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International Day of UN 
Peacekeepers Conference 2021 

T HE UK GOVERNMENT’S recently released Integrated Review casts the UK as a 
problem-solving and burden-sharing country with a global perspective.1 Invoking 
the country’s responsibilities as a permanent member of the UN Security Council, it 

promises a Global Britain that will play a more active part in sustaining the international 
order and protecting human rights and global norms. A generous defence budget will allow 
the UK to do more on peacekeeping.2

As welcome as this ambition is, details about how such objectives might be achieved remain 
scarce. The International Day of UN Peacekeepers Conference 2021 considered how middle 
powers, and the UK specifically, might match ambitions with actions. In doing so, it hopes 
to inform preparation for the delayed UN Peacekeeping Ministerial Meeting in Seoul in 
December 2021. 

Three key themes emerged: the need to improve the relationship between keeping and 
sustaining peace; the continued investment in and development of ‘people-centred’ peace 
operations; and the question of how the UK and other middle powers might usefully expand 
their contribution to peace operations. The themes reflect and develop those in the UN’s  
High-Level Independent Panel on Peace Operations (HIPPO) report,3 many of which are reflected 
in the Action for Peacekeeping initiative.4 The recordings of the presentations can be found on 
the RUSI website and YouTube.5

1. HM Government, Global Britain in a Competitive Age: The Integrated Review of Security, Defence, 
Development and Foreign Policy, CP403 (London: The Stationery Office, 2021).

2. UK Parliament, Hansard, Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s answer to Lloyd Russell-Moyle MP, 
Thursday 19 November 2020, Volume 684, <https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2020-11-19/
debates/CA347B2B-EE02-40DF-B5CE-1E8FAA07139E/IntegratedReview>, accessed 9 June 2021. 

3. UN General Assembly, ‘Report of the High-Level Independent Panel on Peace Operations on Uniting 
Our Strengths for Peace: Politics, Partnership and People’, A/70/95–S/2015/446, June 2015.

4. The Action for Peacekeeping initiative covers many of the High-Level Independent Panel on 
Peace Operations strands, but some were lost or given lower prominence. See UN Peacekeeping, 
‘Action for Peacekeeping (A4P)’, <https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/action-for-peacekeeping-a4p>, 
accessed 28 June 2021. 

5. RUSI, ‘International Day of UN Peacekeepers Conference 2021’, 27 May 2021, <https://rusi.org/
events/conferences/international-day-un-peacekeepers-conference-2021#video-recordings>, 
accessed 9 July 2021; RUSI, ‘International Day of UN Peacekeepers Conference 2021: Enhancing 
the UK Contribution to Peacekeeping’, YouTube, 28 May 2021, <https://www.youtube.com/playlist
?list=PLFAgO2TZWpwBn906fhVfVVJKn0TRYEgXV>, accessed 2 July 2021. 

https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2020-11-19/debates/CA347B2B-EE02-40DF-B5CE-1E8FAA07139E/IntegratedReview
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2020-11-19/debates/CA347B2B-EE02-40DF-B5CE-1E8FAA07139E/IntegratedReview
https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/action-for-peacekeeping-a4p
https://rusi.org/events/conferences/international-day-un-peacekeepers-conference-2021#video-recordings
https://rusi.org/events/conferences/international-day-un-peacekeepers-conference-2021#video-recordings
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLFAgO2TZWpwBn906fhVfVVJKn0TRYEgXV
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLFAgO2TZWpwBn906fhVfVVJKn0TRYEgXV
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Improving the Links between Keeping and Sustaining Peace
Peacekeeping provides time and space for peacebuilding, but it is not a lasting answer. The 
international community and host governments need to invest more in early engagement and 
conflict prevention, and build capacity to fill the space peace operations provide for finding 
sustainable peace. This poses a challenge in obtaining political agreement within the UN to deploy 
forces with the right mandate, and also requires a willingness by troop-contributing countries 
(TCCs) to commit people and materiel to missions before the need becomes overwhelming. 
Another challenge is the makeup of a mission, which is often dominated by military and police 
forces whose role is perceived as providing physical security to stabilise a situation rather 
than building the capabilities for lasting peace. However, panellists cautioned about the 
danger of peace operations becoming proxies for state-building where the government that 
controls the state is part of the problem. The more that peace operations are measured against  
state-building, the further they can drift from what they ought to achieve. And the more that 
peace operations stabilise a situation, the less incentive there can be for those in charge to 
change. There are dangers that peacekeeping missions foster a sense of dependence, and thus 
weaken the polity needed to sustain the eventual peace, and economically advantage those in 
charge of having a peace operation in the country. 

