RUF/AFRC invasion of Freetown. Humanitarian organizations ac-
cused UNOMSIL of failing to share crucial intelligence on the impend-
ing invasion in an effort to downplay the strength of the RUF.37 The Lomé 
Agreement and the arrival of UNAMSIL failed to open up RUF-controlled 
territory in the northern and eastern sections of the country to humanitar-
ian relief. RUF resistance to humanitarian aid efforts caused great suffering 
for hundreds of thousands of Sierra Leone’s citizens. Only with the arrival 
of British troops, the augmentation of UNAMSIL’s combat strength, and the 

34 Thirteenth Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone, 
March 14, 2002, p. 3.

35 Ninth Report of the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone (March 14, 2001), p. 6.

36 Malan, Rakate, and McIntyre (2002), Chapter 8.

37 A Review of Peace Operations (2003), p. 80.
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successful UK and UN hostage rescue operations did the situation change 
for the better. Starting with the Abuja I cease-fire agreement of November 
2000, and continuing with the capitulation of the RUF in the Abuja II agree-
ment of May 2002, humanitarian agencies became progressively better able 
to supply aid throughout the country. The appointment of the Secretary-
General’s Deputy Special Representative for Governance and Stabilization 
went far to coordinate these efforts and avoid much of the tension that had 
been associated with UNOMSIL.38

The cease-fire negotiated under Abuja II was largely respected. UNAMSIL 
forces were then able to furnish security and logistical support for the deliv-
ery of humanitarian aid, as well as for transporting refugees. All UNAMSIL 
contingents performed humanitarian work. For example, members of the 
Pakistani battalion in the contentious Kono District offered medical care, 
engaged in reconstruction projects, and even shared their rations with the 
local population when necessary. They also distributed 10,000 soccer balls 
to children and schools.39 The Bangladeshi battalion engaged in similar hu-
manitarian projects and also promoted various agricultural projects. Bat-
talion members transported 2,288 internally displaced persons and 2,499 
people requiring resettlement, treated 6,686 medical patients in May 2002 
alone, and routinely shared their rations with the local population.40 Units 
from every contributing nation provided humanitarian assistance.

Civil Administration
The destruction of public facilities, revenue and logistical shortcomings, 
lack of communication equipment, and shortages of qualified administra-
tors severely constrained the Sierra Leone government’s ability to expand 
its authority into previously held RUF territory. Before the Abuja II agree-
ment, the 37 members of UNAMSIL’s Civil Affairs Sector played a central 
role in facilitating communication between the government of Sierra Le-
one and the RUF. Thereafter, UNAMSIL facilitated the return of govern-
ment officials. In addition to basic security and logistical support, the Civil 
Affairs Sector was instrumental in organizing meetings with government 
officials, RUF cadres, and important tribal chiefs to resolve a wide range 
of problems. These included administrative disputes over property rights, 

38 A Review of Peace Operations (2003), p. 85.

39 Clifford Bernath and Ayre Nyce, “UNAMSIL—A Peacekeeping Success Lessons Learned: 
Report on the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone,” Washington, D.C.: Refugees Interna-
tional, 2002, p. 13.

40 Mark Malan, “UNMASIL After the Elections,” in ISS (2003), p. 64.
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revenue collection, illicit mining, and regularizing the status of caretaker 
chiefs appointed by the RUF.41 Subsequently, the Civil Affairs Sector worked 
with youth groups to resolve housing disputes, and aided important chiefs 
in assessing reconstruction priorities. The Civil Affairs Sector assisted in 
reestablishing branches of Freetown banks in the provinces, monitoring a 
trust fund project established by UNAMSIL to reintegrate ex-combatants 
and war victims into civil society, ascertaining the number of small arms 
remaining in the country, and reestablishing judiciary functions.42

Democratization
UNAMSIL furnished essential security and logistical services for the 2002 
presidential election and worked to promote the transformation of the RUF 
into a legitimate political party. The United Nations Development Program 
established an Election Trust Fund that covered three-fourths of the costs 
of the election.43 UNAMSIL closely monitored the election, in which there 
were a minimal number of voter irregularities. UNAMSIL sent both mili-
tary and civilian UN personnel to inspect 4,700 out of the total 5,256 polling 
stations.44 Radio UNAMSIL played a crucial role in promoting the registra-
tion drive, and provided the political parties with air time. UNAMSIL troops 
furnished transportation and security to distribute and collect the ballot 
boxes; UNAMSIL civilian police advisers and troops helped the 6,500-man 
Sierra Leone police force maintain order.

From an operational perspective, the election proved to be a great success. 
The result was an overwhelming victory for President Kabbah and his rul-
ing SLPP party, which had over 70 percent of the vote. Unfortunately, this 
renewed democratic mandate only served to reinforce the generally corrupt 
administration’s hold on power.

In response to the hostage crisis of May 2000, the Security Council passed 
Resolution 1315, which authorized the Secretary-General to work with the 
government of Sierra Leone to set up a special court for the investigation 

41 “Seventh Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone,” 
S/2000/1055, October 31, 2000, p. 4.

42 UNAMSIL Press Briefing, 21 February 2003.

43 Twelfth Report of the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone, S/2001/1195, December  13, 
2001, p. 6.

44 United Nations Department of Public Information, UN Peace Operations Year in Review 
2002, “Sierra Leone,” New York: United Nations, 2002, p. 1.



Sierra Leone    145

and prosecution of war crimes and crimes against humanity.45 UN Secre-
tary-General Annan became personally active in establishing the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission and the Special Court for Sierra Leone.46 
The decision to set up a Special Court was taken in part in response to criti-
cism leveled at the Lomé Agreement, which had given a blanket amnesty 
to war criminals. UNAMSIL provided much of the security, logistical, and 
technical support for this undertaking. After much planning, negotiation, 
fund-raising, and organization, the Special Court finally commenced op-
erations. It had a budget of $71.5 million for three years. Although its tasks 
were eased somewhat when Sankoh died in prison in 2003, forestalling the 
need for an expensive and contentious trial, the Special Court still requested 
that Nigeria hand over Charles Taylor. He had been given asylum in Nigeria, 
but faced 17 counts of crimes against humanity for his role in Sierra Leone’s 
civil war. The Special Court has also indicted Johnny Paul Koroma, the chief 
of the AFRC, who remained at large following an unsuccessful attack on the 
Armed Forces Wellington barracks armory on January 13, 2003, which he 
allegedly masterminded.47 In an effort to be evenhanded, the Special Court 
indicted Sam Hinga Norman, the leader of the CDF, provoking considerable 
protest in the streets of Freetown.

Economic Reconstruction
UNAMSIL coordinated the efforts of bilateral donors, NGOs, and UN agen-
cies to help reconstruct educational and health facilities and to put together 
a government administration for Sierra Leone. It conducted surveys of gov-
ernment facilities in territory previously held by the RUF to help the govern-
ment rebuild the local administration. UN-sponsored reconstruction pro-
grams used the labor of demobilized RUF and AFRC troops, teaching them 
basic skills. UNAMSIL military engineering units helped reconstruct roads. 
Individual tactical units also took their own initiative to participate in lo-
cal construction projects. Units repaired mosques and churches, rebuilt 
schools, and reconstructed hospitals and orphanages. Such efforts helped 
improve the security climate as they generated a substantial amount of 
goodwill among the local population.

45 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1315, August 14, 2000, p. 2.

46 For an in-depth analysis of the Special Court and Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 
see Mark Malan, “The Challenge of Justice and Reconciliation” in ISS (2003), pp. 142–154.

47 Seventeenth Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission in Sierra Le-
one, S/2003/321, March 17, 2003, pp. 1–2.
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UNAMSIL was less successful in assisting the Sierra Leone government to 
regain control of diamond exports. The government earned $17.34 million 
in diamond export revenues between October 2000 and May 2001, up from 
less than $1.5 million the year before.48 However, it is estimated that Si-
erra Leone shipped between $200 million and $400 million in diamonds 
in 2002, in contrast to officially reported exports of $40 million. Many de-
mobilized RUF and AFRC troops flocked to illegal diamond mining sites. 
UNAMSIL was unable to prevent these movements. The Kimberly Process 
Certification Scheme, which the Kabbah administration had set up to con-
trol underground diamond mining, lacked centralized control, and its 
audit process was inadequate.49 International and local efforts have been 
under way to channel more of Sierra Leone’s diamond exports through of-
ficial channels.

The United Nations and other international organizations have supported 
the Peace Diamond Alliance. The alliance consists of organizations of min-
ers, tribal chiefs, dealers and exporters, government officials, representa-
tives of NGOs, and donors. With support from USAID and encouragement 
from UNAMSIL, the alliance pursued such practical tasks as offering train-
ing courses in diamond evaluation, providing credit to miners, and estab-
lishing more robust tracking mechanisms.50 However, living conditions in 
Kono, the heart of the diamond district, remained grim, despite the efforts 
of UNAMSIL to improve the situation.

LESSONS LEARNED

UNAMSIL went through two distinct phases, the first marked by failure and 
the second by some success. The first phase illustrated how not to run a na-
tion-building operation; the second demonstrated how even a badly com-
promised effort can be turned around. In the first phase, the UN operations 
exhibited weaknesses that almost led to the collapse of the operation. These 
included

48 Malan, Rakate, and McIntyre (2002), Chapter 10.

49 Osman Benk Sankoh, “In Diamonds We Trust,” Concord Times (Freetown), March 23, 
2004.

50 For more information on the Peace Diamond Alliance, see Report of the Second General 
Meeting of the Peace Diamond Alliance, pp. 27–28, August 2003, Koidu Town, Sierra Leone, 
Prepared by Management Systems International Under USAID Cooperative Agreement No. 
636-A-00-03-00038 (September 2003). Also see http://www.peacediamonds.org/home.asp 
(accessed November 24, 2004).



Sierra Leone    147

 • willingness to proceed on best-case assumptions

 • reliance on poorly trained, ill-equipped, and unprepared units

 • dependence on a hastily assembled and personally incompatible 
management team

 • lack of interest, focus, and support from the major powers.

The second phase of the operation demonstrated how much could be 
achieved rapidly when these deficiencies were remedied. The original UN-
AMSIL mandate and force structure were premised on the assumption 
that the RUF would comply with the disarmament provisions of the Lomé 
Agreement. Since the RUF had complied with neither of its two previous 
undertakings, such an assumption was unjustified.

In the aftermath of the Somalia debacle, the United States and most West 
European governments had steered clear of engagement in African peace-
keeping missions. They were also preoccupied with the war in Kosovo and 
the challenges of its postwar peace stabilization. Consequently, there was 
little prospect for a significant American or European engagement in Sierra 
Leone in mid-1999. However, a regional force under Nigerian command had 
already failed to stabilize the situation in Sierra Leone. There was no rea-
son to believe that a largely regional force under UN command, no better 
manned or equipped than its ECOMOG predecessor, would do any better.

Divisions within the international command structure further weakened 
the United Nations’ efficacy in Sierra Leone. Personalities undoubtedly 
played a role. Several factors contributed to the dysfunctional result: the 
existence of two separate international peacekeeping forces with similar 
mandates; the role of Nigeria, which was seeking to withdraw the bulk of its 
units even as its nationals occupied leadership positions in both forces; and 
the isolated position of the Indian force commander.

By mid-2000, Kosovo had been occupied and largely stabilized. The United 
Kingdom and, in a more limited way, the United States were able to shift 
attention and resources to Sierra Leone. In combination with the personal 
intervention of UN Secretary-General Annan, the modest application of 
military force from a major power, money, and influence turned the situa-
tion around rather quickly. With UK and U.S. backing, the United Nations 
adopted a more robust peace enforcement stance, disarmed the dissident 
forces, and organized democratic elections. However, by insisting that Brit-
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ish forces remain separate from the UN command structure, the United 
Kingdom reinforced the unhappy precedent set by the United States in 
Mogadishu seven years earlier. The brevity of the British operational en-
gagement in Sierra Leone helped limit the dangers resulting from allowing 
two separate international forces to operate in the same area of responsi-
bility. In addition, the important positions held by British commanders in 
UNAMSIL helped to smooth coordination between the two forces.
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Table 8.1 
UN Operations in Sierra Leone—Key Facts

Population (1998): 4,895,337; Area: 27,698 square miles; Capital: Freetown

Operation Mandate
Special 

Representative
Peak Military 

Size
Peak  

Police Size Civilian Components

UNOMSIL  
(1998–1999)

Resolution 1181

Monitor the military and security 
situation 

Monitor disarmament and 
demobilization of former combatants

Francis G. Okelo 
(Uganda)

192 military 
observers, 15 
other military 
personnel

No police 
component

Advise the government 
of Sierra Leone and local 
police officials on policing 
practices, training, 
re-equipment, and 
recruitment

Report human rights 
violations

UNAMSIL  
(1999–Present)

Resolution 1270:

Assist government in implementation 
of Peace Agreement and disarmament, 
demobilization, reintegration.
Monitor adherence to the cease-fire
Facilitate the delivery of humanitarian 
assistance 
Provide support to the elections

Resolution 1346:
Guard weapons collected from ex-
combatants
Provide security for government 
buildings, the airport, the free flow of 
goods, services, and people, and the 
disarmament program

Daudi Ngelautwa 
Mwakawago 
(Tanzania)

Oluyemi Adeniji 
(Nigeria)

15,255 troops, 
256 military 
observers

Major 
Contributors:
Bangladesh, 
Kenya, Nigeria, 
Pakistan

52 civilian 
police

Political affairs

Civil governance

Policy planning

Child protection

Human rights

Public information

Disarmament, 
demobilization, and 
reintegration
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Chapter Nine

EAST TIMOR

The Portuguese colonized the island of Timor in the sixteenth century. Ex-
cept for a brief period of Japanese rule during World War II, the eastern por-
tion of the island remained a Portuguese colony until 1975, when, following 
the withdrawal of Portugal, Indonesia invaded and annexed East Timor.1 
Despite the passage of several United Nations Security Council resolutions 
during the Cold War demanding the withdrawal of Indonesian military 
forces, the major powers were not prepared to employ effective pressure 
to compel Indonesia’s compliance.2 The United States, for example, was 
unwilling to pressure Indonesia to withdraw because Indonesia was per-
ceived as an anti-Communist bulwark in Southeast Asia. Recently declas-
sified documents show that U.S. policymakers were concerned about East 
Timor’s communist and pro-independence movement and worried that an 
independent Timor would lead to an increase in Chinese influence in the 
region.3

The end of the Cold War, the 1997 Asian economic crisis, and the fall of In-
donesian President Suharto created conditions more favorable for a reso-
lution of East Timor’s status. In January 1999, newly installed President 
B.J. Habibie permitted a referendum to be conducted in East Timor on its 
future status. The original rationale for Indonesia’s occupation—concern 
that the territory might become a haven for communist influence—was of 

1 On the history of East Timor, see John G. Taylor, East Timor: The Price of Freedom, New York: 
Zed Books, 1999; Paul Hainsworth and Stephen McCloskey, The East Timor Question: The 
Struggle for Independence from Indonesia, New York: I. B. Tauris, 2000.

2 UN Security Council Resolution 384, S/RES/384, December 22, 1975; UN Security Council 
Resolution 389, S/RES/389, April 22, 1976.

3 Memorandum to President Ford from Henry A. Kissinger, “Your Visit to Indonesia,” c. Novem-
ber 21, 1975; “Indonesia and East Timor,” State Department Briefing Paper, c. November 21,  
1975. Both are in National Archives, Record Group 59, Department of State Records, Execu-
tive Secretariat Briefing Books, 1958–1976, Box 227, President Ford’s Visit to the Far East.
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less concern in the post–Cold War era.4 After a series of negotiations among 
the United Nations, Indonesia, and Portugal, the UN Mission in East Timor 
(UNAMET) organized and conducted a referendum, which was held on 
August 30, 1999.5 When UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan announced on 
September 4 that 78.5 percent of registered voters rejected the proposal that 
East Timor remain in Indonesia, fighting broke out. Rampaging mobs of 
militia backed by the Indonesian military killed over 1,000 people in what 

•
•

•
•

•
•

••
•

•

•

•

•

•

•
•

••
•••

•••• •

•
•

•

•
•

•
••

•
•
•

••

•
•

•

• •

•

•

•

•
Besikama

Nunkolo

Oesau

Baun

Baa

Kupang

Kefamenanu

Waiwerang Moru
Larantuka

Atambua

I N D O N E S I A

I N D O N E S I A

I N D O N E S I A

Pante
MakasarOecussi

(Ambeno)

Atapupu
Batugade

Batugade

Sual

Bobonaro

Maliana Alnaro

Same

Fatuberliu

Maubisse

Laclubar

Lacluta

Ossu

Viqueque

Venilale
Manatuto

Baucau Los Palos

Lautem

Laliki

Ilwaki

Ilpokil

Com

Fuiloro

Lori

Tutuala

Pulau
Kisar

Pulau
Romang

Pulau
JacoDili

Atauro
Pulau
Atauro

(EAST TIMOR)

Pulau
Kombe

Pulau
Adonara

Pulau
Solor

Pulau
Semau

Pulau
Pantar

Pulau
Lomblen

Pulau
Roti

Pulau Alor

Pulau Wetar

Liquica

Aileu
Gleno

Ermera

Soe

Timor Sea

Banda Sea

Savu Sea

Timor

Flores

Timor Sea

Wetar Strait

Ombai Strait

East Timor
(Timor-Leste)

International boundary

National capital

0           25           50          75 Kilometers

0                    25                   50                  75 Miles

8°

10°

8°

10°

124° 126°

124° 126°

RAND MG304-9.1

4 Tim Huxley, Disintegrating Indonesia? Implications for Regional Security, Adelphi Paper 349, 
London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2002, p. 34.

5 Voters were asked the following questions: “Do you accept the proposed special autonomy 
for East Timor within the unitary state of the Republic of Indonesia? Or do you reject the pro-
posed special autonomy for East Timor, leading to East Timor’s separation from Indonesia?” 
On the referendum, see Ian Martin, Self-Determination in East Timor: The United Nations, the 
Ballot, and International Intervention, Boulder, Colo.: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 2001. 

Figure 9.1—Map of East Timor
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was referred to as “Operation Clean Sweep.” The mobs caused considerable 
damage to East Timor’s physical infrastructure.6

Under pressure from the United States, the International Mone-
tary Fund, World Bank, and countries in the region such as Austra-
lia and New Zealand, the Indonesian government permitted the de-
ployment of an Australian led multinational force, the International 
Force in East Timor (INTERFET), to quell the violence.7 INTERFET 
quickly restored order to most of East Timor, encountering little resistance 
from pro-Jakarta militia and suffering no casualties. With order largely re-
stored, the UN Security Council authorized the establishment of the United 
Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET) to provide 
an interim administration, oversee the process of reconstruction and pre-
pare the territory for independence. UNTAET was followed by a successor 
mission, the United Nations Mission of Support in East Timor (UNMISET), 
which is still deployed to East Timor.

CHALLENGES

The United Nations was responsible for governing and preparing for inde-
pendence the poorest society in Asia, which had no experience in democ-
racy and in which 90 percent of the population had lately been driven from 
their homes, civil administration had collapsed, and the local infrastruc-
ture had been devastated.

