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The initial promise of the UN being able to manage conflicts with the ending of the 
Cold War has faded. Historically, the ability of the UN to act has been strongly 
influenced by the interests of its member states, especially the major powers, and a 
number of factors, such as threat, type of response, limitations on UN action, and 
degeneration of a situation, have affected the ability of the UN to respond and respond 
successfully. These and other factors can he organized to define a 'window of 
opportunity' for successful UN action. The 'window' concept suggests that in the 
current era, where most conflicts have little impact on the wider international system, 
the major powers are likely to be motivated only to manage those conflicts which 
affect their interests. This will have significant implications for the UN as a conflict 
manager. 

Introduction 

At the end of the Cold War it seemed possible that the United Nations could 
assume the leading role in managing conflict. After some initial success, 
especially with the closing of Cold War-related situations, the promise of 
the UN as a conflict manager has waned. While challenges are growing 
quickly, the UN has become overstretched. The UN increasingly has 
difficulty in defining a consensus for intervening militarily in disputes, 
developing agreement to provide mandates that link military operations 
closely to the satisfactory fulfilment of established goals, and finding the 
financial, material and manpower resources needed to mount appropriate 
military operations. 

The central problem is that member states are increasingly reluctant to 
become engaged in, or to bear the cost of, UN military operations deployed 
to manage crises which they see as having little significance to their 
interests, though they may yet have the will to exert themselves where those 
interests are seen as affected. The dilemma this poses for the UN was 
captured by Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali in early March 1995 
at a conference on peacekeeping in Vienna, when he suggested that the 
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organization might in future have to 'contract out' more conflict 
management operations to regional organizations or multinational forces 
led by major powers with special interests in the disputes.' Such a 
possibility concerns many analysts as it implies a return to an international 
order governed by spheres of influence or interest.2 

The ability of the UN to respond to conflicts, its patterns of action, and 
its likelihood of acting successfully' have historically been strongly 
influenced by and responsive to the interests of its member states, most 
particularly the major powers.4 As a consequence, the UN may be unwilling 
to do more than contain (if that) conflicts that do not affect the interests of 
the major powers. One implication of this conclusion is that the UN will 
only be able to act forcefully and successfully when its goals are quite 
modest or the major powers will it to do so. In the case of the latter, the 
circumstances which are most likely to engage or threaten their interests 
will reflect the politics of spheres of interest.' 

The first part of this article will develop the connection between past 
patterns of UN involvement and success on the one hand and sphere of 
interest considerations on the other. This will be done through the statement 
of a 'window of opportunity' argument, which sets out some conditions in 
which the UN appears to have been particularly active and successful in 
dealing with conflict. This part concludes with an examination of how this 
window has been modified by a changing international environment and the 
willingness of major powers to move through it for sphere of interest 
considerations. The second part of this article examines three cases of big 
power action: the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda and Haiti. Implications of the 
argument are then noted in our conclusions. 

The Window of Opportunity and Spheres of Interest 

A number of at least semi-quantitative studies have examined patterns of 
conflict management by the UN, among other actors, searching for 
conditions which lead to involvement by such actors in these efforts and 
which might affect their success.'1 Their various findings cannot be readily 
accumulated, since they involve different definitions, variables, sets of 
disputes, time periods, specific concerns, and so on. Nonetheless, we argue 
that there is some commonality in their results, an accretion pointing to some 
generalizable statements. We do not, therefore, claim to offer a new 
empirical analysis as such, but rather a broad concept which seems to have 
some utility in organizing existing findings and which has some possibility 
of policy or even theoretical relevance. This broad concept is the 'window of 
opportunity', which may facilitate the identification of factors influencing 
UN conflict resolution activities, possible remedies for limitations, and 
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factors which may restrict such solutions. We also contend that this 'window 
of opportunity' demonstrates significant sphere of interest effects. 

The window concept organizes various considerations, such as success, 
response type, and possibilities of degeneration or escalation in a dispute, 
into a group which suggest both limits on, and possibilities for, UN (and 
other managers') action.' The window metaphor suggests both a lower 
threshold, below which serious or resource-significant actions will not be 
attempted, and other limits on involvement and effectiveness. Taken 
together, these could suggest curvilinear patterns of involvement and 
success. Dynamically, various considerations can be raised. Considerations 
of the path and the rate of movement of the dispute (especially its rate of 
degeneration or escalation) relative to the speed of response, and to the 
ability of the responding actor to 'steer' it (thus scale, objective and 
mandate of its action) may be phrased in these terms. In addition, the 
possibility that the window itself may change over time, opening up or 
restricting the scope lor successful action, may also be addressed. We do not 
attempt to develop the full potential of the concept here, but rather simply 
try to sketch some initial suggestions. 