A greater emphasis is needed on peacebuilding through the mission’s civilian component, and 
through the mission working in partnership with other (external, local and non-state) actors, 
as well as other parts of the UN, such as political missions and country offices. Overfocusing 
on security apparatus can distort the mission, and armed forces – especially those lacking 
deep familiarity with the UN – can forget it is a civilian institution. Inserting staff officers into 
senior appointments in UN missions without prior UN experience can cause tensions, especially 
where the staff officers equate multilateral UN missions to NATO and attempt to apply NATO 
standards on those unfamiliar with them. As many of the TCCs making the biggest contribution 
to UN missions are not members of NATO, this can also result in force fragmentation where 
NATO forces interact through their shared doctrine and standards but exclude others. More 
investment is needed in supporting the development of peacekeepers, civilians, military and 
police to help with the smooth running of missions in a way that parachuting unfamiliar senior 
staff into posts does not. 

Sustainable peace must be locally led, and peacekeeping cannot – and should not – seek to 
provide the functions of the state. Greater realism is also needed on what peacekeeping can 
and cannot achieve. Participants expressed particular concerns about how peacekeeping can 
be subject to pressure to meet the national interests of UN members, and conflated with 
counterterrorism (take, for example, the UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission 
in Mali [MINUSMA] and its relationship with Operation Barkhane). Counterterrorism and/or 
counterinsurgency missions can raise important questions about a mission’s neutrality when 
it operates as the guest of the government and delivers a mandate that strengthens the 
government’s capacity. People-centred peacekeeping could provide part of the answer, making 
the mission answerable to local people rather than local authorities.
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Calls were made for a new peace doctrine that offers refreshed principles. This should include 
enhancing the local capacity for governance and ensuring local voices are heard in the planning 
and conduct of the mission, and engaging society in its widest sense, including women, 
young people and civil society where it exists. This may require a move towards extending 
UN deployment durations and mandates to allow for better long-term planning. It certainly 
requires more effective training of peacekeepers that goes beyond purely technical security 
aspects to include softer skills development. This should help to engage the population 
effectively and respects their human rights. The training also needs to consider questions of 
organisational culture and how troops behave, and place a greater emphasis on integrating 
disparate capabilities provided by forces from both the Global South and Global North, allowing 
them to learn from each other’s experiences and strengths. 

Development of People-Centred Peace Operations
People-centred peacekeeping seeks to place people at the heart of how peace operations 
are planned, making operations more accountable, locally grounded and, hopefully, more 
effective. With a focus on ‘human security’ intended to secure lasting peace, the sense of 
who the relevant actors are broadens, and the task of generating and sustaining trust with 
communities expands. Many panellists commented on the need to move peace operations 
from a parent–child relationship to an adult–adult one, even where capacity is unbalanced.6 
They observed that militaries like to fix problems, but peacebuilding is about helping others 
fix their own unique problems for which there are no perfect templates, and for which 
patience is essential. A focus on respect and dignity that recognises human worth and agency 
helps build adult–adult relations, even where the capability is predominantly one-sided. This 
reflects a cultural challenge, especially for more capable actors, and requires preparation for 
missions that goes beyond merely pre-mission training. This is a TCC responsibility, as is the 
need to ensure those deploying on missions are able to meet the requirements within the 
Protection of Civilians (POC) and Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (SEA) policies.7 It was argued 
that this responsibility needs to be supported by an international convention providing for 
the criminal accountability of UN personnel for SEA. 