Security
The United Nations faced three major security challenges. The first came 
from the Indonesian-backed militias. During “Operation Clean Sweep” in 

6 Australian intelligence and UN documents leaked to the press indicate that the Indonesian 
army was involved in the violence. Shawn Donnan, “Evidence Grows Over Jakarta Hand in 
Violence,” Financial Times, November 25, 1999, p. 6; Desmond Ball, “Silent Witness: Austra-
lian Intelligence and East Timor,” Pacific Review, Vol. 14, No. 1, 2001, pp. 35–62; Craig Ske-
han, Hamish McDonald, Lindsay Murdoch, and Mark Dodd, “Jakarta’s Bloody Hands: Mili-
tary Backs Violence,” Sydney Morning Herald, September 6, 1999, p. 1; Report of the Security 
Council Mission to Jakarta and Dili, S/1999/976, September 14, 1999.
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September 1999, locally organized militia and Indonesian armed forces had 
killed over 1,000 East Timorese and systematically ravaged the territory.8 
Militias harassed displaced persons near both the West Timorese border 
and Oecusse, an enclave of East Timor located in Indonesian West Timor. 
They also threatened INTERFET and subsequently UNTAET forces. IN-
TERFET skirmished with militias several times near the border with West 
Timor. However, the pro-Indonesian militia lacked sufficient arms, com-
mand and control capabilities, and discipline to pose a significant insur-
gent threat. Some militia possessed modern semi-automatic assault rifles 
and hand grenades, but most carried decrepit bolt-action rifles, shotguns, 
pistols, homemade pipe guns, machetes, and knives.9

The military wing of the East Timorese resistance movement, Falintil, also 
presented a potential security concern. It had been engaged in armed re-
sistance against the Indonesian military since the latter’s arrival in the 
1970s. UNTAET feared that the prospect of independence might embolden 
Falintil to respond to pro-Indonesian militia attacks in kind, triggering a 
spiral of violence. Falintil’s leaders agreed to place their forces in four can-
tonments and to refrain from conducting military operations or carrying 
weapons outside these areas.10 However, UNTAET remained concerned 
that increased attacks by the militias would lead Falintil commanders to 
break this commitment.11

Finally, little was left of the Indonesian police and justice system in East 
Timor. Indonesian military, police, and judicial personnel left the country 
en masse following the referendum; few East Timorese had worked in these 
institutions. When Indonesian civil administrators, judges, and lawyers 
fled, East Timor was without a justice system. The courts and legal buildings 
were heavily damaged. Because of the legacy of distorted justice left by the 

7 Nicholas J. Wheeler and Tim Dunne, “East Timor and the New Humanitarian Intervention-
ism,” International Affairs, Vol. 77, No. 4, 2001, pp. 805–827.

8 Estimates of the number of East Timorese killed have ranged from 1,000 to 2,000. See, for 
example, Amnesty International, Indonesia and Timor-Leste: International Responsibility for 
Justice, New York, p. 1; Human Rights Watch, Justice Denied for East Timor, New York, 2002.

9 Ian Bostock, “East Timor: An Operational Evaluation,” Jane’s Defense Weekly, Vol. 33, No. 18, 
May 3, 2000, pp. 23–27.

10 Letter dated 15 October 1999 from the Secretary-General Addressed to the President of the 
Security Council, S/1999/1072, October 18, 1999.

11 Michael G. Smith, Peacekeeping in East Timor: The Path to Independence, Boulder, Colo.: 
Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 2003, pp. 48–49.
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Indonesians, the public had no confidence in the judiciary.12 Remaining po-
lice were poorly trained. They lacked community-based policing skills, did 
not know how to handle weapons or how to manage civil disturbances.13 The 
militia had destroyed barracks, police stations, and equipment used by the 
military, police, and judiciary.14 The United Nations had to fill the immediate 
security void while building a police force, military, and justice system from 
scratch.

Humanitarian
East Timor had been one of the poorest areas of Indonesia and, indeed, of 
Asia. According to the 1999 United Nations Development Program index, 
which uses a combination of indicators on life expectancy, levels of edu-
cation, and standards of living, East Timor had the lowest ranking in Asia 
and was on par with Rwanda.15 The violence that followed the September 
1999 referendum displaced close to 90 percent of East Timor’s total popula-
tion of 967,000. Approximately 265,000 East Timorese became refugees, and 
500,000 East Timorese escaped to the interior of the island. Roughly 265,000 
refugees were transported under Indonesian and militia control to West 
Timor and neighboring islands in ships and trucks.16 Most UN personnel 
were temporarily evacuated to Darwin, Australia, although the chief mili-
tary liaison officer, Brigadier Rezaqul Haider, and a small staff remained in 
Dili.

Three-quarters of all clinics, hospitals, and doctors’ offices in East Timor 
were damaged, senior medical staff evacuated the island, and most medi-
cines and medical equipment were looted or destroyed. This resulted in a 
total breakdown of the health system. Only 48 percent of all households had 

12 Hansjorg Strohmeyer, “Collapse and Reconstruction of a Judicial System: The United Na-
tions Missions in Kosovo and East Timor,” The American Journal of International Law, Vol. 95, 
No. 46, 2001, pp. 50–51.

13 U.S. Department of Justice, East Timor Project Overview, Washington, D.C.: International 
Criminal Investigative Training Assistance Program, U.S. Department of Justice, 2002.

14 Letter dated 4 October 1999 from the Secretary-General Addressed to the President of the 
Security Council, S/1999/1025, October 4, 1999.

15 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), The Way Ahead: East Timor Develop-
ment Report, 2002, Dili, East Timor, 2002, pp. 1–2.

16 A Review of Peace Operations: A Case for Change, London: Conflict Security & Develop-
ment Group, King’s College, 2003, p. 228; U.S. Committee for Refugees (USCR), World Refu-
gee Survey Country Report 2002: East Timor, Washington: U.S. Committee for Refugees, 2002; 
Evaluation of UNHCR’s Repatriation and Reintegration Programme in East Timor, 1999–2003, 
EPAU/2004/02, New York: United Nations, February 2004, p. 12; Jarat Chopra, “The UN’s 
Kingdom of East Timor,” Survival, Vol. 42, No. 3, Autumn 2000, p. 27.
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access to clean water and only 38 percent to sanitation during the Indone-
sian occupation. Both the water supply and sanitation systems were heavily 
damaged during the violence.17

Civil Administration
The exodus of Indonesian officials and the post-referendum violence 
brought about the near total collapse of the civil administration. Roughly 
8,000 civil servants fled to Indonesia. This left East Timor with virtually no 
senior civil servants or senior policemen. Even before the violence, the In-
donesian government had not served East Timor well. The adult population 
was 46 percent illiterate. East Timor had few secondary school teachers and 
almost no doctors.18 As a report from the UN Secretary-General’s perma-
nent representative in East Timor concluded: “On deployment, INTERFET 
encountered an environment where civil infrastructure had been seriously 
degraded and where there was no effective civil administration. The scope 
of the problem that will be generated by those conditions will quickly out-
strip the very limited capacity available.”19

Democratization
East Timor had no meaningful history of democracy. In 1974, a year before 
the Portuguese left, the colonial governor of East Timor called for the cre-
ation of political parties to prepare for decolonization. Shortly thereafter, 
two political parties, the Timorese Democratic Union (UDT) and the Ti-
morese Social Democratic Association (ASDT), were created. But the Indo-
nesian government suppressed these parties after it annexed East Timor in 
1975. Following annexation, the Indonesian military controlled political 
and administrative affairs. In the 1990s, the growing independence move-
ment contributed to the emergence of East Timorese political organiza-
tions. In addition to the Catholic Church, which is the dominant element in 
East Timor’s civil society, the East Timorese established a number of non-
governmental organizations, youth groups, newspapers, magazines, and 
radio stations. In 1998, the National Council of Timorese Resistance was 

17 Luis M. Valdivieso, East Timor: Building Blocks for a Nation, New York: United Nations, 
November 2000, pp. 10–11.

18 Jonathan Steele, “Nation Building in East Timor,” World Policy Journal, Vol. 19, No. 2, Sum-
mer 2002, p. 79; UNDP (2000), p. 33.

19 Letter dated 4 October 1999 from the Secretary-General Addressed to the President of the 
Security Council, S/1999/1025, October 4, 1999.
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formed to coordinate a common strategy for the resistance movement. It 
included representatives from the UDT, the ASDT successor organization 
(Fretilin), and most other pro-independence parties. The National Council 
of Timorese Resistance played a crucial role in the transition to indepen-
dence and establishment of a democratic political system.

Economic Reconstruction
The Indonesian-backed militias destroyed the already impoverished East 
Timor economy and much of its infrastructure. Gross domestic product 
dropped 30 percent in 1999, inflation soared, and both the government’s fis-
cal system and the financial system broke down.20 The militias destroyed 70 
percent of public infrastructure and private housing and razed the Oecusse 
enclave. Following the breakdown of the banking and payments systems, all 
transactions in East Timor were conducted in cash. The government ceased 
collecting tax revenue and the provision of public services stopped. Dur-
ing the violence, telecommunications transmission towers, switchboards, 
and telephone cables were heavily damaged and about half of all livestock, 
goats, cattle, and pigs were slaughtered.21 As one account summarized it:

The militias wrecked East Timor in a very distinctive way. The 
country was burned, not bombed. From the street, whether in 
Dili or the smaller provincial towns, concrete slabs of founda-
tions are still visible, as are the side and often the front and back 
walls of buildings—but no windows, doors, or roofs. The houses 
are hollow, scorched clean of paint, wiring, or fixtures of any 
kind. In some neighborhoods, the dwellings are intact; in oth-
ers, every house has been gutted.22

20 “Birth of a Nation: East Timor Gains Independence, Faces Challenges of Economic Man-
agement, Poverty Alleviation,” IMF Survey, Vol. 31, No. 11, June 10, 2002, p. 179.

21 A Review of Peace Operations (2003), p. 228; Smith (2003), p. 44; Participatory Potential As-
sessment (PPA): East Timor (Dili, East Timor: UNDP, ADB, ETTA/ETPA, World Bank, 2002), p. 
1; Luis M. Valdivieso, Toshihide Endo, Luis V. Mendonca, Shamsuddin Tareq, and Alejandro 
López-Mejía, East Timor: Establishing the Foundations of Sound Macroeconomic Manage-
ment, Washington, D.C.: International Monetary Fund, 2000.

22 James Traub, “Inventing East Timor,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 79, No. 4, July/August 2000, p. 
80.
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Even before the violence, economic conditions in East Timor were bleak. 
East Timor was one of the poorest provinces in Indonesia, with an an-
nual per capita income that ranged from $304 to $424 between 1995 and 
1999. Its economy was largely agricultural, with approximately 90 percent 
of the population based in rural areas and 75 percent engaged in agricul-
ture—primarily on a subsistence level.23 Under Indonesian rule, tax rev-
enues raised in East Timor were collected by the Indonesian central gov-
ernment and taken to Jakarta. Government expenditures were financed by 
the central government and determined by the central planning agency, 
also in Jakarta. Budgets were based on national, not local priorities. Dur-
ing the violence, Indonesian civil servants and managers fled and the civil 
administration collapsed. Indonesian managers failed to return after inde-
pendence. East Timor lacked a coterie of indigenous managers.24 During 
the first few years of reconstruction, East Timor’s economy would be highly 
dependent not only on external financing but also on foreign managers and 
administrators.

THE UN AND INTERNATIONAL ROLES

UNTAET took over responsibility for East Timor from the Australian- 
led multinational force, INTERFET, in February 1999. Much of its staff was 
originally housed in the Veksa, a floating 133-room hotel moored a few hun-
dred yards from the old Portuguese Governor’s House. UNTAET had dual 
responsibilities. On the one hand, it had the leading role in rebuilding East 
Timor during the transition to independence. On the other hand, it actu-
ally was the government through May 20, 2002, when East Timor gained its 
independence. One member of UNTAET referred to its status as “compa-
rable with that of a pre-constitutional monarch in a sovereign kingdom.”25 
Its successor mission, UNMISET, which took over in May 2002, had a much 
less obtrusive mandate of providing assistance to core administrative struc-
tures and helping develop the police and other security institutions.

23 Valdivieso (2000).

24 Valdivieso et al. (2000); Luis M. Valdivieso and Alejandro López-Mejía, “East Timor: Mac-
roeconomic Management on the Road to Independence,” Finance and Development, Vol. 38, 
No. 1, March 2001; Valdivieso (2000).

25 Chopra (2000) p. 29. As Time magazine argued: “The UN is legally the holder of East Timor’s 
sovereignty, the first time in its history the world body has played such a role.” Terry McCar-
thy, “Rising From the Ashes,” Time, March 20, 2000, p. 14.
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A number of governments played decisive roles in support of the UN op-
eration. Australia took the lead role in deploying INTERFET forces under 
the command of Australia’s Major General Peter Cosgrove. It then provided 
the core element of the UNTAET force headquarters, much of the aviation 
and logistics support, and roughly 5,000 troops. The United States provided 
substantial logistical, communications, and intelligence support; U.S. stra-
tegic lift was used to transport many of the forces deployed to East Timor. 
The USS Bellevue Wood, with a contingent of Marines from the 31st Marine 
Expeditionary Unit, was stationed just offshore in case additional support 
became necessary.26 U.S. support was critical to convince the Indonesian 
army not to contest East Timor’s independence or lend further support to 
militias operating in the area. By accepting the August 1999 ballot outcome, 
Indonesia removed the major political obstacle to East Timor’s indepen-
dence. The Indonesian government withdrew its military forces from East 
Timor. It also curbed its support of the militias, although they continued to 
exist in West Timor.

Military and Police
In September 1999, the Indonesian government accepted a UN-authorized 
International Force in East Timor to quell the violence.27 Acting under 
Chapter VII of the UN Charter, this force was led by Australia and was au-
thorized to restore peace and order, protect and support UN activities, and 
facilitate humanitarian assistance operations throughout East Timor.28 IN-
TERFET included nearly 12,000 troops composed primarily of combined-
arms, light infantry brigades with naval and air supporting elements, and 
Special Forces. It possessed virtually no heavy equipment, such as main 
battle tanks or armored fighting vehicles, which would have been difficult 
to use on the mountain roads.29

26 Alan Ryan, “The Strong Lead-Nation Model in an Ad Hoc Coalition of the Willing: Opera-
tion Stabilise in East Timor,” International Peacekeeping, Volume 9, Number 1, Spring 2002, 
pp. 23–44.

27 Nicholas J. Wheeler and Tim Dunne, “East Timor and the New Humanitarian Interven-
tionism,” International Affairs, Vol. 77, No. 4, 2001, pp. 805–827.

28 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1264, S/RES/1264, September 15, 1999.

29 On INTERFET see Alan Ryan, Primary Responsibilities and Primary Risks: Australian De-
fence Force Participation in the International Force East Timor, Duntroon, Australia: Land  
Warfare Studies Centre, 2000; Ryan, “The Strong Lead-Nation Model in an Ad Hoc Coalition 
of the Willing: Operation Stabilise in East Timor,” International Peacekeeping, Vol. 9, No. 1, 
Spring 2002, pp. 23–44; Joan Blaxland, Information-Era Maneuver: The Australian-Led Mis-
sion to East Timor, Duntroon, Australia: Land Warfare Studies Centre, June 2002.
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UNTAET took over responsibility for security in East Timor from INTER-
FET in February 2000, deploying both military and armed police forces. Its 
mandate included the following:

 • Provide security and maintain law and order throughout East Timor

 • Disarm, demobilize, and reintegrate ex-combatants

 • Assist in the construction of an East Timor Defense Force

 • Help in the development of the East Timor Police Service.

The military force included roughly 8,000 troops and 200 military observers 
organized into four geographical sectors: East, Central, West, and Oecusse. 
Over 30 countries contributed forces, of which nearly two-thirds came from 
six countries in the region: Australia, New Zealand, Pakistan, Philippines, 
Thailand, and Bangladesh.30 The civilian police component consisted 
of 1,250 individual officers and two rapid reaction units with 120 officers 
each.31 Following disturbances involving gangs of youth in April 2000, all 
police were required to carry sidearms. The police were placed within the 
governance element of UNTAET, and the police commissioner reported to 
the deputy administrator. Approximately 40 countries contributed police 
officers.

Civil and Economic
All legislative and executive powers were concentrated in the hands of Ser-
gio Vieira de Mello, the transitional administrator. UNTAET had the au-
thority to do everything from sign treaties to stamp passports at the Dili 
airport. It was treated as a de facto government by countries and interna-
tional organizations, with the power to negotiate projects, disburse funds, 
and make reporting arrangements. UN Security Council Resolution 1272 
gave UNTAET a broad mandate to

 • create an effective administration

 • help develop civil and social services

30 Smith (2003), pp. 68–74, 173–178.

31 A Review of Peace Operations (2003), p. 235.
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 • facilitate the coordination and delivery of humanitarian, rehabilita-
tion, and development assistance

 • support capacity-building for self-government

 • assist in the establishment of conditions for sustainable develop-
ment.32

UNHCR and the International Organization for Migration assisted in the  
return of refugees and internally displaced persons. The International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitar-

32 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1272, S/RES/1272, October 25, 1999.
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ian Affairs, and the Commission for Reception, Truth, and Reconciliation in 
East Timor assisted UNTAET in providing humanitarian relief. The World 
Bank, IMF, and Asian Development Bank played prominent roles in eco-
nomic reconstruction.

WHAT HAPPENED

Thanks to a favorable international climate, comparatively abundant re-
sources, and high-quality leadership, the United Nations was able to main-
tain security, restore governance, begin reconstruction, hold democratic 
elections, and turn power over to the representative government of an inde-
pendent East Timor.

Security
The Australian-led multinational force INTERFET went ashore on Septem-
ber 20, 1999. It encountered little resistance from the pro-Jakarta militias 
and was able to quickly restore order to most of East Timor, suffering no 
casualties. By the end of the month, INTERFET had set up an operational 
force headquarters in Dili’s charred public library. INTERFET deployed in 
three stages: first to Dili, then to regional centers, and finally throughout 
East Timor. In its early phase of deployment, INTERFET’s combat power 
came primarily from Australia’s 3rd Brigade and Special Air Services Regi-
ment. The eastern districts were quickly freed of militia activity, but the 
western districts took somewhat longer. Militia groups harassed displaced 
people near the West Timorese border and Oecusse, the East Timor enclave 
located in Indonesian West Timor. On October 16, 1999, for example, an IN-
TERFET patrol was ambushed by nearly two dozen armed militiamen near 
the town of Bobonaro. The INTERFET patrol sustained no casualties, but 
three militiamen were killed and three more were wounded.33

Military command shifted from INTERFET to UNTAET in February 2000. 
Initially relying on UN military and civil police for security, UNTAET sought 
to disarm, demobilize, and reintegrate the militias and Falintil fighters and 
to build an East Timorese army and police force.