A common observation in the studies examined is that more 
consequential or intense conflicts tend to result in UN engagement, more 
substantial engagement, and more successful engagement, than do less 
consequential or intense disputes." It was more probable that the UN would 
respond, and do so strongly and successfully, as the level of actual or 
possible violence increased.'' On the other hand, situations which were or 
were perceived to be less threatening did not lead to substantial efforts, and 
these efforts were not as successful.'" The perceived gravity of a conflict, 
especially in terms of its impact beyond the state(s) involved, will thus 
affect whether the UN becomes active in an attempt to manage it, and the 
success of that effort. This group of findings suggests, first, a rough lower 
level or threshold of involvement, below which a dispute is unlikely to call 
for a significant control attempt (especially one requiring the use of major 
military resources)," and second, the upward leg of our suggested 
curvilinear pattern of involvement and success.12 Beyond this, a further 
possibility may emerge; the scale and mandate of a UN involvement may 
also be a factor affecting success, combining with the attributes of the 
conflict situation in a dynamic way as the tendency of a given conflict to 
degenerate meets a UN response which may catch up with, check, reverse 
or fall behind this propensity. The first and last possibilities point to the 
troubling phenomena of 'mission creep' and 'mission lag'." 

There also seems to be an upper limit on involvement and effectiveness; 
thus the relationship between involvement and success on the one hand and 
the degree and kind of threat on the other may be curvilinear rather than 
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simply linear. While a lower threshold of threat must be surpassed before 
significant action is taken, it is also possible for a conflict to deteriorate 
beyond the control of the operation undertaken, or even never to fall into the 
window. For the first, there is some evidence to suggest that as the level of 
violence grew the organization's success might initially rise and then drop 
off as the dispute escalated from intense fighting for limited aims to intense 
fighting to destroy an enemy, or as a conflict widened from a bilateral one, 
to including bordering states, to drawing in significant third party 
involvement from elsewhere.'4 As the situation degenerates', the dangers of 
intervening and the effort needed to intervene successfully may increase 
rapidly. In particular, the willingness of the parties to a conflict to reduce the 
level of violence, much less stop fighting, may suffer. Traditionally, 
peacekeeping operations have depended on first stabilizing a ceasefire 
which the force could then maintain, not on moving into an ongoing combat 
situation. For the second, there are observations that the UN was less 
successful, and less likely to get involved, in managing inlra-state conflicts 
(whether or not these were Cold War related) than de-colonization and other 
interstate (but not Cold War-related) conflicts." Threats of unwelcome 
spread or involvement may trigger management efforts, but once significant 
outside parties become seriously engaged on one side or another it may be 
very difficult to mount, much less succeed in, a management effort. Thus, 
the intensity and scale of conflict on the one hand, and the kinds of issues 
engaged by a dispute on the other, could help define the limits of 
involvement, an upper boundary to the window. 

The studies examined further suggest that alignment, the degree of 
escalation, and the power of the disputants are also factors which affect UN 
conflict management operations. All of these could bear on sphere of 
interest considerations. 

Alignments strongly affected UN involvement and success prior to the 
late 1980s. Major power support for, toleration of, or participation in a UN 
operation seem to be a necessary condition if the operation was to get 
underway or if it was to achieve significant success."' However, while UN 
involvement is associated with major power involvement, the reverse is not 
necessarily the case." Peacekeeping was one means by which the two 
superpowers in particular could limit the possibility of being drawn directly 
into conflicts of secondary interest, but they would not permit significant 
independent involvement in situations of direct and crucial interest to 
them."1 A threat of undesired spread might lead them to turn to the UN as a 
distancing and controlling mechanism, but once strong and direct 
involvement had occurred UN intervention appeared to be much less 
welcome and much less likely to succeed.1" Thus, the prospect of escalation 
could trigger UN action, while a lower risk of escalation might not, but only 
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to the point where those with partisan sympathies who might have acted to 
control the situation had not yet been drawn in.2" 