UN Security Council Resolutions 1325 (on Women, Peace and Security) and 2250 (on Youth) 
are crucial statements of intent – they reflect the demographics in many war-torn states and 
are vital to building a lasting peace. However, to be effective, these resolutions and the tools 
to implement them must be well understood. The critical shortage of women peacekeepers 

6. The concept of parent–child and adult–adult relationships is taken from the theory of 
transactional analysis. See, for example, Thomas A Harris, I’m OK – You’re OK (New York, NY: 
Harper and Row, 1967). 

7. UN, ‘The Protection of Civilians in United Nations Peacekeeping’, 1 November 2019,  
<https://peacekeeping.un.org/sites/default/files/poc_policy_2019_.pdf>, accessed 2 July 2021. 
It is expanded on in UN Department of Peace Operations, ‘The Protection of Civilians in United 
Nations Peacekeeping: Handbook’, 2020. See also UN, ‘Preventing Sexual Exploitation and Abuse’, 
<https://www.un.org/preventing-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse/>, accessed 2 July 2021.

https://peacekeeping.un.org/sites/default/files/poc_policy_2019_.pdf
https://www.un.org/preventing-sexual-exploitation-and-abuse/
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was lamented, and more flexibility was sought from TCCs in providing bespoke rather than 
formed units so that the critical role played by women in peacekeeping can be reflected in the 
composition of the forces.
 

Enhancing the UK Contribution 
The UK is already active in peace operations. It is a permanent member of the Security Council, 
as well as its fifth-biggest funder (meeting its 5.79% of overall assessed contributions – 
£340 million in FY2020/21 – and voluntarily providing a further £3.5 million of non-assessed 
contributions). It ranks 37th out of 122 TCCs in terms of personnel numbers, providing military 
and police personnel to eight peacekeeping missions.8 Furthermore, the UK is about to rotate 
the first of its six-month troop deployments to MINUSMA. In late 2021, it will send a senior 
police officer to the UN Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo, its first such deployment 
for many years.

The prime minister has stated his desire for the UK to do more in peace operations, including in 
peacekeeping reform and through greater use of the Conflict, Stability and Security Fund.9 Its 
three reform priorities are for: higher quality pledges from TCCs; enhanced mission planning; 
and performance. The UK will champion more troop contingents, police and staff officers, 
partnering with other TCCs to provide training, and cross-Whitehall funding and programming to 
drive the reforms. This includes a greater focus on intelligence doctrine and training to support 
missions and an emphasis on POC. 

Pledges need to fill capability gaps, such as that of the long-range reconnaissance group to 
MINUSMA. While traditional capabilities are always needed, key capability shortfalls for UN 
missions move beyond ‘boots on the ground’. Specific priorities for the Strategic Force Generation 
and Capability Planning Cell in UN headquarters include civilian police, security sector and 
broader capacity building, training and mentoring activity, as well as technical capabilities in air 
and ground intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance, air mobility and medical capability. 
Some of these roles, particularly capacity building, could be especially suited to reserves. Their 
combination of military skills and civilian experience is likely to make them a strong cultural fit 
for UN missions as they understand different organisational cultures. 

While the UK’s ambition to do more with peace operations is evident and welcome, 
delivery may be challenging, despite obvious benefits in providing operational experience,  
burden-sharing with partners and bolstering the international system. The low appetite for risk 
places high demands on force protection and medical standards, thus limiting the number of 

8. At the time of the conference, these were: MINUSMA; MONUSCO (UN Organization Stabilization Mission 
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo); UNAMA (UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan); UNFICYP (UN 
Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus); UNMISS (UN Mission in South Sudan); UNSMIL (UN Support Mission in 
Libya); UNSOM (UN Assistance Mission in Somalia); and UNSOS (UN Support Office in Somalia).