33 Letter dated 15 October 1999 from the Secretary-General Addressed to the President of 
the Security Council, S/1999/1072, October 18, 1999; Letter dated 29 October 1999 from  
the Secretary-General Addressed to the President of the Security Council, S/1999/1106, Oc-
tober 29, 1999.
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The disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration program encountered 
numerous hurdles.34 The UN peacekeeping force attempted to implement a 
search-and-seize campaign to disarm militia and checked returning refu-
gees for weapons at border crossings. These efforts were undermined by the 
Indonesian government’s refusal to disarm militias based in West Timor. 
Consequently, the militias were never disarmed.35 In January 2001, the 
Falintil High Command and UNTAET agreed on a disarmament plan for 
Falintil fighters. However, many never gave up their weapons. Those weap-
ons that were surrendered were made available to the East Timor Defense 
Force. The Falintil Reinsertion Assistance Program, funded by USAID, the 
World Bank, and Japan, assisted in the reintegration of Falintil fighters.36 A 
number of dissatisfied ex-Falintil members nevertheless turned to robbery, 
extortion, and other crimes.37

UNTAET military forces focused their efforts on preventing militias in West 
Timor from infiltrating into East Timor, primarily by patrolling the border 
in cooperation with the Indonesian army. They also assisted UN civilian 
police by providing internal security when necessary. Although UNTAET 
was not as large, mobile, or militarily robust as INTERFET had been, it was 
large in proportion to the population and had little difficulty maintaining a 
secure environment. Its most difficult task was rooting out militia activity 
in the West and Central sectors. Vieira de Mello’s decision to adopt a proac-
tive policy targeting militia groups helped stabilize the security situation.38 
In January 2000, the UN Secretary-General concluded: “For most people, 
there is now no threat of violence and they can circulate freely.”39

The next step was the UN construction of the East Timor Defense Force.40 
Although the United Nations had often supported the development of new 

34 Report of the Secretary-General on the Situation in East Timor, S/1999/1024.

35 Centre for Defence Studies, Independent Study on Security Force Options and Security Sec-
tor Reform for East Timor, London: King’s College, August 8, 2000, pp. 231–233.

36 The Falintil Reinsertion Assistance Program was implemented by the International Or-
ganization for Migration. See, for example, Cara Chester, Eben Forbes, Tasha Gill, Heather 
Kelly, Heather Kulp, Jeff Merritt, Sharon Otterman, Bridging the Gap: An Assessment of IOM’s 
Community Assistance Programs in East Timor, New York: Columbia University School of In-
ternational and Public Affairs, 2000.

37 Elsina Wainwright, New Neighbour, New Challenge: Australia and the Security of East Timor, 
Barton, Australia: Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 2002, pp. 12–13.

38 Interview with former UNTAET officials, April 29, 2004.

39 Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Transitional Administration in East 
Timor, S/2000/53, January 26, 2000, p. 1.

40 A Review of Peace Operations (2003), pp. 233–235; Smith (2003), pp. 79–82.
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or reformed police forces, this was its first foray into building a military. The 
purpose of the East Timor Defense Force was to defend East Timor against 
militia incursions, deter foreign aggressors, and provide assistance during 
natural disasters and other emergencies. Australia and Portugal took the 
lead in funding and training the force. Donor conferences were held in No-
vember 2000 and June 2001 to seek international assistance.

Officially established in January 2001, the East Timor Defense Force con-
sisted of two light infantry battalions, comprising 1,500 regular soldiers and 
1,500 volunteer reservists. A small navy of fifty sailors and two patrol craft 
was added later. There were some initial problems, such as UNTAET’s fail-
ure to publicly articulate the criteria for including some Falintil fighters in 
the force but not others. However, the construction of the East Timor De-
fense Force proceeded relatively smoothly.41 Nevertheless, in 2002, Secre-
tary-General Annan concluded that the East Timor military forces were still 
not capable of handling growing militia threats on their own: “The military 
component lacks the necessary capacity and mobility to respond effectively 
or take a sufficiently proactive role to address the threats, and has inade-
quate ability to obtain and process information.”42

UNTAET experienced more difficulties with its civil police component than 
its military. Recruitment of international police officers proceeded slowly. 
Officers were of uneven quality. Language barriers were a major problem. 
Virtually none of the international police spoke the local language.43 The 
slow pace at which the justice sector was rebuilt led to delays in prosecuting 
pretrial detainees.

Beginning in December 1999, UN civilian police developed a curriculum for 
basic police training and compiled and reviewed names of potential police 
officers. The UN civil police tested and selected candidates for training at 
the newly rehabilitated Police College in Dili. The United Nations recruited 
some officers who had served in the Indonesian police force. After complet-
ing a three-month basic training course, East Timorese officers were given 
an additional six months of field training alongside international police 
counterparts. By the time of East Timor’s independence in 2002, over 1,700 

41 A Review of Peace Operations (2003), pp. 234–235.

42 Special Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission of Support in East 
Timor, S/2003/243, March 2, 2003, p. 4.

43 Interview with Peter Galbraith, Director for Political, Constitutional, and Electoral Affairs 
for UNTAET, January 9, 2004; United Nations Security Council Resolution 1272, S/RES/1272, 
October 25, 1999; A Review of Peace Operations (2003), pp. 235–237.
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officers had gone through the Police College and field training.44 Although 
UN efforts to establish a viable East Timor police force were largely suc-
cessful, the force suffered from a lack of funds. As UN Secretary-General 
Kofi Annan noted, the paucity of funds led to significant shortages of police 
communications and transport equipment and made it difficult to meet re-
curring costs for the maintenance of vehicles, weapons, and other equip-
ment.45

UNTAET developed a fairly close relationship with the Indonesian govern-
ment over several issues: the withdrawal of Indonesian forces from East 
Timor, Indonesia’s support of the militias, and refugee returns. UNTAET 
and the Indonesian government also established a Joint Border Committee 
to improve coordination on such sensitive issues as border security, cross-
border trade, movement of returnees, demarcation of borders, and police 
cooperation.46

Following independence, the UN Security Council authorized the creation 
of the United Nations Mission of Support in East Timor as a follow-on peace-
keeping mission. It provided interim law enforcement and helped build the 
East Timor Police Service.47 The United Nations retained executive control 
of the police, but had transferred command of all 13 districts to the East 
Timor Police Service by the end of 2003. The mission was authorized to de-
ploy 1,250 civilian police, 5,000 military troops, and 120 military observ-
ers. The United States contributed over 40 police officers to help rebuild the 
police force.

Riots erupted in Dili in December 2002 and several armed attacks occurred 
throughout East Timor in 2003 that the police were unable to control with-
out UNMISET assistance. There was also growing evidence that former 
militia and other armed groups had established bases within the country 
following the departure of UNTAET.48 Inadequate training, the absence of 
a legal and procedural framework, and lack of judicial oversight hampered 
the East Timor Police Service’s development. So did the lack of clarity re-
garding the security structure, as illustrated by the January 2004 confron-

44 A Review of Peace Operations (2003), pp. 237–240.

45 Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Transitional Administration in East 
Timor, S/2002/80, January 17, 2002, p. 4.

46 A Review of Peace Operations (2003), p. 230; Smith (2003), pp. 60–62.

47 UN Security Council Resolution 1410, S/Res/1410, May 17, 2002.

48 Report of Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission of Support in East Timor, 
S/2003/449, April 21, 2003; Special Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations 
Mission of Support in East Timor, S/2003/243, March 3, 2003.
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tation between East Timor’s armed forces and police in Los Palos.49 In May 
2004, the UN Security Council extended UNMISET for at least one more 
year through May 2005.50

Humanitarian
UNTAET established a Humanitarian Assistance and Emergency Re-
habilitation component, with support from UNHCR and the Interna-
tional Organization for Migration.51 The humanitarian operation was 
effective, despite some setbacks. Militia members killed three UNHCR 
staff in September 2000. Emergency humanitarian relief proved ini-
tially difficult due to inclement weather, faulty communications, mis-
directed airdrops, and insufficient quantities of essential commodities. 
Nevertheless, UNTAET was able to avert a potentially severe humani-
tarian crisis. Rice and non-food assistance were distributed to return-
ing refugees and other at-risk individuals. All hospitals in East Timor 
were reopened and mobile health clinics were established shortly after  
UNTAET received its mandate. Piped and well-water systems and sanita-
tion systems were repaired, so most of East Timor now has adequate, afford-
able, water supplies and sanitation services.52

The vast majority of internally displaced persons came out of hiding in 2000. 
Initially, most of them had nowhere to go. The widespread destruction of 
homes and buildings following the September 1999 violence forced many 
East Timorese to live in either makeshift housing or with family and friends. 
UNTAET was able to encourage refugees to return to East Timor by steadily 
improving security and economic conditions, offering transportation and 
other assistance from UNHCR, and granting repatriation bonuses. Nearly 
150,000 refugees were repatriated from West Timor in the last quarter of 

49 Report of Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission of Support in East Timor, 
S/2004/333, April 29, 2004.

50 United Nations Security Council Resolution 1543, S/RES/1543, May 14, 2004.

51 Armando Duque González, Francesco Mezzalama, and Khalil Issa Othman, Evalua-
tion of United Nations System Response in East Timor: Coordination and Effectiveness, JIU/
REP/2002/10, Geneva: United Nations Joint Inspection Unit, 2002.

52 World Bank, Report of the Joint Assessment Mission to East Timor, Annex 1, Washington: 
World Bank, 1999b; Asian Development Bank, Sixth Progress Report on Timor-Leste, Dili: 
Asian Development Bank, 2003, pp. 39–47.
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1999, 40,000 in 2000, 18,000 in 2001, 32,000 in 2002, and a few thousand in 
2003 (Figure 9.3). An estimated 25,000 refugees remained in West Timor in 
2004.53

Staff from UNTAET, the UN peacekeeping force, UNHCR, and the Interna-
tional Organization for Migration met the returnees at the East Timor bor-
der. These organizations ensured that the refugees were indeed civilians, 
verified that they were returning voluntarily, and provided transportation 
to their villages of origin. They offered each returning civilian family up to 
$165. Returning members of the military or civil service received a payment 
of between $550 and $1,650, depending on their length of service.54 Most of 
these programs were discontinued at the end of 2002. UNMISET, UNHCR, 
and the International Organization for Migration continued to address the 
problem of refugees in West Timor camps in 2003 and 2004. These refugees 
decided to remain in Indonesian West Timor, despite attempts by NGOs to 
encourage them to return. Finally, there are still numerous unresolved cases 
to reunify families whose children were separated in 1999.
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53 USCR (2003, 2002, 2001); González, Mezzalama, and Othman (2002), p. 20; Author’s esti-
mates.

54 USCR (2003).
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Civil Administration
UNTAET had to fill the administrative vacuum resulting from the depar-
ture of 8,000 civil servants to Indonesia in 1999, the termination of all civil 
administration activities, and the destruction of 70 percent of public infra-
structure and private housing.55 The UN Security Council gave UNTAET ex-
traordinary executive and legislative powers to deal with this situation.

UNTAET initially filled most civil administration positions with UN inter-
national staff. Not all were competent.56 UNTAET formed the National Con-
sultative Council, in which most political parties were represented, as was 
the Catholic Church and various special interest groups. The National Con-
sultative Council was a strictly advisory body with no legislative or execu-
tive authority. UNTAET staff frequently presented regulations on complex 
matters to the council but gave it little time for study—and then warned of 
dire consequences if the council failed to express its support.57 A somewhat 
more representative and influential National Council later replaced the Na-
tional Consultative Council.58 UNTAET also had little flexibility on how it 
could spend its assessed budget, including for such basic costs as paying East 
Timor teachers.59

UNTAET initially envisioned building capacity from the bottom up, ced-
ing senior positions to local control only in the latter phases. Responding to 
growing local pressure, however, UNTAET began to accelerate the hand-off 
of civil administration to the East Timorese. This process of “Timorization” 
proceeded in three phases. The first step was made in August 2000, when UN-
TAET established the East Timor Transitional Administration, which was to 
become the nucleus of the new government. The Transitional Administration 
consisted of a cabinet with nine de facto ministries. Five were headed by East 
Timorese and four by international staff.60 East Timorese complaints that  
UNTAET was a neocolonial administration began to decline. The second 
step took place in September 2001, when UNTAET created the East Timor 

55 United Nations Development Programme (2002), pp. 32–39.

56 Interview with former UNTAET officials, April 29, 2004.

57 Interview with Peter Galbraith; Joel C. Beauvais, “Benevolent Despotism: A Critique of UN 
State-Building in East Timor,” New York University Journal of International Law and Politics, 
Vol. 33, 2001, pp. 1101–1178.

58 A Review of Peace Operations (2003), pp. 247–257.

59 Interview with former UNTAET officials, April 29, 2004.

60 East Timorese were assigned five cabinet posts: Infrastructure, Economy, Social Affairs, 
Internal Administration, and Foreign Affairs. International staff were assigned the remain-
ing four posts: Police and Emergency Services, Justice, Finance, and Political Affairs. See, for 
example, Smith (2003), pp. 64–66; Beauvais (2001), pp. 1127–1130.
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Public Administration following the election of a Constituent Assembly. 
Still under the control of Vieira de Mello, the East Timor Public Adminis-
tration consisted of ten ministries and four secretariats, all headed by East 
Timorese. A cabinet was selected through consultation with Vieira de Mello 
and the newly elected Constituent Assembly. By the end of UNTAET’s ten-
ure in 2002, it had recruited nearly 11,000 East Timorese civil servants. The 
education and health sectors were the largest employers, representing al-
most two-thirds of civil service staffing. Appointments were primarily at 
lower levels; less than half of all management positions remained unfilled 
because of a paucity of qualified candidates.61 The third step came on May 
2002, when East Timor gained independence and UNTAET was dissolved.

Reflecting on the pace of Timorization, Vieira de Mello later noted, “While 
consultation and partnership were established early on, it became clear by 
April of this year that it was not sufficient. . . . Faced as we were with our own 
difficulties in the establishment of this mission, we did not, we could not 
involve the Timorese at large as much as they were entitled to.”62

The lack of experienced East Timorese had a particularly negative effect on 
justice sector reform.63 UNTAET found that only about 70 East Timorese who 
had graduated from law school were actually living in East Timor. None had 
been practicing law when East Timor was under Indonesian control.64 Severe 
shortages of prosecutors, investigative police, bailiffs, and judges resulted 
in delays in the administration of justice. So did the absence of courtrooms, 
holding facilities, and prisons. The accused were subject to prolonged pre-
trial detentions; convicts were consigned to overcrowded prisons.65 Vieira 
de Mello vested exclusive judicial authority in East Timor’s courts and con-
sidered their judicial decision making to be entirely outside his sphere of 
power.66 In light of the severe shortages of qualified indigenous personnel, 

61 Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Transitional Administration in East 
Timor, S/2002/80, January 17, 2002; Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations 
Transitional Administration in East Timor, S/2002/432, April 17, 2002.

62 Sergio Vieira de Mello, Address at the First CNRT Congress, Dili, August 21, 2000.

63 Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Transitional Administration in East 
Timor, S/2002/432, April 17, 2002, pp. 3–4. Also see Smith (2003), pp. 82–83.

64 Traub (2000), p. 83; Beauvais (2001), p. 1154.

65 Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Mission of Support in East Timor, 
S/2003/449, April 21, 2003, p. 5.

66 Jonathan Morrow and Rachel White, “The United Nations in Transitional East Timor: In-
ternational Standards and the Reality of Governance,” The Australian Year Book of Interna-
tional Law, Vol. 22, Canberra, Australia: Centre for International and Public Law, Australian 
National University, 2002, p. 18.
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this trust was ill placed. In hindsight, UNTAET might have retained control 
of this sector and drawn in foreign judges for the transitional period, just as it 
used foreign police to support the embryonic East Timorese police force.

UNTAET initially declared that Indonesian laws were to remain applicable 
and began a review of existing legislation to determine which were incon-
sistent with international human rights standards or the objectives of UN-
TAET’s mission. Several Indonesian laws, such as the Law on Anti-Subver-
sion and the Law on Social Organizations, were immediately abrogated, as 
was capital punishment.67 The Office of the Principal Legal Adviser drafted 
new legislation, including regulations for a provisional tax and customs 
regime, licensing of banks and currency exchange, appropriations, envi-
ronmental protection, judicial institutions, and establishment of a defense 
force. UNTAET regulations and laws were published in the Official Gazette 
and were endorsed by East Timorese transitional structures such as the Na-
tional Consultative Council and its successor, the National Council.

More than 1,000 people died in the violence in East Timor. This total is sig-
nificantly smaller than in Rwanda or Bosnia, but East Timor is a smaller 
country.68 UNTAET established the Special Panels for Serious Crimes, lo-
cated in the Dili District Court, to deal with cases arising from the 1999 
post-referendum violence. These panels had jurisdiction over genocide, war 
crimes, crimes against humanity, and other serious offenses committed in 
East Timor between January 1 and October 25, 1999. The initial Special Panel 
included judges from Italy, Burundi, and Brazil, along with provisionally 
appointed East Timorese judges. The Special Panel’s efforts have been ham-
strung by the Indonesian government’s unwillingness to cooperate. Most 
of those indicted—including members of the Indonesian military forces 
and Jakarta-backed militia leaders—remain at large. In 2004, the Special  
Panels issued an arrest warrant for Indonesian General Wiranto, former 
commander of the Indonesian Armed Forces and Minister of Defense and 
Security. According to Indonesian Foreign Minister Hassan Wirajuda, the 
Special Panels are “not at all an international tribunal. Yes, they are assisted 
by the UN mission in East Timor, but they don’t have international jurisdic-
tion and, for that matter, legally they don’t have the capacity to reach non–
East Timorese.”69 As a result of Indonesian noncooperation, few of those 
responsible for atrocities in 1999 have been prosecuted.

67 Regulation No. 1999/1 on the Authority of the Transitional Administration in East Timor, 
UNTAET/REG/1991/1, November 27, 1999, Section 3.

68 See, for example, Samantha Power, “A Problem From Hell” in Power (2002).

69 “East Timor: UN Indicts General Wiranto for Crimes Against Humanity,” ABC Radio, Feb-
ruary 25, 2003.
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Indonesia set up its own forum to deal with these abuses. The Ad Hoc Hu-
man Rights Court on East Timor was established by the Indonesian gov-
ernment in August 2001. A preliminary national commission of inquiry had 
found that gross human rights violations were committed in East Timor 
between January and October 1999, concluded that they were planned and 
conducted systematically, and that the Indonesian military, police, and 
civil administration appeared to have close ties with the militia groups who 
committed the violence.70 In January 2002 President Megawati Sukarnopu-
tri appointed 18 non-career judges to sit on this court, and 24 prosecutors 
were appointed a month later. While the Ad Hoc Court has convicted some 
individuals of crimes against humanity, it has been widely criticized by hu-
man rights groups as unfair, politically biased, and unwilling to prosecute 
senior Indonesian civil and military officials.71

UNMISET continued to provide support to East Timor’s civil administra-
tion after the country’s independence. UN civilian advisers have tried to 
improve East Timor’s ability to run an efficient government by developing 
standard operating procedures and manuals, training Timorese counter-
parts, and assisting with other crucial tasks where necessary. This has been 
particularly urgent in those areas that are critical to short-term stability, 
such as the ministries of Finance, Interior, and Defense. Grave problems 
also exist within the administration of justice; most courts outside Dili are 
still inoperative.72

Democratization
East Timor’s democratic institutions were constituted in three steps: the 
election of a Constituent Assembly; the elaboration of a constitution; and 
the holding of presidential elections. The World Bank’s Community Em-
powerment Program, in which democratically elected village councils were 
established to make decisions concerning local development projects, con-
tributed to the germination of a democratic culture.73

70 Amnesty International (2003), pp. 3–4.

71 Human Rights Watch (2002); ICG, Indonesia: Implications of the Timor Trials, Jakarta and 
Brussels: International Crisis Group, 2002; Amnesty International (2003).

72 S/2004/333.

73 World Bank, Trust Fund for East Timor, Update No. 2 (Dili: World Bank, September 6, 2000), 
pp. 1–2; Richard Caplan, A New Trusteeship? The International Administration of War-Torn 
Territories, Adelphi Paper 341, London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2002, p. 
42.
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In August 2001, elections were held for the 88-member Constituent Assem-
bly. Over 90 percent of eligible voters participated. Fretilin won 57 per cent 
of the vote and 55 representatives, giving it a majority and the dominant 
role in shaping the new constitution. The Democrat Party took second place 
with seven seats. The Assembly established a committee to make recom-
mendations on the constitution and to oversee its drafting. In March 2002, 
after six months of intensive discussions,  input from the United Nations 
and NGOs, and public consultations held in the 13 districts, the Constituent 
Assembly approved a constitution providing for a unitary democratic state. 
It was based on the rule of law and the principle of separation of powers 
among four “organs of sovereignty”: the presidency, national parliament, 
the government (including the prime minister and other ministers), and 
the courts.74 The president and parliament were to be elected through uni-
versal direct suffrage.

