
Chapter Five

Special Committee on Peacekeeping Operations

Purview of the Special Committee on 
Peacekeeping Operations
The Special Committee on Peacekeeping Operations (SCPKO) of 
the United Nations was established by the General Assembly in 
1965 and reports to the General Assembly on its work through the 
Fourth Committee (Special Political and Decolonization). The Special 
Committee is charged with comprehensively reviewing all issues relat-
ing to the management and operation of peacekeeping missions but 
is not able to create peacekeeping operations or to alter the mandates 
given by the Security Council. It additionally provides supervisory 
oversight of the Department of Peacekeeping Operations. The Special 
Committee meets annually and provides recommendations on a wide 
variety of issues related to peacekeeping. While the Fourth Committee 
of the General Assembly also has a responsibility to oversee the man-
agement of peacekeeping operations, the Special Committee effectively 
plays this function, periodically reporting back its recommendations 
for action to the General Assembly. For the purposes of this simula-
tion, the Special Committee will report to the General Assembly 
Combined Plenary. 

Website: www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/ctte/CTTEE

Conduct and discipline of peacekeeping 
personnel
The United Nations Charter authorizes the Security Council to take 
collective action in order to facilitate the establishment of stability, 
maintain order and protect the global community; often, the Security 
Council responds to these needs through peacekeeping operations 
(PKOs). Peacekeeping is a powerful tool available to the United 
Nations in promoting and sustaining its mission. Since 1948, there 
have been 67 peacekeeping operations in nearly as many countries. 
United Nations peacekeeping operates on three basic principles: con-
sent of the conflicting parties; impartiality; and non-aggression, which 
means that the PKO will only use force in self-defense or in defense of 
the mandate. This mandate from the Security Council outlines who a 
PKO will protect and where. Once given a mandate, the PKO is then 
under the direction of the Department of Peacekeeping Operations for 
implementation. Maintaining high standards of conduct and disci-
pline among the peacekeepers is integral to the perceived legitimacy 
and ultimate success of each PKO. 

Prior to 1989, peacekeeping operations were generally directed at 
enforcing cease-fires between parties and enabling political solutions 
to violent conflicts. Early missions were unarmed or lightly armed 
forces sent to monitor situations on the ground. Peacekeeping forces 
were not fully armed until 1956 when the first UN Emergency Force 
(UNEF I) was authorized in response to the Suez Crisis. This marked a 
shift in peacekeeping policy from observation and monitoring to more 
of a responsibility to act and protect.

In 1990, the mission and makeup of peacekeeping forces changed, 
and the number of peacekeeping operations skyrocketed. While prior 
to 1989 most PKOs were designed to respond to interstate conflict, in 

the 1990s PKOs began to deal increasingly with civil wars and other 
intrastate conflicts. With this change in mission, the composition of 
peacekeeping forces also changed, adding an array of legal experts, 
humanitarian workers and observers, election monitors, and police 
forces, among other positions. The peacekeeping operations became 
more involved and complex. With increased demand, complexity in 
mandate, and often insertion in areas where conflict has not been fully 
resolved, the conduct and discipline of peacekeeping personnel has 
become ever more important and more difficult to manage. 

Despite a renewed focus on peacekeeper conduct, abuses by peace-
keepers continue to come to light, especially considering areas where 
children are involved. In 1996, a study on the impact of armed 
conflict on children documented a rise in child prostitution with the 
arrival of UN peacekeepers in several conflict zones. There are over 
2,000 documented cases of sexual assault or abuse by UN peacekeep-
ers, as well as a significant number of murders. There are also allega-
tions of various other crimes; for example, third party investigations 
have alleged that UN peacekeepers in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo engaged in the illegal smuggling of small arms, ivory and gold.

In addition to intentional acts of violence, UN peacekeeping forces 
have also been involved in negligent acts that have contributed to 
sickness and death among native populations. The most recent highly 
publicized instance of this occurred following the 2010 earthquake in 
Haiti, which experienced its first outbreak of cholera in over 100 years 
after the Haitian UN mission’s mishandling of human waste from 
Nepalese Peacekeepers caused the harmful bacteria to spread into local 
water supplies. There had been a recent cholera outbreak in Nepal and 
none of the soldiers had been tested for the disease.

In 1999, Secretary-General Kofi Annan commissioned the Panel on 
United Nations Peace Operations to conduct a thorough review of the 
Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO). The stated goal 
was to ensure that peacekeepers be able to carry out their mandate 
professionally and successfully and make recommendations on needed 
reforms. The Panel’s report, widely known as the “Brahimi Report,” 
called for extensive institutional changes. The establishment of the 
Conduct and Discipline Unit in 2005 to respond to allegations of 
inappropriate behavior by UN troops was among these reforms. 
Conduct and Discipline Teams are embedded in various operations 
globally, striving to ensure that all peacekeepers maintain the high 
standards of the United Nations and do not in any way violate their 
code of conduct. The Capstone Doctrine, established in 2008, pro-
vided new guidelines and principles for accountability of UN peace-
keeping personnel. A system to provide restitution to victims of crimes 
committed by UN peacekeeping personnel was also created in 2008.

Five years after the announcement of the Capstone Doctrine, the 
international community has an opportunity to reflect on how 
well the DPKO has implemented the new guidelines established in 
2008, as well as examine how effective these guidelines have been in 
improving the conduct and discipline of UN peacekeeping person-
nel. Furthermore, Member States will need to consider whether and 
how the United Nations or peacekeeping personnel should be held 

http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/ctte/CTTEE%0D
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accountable for harm caused to local populations if there is evi-
dence of negligence. Member States will also need to consider 
other actions, such as training and support, which can improve con-
duct by increasingly diverse peacekeeping forces with widely varying 
missions. Regardless of locations and mandate, appropriate conduct 
and discipline are essential for peacekeeping operations to maintain 
legitimacy on the world stage and for individual peacekeeping mis-
sions to effectively carry out their mandates. With an increase in the 
number of operations managed by the DPKO, it is more important 
than ever for peacekeepers to act with dignity and responsibility. 