Alignment also shows as a factor in other ways. First, direct disputes 
between blocs were relatively unamenable to UN action.21 Second, to a 
lesser degree, intra-bloc disputes were also relatively unamenable to UN 
action.22 A bloc leader would not want broader involvement in a bloc's 
internal troubles, as it would prefer to keep external actors out unless the 
possibilities for bloc self-management efforts seemed unlikely to work.21 

Third, disputes among non-aligned states were relatively less amenable to 
UN action, suggesting that the non-aligned preferred to keep outsiders, 
particularly the superpowers, out.24 The possibility of UN intervention in 
situations where alignment was a significant factor was present only when 
one or both superpowers were concerned about escalation, desired to cut 
their losses, or could not think of any other means to keep the conflict from 
getting worse.2' 

A different pattern, however, is apparent when the disputes were 
between aligned and non-aligned states - especially when the former 
attacked the latter - for these were relatively more amenable to UN conflict 
management efforts. The suggested reason for this is that the aligned state's 
bloc would be interested in preventing the non-aligned victim from shifting 
to the opposing camp.2" Thus, alignment appears to have limited the ability 
of the UN to act, and to act successfully, when dealing with disputes within 
and between blocs, while there seems to have been greater opportunities for 
the UN to act in situations that could affect existing alignments or that could 
draw the superpowers into situations in which they had only limited 
interests. This suggests that the major powers will likely prefer to manage 
themselves those conflicts that occur within their spheres of influence, and. 
where possible, spheres of interest, rather than have outsiders involved; they 
will resort to the UN only when they are unable to manage the problem 
unilaterally, or if they wish to disengage or remain disengaged. 

Escalation within an internal conflict (when it did not have implications 
for alignment), could also affect UN involvement and success. Internal wars 
which subsided quickly and remained within national boundaries were 
unlikely to generate much concern. Prolonged internal wars that threatened 
to spill over boundaries, however, were more likely to be of concern to 
regional interests.27 This suggests that the more localized the effect of a 
conflict, the less likely it would be to provoke UN management efforts and 
the more likely to lead to a response by a neighbouring, interested party or 
regional organization.2" As noted, the prospect of escalation could trigger 
UN involvement, but the actual spread of the conflict could then become an 
obstacle. 

The power of the parties involved in a dispute is also connected to 
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patterns of success and failure. Disputes involving one superpower or 
another large state with a weak state were not handled well, except where 
the stronger party wanted to withdraw from the situation.2' The limited 
opening for UN involvement in such asymmetric disputes stemmed from a 
lack of consensus among member stales and from the unwillingness of the 
superpower or large power, such as the US, to relinquish its 'unhampered 
unilateral freedom' to act."' 

These broad, if complex, patterns suggest a number of implications for 
the changing conflict environment of the UN. A principal reason for UN 
involvement has been the fear that a conflict might connect to larger 
rivalries and escalate to draw in the superpowers; the UN could be used to 
check this tendency, if it was undesired. The ending of the Cold War means 
that local conflicts no longer link to the larger rivalries or interests. If such 
conflicts are peripheral to the issues and the interests which move major 
world issues, they will decline in salience. There then may be an associated 
decline in the willingness to devote major political, military, diplomatic or 
financial resources to handling them. As Ernst Haas notes, a marginali/ation 
of disputes may mean that member states are likely 'to tolerate conflict 
rather than to manage it'.11 

Other transformations in the post-Cold War world also point to a 
possible narrowing of the window of opportunity. Not only has the Cold 
War rivalry ended, but there also has been a decline in interstate war and an 
increase in civil wars." This shift has been reflected in the character of the 
UN's conflict management efforts." Between 1988 and 1995 there were 21 
new peacekeeping missions. Of these, only four were interstate, two of 
which were connected to internal disputes.14 The rest were internal, of which 
possibly six were Cold War related." 

The states involved in these conflicts have generally been of little global 
importance."' The interests which are affected by them are primarily local, 
through the threat of spillover, or are largely humanitarian. We would thus 
expect the willingness of the world to respond, especially major outside 
powers, to decline, and involvement to tend to be rather restricted. This 
could lead to a pattern of such interventions which do occur being relatively 
small, limited in mandate, and potentially inadequate in the face of a 
degenerating situation. 