Approval of a constitution prepared the way for presidential elections. Two 
candidates, Francisco Xavier do Amaral and Kay Rala Xanana Gusmão, 
competed during a four-week campaign period leading up to the elections 
on April 14, 2002. Gusmão received 82.3 percent and Xavier do Amaral 17.3 
percent of the vote.75 After gaining independence and holding elections, 
East Timor now faces the difficult task of building viable democratic insti-
tutions from scratch. There is a burgeoning civil society: a number of non-
governmental organizations now provide social services and promote hu-
man rights. Most are dependent on foreign aid. The constitution provides 
for freedom of speech and the press, and the East Timor government has 
generally respected these rights. However, government officials have at-
tempted to interfere with the press on several occasions.76

Economic Reconstruction
In September 1999, the United Nations agreed to send a Joint Assess-
ment Mission under World Bank leadership to assess East Timor’s re-
construction needs. The Bank was a logical choice because it had cre-
ated a Post-Conflict and Reconstruction Unit and a separate Post- 
Conflict Fund two years earlier, and it had identified East Timor as a po-
tential target. The Joint Assessment Mission prioritized critical short-term 

74 Constitution of the Democratic Republic of East Timor, Section 67.

75 Report of the Secretary-General on the United Nations Transitional Administration in East 
Timor, S/2002/432/Add.1, April 24, 2002.

76 U.S. Department of State, 2003 Human Rights Reports, Washington, D.C.: United States De-
partment of State, 2004.
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reconstruction initiatives and provided estimates of external financing 
requirements.77 It incorporated international technical expertise from an 
amalgam of donor countries, UN agencies, the European Commission, the 
Asian Development Bank, and the World Bank. In the economic sector, it 
identified several urgent priorities:

 • Restart commerce: the sale and production of goods and services.

 • Create a payments system.

 • Agree on a currency and create currency conversion facilities.

 • Reestablish branch units of Indonesian banks.

 • Develop a budget.

 • Establish key economic institutions such as a department of finance 
and planning, procurement and audit agencies, revenue agency, and 
statistical agency.

One of the next steps was to raise funds. The December 1999 Tokyo Donors’ 
Meeting led to $366 million in reconstruction pledges and $157 million in  
humanitarian aid pledges. This amount was surpassed during the implemen-
tation phase—at least $518 million was disbursed by June 2002.78 Donors’ meet-
ings were then held every six months to discuss implementation of the core pro-
gram for reconstruction and restitution of government services. Efforts to raise 
tax revenues were largely successful. These included a 5 percent import duty, 
an assortment of excise taxes, a 5 percent sales tax on commercial imports, a 10 
percent tax on services, and royalties from—as well as taxes on—the production 
of oil and gas.79 The negotiation with Australia on the “Timor Gap”—a coffin- 
shaped area in the Timor Sea between Darwin and the Timor Trench with 
proven oil fields—provided East Timor with a future source of revenue on 
which to make budgetary plans and against which to borrow.

Reconstruction aid was channeled through several modalities:  
(1) the assessed contribution budget of UNTAET, (2) a UN-administered 

77 World Bank, Report of the Joint Assessment Mission to East Timor, Washington, D.C.: World 
Bank, 1999b.

78 Klaas Rohland and Sarah Cliffe, The East Timor Reconstruction Program: Successes, Prob-
lems and Tradeoffs, CPR Working Paper No. 2, Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2002, pp. 6–9.

79 Valdivieso and López-Mejía (2001).
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Consolidated Fund for East Timor, (3) a Trust Fund for East Timor, (4) proj-
ects financed by several UN agencies, and (5) bilateral development assis-
tance, most of which was channeled through NGOs and contractors.80 The 
division of funds was somewhat complicated. The Consolidated Fund for 
East Timor, which was administered by UNTAET, mobilized funds for the 
recurrent expenses of government, rehabilitation of administrative build-
ings, civil service capacity-building, and rebuilding of the justice sector. The 
Trust Fund for East Timor, which provided grants for economic reconstruc-
tion and development in East Timor, was supervised by the World Bank and 
Asian Development Bank. Activities included employment schemes in the 
capital city of Dili, loans and training for East Timorese small enterprises, 
and emergency repairs on roads and ports.81 Bilateral projects and those 
implemented by other UN agencies covered all sectors.

Unfortunately, coordination among the various aid vehicles was poor. Plan-
ning and implementation procedures varied greatly across the agencies. 
The separation of recurrent cost financing (provided through the Consoli-
dated Fund for East Timor) and reconstruction financing (provided from 
the Trust Fund) posed the most difficult problem. This arrangement made 
it difficult to incorporate funding from multiple sources into East Timor’s 
budget because the funds could only be used for specific purposes. These 
arrangements also made it challenging to synchronize reconstruction ef-
forts. East Timorese civil servants needed to be recruited to manage the 
various projects, but project funds could not be used to pay their salaries, 
creating the difficult problem of finding funding for steps that needed to be 
taken before major reconstruction projects could begin. As a World Bank 
assessment concluded:

East Timor also demonstrates the inappropriate complexity of 
aid financing for post-conflict countries with low capacity. . . . 
These differing and complex modes of aid provision created 
barriers to national ownership of the reconstruction planning 
process in the initial period, and prevented the integration of all 
funding sources into the national budget.82

80 Salvatore Schiavo-Campo, Financing and Aid Management Arrangements in Post-Con-
flict Situations, Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 2003, pp. 22–23; Rohland and Cliffe (2002),  
pp. ii–iii.

81 Asian Development Bank, Trust Fund for East Timor, Lisbon, Portugal: Asian Development 
Bank, 2000; World Bank, World Bank-Administered Trust Fund for East Timor: Fact Sheet, 
Washington, D.C.: World Bank, April 11, 2000.

82 Rohland and Cliffe (2002), p. ii. Also see Schiavo-Campo (2003), pp. 22–23.



East Timor    175

The International Monetary Fund played a critical role in helping UNTAET 
stabilize the economy. The IMF advised the East Timorese government to 
adopt the U.S. dollar as the only legal tender.83 It also helped the East Timorese 
set up the Central Payments Office. The Office clears payments and transfers 
funds. It also performs many of the functions of a central bank: It acts as a 
repository for foreign governments and banks, ensures an adequate supply 
of bank notes and coins, and issues licenses to banks and dealers.84 The IMF 
also helped the East Timorese create a fiscal framework. It helped design and 
set up a tax system and budgeted expenditures. A Central Fiscal Authority, 
which later became East Timor’s Ministry of Finance, was set up to formu-
late tax policy, collect tax revenues, and plan and implement the budget. East 
Timor also received technical assistance from the IMF and other financial 
institutions to design a macroeconomic policy framework and establish and 
run the Central Fiscal Authority and Central Payments Office.85

Economic activity in East Timor recovered quickly from the September 
1999 destruction. GDP has returned to precrisis levels. The large inflows of 
foreign aid, expenditures by international staff located in East Timor, and 
a revival in agricultural production drove the recovery. The new monetary 
and fiscal framework and appropriate policies resulted in a fall in inflation 
from 140 percent at the end of 1999 to 7 percent in early 2003. The monetary 
authority is functioning, and three foreign-owned commercial banks and 
one micro-credit institution are operating. Despite this progress, problems 
remain. The financial system is still rudimentary. Lending is restricted and 
few financial instruments are available.86 Growth moderated sharply af-
ter independence, partly because of the drawdown of UN and other staff 
involved in the reconstruction effort and the expenditures that they made 
in the local economy. Investment is partially restricted because property 
rights are ill-defined. The World Bank failed to set up a titling and property 
registration system, leading to confusion about laws, regulations, and prop-
erty in urban areas.

83 The East Timorese leadership wanted to introduce a national currency, but the IMF strongly 
urged that this step not be taken until a financial market became functional and well- 
developed institutional and legal frameworks were in place.

84 Regulation No. 2000/6 on the Establishment of a Central Payments Office of East Timor, 
UNTAET/REG/2000/6, January 22, 2000.

85 Valdivieso and López-Mejía (2001); “Birth of a Nation,” pp. 177–181; José Ramos Horta and 
Emilia Pires, “How Will the Macroeconomy Be Managed in an Independent East Timor? An 
East Timorese View,” Finance & Development, Vol. 38, No. 1, March 2001.

86 IMF, Public Information Notice, No. 03/90, July 28, 2003; Democratic Republic of Timor 
Leste: Selected Issues and Statistical Appendix, No. 03/228, Washington, D.C.: International 
Monetary Fund, July 2003.
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LESSONS LEARNED

The UN mission in East Timor was similar to the earlier effort in Eastern 
Slavonia in several respects. First, the United Nations had plenary powers 
to secure and govern both territories. Second, the territories were compar-
atively small. Third, the resources provided were comparatively large. On  
a per capita basis, these two operations are the best resourced of any UN-  
or U.S.-led nation-building effort to date. Fourth, both efforts had strong 
international backing, which in turn helped ensure a favorable regional  
environment. Because of these factors, operations were correspondingly 
successful.

Coming at the end of a decade of UN nation-building, the East Timor opera-
tion was able to build on a number of earlier models:

 • The employment of a two-stage process for establishing control: a UN 
mandated nationally commanded multinational force to establish ini-
tial security and a UN peacekeeping force to maintain it

 • The establishment of an interim administration employing interna-
tional personnel under UN authority

 • The deployment of international police armed with weapons and ar-
rest authority

 • The early implementation of plans for disarmament, demobilization, 
and reintegration and the establishment of new security institutions

 • The establishment of cooperative arrangements with neighboring 
states, in this case Indonesia.

Nevertheless, there were also familiar shortcomings in the United Nations’ 
performance:

 • Failure to prepare for the outbreak of violence following the August 30, 

1999 referendum

 • Slowness in recruiting civil administrators and police, and the vari-
able quality of those deployed
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 • Reluctance to cede authority, once acquired, to local actors

 • Inability to effectively coordinate assistance from bilateral and inter-
national financial institution donors.

The absence of a UN plan or capability to deal with the violence precipitated 
by the May 1999 referendum, which the United Nations organized, is char-
acteristic of the UN tendency to proceed on the basis of best-case assump-
tions. The United Nations assumed that Indonesia would peacefully accept 
and effectively implement any outcome, including independence. Unfor-
tunately, although the UN Secretariat may be proactive in making contin-
gency plans, it is usually more difficult to persuade the Security Council to 
make contingent decisions.

In East Timor, Australia effectively played the same military role that the 
United States had played in Somalia and Haiti. As the United States had 
done in Haiti in 1995, the Australians then proceeded to provide the core 
of the UN peacekeeping force and its commander. Coincident with its un-
expected responsibility for governing East Timor, the United Nations was 
handed the equally unanticipated task of administering Kosovo. The United 
Nations’ earlier role in Eastern Slavonia was its only recent preparation for 
these responsibilities. Not surprisingly, the Secretariat had some difficulty 
meeting the personnel requirements of these two substantial and unantici-
pated charges, including the need to recruit 5,000 civil police for Kosovo 
and 1,250 for East Timor. The demand for international civil administrators 
and police may not always reach such a high level. But the consistency of 
the need, and the usually late and often indifferent quality of the delivered 
product, suggest the need for improvements in the United Nations’ capacity 
to generate these resources.

Nation-building operations almost invariably require the phase-out of old 
security structures and the creation of new ones. Nation-building mod-
ules have accordingly emerged for this task, including programs for police 
training and the disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration of former 
combatants. There is growing understanding, however, that police are not 
enough. In most instances the entire security sector needs to be reformed, 
including the judiciary, the corrections system, and the military. East Timor 
was the first instance in which the United Nations had to assume responsi-
bility for the latter. And despite bitter experience going back at least to So-
malia, the United Nations was slow to fill the judicial vacuum. Experience in 
East Timor, as in Kosovo, suggests the need to mobilize international judges 
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alongside international police in many nation-building missions, particu-
larly those under some sort of interim international administration.

The complaint voiced most often about UNTAET was its slowness in devolv-
ing administrative power to local officials. In fact, Vieira de Mello seems to 
have altered course on this matter comparatively quickly once local objec-
tions had been registered.

In most developing countries, the recipient government is supposed to be 
responsible for coordinating donor assistance. Failed states and wards of 
the international system are obviously unable to perform this function. 
Thus far, the international community has not worked out a satisfactory al-
ternative. Bilateral donors are reluctant to accept from a UN representative 
the kind of direction they would accept as normal from a recipient govern-
ment. International financial institutions, such as the World Bank and the 
regional development banks, often have the most money to offer. But they 
are generally unwilling to let the United Nations coordinate it because they 
regard the UN as a less expert competitor. The United Nations’ standing to 
perform this role assisting or substituting for nonexistent or incompetent 
recipient governments could usefully be strengthened by including lan-
guage to this effect in the relevant Security Council resolutions establishing  
nation-building missions.
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Table 9.1 
UN Operations in East Timor—Key Facts

Population (1999): 967,000; Area: 5,794 square miles; Capital: Dili

Operation Mandate
Special 

Representative
Peak  

Military Size Peak Police Size Civilian Components

UNAMET
(1999)

Resolution 1246:
Organize and conduct a referendum on 
East Timor’s status

Ian Martin 
(UK)

50 military 
liaisons

280 civilian 
police

Electoral component

Information component 

Political component

UNTAET
(1999–2002)

Resolution 1272:
Provide security and order
Establish an effective civil administration

Assist in the development of civil and social 
services

Ensure coordination and delivery of 
humanitarian assistance, rehabilitation, 
development assistance

Support capacity-building for self-
government

Sergio Vieira 
de Mello 
(Brazil)

8,000 
troops and 
personnel

Major 
Contributors:
Australia, 
New Zealand, 
Pakistan, 
Philippines, 
Thailand

1,500 civilian 
police

Governance and public 
administration component
Humanitarian assistance 
and emergency rehabilitation 
component

Electoral component
Human rights component
Gender component
Political component 
Donor coordination 
component
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Operation Mandate
Special 

Representative
Peak  

Military Size Peak Police Size Civilian Components

UNMISET
(2002–Present)

Resolution 1410:
Provide assistance to core administrative 
structures 

Provide interim law enforcement and public 
security and assist in the development of a 
new law enforcement agency in East Timor

Contribute to the maintenance of the 
external and internal security of East Timor

Kamalesh 
Sharma (India)

Sukehiro 
Hasegawa 
(Japan)

5,000 
troops and 
personnel

Major 
Contributors:
Australia, 
New Zealand, 
Pakistan, 
Bangladesh

1,250 civilian 
police

Civilian component to oversee 
gender and HIV/AIDS issues
Serious Crimes Unit
Human Rights Unit

 

Table 9.1—Continued
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Chapter Ten

IRAQ

The United States argued on several grounds for an invasion of Iraq designed 
to topple the regime of Saddam Hussein. Principal among these were Iraqi 
development and possession of weapons of mass destruction. Iraq’s failure 
to comply with multiple UN Security Council resolutions, its links with ter-
rorist organizations and its gross abuses of the human rights of its own citi-
zens were others.

The United States and the United Kingdom sought, but ultimately failed, to 
secure a mandate from the United Nations Security Council for the inter-
vention. The two countries proceeded nonetheless. U.S. and UK troops, as-
sisted by smaller contingents from several other countries, invaded Iraq on 
March 21, 2003, took Baghdad on April 9, and suppressed the last organized, 
open resistance on April 15.

American officials expected most Iraqis to welcome their liberators. They 
believed that Iraqi police and military forces would remain available to pro-
vide for public security and that the Iraqi administration would continue 
to provide basic public services during the post-conflict transition period 
while a new Iraqi government was being formed. The American objective 
was to establish Iraq as a peaceful democratic state, a source of stability, 
and a model of political reform for its region.

CHALLENGES

The post–World War I British-installed Hashemite monarchy had failed to 
forge a united Iraqi nation before its eventual overthrow in 1958. Thereaf-
ter a succession of military rulers, leading eventually to Saddam Hussein’s 
Baathist regime, gave Iraq 45 years of ever-worsening dictatorship. The ef-
fects of Baathist mismanagement were compounded by a trade embargo 
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    SOURCE: United Nations Cartographic Section, Iraq, no. 3835 Rev. 4, January 2004. 
Available online at http://www.un.org/Depts/Cartographic/english/htmain.htm.
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the United Nations imposed on Iraq after its invasion of Kuwait in 1990. 
By 2003, two major wars, more than a decade of economic sanctions, and 
several waves of massive internal violence had reduced Iraq’s population to 
penury and destroyed most societal institutions.

The U.S.-led coalition’s rapid military victory demonstrated the fragility 
of Saddam Hussein’s regime. The Iraqi army was unable to put up an ef-
fective conventional defense against coalition forces: Most Iraqi soldiers 
showed little loyalty to the regime. Because of the collapse of resistance 
and the effectiveness of coalition operations, the conventional war ended 
quickly. Prewar concerns that combat would precipitate a humanitar-
ian disaster proved unwarranted. The population was well supplied with 
food; most Iraqis continued to have access to potable water, although the 
water systems functioned poorly, in part because of the disruption in elec-
tric power. Clinics and hospitals remained open at the conclusion of the 
conventional battle, although some subsequently suffered extensive dam-
age from looting, especially in Baghdad.1 However, the United States was 
confronted with a wholesale collapse of government. The U.S.-led coalition 
was compelled to take over all government functions while simultaneously 
seeking to transform the Iraqi polity into a democracy and create a market 
economy. Shortly after U.S. President George W. Bush announced the end of 
major combat operations on May 1, 2003, a growing insurgent and terrorist 
campaign, spearheaded by members of the former regime, began to pose 
an increasing security threat to the U.S.-led coalition and Iraqis alike.

Security
During the course of the campaign, Iraqi military units were quickly de-
stroyed or dispersed. In many instances, individual soldiers took their 
weapons and went home. In other cases, regular units whose equipment and 
bases had been pulverized by coalition airpower and artillery gave them-
selves up and then disbanded. Although “elite” military units such as the 
Republican Guard and Special Republican Guard sometimes fought hard, 
they were quickly destroyed; once this occurred, soldiers blended back into 
the population.2 Irregular groups that supported the former regime, such 
as the Saddam fedayeen, emerged as serious irritants. They operated out of 
towns and cities from which they attacked coalition lines of communica-

1 Katie Razzall, “Looting Rife,” Channel Four News-United Kingdom, April 11, 2003, http://
www.channel4.com/news/2003/04/week_2/11_war.html.

2 Williamson Murray and Major General Robert H. Scales, Jr., The Iraq War: A Military History, 
Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2003.
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tion. Although poorly trained, equipped, and led, these irregulars proved 
to be precursors for the organization of more extensive insurgent networks 
that former regime elements mobilized to fight the occupation. Those 
forces, which became increasingly better organized over the course of the 
summer and into the fall, were often led by men from Saddam’s many in-
ternal security and intelligence agencies and from the Baath Party who had 
gone underground. Although immediately after the conflict some of these 
individuals had been tracked down and killed by opposition party militias 
or vigilantes, others fell back on networks of supporters, taking with them 
cash, weapons, and documents that they used to set up underground net-
works.