Questions to consider from your government’s perspective on this  
issue include the following:

•	 How effective have the new principles and guidelines for UN 
peacekeepers been? Are there areas where further work is needed? 

•	 How can the international community ensure that peacekeepers 
are adequately trained, both before joining UN missions and 
while deployed?

•	 If UN peacekeepers cause harm through their own negligent 
behavior, who should be able to hold them accountable, and 
under whose laws?
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Protection of civilians
Until the 1990s, UN peacekeeping operations did not typically have a 
mandate to protect civilians. The events of the early 1990s, particularly 
in Rwanda and the Balkans, led to a radical rethinking of the role of 
United Nations peacekeeping missions. Historically, Peacekeepers were 
used as buffer forces and observers were limited to ceasefire enforce-
ment at the end of a conflict. Over the last two decades, peacekeeping 
mandates changed, and operations were increasingly asked to take 
a more active role in creating peace – an activity frequently referred 
to as peace enforcement. The Security Council, which authorizes 
peacekeeping operations and sets their mandates, first requested 
that UN peacekeepers work to actively protect civilians during the 
creation of the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) 
in 1999. In authorizing UNAMSIL, the Security Council authorized 
the Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) to use coercive 
force, if necessary, to protect civilians. 

This was a significant shift in how the UN approached peacekeeping 
and was part of a general shift from a peacekeeping role to a multi-
faceted peacemaking, peacebuilding and peace enforcement role. This 
more complex mandate has forced major reforms of peacekeeping 
operations and pushed the limits of the DPKO’s capacity and exper-
tise. Since 1999, protection of civilians during armed conflict has 
improved, but the issue requires continued attention from the interna-
tional community as a concern demanding address.

Many abuses of civilians during armed conflict correlate to the failure 
of multiple parties, state actors and non-state actors, to adhere to 
national and international laws against the violation of human rights. 
Recent UN reports show that armed conflict resulting in heavy loss 
of civilian life and other capital continues to be a global problem. 
Conflict areas such as Syria, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Libya, Sudan, Somalia and the Gaza Strip have incurred and con-
tinue to incur a great loss of human life, displacement of persons and 
destruction of capital by both state and non-state actors. 

The interest in protecting civilians, particularly in areas where an 
armed conflict is occurring, has led to a cross-agency effort. In the 
UN, these actions are pursued by the Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs, the Office for the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees, and a number of Expert Groups called 
by the Secretary-General and expressly mandated to keep the Security 
Council and General Assembly informed of developing situations. 
However, DPKO has primary responsibility for successful operations. 
Cooperation with other entities strengthens the probability for success 
of peacekeeping operations, so long as these multi-platform efforts are 
coordinated with efficiency and high levels of organizational skill. 

Of particular interest is the ongoing debate over the Responsibility 
to Protect (R2P). Outlined in the Outcome Document of the 2005 
United Nations World Summit, R2P is a set of principles describ-
ing the obligations States have to protect their citizens from mass 
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atrocities. Additionally, the R2P doctrine specifies that the 
international community has an obligation to intervene when 
a State is unwilling or unable to prevent mass atrocities against its 
citizens. The endorsement of this doctrine by Member States at the 
2005 World Summit signaled an increased role for UN peacekeep-
ing missions to protect civilians, particularly in situations of intra-
state armed conflict. While the R2P framework was endorsed, it is 
still contested by some Member States. Exploring and defining the 
DPKO’s role under R2P will be an issue that the Special Committee 
will need to consider this year and in future years. While the Security 
Council includes protection of civilians in a mandate, it is the DPKO 
that actually runs the peacekeeping operation. The Special Committee 
provides oversight over the management and operations of DPKO 
and is within its power to help determine to what degree and in what 
ways peacekeepers implement a protection of civilians mandate. This 
includes making recommendations on how a peacekeeping opera-
tion should react in the face of potential crimes against humanity. It 
is likely that peacekeeping operations will gain an even greater role in 
protecting civilians in conflict and post-conflict regions.

In addition to continuing to offer recommendations on how 
the DPKO can incorporate the principles of R2P, several other areas 
merit consideration from the committee. Numerous UN studies have 
shown that women and children are at particular risk during periods 
of armed conflict. Peacekeeping missions will need to adapt to ensure 
that women and children are not injured, killed or sexually exploited 
during conflict and post-conflict situations, though it is still unclear 
what steps will need to be taken. Finally, Member States may want 
to consider whether the DPKO is adequately implementing the steps 
recommended by the Secretary-General and the Security Council in 
the fourth Aide Memoire for the consideration of issues pertaining 
to the protection of civilians in armed conflict. While not all peace-
keeping missions occur in situations of armed conflict, many of the 
principles are directly relevant to UN peacekeeping operations. Most 
recently updated in 2010, the Aide Memoire offers practical guidance 
on protecting civilians. Yet the document’s informal nature means that 
no formal review has examined whether its recommendations have 
been implemented or whether the recommendations could be viably 
implemented by the DPKO.

Questions to consider from your government’s perspective on this  
issue include the following:

•	 Are there additional steps the DPKO should take to protect 
civilians, particularly in conflict and post-conflict situations?

•	 How should peacekeeping missions incorporate principles of 
Responsibility to Protect? Are there areas of activity where R2P 
has not been adequately integrated into the DPKO’s work?

•	 How should the United Nations ensure that women and chil-
dren are adequately protected during peacekeeping missions?
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