9. UK Parliament, Hansard, Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s answer to Lloyd Russell-Moyle MP.
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missions for which UK personnel can deploy. There is also a sense that the UK military and police 
have a limited understanding of the UN, which can cause tensions when senior officers are 
inserted into UN missions. While the military is in the early stages of developing a career path 
for those serving internationally, it is still not seen as ‘career positive’ to repeatedly serve with 
the UN and work up through missions. However, other countries, such as Brazil and Ireland, see 
UN experience as almost essential to achieving senior rank. There is no equivalent in the police, 
which could affect the attractiveness of the UN for individuals. Even when there are volunteers, 
chief constables can be reluctant to release valuable staff for UN missions as their force will 
carry the cost. As the immediate value of providing police to UN missions is to a country rather 
than a specific force (although the returning officer brings valuable skills back to their force), 
adopting a national scheme for providing police to UN missions might help overcome the 
problems of having separate constabularies.10 The lack of familiarity with the UN also means 
that UK forces can find it difficult to work with non-Western European forces, which usually 
operate to different doctrine and standards. 

Overcoming these challenges requires changes to how the UK’s armed forces and police conceive 
of UN missions. The Irish Army, for example, prioritised supporting the UN and embarked on 
a systematic reform of its training to embed human security and soft skills at the heart of its 
development processes for all.11 This goes beyond mission training and informs learning at 
all career stages.

The plan to expand the UK contribution to training other TCCs must avoid duplicating existing 
capabilities elsewhere. There is still space for a meaningful contribution, both in terms of  
pre-mission training and training that gets upstream of deployments. 

Successful pre-mission training depends on having credibility in what is being taught. While the 
UK has considerable credibility in fighting and counterinsurgency as a result of its experience 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, its lack of familiarity with UN missions and their culture will need to 
be addressed to maximise the perceived value of UK-led training. Engaging with others who 
are more experienced with the UN to design and even conduct pre-mission training could offer 
a shortcut to increasing the credibility of training. However, mission training, no matter how 
good, cannot in a short time counter the challenge of military cultures that do not align with 
the values of POC and countering SEA. A more systematic approach to training senior leaders 
from other TCCs to create the right organisational cultures in their own forces could help offset 
the limitations of pre-mission training. This might use the new forward presence forces the UK 
is developing for mentoring and training partners, but should also embrace how international 
defence training is allocated, using the UN as an organising principle. 

10. There are 43 police forces in England and Wales, along with the British Transport Police and the 
separate police forces of Scotland and Northern Ireland. See police.uk, ‘UK Police Forces’,  
<https://www.police.uk/pu/contact-the-police/uk-police-forces/>, accessed 28 June 2021.

11. See Irish Defence Forces, ‘UN Training School Ireland’, <https://www.military.ie/en/who-we-are/
army/defence-forces-training-centre/the-military-college/un-training-school-ireland/>, accessed  
2 July 2021.

https://www.police.uk/pu/contact-the-police/uk-police-forces/
https://www.military.ie/en/who-we-are/army/defence-forces-training-centre/the-military-college/un-training-school-ireland/
https://www.military.ie/en/who-we-are/army/defence-forces-training-centre/the-military-college/un-training-school-ireland/
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The UK could choose to expand and allocate international defence training at the Defence 
Academy, the Royal College of Defence Studies, and the Higher and Advanced Command and 
Staff Courses to support its objectives with the UN. However, officer training is not enough and 
mentoring may also be needed, alongside training and mentoring of senior non-commissioned 
officers who, in many armies, establish the culture in units. This could help capacity building in 
the armed forces of TCCs, leading to soldiers who are better prepared for missions in which the 
overall aim is not the defeat of an enemy, but the establishment of sustainable peace. 

Conclusion
As the UN works towards the reform of peace operations envisaged in the 2015 HIPPO report, 
there is much that middle powers such as the UK can do to contribute. Earlier engagement 
in upstream conflict prevention, strengthening civilian elements of missions to encourage 
lasting peace through people-centred peace operations and ensuring countries contribute what 
missions need are important starting points. 

The UK’s ambition is welcome, and it needs to find ways to enhance its contribution through 
military, police and civilian means to add value across the spectrum of peace operations. 
Adopting the UN as an organising principle for planning its persistent forward engagement and 
training activity, and growing its understanding of the organisation, would go a long way to 
putting flesh on the bones of Global Britain. 

Paul O’Neill is a Senior Research Fellow in Military Sciences at RUSI.