All of Iraq’s security organs melted away in the dying days of the regime. 
Conscripts assigned to the border security forces packed up and went home. 
The regular police, who had always been treated as a second-class organi-
zation by the security services and were reviled by Iraqis for being corrupt 
and brutal, largely deserted their posts. Security guards responsible for pro-
tecting industrial facilities or government buildings either abandoned their 
posts or refused to perform their duties when looters began to attack.

Some ethnic groups and nascent opposition groups had created mi-
litias before the collapse of the Saddam regime. Once the regime was 
toppled, these groups rapidly expanded. They ranged from the well- 
organized, disciplined peshmerga guerrillas created by the Kurdish par-
ties under the protection of American airpower in the north of the country 
to ragtag private armies of the smaller, exile opposition groups such as the 
Iraqi National Congress (INC). The Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolu-
tion in Iraq (SCIRI) controlled a large Iranian-trained paramilitary force, 
the Badr Brigade. Underground movements, such as al-Daawa, had fight-
ers and agents operating in cells across the country. These various militias 
moved quickly during and after the war to stake out territory.

The most immediate security challenge in the aftermath of the fall of Bagh-
dad was the complete breakdown of order on the streets. Iraqis engaged in 
widespread looting of stores, warehouses, and public facilities, from minis-
tries to hospitals. These looters caused more damage to Iraqi infrastructure 
than had the campaign. Armed gangs instituted a reign of terror: robbing, 
kidnapping, raping, and murdering. Much of the looting was the result of 
spontaneous anger against the former regime and the desire to make good 
on years of deprivation. Some of it was more organized. Criminal gangs, 
many composed of convicts released by Saddam shortly before the war and 
the smugglers and racketeers who had flourished in symbiosis with the 
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former regime, carried out a number of the more-directed attacks. Regime 
loyalists and foreign intelligence agencies were undoubtedly behind some 
of the destruction of government records and buildings. This extensive de-
struction did much to set reconstruction back, especially the resumption of 
water and electricity service.

Humanitarian
The humanitarian problems caused by the conflict were much less severe 
than expected. The Office for Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance 
(ORHA), which had been set up to handle the civil administration of the 
country, had expected that upward of 2 million people would flee their 
homes, in addition to the 800,000 internally displaced people and 740,000 
refugees, primarily in Turkey and Iran, who were estimated to be dispersed 
before the war.3 ORHA also feared widespread hunger. Roughly three-fifths 
of the population was dependent on food rations provided through the Oil 
for Food (OFF) program. ORHA assumed that there would be a six-week in-
terval between the time of the invasion and when food could once again be 
distributed across the country. The swiftness of the coalition military vic-
tory quickly relieved these fears. ORHA also was also concerned about the 
effects of chemical and biological weapons attacks on the civilian popula-
tion and the provision of potable water.

Civil Administration
Before the war, civil administration in Iraq was split between the three 
Kurdish-controlled provinces (Arbil, Dohuk, and Sulaimaniyah) and the 
remainder of the country. Above the “Green Line,” the Kurdistan Demo-
cratic Party (KDP) and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) had consoli-
dated control over what was effectively a quasi-autonomous Kurdish state 
with its own, semi-democratic governing institutions. After the cessation of 
internecine warfare between the KDP and PUK in the mid-1990s, elections 
were held. The Kurdish governments that emerged (there were two, one for 
the region controlled by the KDP and one for the region controlled by the 
PUK) successfully provided such services as education, health, policing, 
and border control. To pay for these services, the governments levied taxes. 
Even in the Kurdish governorates, which were by far the most democratic 
area in Iraq, clan leaders dictated government decisions from behind the 

3 Robert Woodward, Plan of Attack, New York: Simon and Schuster, 2004, p. 276.
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scenes. The decades of autonomy made reintegrating the Kurdish region 
into the Iraqi state a major challenge for the occupation authorities.

In the remainder of Iraq, civil administration was nominally provided by 
ministries that reported to the prime minister, who in turn was appointed 
by Saddam. These ministries executed the typical functions of a develop-
ing Middle Eastern state, from providing education, health care, and trans-
portation services to the management of the oil and agricultural sectors. 
Saddam’s regime was highly centralized; it discouraged civil servants from 
taking the initiative. A number of capable civil servants emigrated in the 
1980s and 1990s because of the oppression of the Baath Party and the sharp 
declines in incomes caused by government mismanagement and the UN 
sanctions. The loss of skilled administrators and technicians and the de-
cline in morale resulted in a reduced ability of the government to deliver 
basic services, from potable water to child health care.

The administrative structure of the Iraqi government displayed many of 
the worst characteristics of central planning combined with a “divide and 
rule” approach to government. The finance and planning ministries exer-
cised minute control over the plans and spending of individual ministries. 
Coordination between departments was discouraged; all decisionmaking 
powers were pushed upward, ultimately to the president himself. The Baath 
Party, the secret police agencies, and the clan networks surrounding Sad-
dam Hussein were the real sources of power. They came to control virtually 
all areas of government activity. Informal networks of influence were much 
more important than formal administrative procedures.

At the local level, administration was provided by provincial governors and 
city managers, who were tightly controlled by the Ministry of Interior. They 
worked with local representatives of the central ministries to implement 
plans devised in Baghdad. Although local notables, especially tribal lead-
ers in rural areas, were involved in advisory councils, their role was more to 
assist in the maintenance of order than to provide societal input into deci-
sionmaking. Civil administrative structures at the local level were supple-
mented by the Baath Party, which maintained order, gathered information, 
and spread propaganda at the block and street level in the cities.

Because ministerial, gubernatorial, and senior official appointments had 
been gifts of the Baath Party and, more narrowly, Saddam Hussein’s clan, 
most holders of these posts either left their positions, were removed by co-
alition forces or, in some instances, were deposed by local citizens in the 
immediate aftermath of the war. The parallel Baath Party structures were 
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also swept away. In a highly centralized, hierarchical system, the removal of 
these individuals left an already dysfunctional system rudderless. Because 
the remaining officials were generally unable or unwilling to take initia-
tive without written orders from Baghdad, the operations of the creaky Iraqi 
government slowed even further and in many instances stopped. Further 
confusion arose as prominent individuals, tribal leaders, or representatives 
of political parties and militias grabbed for power, undermining what little 
authority remained to civil servants. These power grabs occurred in several 
cities, most notably Baghdad.

Democratization
Throughout its entire history, Iraq enjoyed no more than a façade of de-
mocracy. Under the Hashemite monarchy, elections for the national legis-
lature had been held, and elected politicians had coexisted with ministers 
appointed by the king in accordance with thinly disguised British behind-
the-scenes influence. Although mass movements—such as the Communist 
Party, Arab nationalists, and the Muslim Brotherhood—had arisen, demo-
cratic values had never penetrated deeply into Iraqi society, which was dom-
inated by tribal ties and an unelected monarchy. The series of military and 
party coups that began with the 1958 revolution and ended with the second 
Baath coup in 1968 eliminated most political opposition. By the time Sad-
dam Hussein formally took over the presidency in 1979, Iraq was becom-
ing a totalitarian, one-party state, consciously modeled on Stalin’s Soviet 
Union. By 2003, even the Baath Party had become a hollow shell. The state 
had come to be dominated by a small network of families loyal to Saddam 
Hussein, who exercised authority through a web of secret police agencies.

At the time of the invasion, the majority of the Iraqi population was too young 
to remember a time before Baath Party rule. Many of the educated middle 
classes had gone into exile. For most Iraqis who remained in the country, 
the concept of civil society had no meaning. The totalitarian system had 
succeeded in atomizing the population and replacing bonds of social trust 
and community with the fear of informers and reversion to the more easily 
manipulated primordial loyalties of clan and tribe. This “retribalization” of 
Iraqi society was to have a significantly negative impact on the coalition’s 
attempt to promote democratization.

Another, unnoticed, trend in Iraq paralleled that in many other Arab  
nations oppressed since the 1960s by dictatorship and limited economic 
opportunities—the recourse to the mosque. Although religious leaders had 
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played an important role in Iraqi politics as far back as the 1920s, many of 
the parties that were active in the 1950s, including the Baath Party, had been 
determinedly secular. In Saddam’s Iraq, however, the mosque provided a 
social network and a space outside the tight control of the regime for Sunni 
and Shia alike. Despite brutal state repression during the 1990s, it became 
rapidly evident in 2003 that clerics retained considerable authority in the 
eyes of the Iraqi public. Their views on democracy proved to be as varied as 
any in the Islamic world. However, the Shiite clerics were attracted to elec-
tions because they believed that a democratic majority would, for the first 
time, give their community the upper hand in determining Iraq’s political 
future.

Reconstruction
When organized and overt resistance ended on April 15, 2003, the Iraqi 
economy had come to a standstill. Oil exports had been halted because 
pipelines were closed. As a consequence, oil production had to be severely 
cut back. Iraq’s rickety telecommunications system shut down because the 
major switches had been destroyed in the war or damaged during loot-
ing. Although the electric power system had not been attacked, looters 
destroyed important controls. To compound the problems posed by loot-
ing, organized gangs knocked down power line pylons to steal the metal 
in the cables, further reducing the availability of electricity. In early May, 
electric power generation was at one-third the output level of the previous 
year. Without electricity, pumps needed to operate the water systems failed, 
resulting in sharp reductions in the availability of potable water. Sewage 
treatment plants were also unable to operate properly.

These immediate problems pummeled a system that had seen very 
little investment since before the Gulf War. Western engineers were  
both amazed and horrified at the stopgap measures devised by the Iraqis to 
keep the electric power system up and running, from ingenious substitutes 
for important components to running power lines around circuit breakers, 
endangering the entire system. Needs assessments conducted by U.S. con-
tractors and the United Nations and World Bank found multibillion-dol-
lar backlogs of maintenance, refurbishment, and new investment needed  
to restore power supplies, increase supplies of potable water, and treat  
sewage.4

4 United Nations Development Programme and World Bank, Joint Iraq Needs Assessment, 
Washington, D.C., October 2003, pp. 21, 28.
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THE U.S., UN, AND OTHER INTERNATIONAL ROLES

Since the U.S. and British governments had been unable to secure a UN Se-
curity Council resolution explicitly authorizing the military overthrow of 
the Iraqi regime, their authority in Iraq was derived from the Geneva Con-
ventions on the Laws of Armed Conflict. Initially, the legal status of the co-
alition forces was kept in limbo, but when the U.S. government announced 
on May 11, 2003, that a new Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) was to su-
persede ORHA,5 the coalition members officially recognized that they were 
occupying powers. As such, they were responsible for ensuring the security 
and well-being of the Iraqi population and for the interim government of 
the country. Although subsequent UN Security Council resolutions, such 
as UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1483 passed on May 22, 2003, 
recognized CPA’s role, this mission differed from most other cases of post-
conflict nation-building in that it was explicitly an occupation rather than a 
UN-mandated peacekeeping or peace enforcement operation.

The occupying authorities in Iraq, formally the United States and the United 
Kingdom, theoretically had unity of command. All coalition military forces 
reported to the American Secretary of Defense via the U.S. Central Com-
mand. The civilian authority, first ORHA and then CPA, also reported to 
the Secretary of Defense. ORHA and CPA were U.S. Department of Defense 
(DoD) operations, supported and staffed by DoD or detailees from other 
agencies. In practice, however, full unity of command was never achieved. 
American civil and military operations in Iraq reported to Washington 
through separate channels. The British operated with considerable auton-
omy in the southern region, centered in Basra, which they had occupied. 
Political and reconstruction activities were meant to be CPA’s domain. De-
velopment of Iraqi security institutions was a shared mission; combat op-
erations were the domain of the military. Although there were often ami-
cable working relationships at all levels between CPA and the military, the 
two were never able to achieve true unity of effort because of the dispersion 
of authority, the difficulties in communicating among the different groups, 
and different institutional goals.

Military
Once conflict operations had ended, the U.S.-led ground forces that had 
fought the war were transformed into a stabilization force: Combined Joint 

5 L. Elaine Halchin, “The Coalition Provisional Authority: Origin, Characteristics, and Insti-
tutional Authorities,” CRS Report for Congress, RL32370, Washington, D.C.: Congressional 
Research Service, April 29, 2004, p. 1.
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Task Force 7 (CJTF-7). Prewar planning had envisaged drawing down this 
force substantially within months of the occupation of Baghdad, and some 
withdrawals had already begun before the security situation began to de-
teriorate. U.S. troop levels remained at about 105,000 until May 2004, when 
DoD announced they would be increased to 138,000 to counter escalating 
violence. Coalition forces from some 31 countries provided an additional 
22,700 troops as of June 28, 2004;6 contributions ranged from the United 
Kingdom’s 8,000 troops to fewer than a dozen from Norway. The deteriorat-
ing security situation and domestic discontent among some coalition part-
ners led to the withdrawal of some contingents, most notably the Spanish 
in the spring of 2004.

At the heart of CJTF-7 was the U.S. Army’s V Corps. The forces deployed as 
part of CJTF-7 consisted of division-strength armored, cavalry, and light in-
fantry/airborne units, along with supporting units, such as special forces, 
artillery, logistics and communications, medical, intelligence, civil affairs, 
and military police.

Command arrangements for CJTF-7 mirrored those for the combat phase. 
Although it had a coalition structure, CJTF-7 answered to the U.S. Central 
Command, which in turn answered to the U.S. Department of Defense and 
the president of the United States. Major coalition partners, such as the 
United Kingdom and Australia, had senior officers in key positions—for 
example, the CJTF-7 deputy commanding general was British. These slots, 
combined with close consultations between national capitals, allowed co-
alition partners to influence military strategy and operations. Coalition 
members determined their own rules of engagement in areas under their 
control. Nonetheless, CJTF-7 was very much a U.S.-led force answering to 
the U.S. national chain of command.

Civil and Economic
Iraq was the first American-led nation-building operation without an ac-
companying American diplomatic mission since the occupations of Ger-
man and Japan nearly 60 years earlier. DoD had assembled ORHA shortly 
before the war and assigned it the task of working with U.S. forces to under-
take immediate reconstruction and humanitarian tasks.

It rapidly became clear that a more wide-ranging program of civil gover-
nance was required. On May 6, 2003, President Bush appointed a former 

6 CPA, Working Papers: Iraq Status, Unclassified Briefing, June 29, 2004, Slide 33.
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ambassador, L. Paul Bremer III, as his envoy to Iraq, and on May 11, 2004, 
the Coalition Provisional Authority succeeded ORHA.7 CPA was explicitly a 
U.S.-UK construct, albeit with other states participating. CPA’s authority to 
administer Iraq was recognized by UN Security Council Resolution 1483, 
which called on CPA to restore security, to promote the welfare of the Iraqi 
people, and to create conditions in which the Iraqi people “can freely deter-
mine their own future.”8

The precise legal basis for CPA was always a little unclear, with U.S. and 
British government lawyers often interpreting CPA’s powers rather differ-
ently. UNSCR 1483 clearly placed CPA under an obligation to act according 
to international law, and in particular, to act as an occupying power under 
the Geneva Conventions. This gave CPA freedom to undertake measures to 
ensure security and promote the welfare of the Iraqi people. However, the 
resolution did restrict CPA from undertaking fundamental changes in the 
Iraqi state, for instance by disposing of state property.

Supported by CJTF-7, CPA ended up with many tasks and roles that it had to 
pursue concurrently, including

 • the day-to-day governance of Iraq at all levels from local to national

 • the day-to-day operation of Iraqi security forces and essential ser-
vices

 • reconstruction and rehabilitation of infrastructure and improvement 
in the delivery of essential services such as electricity and water

 • building the capacity of Iraqi civil administration and security forces

 • implementing a process of political transition to a fully sovereign gov-
ernment

 • implementing a wide-ranging program of democratization and eco-
nomic transformation

 • laying the basis for a process of “truth and reconciliation”

 • conducting a counterinsurgency and counterterrorist campaign.

7 Halchin (2004), p. 3.

8 UNSCR 1483, S/RES/1483, May 22, 2003.
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The UN Role
Before the war, UN agencies had made extensive preparations to alleviate 
humanitarian suffering. At the urging of the United Kingdom, the U.S. ad-
ministration had agreed that the United Nations should play a “vital” role 
in post–Saddam Iraq, but U.S. officials initially interpreted this mandate 
rather narrowly, essentially seeking to limit it to humanitarian activities. 
UNSCR 1483 authorized the Secretary-General to appoint a Special Repre-
sentative to Iraq and reaffirmed the “vital” role to be played by the United 
Nations in humanitarian relief, reconstruction, and the establishment of 
governance institutions. On August 14, 2003, UNSCR 1500 established the 
UN Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI).9

Under this mandate, UN agencies played an important role in Iraq until 
the fall of 2003. The World Food Program (WFP), a UN agency, carried on 
with its support for the Iraqi government’s Public Distribution System, the 
food-rationing network, in the center and south of the country. The WFP 
continued to operate the program in the north through contractors under 
its own auspices. Before the onset of the conflict, in the first part of 2003, 
the WFP launched the largest emergency operation in its history, delivering 
2.1 million tons of food through the Iraqi Ministry of Trade in the central 
and southern areas and its own contractors in the Kurdish areas.10 Because 
of these efforts, households had sufficient food to survive the disruption in 
supplies caused by combat operations. Extra deliveries of medical supplies 
before the onset of the conflict also helped tide clinics and medical services 
over until regular supplies were once again available. The International 
Organization of Migration (IOM) began registering demobilized military 
personnel. Other agencies worked on humanitarian and health issues. The 
Secretary-General’s Special Representative, Sergio Vieira de Mello, worked 
effectively to advance political dialogue among Iraqi leaders and with CPA, 
playing an important behind-the-scenes role in the selection of the Iraqi 
Governing Council and a very public role in the announcement of the Gov-
erning Council’s members.

UN operations were severely cut back after the August 19, 2003, bombing of 
the UN Headquarters in Baghdad that killed de Mello and 21 others. After 
the bombing, UN personnel were directed to withdraw from the country.11 
The bombing was followed by escalating violence in the winter and spring 

9 UNSCR 1500, S/RES/1500, August 14, 2003.

10 World Food Program, “World Hunger—Iraq,” May 2004, http://www.wfp.org/country_
brief/index.asp?region=6, accessed on November 20, 2004.

11 United Nations, Report of the Independent Panel on the Safety and Security of UN Personnel 
in Iraq, 20 October 2003.
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against foreign aid agencies, NGOs, and contractors, all of which made UN-
related activities in Iraq very difficult and forestalled a larger role.

In January 2004, at the request of the U.S. and British governments, the 
United Nations once again became meaningfully engaged in Iraq. On No-
vember 15, 2003, the U.S. administration had greatly accelerated plans 
transfer sovereignty to an Iraqi government. Facing difficulties in achieving 
Iraqi buy-in to the process of selecting this government, Washington and 
London asked the United Nations to play an expanded role in negotiating 
a more broadly acceptable agreement and in facilitating the process of po-
litical transition. The Secretary-General’s representative, Lakhdar Brahimi, 
was asked to take the lead in negotiating the formation of an interim gov-
ernment to take power after CPA was dissolved. (Brahimi had earlier been 
the United States’ principal UN partner in Haiti and Afghanistan and was 
Washington’s first choice to head the Kosovo administration). The United 
Nations was also asked to take over supervision of the plans for local and 
national elections. Further UN involvement in the process of constitutional 
development and aid coordination was also envisaged. However, the UN 
leadership in New York remained reluctant to overextend itself in Iraq, rec-
ognizing that UN personnel would remain prime targets for attacks.

WHAT HAPPENED

The initial civil authority was the Office of Reconstruction and Hu-
manitarian Assistance (ORHA), under Lieutenant General (ret.) Jay M.  
Garner. ORHA’s goals and mandate were not well defined. In May 2003, 
ORHA (along with Garner) was replaced by the Coalition Provisional Au-
thority under Ambassador L. Paul Bremer III. CPA, representing the occu-
pying powers, was responsible for governing Iraq. CPA interpreted its man-
date broadly: It decided not merely to restore order and basic services but 
also to initiate a wide-ranging transformation of Iraq. CPA’s goal was to cre-
ate a pluralist democracy governed along “modern,” technocratic lines. This 
transformation was to be achieved by CPA, a civilian-led authority—albeit 
one responding to the U.S. Department of Defense—rather than through a 
military-led occupation. In that respect, it differed from the U.S. experience 
in Japan after World War II.

Four features of CPA detracted seriously from its effectiveness. First, CPA 
was put together on an ad hoc basis: DoD had no permanent staff with ex-
perience and responsibility for representing the United States abroad and 
assisting foreign governments on political and economic development is-
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sues. Consequently, the CPA leadership had to build an organization from 
scratch while simultaneously learning to govern Iraq and build Iraqi insti-
tutions. In part because of its ad hoc nature, which necessitated recruiting 
from across the government, and in part because of the dangers of serving 
in Iraq, CPA had difficulty recruiting and retaining a full complement of 
staff. From its inception to its end on June 28, 2004, CPA was always woefully 
understaffed. According to a report of the CPA Inspector General, of 2,117 
authorized positions, CPA had only 1,196 personnel on staff as of March 8,  
2004—56 percent of total authorized slots.12 Most of those people stayed 
no longer than three to six months. Thus, only a small fraction of CPA-au-
thorized personnel had been at their desks long enough to know what they 
were doing and were not due to depart. An even smaller proportion had 
relevant experience and were qualified to fill the positions to which they 
were assigned. Even its full proposed complement of personnel would have 
been inadequate to the task of both managing and transforming the Iraqi 
government.

The “hollowness” of CPA led to the second feature of the operation: CPA’s 
reliance on CJTF-7 to implement many policies. In Baghdad, almost 30 per-
cent of CPA billets were filled by military detailees, many of them reserve 
officers. In the regions where CPA presence on the ground was extraordi-
narily thin, virtually all functions were handled by CJTF-7. Consequently, 
CPA was largely dependent on the military for the execution of policy. This 
dependence extended to areas as diverse as protection of contractors, po-
lice training, and the establishment and mentoring of local councils.

Third, there was relatively poor coordination between the British and CPA 
in Baghdad. During the war, the British operated in the south around Basra. 
They had fought fairly independently of the wider U.S.-led campaign. The 
UK government and UK military put considerable effort into building Iraqi 
capacity and giving aid in the south. They did so in a fairly structured and 
organized fashion, This “British autonomy” persisted, exacerbated by CPA’s 
failure to establish effective, secure communications between its regional 
offices and Baghdad.

Fourth, CPA’s relationship with Iraqi institutions was never quite clear. In 
July 2003, CPA appointed the 25-member Iraqi Governing Council (IGC) to 
serve as the interim representative body for Iraq. The IGC was not accepted 
by the United Nations as the representative government of Iraq. Many CPA 

12 Inspector General of the Coalition Provisional Authority, “Audit Report: Management of 
Personnel Assigned to the Coalition Provisional Authority in Baghdad,” Report Number 04–
002, June 25, 2004, p. 1.
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employees were deeply distrustful of the competence and probity of much 
of Iraqi officialdom, including the members of the IGC. Nonetheless, CPA 
had promised to consult and coordinate with the IGC on major issues. At 
least until late 2003, CPA’s general approach was to treat the IGC only as an 
advisory group. CPA made policy and undertook implementation unilater-
ally. Although CPA adopted more of a partnership approach as the deadline 
for transfer of authority approached, it was never quite able to resolve the 
dilemma of whether CPA was meant to work in support of Iraqi institutions, 
however imperfect, or to impose unilateral reform from above.13 These fea-
tures dogged the CPA mission throughout its 13-month life.

Security
The first security challenge to face coalition forces was an unanticipated 
breakdown of law and order across much of the country during and af-
ter the war. The disappearance of the organs of state repression and law  
enforcement opened the way for an explosion of street crime and organized 
criminality. Fueled by an abundance of military-grade weapons (especially 
AK-47s and rocket-propelled grenades) and the presence on the streets of 
former convicts, this crime wave overwhelmed ordinary Iraqis and dis-
rupted reconstruction efforts. Looters destroyed ministerial offices, control 
centers, and other key facilities, setting back reconstruction efforts greatly. 
Truck hijackings and kidnappings were prevalent. The disappearance 
of Iraq’s border security forces permitted organized criminals to engage 
in massive smuggling of gasoline and diesel fuel, further straining Iraq’s 
economy.

By the summer of 2003, politically motivated violence in the form of insur-
gent and terrorist campaigns had begun to threaten the coalition. A dis-
parate set of groups orchestrated an increasingly deadly and disruptive 
campaign of sabotage and terror against coalition forces, CPA, civilian con-
tractors, the infrastructure, and Iraqi ministries. The core of the insurgency 
consisted of former regime loyalists, notably personnel from the security 
and intelligence services, who had been excluded from power after the war. 
Sunni Islamist extremists, both home-grown and linked to networks such 
as al-Qaida, Ansar al-Sunna, and Abu Musa al-Zarqawi’s group, constituted 
another source of violence. These groups sought to humiliate the U.S. gov-

13 A good example was CPA’s relationship with the Iraqi court system. CPA was clearly in a 
supporting role vis-à-vis the judiciary. Judicial reform was driven by the Chief Justice and 
Minister of Justice. However, the Commission on Public Integrity was established outside 
the Iraqi court system to ensure that it reported only to the future U.S. embassy rather than 
to Iraqi politicians.
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ernment, to make Iraq ungovernable, and to lay the political groundwork 
for the eventual imposition of a radical Islamist state. These groups some-
times cooperated tactically. They were able to exploit discontent among 
Iraqis, largely in the “Sunni triangle” area, where a lack of employment op-
portunities and anger at coalition occupation tactics had generated wide-
spread disaffection. In addition to these groups, Moqtada al-Sadr, scion of 
a prominent Shiite clerical family, mobilized unemployed, discontented 
Shiite youth into an armed militia to support his struggle for power within 
the Shiite community. He perceived himself as being excluded from the 
political process and believed that U.S. forces were determined to “capture 
or kill” him.14 In April 2004, in reaction to CPA’s closure of his movement’s 
newspaper and the arrest of a senior lieutenant, he launched a widespread 
uprising against U.S. forces.

The overall level of violence ebbed and flowed, peaking in Novem-
ber 2003, April–May 2004, and again in the weeks following the June 28  
transfer of sovereignty. During the April–May escalation, CJTF-7 and CPA 
lines of communication were frequently cut, CPA locations had to be evacu-
ated, and the coalition lost control over a number of cities, notably Najaf, 
Karbala, Kut, and Fallujah. In addition to attacks on coalition forces and 
CPA, spectacular terrorist strikes against the United Nations and NGOs 
and regular ambushes and kidnappings of foreign contractors significantly 
slowed the pace of reconstruction. The lack of security slowed and at times 
halted the nascent economic recovery. As the new Iraqi government institu-
tions, from the IGC and government ministers to the police, judiciary, and 
army, began to take an increasingly prominent role in running the govern-
ment and setting policy, they also came under fire. Insurgents targeted lo-
cal council-members and Iraqi nationals working with NGOs and recon-
struction contractors and Iraqis standing in line in front of recruiting cen-
ters for the police and the army. These attacks spread a climate of fear and 
hampered CPA’s attempts to build a democracy and civil society in Iraq. 
Insurgents also attempted to spark communal violence, including suicide 
bombings of Shiite religious festivals and against the Kurdish leadership.

Faced with escalating violence, coalition forces initially believed they were 
dealing primarily with regime “bitter-enders” and a small number of for-
eign jihadist fighters. Coalition tactics included cordon and search and 
strike operations. However, coalition forces were always hampered by poor 
intelligence. Heavy-handed operations, including indiscriminate arrests 
and heavy use of firepower, including fixed-wing attack aircraft, often acted 

14 An Iraqi judge had issued an arrest warrant for him in connection with the murder of Abdul 
Majid al-Khoei, which took place in April 2003. 
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as a recruiter for the insurgents. By fall 2003, CJTF-7 recognized that it faced 
a combination of terrorist and insurgent threats. Coalition intelligence pre-
dicted that these threats would escalate in severity over the coming months. 
Coalition forces, which had expected to leave Iraq, found themselves en-
gaged in a vicious guerrilla war for which they were not trained, postured, 
or resourced. U.S. armored forces had to learn on the job how to control 
an urban environment by patrolling on foot and developing human intel-
ligence networks.

The initial deployment had been criticized for insufficient numbers of 
troops by no less a figure than Army Chief of Staff General Eric Shinseki.15 
Shinseki was proven right: There were never enough troops in the country 
to undertake such key tasks as border security and guarding arms depots or 
to surge troops to hotspots of unrest like Ramadi and Fallujah to preempt 
insurgent consolidation.

As the violence surged in April–May 2004, shortly before the prom-
ised handover to a sovereign Iraqi government, the major political- 
military setbacks experienced by the coalition forced a serious reevaluation 
of strategies and tactics. It became evident to the CJTF-7 leadership and to 
CENTCOM that the political-military campaign was faltering. This reevalu-
ation led coalition forces to reposture for extended combat operations, to 
increase U.S. and UK troop levels in part to replace coalition partners, such 
as Spain, that had withdrawn their forces, and to develop a more-integrated 
counterinsurgency strategy in partnership with Iraq’s embryonic security 
forces.

One of CPA’s first acts had been to abolish the Iraqi armed forces, the Minis-
try of Defense (MoD), and the intelligence and security services. This deci-
sion was controversial. Critics argued that the army should have been kept 
intact until a disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration program 
could be implemented under which soldiers would relinquish their weapons 
in exchange for financial assistance and help in finding employment. CPA 
responded that its decision merely recognized facts on the ground: These 
organizations had disintegrated during the course of the conflict. The deci-
sion was also driven in part by a desire to start afresh and build democrati-
cally accountable and modern institutions for the new Iraqi state. CPA and 
CJTF-7 also were skeptical that these institutions, the bedrock of Saddam’s 
regime, could be reformed. The Ministry of Interior was not abolished, but it 
was radically pruned, losing its control over prisons and its special security 

15 Seymour M. Hersh, “Offense and Defense: The Battle Between Donald Rumsfeld and the 
Pentagon,” The New Yorker, April 7, 2003.
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and emergency units. The police force was not disbanded; the breakdown 
in law and order after the fall of Baghdad led ORHA to recall Iraqi police of-
ficers to work in an effort to provide security on the streets.

From the outset, CJTF-7 and CPA had stressed the importance of building 
indigenous security forces. Because of the worsening security environ-
ment, Washington and London applied constant pressure to accelerate the 
stand-up of these forces. The coalition was especially anxious to pull back 
its forces from the front lines. Yet CPA did not begin with a coherent strategy 
for the reform and development of the Iraqi security sector; an integrated 
strategy only emerged beginning in December 2003. The long-term vision 
that had been developed in the summer of 2003 was frequently revised in 
light of the urgent need to deploy Iraqi security forces to meet the growing 
insurgent threat. The original program for the gradual and deliberate de-
velopment of a new Iraqi army was replaced by an accelerated program. The 
push to deploy Iraqi security forces had counterproductive results. Many 
who enlisted in the army did so because they were informed that its mis-
sion was external defense; they believed they would not be called on to fight 
their fellow Iraqis. Not surprisingly, therefore, when the 2nd Battalion of the 
Iraqi Armed Forces (IAF) was deployed to fight the insurgency in April 2004, 
the unit mutinied on its first contact with the insurgents. In addition to the 
problems of morale, the development of the security sector was consistently 
hampered by delays in the delivery of funds for personnel and equipment.

The program for development of the security sector that belatedly emerged 
was ambitious in scope and scale. CPA intended to create a small but effec-
tive Iraqi military force under civilian management, focused on external 
defense. The program called for the creation—from the ground up—of a 
new army, a coastal defense force, an air component, and a defense min-
istry. It was to be operated according to the standards of a first-world force. 
This program was managed by a Coalition Military Assistance Training 
Team and civilian MoD advisors. On the internal security front, the pro-
gram called for the redesign of the Ministry of Interior. The ministry was 
to be transformed from a corrupt, authoritarian instrument of repression 
to a protector of public safety and national security. The police force was 
to be rebuilt by purging and retraining existing personnel and gradually 
increasing the number of new recruits, who would be trained and mentored 
by international police advisors. The border security forces were also to be 
reconstituted. Although some personnel were reemployed, a large-scale re-
cruitment, training, and infrastructure development program was to be set 
up to recruit new officers.



Iraq    199

At the same time, the judiciary and prison system were to be transformed 
from politicized servants of the dictatorship to upholders of the rule of law. 
The judiciary was purged and made independent of the Ministry of Justice. 
The Iraqi Correctional Service was purged and an ambitious program of 
training and monitoring by expatriate civilian prison experts instituted. 
On the intelligence front, the previous plethora of competing secret police 
agencies was to be replaced by a democratically accountable Iraqi National 
Intelligence Service working in partnership with police and military intel-
ligence agencies.

In addition to these forces, coalition military regional commands sought 
to fill the immediate security gap by raising auxiliary troops, known as the 
Iraqi Civil Defense Corps (ICDC). Locally recruited and quickly trained for 
basic paramilitary tasks, the ICDC became a mainstay of coalition security 
policy simply because it could be rapidly generated and, operating under 
the wing of coalition forces, put an Iraqi face on coalition operations. The 
ICDC was enthusiastically taken up by the Interim Iraqi Government in July 
2004 and was rebadged as a “National Guard.”

In the spring of 2004, with the transfer of authority fast approaching, CPA 
also turned its attention to building national security management and de-
cisionmaking institutions and policies that would ensure civilian control 
over the security forces and institutionalize effective decisionmaking on 
national security issues. CPA worked intensively with the IGC and minis-
ters to develop mechanisms (e.g., a Ministerial Committee on National Se-
curity) and legislation that would shape the practices of the Interim Iraqi 
Government.

UNSCR 1483 had called on the United Nations to encourage international 
efforts to assist the Iraqi civil police force, but, by the time the United Na-
tions withdrew its staff in the wake of the August 19, 2003, bombing of its 
headquarters, it had made no significant progress in this regard. The po-
lice program remained under the direction of the U.S. government, shared 
uneasily among the State Department, Department of Justice, and CENT-
COM.

When the United Nations began to envisage deploying back into the coun-
try to support the political and reconstruction process after CPA dissolved, 
its primary concern was its own security. UNSCR 1546, passed on June 8, 
2004, called for the creation of a special UN security force reporting to the 
Multi-National Force–Iraq, which replaced CJTF-7, to protect UN personnel 
and facilities inside Iraq. .
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With the inauguration of a new Iraqi government under Prime Minister 
Ayad Alawi, U.S. and coalition forces have sought where possible to step 
back and allow Iraqi authorities to assume more visible responsibility for 
security. Alawi’s government has adopted an approach emphasizing both 
toughness, in the form of provisions for martial law, and reconciliation, in 
the form of an amnesty—while at the same time seeking to further acceler-
ate the training and equipping of new Iraqi security forces. These forces and 
their recruiting efforts have in turn been heavily targeted by insurgent at-
tacks, as have national and local government leaders.

Humanitarian
The WFP, U.S. forces, and the Ministry of Trade quickly started delivering 
food after combat operations ended. International staff of the WFP reen-
tered Iraq in May 2003. In the north, WFP continued its operations through 
subcontractors. In the rest of the country, it worked with the Ministry of 
Trade to facilitate transportation of food and other materials, and assisted 
with the renegotiation of contracts that had been signed under the Oil for 
Food Program. Under UNSCR 1472 and 1476, the WFP helped ensure the 
delivery of five months worth of food rations. Although WFP’s mandate to 
provide food for Iraq was to expire on November 21, 2003, CPA decided that 
it lacked the administrative capacity to take over contracting for food op-
erations. In January 2004, CPA, WFP, and the Iraqi Ministry of Trade signed 
a Memorandum of Understanding requesting WFP to provide continued 
support for contracting and assistance in capacity-building for the Iraqi 
Ministry of Trade.16

Although it played a less-prominent role than WFP, the World Health Orga-
nization was also active in Iraq, providing emergency medical supplies and 
help in staffing major hospitals.17

Civil Administration
In the immediate aftermath of the war, an early priority for coalition forces 
was to restart the functions of government. The centralized nature of the 
Iraqi state and the fact that most senior positions had been filled by Baath 
Party loyalists meant that local government and basic public services 
ceased functioning with the fall of the regime. Initially, many military re-

16 World Food Program (2004). 

17 United Nations, “Iraq Situation Report,” July 18–24, 2004, at www.who.int/disasters/
repo/14032.pdf, accessed November 22, 2004. 
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gional commands took over the management of such basic services as sani-
tation. As soon as possible, however, the coalition installed Iraqi officials at 
the municipal and provincial levels and provided logistical and financial 
support to enable the resumption of local services, such as education. Lack-
ing local knowledge, mistakes were often made. At times, appointed offi-
cials were removed for corruption or past human rights abuses. Moreover, 
because local administration decisions were so decentralized and commu-
nications so poor, there was frequently no consistent policy throughout the 
country. Nonetheless, the regional commands got the local civil adminis-
trations functioning fairly quickly. The slow deployment of CPA teams to the 
provinces hampered the transfer of authority from the military to the civil-
ian authority. However, the military handed over the job of working with 
the local civil administrations as soon as the CPA teams were established. 
Because of the fairly small numbers of CPA employees and the continued 
need for security and logistic support, CJTF-7 actively worked with the local 
civil administration throughout CPA’s existence.

At the national level, CPA, heavily supported by military Civil Affairs offi-
cers, found itself responsible for the day-to-day management of the whole 
of the Iraqi government machinery. As noted above, de-Baathification had 
stripped the senior management layer from most ministries. Not until Sep-
tember 2003, when the IGC and CPA appointed interim ministers, did Iraqis 
begin to once again take a lead role in running day-to-day operations of the 
government. Until that time and often after, CPA “advisors” found them-
selves handling the operations of ministries, from refurbishing ministry 
buildings through making salary payments to setting policy, and instigat-
ing long-term reform programs.

The quality and depth of the Iraqi ministries with which the advisors worked 
varied considerably. The Health and Education Ministries were relatively 
functional and reform-minded. Interior and Industry and Minerals were 
either in disarray or had vested interests in resisting reform. Human Rights 
and Defense had to be constructed from scratch. Government operations 
were severely hampered by the catastrophic state of Iraq’s physical and so-
cial infrastructure. Damage to the telephone network during the war and 
CPA’s failure to rapidly restore phone service made coordination difficult. 
The state of Iraq’s banking system and the archaic practices of the Finance 
Ministry meant that inordinate efforts had to be expended to move cash se-
curely around the country simply to pay salaries. Corruption was endemic 
and most ministry payrolls featured large numbers of “ghost workers.”
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By late 2003, CPA had begun to move beyond “firefighting” to develop a 
broader program of civil service reform. Building on the good practices 
that were emerging in some ministries, CPA envisaged a multiyear pro-
gram of institutional reform and capacity-building, as well as a wide-rang-
ing anticorruption program. By late spring of 2004, work had also begun 
on the development of a central government coordinating mechanism to 
provide professional policy staff to support the prime minister and presi-
dency. However, by the time these programs had begun to come together, 
CPA’s focus was on “graduating” the ministries, i.e., turning them over to 
full Iraqi control. In some cases, this process reinforced the reformist trend 
as empowered ministers became able to work with their advisors to plan 
long-term programs; in others, the transition negated much of CPA’s work 
as Iraqi ministries reverted to traditional practices of centralization, pa-
tronage, and corruption.

UNSCR 1483 had pledged the United Nations to assist with civil administra-
tion. This was an area of comparative advantage for the United Nations, es-
pecially in light of the familiarity of a number of UN agencies with the coun-
try. However, the withdrawal of the UN mission in August 2003 stopped any 
such programs. Although the UN strategic plan for Iraq stressed the United 
Nations’ desire to assist in this area,18 in the absence of a UN presence civil 
administration was undertaken by CPA and military personnel, along with 
coalition aid agencies (notably the U.S. Agency for International Devel-
opment [USAID] and the UK Department for International Development 
[Df ID]) and their contractors. The UN and other international bodies, such 
as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, limited themselves to 
programs such as offering out-of-country training for Iraqi officials.

Democratization
U.S. planning for Iraq’s post–Saddam governance veered back and forth 
several times between a prolonged American administered transition to 
democracy on the post–World War II German and Japanese models and a 
rapid hand-off of power to an unelected interim Iraqi government on the Af-
ghan model. Two months before the war, U.S. planners were focusing on the 
former approach. As hostilities approached, the latter, more rapid transi-
tion came into favor and was the approach the United States first attempted 
to implement.

18 United Nations, A Strategy for Assistance to Iraq, draft for stakeholder consultation, February 7,  
2004.
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On April 15, 2003, ORHA and CENTCOM hosted a meeting in Nasiriyah 
of Iraqi notables from both inside and outside Iraq. Serious tensions were 
evident between returning exiles who envisaged a leading role for them-
selves in the new Iraq and Iraqis who had remained in the country under 
Saddam’s rule. However, at the end of the meeting, the United States an-
nounced a series of consultative meetings that would lead to the formation 
of a transitional government by the end of May 2003. This government was 
to be followed by the formation of a provisional government, which would 
draft a constitution and prepare for national elections.

At the end of May, however, CPA Administrator Bremer announced 
that he would delay the selection of the transitional government be-
cause of the worsening security situation. It was not until July 13,  
2003, that CPA formed the IGC—a body with largely advisory powers. The 
IGC was dominated by six largely émigré opposition parties (the INC, the 
INA, the KDP, the PUK, SCIRI, and the Daawa Party), but it also included a 
number of respected individuals from across the country. In addition to a 
widespread perception among Iraqis that the IGC was an American puppet, 
the legitimacy of the IGC was called into question from the outset by the 
absence of weighty figures representing the Sunni community.

Under the plan for political transition drawn up by CPA, the IGC’s role was 
to draft a constitution and to appoint ministers to run the interim govern-
ment. Ministers were eventually appointed by September 2003, but dis-
agreements between the IGC and CPA over the appointment of deputy 
ministers continued into the spring of 2004, leaving most ministries with a 
leadership vacuum on the level immediately below the top. The IGC’s con-
stitutional committee meanwhile made little progress. Although the com-
mittee agreed on a process, it failed to resolve the many controversial issues 
that needed to be tackled in the constitution. In any case, CPA’s plan for 
transition was coming under attack on two fronts. A broad-based popular 
movement, whose views were generally captured in statements by Shiite 
cleric Ayatollah Sistani, called for full elections as a precursor to drawing 
up a constitution. At the same time, insurgent violence was growing—de-
stabilizing all aspects of Iraqi reconstruction, increasing frustration of the 
Iraqi populace with the coalition, and generating domestic political rever-
berations in the United States and the United Kingdom.

In response to these setbacks, the U.S. administration switched once again 
back to its second alternative, a more rapid transfer of authority to an un-
elected Iraqi government. This move was codified in a November 15, 2003, 
agreement between CPA and IGC calling for the drafting of a “Basic Law”—
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an interim constitution—by February 28, 2004, the appointment of a larger 
Iraqi governing council through a national caucus by May 2004, and the 
election of an interim government by the transitional council and the dis-
solution of CPA by July 1, 2004. This was to be followed by the adoption of a 
constitution and full elections by the end of 2005.19

Under this revised and accelerated program, the IGC made considerable 
progress on the Basic Law, known as the Transitional Administrative Law 
(TAL). The TAL was signed on March 8, 2003. Although it was a progressive 
document in terms of its attitude to individual rights and it resolved issues 
such as the role of Islam in public life, it left for the future such controversial 
issues as the status of the Kurdish governorates and the geographic extent 
of Kurdish areas.20 Portions of the TAL, which were perceived as giving the 
Kurds veto power over further constitutional amendments, became the tar-
get of sustained opposition by Sistani’s camp on behalf of the Shiite com-
munity.

Sistani and a Shiite bloc on the IGC further disrupted CPA’s plans by con-
tinuing to demand that the interim government be selected through na-
tional elections rather than caucuses. CPA argued that free and fair elec-
tions could not be held in the time available. However, by the end of 2003, 
CPA had been unable to win the public argument. To resolve the issue, 
in January 2004, the IGC, encouraged by the U.S. government, asked the 
United Nations to rule on the issue of elections. A UN election team visited 
Baghdad and determined that it would, indeed, be infeasible to hold elec-
tions in the time available but that it would be worth exploring other op-
tions rather than caucuses for the selection of the interim government.21 By 
this stage, the United States was eager to share the process of selecting the 
interim government with veteran U.N. troubleshooter Lakhdar Brahimi.

Between February and May 2003, Brahimi made several visits to Iraq and 
floated a number of formulas. Members of the IGC fought hard to preserve 
their positions within the post-transition power structure. After a complex, 
multisided process of consultations, Brahimi, the IGC, and CPA agreed on 
an Interim Iraqi Government consisting of a president, two vice-presidents, 
a prime minister, and a Council of Ministers. The mandate of the Interim 

19 “Transfer Does Not Affect Troops,” BBC News Online, November 16, 2003, www.news.bbc.
co.uk, accessed November 16, 2003; “Bremer: U.S. in Tough Fight in Iraq,” BBC News Online, 
November 16, 2003, www.news.bbc.co.uk, accessed November 16, 2003.

20 For instance, Kirkuk was a major bone of contention. 

21 Betsy Pisik, “UN Sides with U.S. on Voting in Iraq,” Washington Times, January 16, 2004; 
Betsy Pisik, “UN Iraq Advisor Issues Vote Warning,” Washington Times, January 28, 2004.
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Iraqi Government (IIG) was to manage Iraq through elections for a transi-
tional assembly, scheduled for January 2005. The elections, in turn, would 
pave the way for drawing up a full constitution. The IIG would be supple-
mented by a 100-member Interim National Council, chosen from a 1,000-
member National Conference, held in August of 2004.22

Although the process of national political transition attracted most of the 
limelight, CPA’s program of grassroots democratization and local gover-
nance reform also went forward. The pace of democratization was slowed 
by a failure to deploy CPA personnel rapidly into Iraq’s regions, by fund-
ing delays, and by the worsening security situation. The Sadr uprising in 
April–May 2004, for instance, targeted many of the local offices for CPA, RTI 
International (working under contract for USAID), and their Iraqi partners.

CPA’s democratization and local governance reform program had several 
aims. First, it sought to build the fabric of a civil society that would support 
democratic values and a pluralist party system. This involved education 
programs, support for women’s groups, and support for an independent, 
professional media. Second, it sought to build the capacity of accountable 
local government institutions. Despite the lack of a democratic tradition 
and the ever-present threat of insurgent violence, this program made signif-
icant strides. In Baghdad, neighborhood and district councils elected a City 
Council that displayed surprising signs of political maturity. Aside from the 
aid programs, CPA sought to encode its reforms in a Local Governmental 
Powers Order, issued in April 2004, in the face of opposition from members 
of the IGC, who opposed the decentralizing tone of the legislation.

The third main plank of CPA’s democratization program was the protection 
of human rights and the administration of transitional justice. CPA created a 
new human rights ministry and worked with the IGC to create an Iraqi Spe-
cial Tribunal to try officials of the former regime for crimes against human-
ity. CPA also sought to instill in government officials, notably members of 
the security forces, notions of the rule of law and respect for human rights; 
these values were encoded in the TAL and relevant government orders. CPA 
also began the process of investigating the crimes of the previous regime, but 
efforts to investigate mass gravesites and to collate documents were slowed 
by logistical and security concerns. On the pressing issue of internally dis-
placed people, CPA founded an Iraqi Property Claims Commission to resolve 
property claims, primarily of Kurds who had been expelled from their homes 
under Saddam’s policy of Arabization of Kurdish areas, especially around 
Kirkuk.

22 CPA, Interim Iraqi Government Press Packet, June 24, 2004.
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Although the United States did not initially envisage a leading UN role in 
the process of political transition and democratization, Sergio de Mello 
exercised significant behind-the-scenes influence in bridging the gap be-
tween CPA and Iraqi politicians, even engaging in dialog with Ayatollah Sis-
tani, who consistently refused to meet with CPA officials. De Mello’s death 
at a critical phase in the political process contributed to the problems CPA 
faced in fall 2003.

Starting in January 2004, CPA and the U.S. government ceded more and 
more authority to the United Nations as they sought an early end to an in-
creasingly unpopular occupation. Although closely shadowed by U.S. offi-
cials, Brahimi was given quite a free hand in the selection of the interim 
government that took power on June 28, 2004. The UN election team under 
Carina Perelli was given full CPA support in its efforts to prepare Iraq for 
the January 2005 elections. Although CPA and the coalition military were to 
underpin preparations for elections, policy direction was largely left to the 
United Nations.23

Reconstruction
CPA and CJTF-7 made the restoration of essential services, especially elec-
tric power, water, sewage, and garbage pickup, a top priority. Unless the pop-
ulation could be supplied with potable water, epidemics threatened. Unless 
the water authority had access to electricity, pumps could not be operated. 
Electricity and fuel were key to returning economic activity to normal. Dur-
ing the summer of 2003, shortages of gasoline and diesel fuel were blamed 
for triggering riots and disturbances, including a major riot in Basra that led 
to a number of deaths.24 The resumption of oil production and export was 
given very high priority because oil exports were the sole source of revenue 
for the Iraqi government.

Funding for reconstruction came from three sources: Iraqi assets deposited 
in a special account, the Development Fund for Iraq (DFI), in the Federal 
Reserve Bank of New York; oil export revenues, also deposited in this ac-
count; and U.S. grant aid. The grant aid pledged to the reconstruction of in-
frastructure in Iraq has been extraordinary. The U.S. Congress has provided 
over $20 billion in assistance, $18.4 billion of which was granted through 
the Emergency Supplemental Appropriations Act on November 6, 2003. This 
23 United Nations, The Political Transition in Iraq: Report of the Fact-Finding Mission, 
S/2004/140, February 23, 2004.

24 Charles Recknagel, “Iraq: Al-Basrah Riot Underlines Frustration With Energy Shortages,” 
Radio Free Europe, Washington, D.C., August 11, 2003.
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figure was 2.5 times the entire budget request for USAID in 2002. Of this 
amount, two-thirds, or $12.4 billion, was earmarked for the construction of 
infrastructure projects. Other donors have promised an additional $3.7 bil-
lion in grant aid and much larger sums in the form of subsidized loans.

The use of grant aid to finance infrastructure projects is a highly unusual. 
Grant aid is generally considered best spent on projects that are difficult 
to finance through borrowing, such as education, improving government 
operations, and developing health care systems. Long-term investments in 
electric power, water systems, and the oil sector are almost always financed 
through equity or loans. These projects are very expensive. The financing 
requirement forces the borrower to evaluate the project more carefully by 
stipulating that it will bring positive return on the investment. This exercise 
contributes to better project design and more efficient use of funds.

Despite the extraordinarily large sums committed to the reconstruction of 
Iraq, the coalition has had mixed success in restoring Iraqi services. After 
rising sharply from May 2003 to October 2003, electric power generation 
stagnated; production fell in April 2004. Output still runs about the same 
level as before the war. Oil production had failed to reach the pre-conflict 
levels by mid-year 2004. At the end of June 2004, sabotage, an ongoing prob-
lem, had reduced output to just 1.1 million barrels per day (mbd), a level 
last seen just after the war, compared to an immediate prewar peak of 2.5 
mbd.25

The slower-than-planned pace at which essential services have been re-
stored is due to a variety of reasons. First, the coalition underestimated the 
magnitude of the task. Not only did the coalition have to repair war dam-
age, but years of poor maintenance and underinvestment had caught up 
with Iraq. In many instances, electric power generating equipment was not 
worth repairing and had to be replaced. This slowed the process of recon-
struction. Second, looting immediately after the war and sabotage since 
have knocked out refurbished installations, resulting in frequent setbacks 
in restoring service levels. Third, the continued use of subsidies and price 
controls has exacerbated problems. Iraqis have used their rising incomes 
to purchase refrigerators and air conditioners that have increased demand 
for electric power, power for which they do not pay. Because diesel fuel is 
free for state-owned enterprises, the Ministry of Electricity has used it for 
power generation rather than natural gas. Not surprisingly, diesel fuel is in 

25 U.S. Department of Defense, Iraq Status Report, June 29, 2004.
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short supply. The Ministry of Electricity has not been able to operate newly 
installed generating capacity because of fuel shortages.

CPA has been criticized for not spending funds more quickly. The slower-than-
promised pace of disbursal is due to a variety of reasons. U.S. congressional 
concerns about properly monitoring contract expenditures have necessitated 
a reasonable period of time for issuing requests for proposals, evaluating bids, 
and choosing winners. Only after the winning bidders have been selected 
does the process of developing specific projects, contracting for equipment, 
and installing the equipment begin. The time needed to manage this process 
correctly has stretched out the reconstruction process. In addition, the high 
degree of violence has raised contractor costs, slowed reconstruction, and 
generally retarded the effort.

The United Nations, through UNDP and in conjunction with the World 
Bank, has played a subsidiary role to CPA and CJTF-7 in the reconstruction 
of Iraq. In the summer of 2003, UNDP and the World Bank prepared a joint 
assessment of Iraq’s needs. They examined education, health, water and 
sanitation, transport, telecommunications, electricity, and housing, among 
other key areas. As part of this evaluation, they set targeted levels of service 
and estimated the cost of meeting these targets. This study was completed 
before a donors’ conference for Iraq held in Madrid on October 23 and 24, 
2003, to raise funds for reconstruction.26

At the conference, donors authorized the creation of two trust funds, one 
to be run by the World Bank and the other by UNDP, through which donors 
could channel funds for assistance. The trust funds have received very little 
in the way of donations. Of over $21 billion in grants to be given Iraq, donors 
have committed to channeling only $1 billion through the funds.27

Although the needs assessments were used as a basis for requesting funds at 
the Madrid conference, UNDP and the World Bank have played a relatively 
small role in setting priorities or plans for reconstruction in Iraq. Separate 
needs assessments for the oil sector by Halliburton and for the electricity, 
water, and sewage sectors by Bechtel (funded by the U.S. government) be-
came the basis for setting priorities and planning reconstruction in these 
areas.28 These assessments were used to put together the detailed project 
plans that are guiding current reconstruction activity.

26 UNDP and World Bank (2003).

27 Mona Megalli and Heba Kandil, “Iraq Donors Commit About $1 Billion to Iraq Funds,” 
Reuters, February 29, 2004.
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WFP has also played a role in reconstruction, a legacy of its role in running 
the OFF program. Under this program, Iraq was permitted to buy equip-
ment and components needed to provide essential services such as electric-
ity and potable water. At the time of the war, a multibillion-dollar backlog of 
contracts for this equipment existed. WFP continued to monitor and over-
see these contracts through the handover to CPA on November 21, 2003, 
and assisted CPA and the Ministry of Trade with contract oversight after 
that date.

To date, neither the World Bank nor UNDP has been taking a lead role in 
reconstruction. The security situation has remained so precarious that al-
most all personnel employed by these organizations who are assigned to 
Iraq remain outside the country, usually in Amman, Jordan.

LESSONS LEARNED

U.S. nation-building efforts in Iraq have exhibited many of the characteris-
tic weaknesses for which the United Nations has been so often and so justly 
criticized:

 • Planning for stabilization and reconstruction was based on unrealis-
tic, best-case assumptions.

 • The original stabilization force was too small.

 • The United States was slow to deploy civil administrators and police in 
adequate numbers.

 • When deployed, those individuals proved of variable quality.

The United States failed to anticipate that

28 Because Halliburton had already been engaged to evaluate the needs of the oil sector, 
UNDP and the World Bank deliberately chose not to undertake their own needs assessment 
(UNDP and World Bank, 2003, p. v.).
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 • the fall of Saddam would be accompanied by the collapse of the Iraqi 
state

 • a power vacuum would open

 • this vacuum would be immediately filled by a combination of crimi-
nal and extremist elements

 • the Iraqi security apparatus would be unavailable to challenge these 
elements

 • criminals and extremists would become extremely difficult to dis-
place if they were allowed to move into the power vacuum, organize 
and consolidate, intimidate the populace, and cow what was left of the 
police.

Similar developments had attended the collapse of regimes in Somalia, 
Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan. It seems clear, therefore, that 
America’s planning for Iraq gave inadequate attention to its own recent ex-
periences in the field of nation-building.

The U.S. decision to model the Iraqi operation on its post–World War II occu-
pations of Germany and Japan, rather than post–Cold War Bosnia or Kosovo, 
and to actually term its presence an “occupation” rather than a “peace en-
forcement action” heightened resistance among the Iraqi and neighboring 
populations. For Americans, the term occupation conjures up relatively be-
nign images of the very successful U.S. role in European reconstruction. For 
the rest of the world, in particular for the rest of the Arab world, the word 
evokes the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza.

Given the manner in which the war unfolded, the United States may not 
have had the option of treating “post-conflict” Iraq as a fully international 
operation. Nevertheless, there was probably a window of opportunity in the 
early weeks following the end of conventional combat in which a greater 
role for the UN, NATO, the World Bank, and other international institutions 
might have been forged. The rapid and relatively bloodless U.S. victory had 
created favorable global opinion. Most Iraqis were apparently grateful for 
their liberation, little significant resistance had developed, and weapons of 
mass destruction were still generally expected to be found. It was precisely 
at this moment of apparent victory, however, that American opinion seemed 
inclined to regard Iraq as a prize won rather than a burden acquired. That 
is when decisions were made to exclude noncoalition countries from recon-
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struction contracts and to limit the UN role. The UN was not particularly 
popular in Iraq, and greater international involvement might have added 
only marginally to the actual military manpower and economic assistance 
available to stabilize the country. Nevertheless, a more balanced partner-
ship between the United Nations and the United States, on the model of 
Afghanistan, could well have accelerated the eventual return of power to 
representative Iraqis. It could also have assuaged opinion in neighboring 
countries if not in Iraq itself, and helped secure greater cooperation from 
regional governments in stemming the flow of men, money, arms, and 
moral support to an Iraqi resistance.

In executing its ambitious plans for Iraqi reconstruction, the United States 
failed to employ in a timely fashion the many techniques of nation-build-
ing that had been developed over the previous fifteen years in the course 
of several dozen U.S. and UN operations. U.S. officials disbanded the Iraqi 
army without having put in place a program for disarmament, demobi-
lization, and reintegration. They banned former Baathists from govern-
ment office without having established a process to adjudicate individual 
cases and rehabilitate those unassociated with major crimes. They failed 
to move expeditiously to recruit and train a new police force. They did not 
deploy international civilian police to monitor and mentor that new force 
as it emerged from training.

The decision to transfer responsibility for overseeing the civil aspects of na-
tion-building—for developing the police, courts, administration, parties, 
press, civil society, elections, and the like—from the Department of State 
to the Department of Defense complicated the U.S. task. In Korea, Viet-
nam, the Dominican Republic, Grenada, Panama, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, 
Kosovo, and Afghanistan, U.S. diplomatic missions had operated alongside 
U.S. military forces to oversee such functions. Throughout the 1990s, as the 
frequency of such missions increased, the Department of State, USAID, and 
the Department of Justice had gradually strengthened their capabilities to 
perform such functions, although never to an entirely adequate degree. 
Shifting oversight of these civil programs to the Department of Defense, 
and doing so only weeks before the war commenced, imposed massive ad-
ditional start-up costs on an already dauntingly difficult operation.

Perhaps the primary lesson be drawn from the early U.S. experience 
in Iraq is that the United States has not adequately absorbed the les-
sons of its abundant nation-building experience over the previous de-
cade. Had the United States planned for the collapse of governance 
and the power vacuum that developed with the fall of Saddam, had 
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it deployed forces adequate in number and quality to provide mini-
mal public security during those early weeks, had it put in place a well- 
conceived program for disarmament, demobilization, and reintegra-
tion, had it conducted de-Baathification in a more discriminate manner, 
and had it involved the UN more centrally from the beginning in the selec-
tion of an interim Iraqi leadership, Iraq would still have been a stunningly 
difficult exercise in nation-building. Having failed to take those steps in a 
timely fashion, the United States now faces challenges of a very different 
order, in which a counterinsurgency struggle must be won before even the 
most competent nation-building efforts can have much effect.
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Chapter Twelve

INPUTS AND OUTCOMES

Although each nation-building mission takes place in a unique environ-
ment, the objectives, instruments and techniques remain largely the same 
from one operation to the next. Thus it is possible to compare, across the 
various cases, the level of international inputs (as measured in men, money, 
and time) and of outcomes (as measured in security, economic growth, and 
democratization). While the analysis inevitably suffers from the deficien-
cies of the data, and while the measures available provide at best crude ap-
proximations of the level of effort and results, this methodology does permit 
more than merely impressionistic or anecdotal comparisons among case 
studies.

Nation-building outcomes naturally result from much more than the quan-
tity of inputs. Success depends on the wisdom with which such resources 
are employed and on the susceptibility of the society in question to the 
changes being fostered. Some strategies work better than others, and some 
societies are more ready to change. Nevertheless, success also depends in 
some measure on the quantity of international military and police man-
power and economic assistance committed and on the time over which 
those commitments continue.

The first volume of this study compared inputs and outputs for seven U.S.-
led nation-building missions—Germany, Japan, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, 
Kosovo, and Afghanistan. This volume looks at data from eight UN missions 
and the seven U.S. missions from the previous volume, in addition to Iraq. 
This permits an evaluation of data from sixteen case studies.
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The measures of input are

 • military presence

 • international police presence

 • duration of mission

 • timing of elections

 • economic assistance.

The measures of outcome are

 • military casualties (a negative measure)

 • refugee returns

 • growth in per capita GDP

 • a qualitative measure of sustained peace

 • a qualitative assessment of whether or not a country’s government be-
came and has remained democratic.

SECURITY

Military Presence
Military force levels for UN missions have ranged from nearly 20,000 
UN troops deployed in the Congo and 16,000 in Cambodia, to just over 
4,000 in Namibia. Figures 12.1 and 12.2 shows total peak force levels 
and force levels per thousand local inhabitants. Force-to-population  
ratios varied widely. Large numbers of UN military forces relative to pop-
ulation were deployed to Eastern Slavonia and East Timor. Force levels in 
Congo, Namibia, El Salvador, Mozambique, Cambodia, and Sierra Leone 
were proportionally much smaller. In half the cases, UN peak force levels 
were at two or fewer soldiers per thousand inhabitants. This was signifi-
cantly less than the level the United Nations deployed in Eastern Slavonia, 
which was 34 soldiers per thousand inhabitants. UN missions have nor-
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mally fielded much smaller contingents than U.S.-led operations, both in 
absolute numbers and in relation to the local population. The largest UN 
mission studied, the Congo, had fewer troops (20,000) than the smallest U.S. 
mission studied, Haiti (which had 23,000). Of the five smallest operations in 
proportion to population, four were UN missions: Mozambique, Cambodia, 
El Salvador, and Congo. Of the five largest operations in proportion to popu-
lation, only two were UN missions: Eastern Slavonia and East Timor, both 
very small societies where a few UN troops went a long way.

Duration
UN forces have tended to remain in post-conflict countries for shorter pe-
riods of time than have U.S. forces, as illustrated in Figure 12.3. In the early 
1990s, both U.S.- and UN-led operations were usually terminated rather 
quickly, often immediately following the completion of an initial demo-
cratic election and the inauguration of a new government. In this period, 

SOURCES: Ziemke 1975; U.S. War Department 1945, 1946; International Institute for 
Strategic Studies, var.; United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations 2004; 
Jane’s Information Group 2004; Ramsbotham et al. 1999; United Nations Department of 
Public Information, var.
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SOURCES: Ziemke 1975; U.S. War Department 1945, 1946; International Institute for 
Strategic Studies, var.; United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations 2004; 
Jane’s Information Group 2004; Ramsbotham et al. 1999; United Nations Department of 
Public Information, var.; U.S. Census Bureau 2004.
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the United States and the United Nations tended to define their objectives 
rather narrowly, focusing on exit strategies and departure deadlines. As ex-
perience with nation-building grew, however, both the United Nations and 
the United States came to recognize that reconciliation and democratiza-
tion could require more than a single election. By the end of the decade, 
both UN and U.S.-led operations became more extended, and peacekeep-
ing forces were drawn down more slowly rather than exiting en masse fol-
lowing the first national election.

Figure 12.2—Peak Military Presence Per Capita
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Civilian Police
International civilian police are an increasingly important component of 
most UN nation-building operations, in some cases representing 10 percent 
or more of the overall force. The United Nations has deployed international 
police to help UN military forces restore security, build and train local po-
lice forces, and provide security for local inhabitants. In El Salvador, 315 UN 
civilian police observers were deployed at the peak of UN activities. These 
police lacked arrest authority, were unarmed, and depended on the Salva-
doran police to make arrests. In contrast, the United Nations deployed over 
1,000 civilian police to East Timor and nearly 5,000 to Kosovo; all possessed 

aOngoing operation

SOURCES: Ziemke 1975; U.S. War Department 1945, 1946; Institute for Strategic 
Studies, var.; United Nations Department of Peacekeeping Operations 2004; Jane’s 
Information Group 2004; Ramsbotham et al. 1999; United Nations Department of Public 
Information, var.; U.S. Census Bureau 2004.
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arrest authority and were required to carry sidearms. As for military pres-
ence, the UN operations in the smaller societies of Eastern Slavonia, East 
Timor, and Namibia had the largest civilian police contingents in propor-
tion to the local populations. Although UN civilian police forces usually left 
with the troops, in El Salvador, Haiti, and Eastern Slavonia they stayed a 
year or more after the military component withdrew.

The United States pioneered the use of armed international police in Haiti 
but looked to the United Nations to supply police for the NATO-led opera-
tions in Bosnia and Kosovo. The United States did not include civil police in 
its last two nation-building operations.
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Figure 12.4—Peak Civilian Police Presence
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Figures 12.4 and 12.5 illustrate total peak civilian police levels and  
civilian police levels per capita, and Figure 12.6 shows the military- 
to-police ratio. UN-led operations have possessed much higher ratios of  
police to military soldiers. The absence of any international civil police in 
Afghanistan and Iraq has increased the burden on U.S. and coalition mili-
tary forces to handle public security and police training functions there.
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Figure 12.5—Peak Civilian Police Presence Per Capita
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Combat-Related Deaths
Casualties suffered are a good measure of difficulties being encountered. 
Missions with high casualty levels have been among the least successful. 
Among UN cases, the Congo had the highest number of casualties, reflect-
ing the peace enforcement nature of the operation. After the Congo, the 
Cambodian operation, lightly manned as a proportion of the population, 
had the highest casualty level, followed by Sierra Leone. There were fewer 
than five combatant deaths in any of the remaining operations. In East 
Timor, Eastern Slavonia, and Namibia, the United Nations possessed rela-
tively large military forces and experienced few combat deaths.

In Mozambique and El Salvador, the United Nations possessed relatively 
small military forces but experienced few combat deaths. In both cases, op-
posing sides had been involved in long, bloody, exhausting civil wars, were 
committed to peace, and were supported in this commitment by active ma-
jor and regional power involvement during and after the peace settlement.

Following the loss of 18 U.S. soldiers in Somalia in 1993, the United States 
took great precautions throughout the rest of the decade to avoid casual-
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Figure 12.7—“Post-Conflict” Combat Deaths

aOngoing operation

SOURCES: U.S. Department of Defense 2004; United Nations Department of 
Peacekeeping Operations 2004.

NOTE: Since we could find no information on hostile casualties for U.S. forces in 
Japan, the U.S. sector of Germany, Kosovo, or Bosnia, we assume there were no 
casualties. The Iraq data are from May 1, 2003, to November 27, 2004. The Afghanistan 
data are from December 1, 2001, to November 27, 2004. Iraq and Afghanistan data 
include both hostile and nonhostile casualties. 
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ties. The United Nations was slightly less risk averse: Through the end of the 
1990s, UN casualty rates were consequently a little higher than U.S. rates. 
In the aftermath of the September 11 terrorist attacks, American sensitivity 
to casualties diminished. At the same time, the United States abandoned its 
strategy of deploying overwhelming force at the outset of nation-building 
operations. Significantly lower force-to-population ratios in Afghanistan 
and Iraq than in Bosnia or Kosovo have been accompanied by much higher 
casualty levels. There have been more combat deaths among U.S. forces in 
Afghanistan than in all American nation-building operations studied go-
ing back to 1945, and the casualty levels in Iraq as of September, 2004 are 
almost ten times higher than the number for Afghanistan.



234  Th e UN’s Role in Nation-Building: From the Congo to Iraq

Enduring Peace
Peace is the most essential product of nation building. Without peace, nei-
ther economic growth nor democratization is possible. With peace, some 
level of economic growth becomes almost inevitable and democratization 
at least possible. As Table 12.1 illustrates, among the sixteen cases studied 
in this and the preceding volume, eleven remain at peace today, five do not. 
Of the eight UN-led cases, seven are at peace. Of the eight U.S.-led cases, 
four are at peace, four are not—or not yet. These categorizations are neces-
sarily provisional, particularly for the ongoing operations in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. Peace in Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor, and Sierra Leone has been 
sustained, but so far only with the ongoing presence of international peace-
keepers.1

Table 12.1 
Sustained Peace

Country At Peace in 2004

Germany Yes
Japan Yes
Congo No
Namibia Yes
El Salvador Yes
Cambodia Yes
Somalia No
Mozambique Yes
Haiti No
Bosnia Yes
Eastern Slavonia Yes
Sierra Leone Yes
East Timor Yes
Kosovo Yes
Afghanistan No
Iraq No

1 To code the cases, we used information from the Center for International Development and 
Conflict Management (CIDCM), State Failure: Internal Wars and Failures of Governance, 1955–
2002, data set, University of Maryland, CIDCM, www.cidcm.umd, accessed November 22,  
2004.

HUMANITARIAN

Return of Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons
All conflicts generate refugees and displace people within the country. A 
primary goal of every nation-building operation has been the return of 
those refugees and internally displaced persons. The number of refugees has 
varied widely. Among UN cases, the largest numbers of refugees per thou-
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sand inhabitants were in East Timor and Eastern Slavonia. In East Timor, 
the violence that followed the September 1999 referendum displaced close 
to 80 percent of the territory’s population. Approximately 265,000 East Ti-
morese became refugees; 500,000 escaped to the interior of the island. Most 
UN personnel were temporarily evacuated to Darwin, Australia. In Eastern 
Slavonia, most of the Croatian population fled after hostilities broke out in 
1991. A reverse flow of roughly 42,000 Serbs from Bosnia and other parts 
of Croatia had taken refuge in Eastern Slavonia by January 1996 when the 
UN mission began. Many of them arrived in the summer and fall of 1995, 
fleeing from Croatian and Bosnian troops, shortly before the UN operation 
commenced. Mozambique and Sierra Leone also reported high numbers of 
refugees relative to their total populations.

In most cases, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UN-
HCR) and NGOs were successful in overseeing the timely return of refugees. 
In Namibia, Mozambique, and East Timor, most refugees had returned 
home four years after the operation began. In Eastern Slavonia, domestic 
conflicts stranded a number of refugees. In Sierra Leone, the uncertain se-

Figure 12.8—Percentage of Refugee Returns After Five Years
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curity situation resulted in an increase in refugees during the first, largely 
unsuccessful year of the UN operation. Only in the third and fourth years of 
the operation did a sizable number of refugees feel comfortable returning 
home.

A low level of refugee return is often a sign of continued conflict in the soci-
ety in question (e.g., Somalia, Iraq, and Afghanistan) but sometimes is a re-
sult of the significantly better living conditions in the places of refuge (e.g., 
for Salvadoran and Haitian refugees in the United States).

DEMOCRATIZATION

Timing of Elections
The establishment of a democratic political system is a core objective of most 
nation-building operations. Central to this process has been the planning 
and conduct of democratic elections, illustrated in Figure 12.9. Although 
logic might suggest that local elections should precede national ones, this 
seldom occurs. In Cambodia, the first local elections were held ten years af-
ter the intervention; in Eastern Slavonia they were held just 15 months after 
the operation began. National elections preceded or were held at the same 
time as local elections in every UN-led operation except Eastern Slavonia.

The U.S.-led cases showed more divergence. In Japan and Bosnia, local 
elections were held well after national elections. In Haiti, they were held 
simultaneously. In Germany and Kosovo, local elections preceded national 
polls by at least 18 months. National elections occurred in the fall of 2004 in 
Afghanistan and are expected to occur in early 2005 in Iraq.

Initial elections were held to be free and fair in nearly all of the cases stud-
ied. In Cambodia and Congo, however, free elections did not lead to stable, 
democratic governments. Elections are a prerequisite for democracy, but 
speed in organizing elections is not necessarily an indicator of ultimate 
success. Haiti, for instance, had one of the quickest of elections but the least 
enduring success.
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Level of Democratization
In Table 12.2, we categorize each of the countries studied as democratic or 
not democratic. To determine which category to apply, we used the codings 
from Freedom House and the Polity Project at the University of Maryland. 
Among the U.S.-led cases, Germany and Japan are clearly democratic; Bos-
nia and Kosovo are democratic but still under varying degrees of interna-
tional administration; Somalia and Haiti are not democratic; Afghanistan 
has held a presidential election but not parlimentary elections; and Iraq’s 
first free election is expected in 2005 under exceptionally difficult condi-
tions. Among the UN-led cases all but the Congo and Cambodia remain 
democratic—some, of course, more than others.

Figure 12.9—Timing of Local and National Elections
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ECONOMIC RECONSTRUCTION

Per Capita External Assistance
Figure 12.10 employs per capita external assistance in 2000 dollars in the 
first two years of the operation to make comparisons across operations. 
UN-led operations tended to be less well supported with international eco-
nomic assistance than American operations in both absolute and in pro-
portional terms. This reflects the greater access of the United States to do-
nor assistance funds, both its own and those of the international financial 
institutions to which it belongs. External assistance on a per capita basis 
varied greatly among UN cases. Eastern Slavonia received the most money 
on a per capita basis—more than 10 times that given to Cambodia, Sierra 
Leone, and Congo. Because of its proximity to Europe and the desire to get 
the operation “right” after the previous five years of failure in the Balkans, 
donors, especially the European states, were generous. Since the region 

Table 12.2 
Democratic Development

Country Democracy in 2004
Polity IV  

(0 low, 10 high)
Freedom House  
(0 low, 10 high)a 

Germany Yes 10.0 10.0
Japan Yes 10.0 10.0
Congo No 0.0 2.9
Namibia Yes 6.0 8.6
El Salvador Yes 7.0 8.6
Cambodia No 3.0 2.9
Somalia No – 2.9
Mozambique Yes 6.0 7.1
Haiti No 1.0 2.9
Bosnia Yes – 5.7
Eastern Slavoniab Yes 7.0 8.6
Sierra Leone Yes 5.0 5.7
East Timor Yes 6.0 7.1
Kosovo Yes – – 
Afghanistan No – 2.9
Iraq No 0.0 1.4

SOURCES: Monty G. Marshall and Keith Jaggers, Polity IV Project: Political Regime 
Characteristics and Transitions, 1800–2002, Dataset Users’ Manual, College Park, MD: Center 
for International Development and Conflict Management, September 2002; Freedom House, 
Freedom in the World Country Ratings, 1972 Through 2003, New York: Freedom House, 2003.
a  The Freedom House ratings have been converted from a seven-point to a ten-point scale.
b Since neither Polity IV nor Freedom House had data for Eastern Slavonia, we used Croatia 
as a proxy.
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also has a small population (an estimated 105,000 people in 1998), funds 
went much further on a per capita basis than in those countries with larger 
populations. East Timor also received relatively high levels of per capita 
assistance for its comparatively small population (an estimated 967,000 in 
1999).

In general, small societies tended to receive more assistance on a per cap-
ita basis than larger ones, with Bosnia, Eastern Slavonia, East Timor, and 
Kosovo leading this group. On the other hand, Iraq, the largest of the mod-
ern nation-building missions, has also been particularly well funded.

As noted, the United States, which has control over its own resources, a 
powerful voice in the World Bank and regional development banks, and 
considerable influence with other bilateral donors, has much more control 
over the level of assistance funding than does the United Nations. In effect, 
the United States can always ensure that it has the level of funding it deems 
necessary. The United Nations seldom can. Many UN operations are conse-
quently poorly supported with economic assistance.

Figure 12.10—Average Annual Per Capita Assistance over First Two Years
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Economic Growth
War severely disrupts the economies not just of states in conflict but also 
of their neighbors. In all the cases studied, conflict resulted in a fall in out-
put and living standards in the societies concerned. As Figure 12.11 shows, 
peace brought economic growth in all but two.2 In Bosnia, East Timor, 
and Kosovo, high levels of external economic assistance resulted in rapid 
economic recovery. Persistent violence and limited domestic capacity for 
good governance resulted in slower rates of growth in Sierra Leone. In Mo-
zambique and Congo, these same factors resulted in continued falls in per 
capita GDP. El Salvador and Cambodia enjoyed strong growth despite less 
generous inflows of aid.

Figure 12.11—Average Annual Growth in Per Capita GDP over First Five Years

2 We did not include data for Iraq because there were no reliable statistics for economic 
growth at the time of publication.
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The presence of international peacekeepers and their success in suppress-
ing renewed conflict, rather than the levels of economic assistance, seems 
to be the key determinant of economic growth. As the case of Iraq illustrates 
anew, security is a prerequisite for growth, and money is no substitute for 
adequate manpower in providing it. Indeed security without economic as-
sistance is much more likely to spur economic growth than is economic 
assistance without security. This suggests that initial international invest-
ment should be preferentially directed to filling security needs, to include 
reorganizing and strengthening the local security sector, such as police, 
military, courts, and prisons.
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