Yet internal disputes could be particularly prone to degeneration and thus 
require relatively large and rapid forces with more extensive mandates in 
order to be controlled. Internal conflicts are often based on deep, abiding and 
complex problems, characterized by multiple groups or subgroups whose 
overriding interest may be communal or ethnic survival, geographical 
intermixing of these competing groups or subgroups, guerrilla or other 
operations in which there is no obvious front line, the use of force against 
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civilians, and a lack of discipline and centralized command and control." 
Most of these features depart substantially from the 'classic' interstate peace
keeping operations, which by contrast deal with relatively organized and 
disciplined forces, and relatively clear divisions. The particular features of 
internal conflicts make them especially prone to degeneration, and to require 
long-term efforts and large-scale resource commitments to control, even as 
they may discourage the commitment of such resources. 

Thus the window of opportunity could be narrowing. The initial 
willingness of states to become involved could be declining; the lower 
threshold of the window moves up. Such operations as do occur may be 
slower, smaller than needed, and have an inadequate mandate. They thus 
may be unable to prevent degeneration - or even be too slow to prevent it -
and so the upper threshold (when the prospects of control become dim) may 
be approached quite rapidly. The very recognition of these dynamics may 
itself further discourage action, yielding a self-fulfilling prophecy of 
impotence and a self-reinforcing dynamic of failure. 

This suggests a greater reluctance to support or engage substantially in 
efforts to manage local conflicts, also raising the initial threshold of 
involvement. States, especially major actors outside of the immediate area, 
may be unwilling to do more than the minimum necessary to prevent 
conflicts from impinging on their interests or assuage public demands for 
action." Limited interest will likely only call forth limited, possibly largely 
symbolic rather than effective, responses. Major powers are more likely to 
be responsive to conflicts that occur within their spheres of influence or 
interest, as these are more likely to jeopardize their interests. Instead of 
NIMBY ('Not In My Back Yard'), their attitude may tend to be MIMBY 
('Mainly In My Back Yard'). Where major powers in particular wish to 
intervene more vigorously, they may prefer to do so unilaterally or through 
a regional organization which they are better able to control. Should they 
seek to act through the UN, they may find other member states - responding 
to the same considerations - resisting the burden of action, at least to the 
point of being unwilling to participate, because their interests are not 
endangered. 

To the extent that the UN is dependent on the active support (that is, 
contributions of forces, funding, logistics, or other material needs of UN 
operations) or passive support (that is, political backing) of the major 
powers, the propensity of major powers to act mostly only to protect or 
further their interests creates a number of problems for the organization. The 
UN increasingly may be unable to respond, or respond adequately, to 
disputes which do not significantly affect the interests of the major powers. 
Such an argument has a number of potential implications. First, many 
conflicts will be left to progress without outside responses other than 
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diplomacy or containment. Second, the UN may be placed in the position of 
acting only when to do so protects or furthers major power interests, and/or 
providing international legitimacy to what are basically unilateral actions. 

The UN, Post-Cold War Conflicts and Spheres of Interest 

The narrowing of the window of opportunity in the post-Cold War period is 
highlighted in the cases of the former Yugoslavia, Haiti and Rwanda."' 
Common to these cases has been a general reluctance to become involved, 
and when the UN did eventually engage it often did so in a limited manner 
or not until it was too late. In contrast to this, in each case a single state has 
acted on its own or at the head of a UN-mandated coalition to protect 
particular interests at stake in the dispute. The motivations for these states 
to become more actively and forcefully involved reflect sphere of interest 
considerations. 

The Former Yugoslavia 

The unwillingness of the major powers either to engage in the crisis in the 
former Yugoslavia or to commit the resources necessary to achieve 
satisfactory outcomes delineates a high initial threshold for UN success. 
The major powers were so determined to stay out of the Balkans conflict, to 
avoid stepping over the lower threshold of the window, that when they did 
engage they did so too late. The continued degeneration of the situation, 
coupled with the reluctance of the major powers to commit enough forces 
with an appropriate mandate, meant that the only satisfying outcomes were 
progressively beyond reach. The continuous degeneration of the conflict 
indicates a lowering upper boundary for successful UN activity. 

The window of opportunity for successful action has been narrowest in 
the case of the United States, the big power most determined to avoid any 
direct military participation beyond providing the minimum necessary 
support for its diplomatic efforts. This determination has stemmed from its 
perception that it has only limited interests involved and its concern that any 
direct engagement would result in it becoming embroiled in a military 
quagmire. In particular, the United States has been adamant about not 
permitting American military forces to become directly involved, or at least 
to stringently limit their involvement, in the conflict even as peacekeepers.4" 
The exception to this policy has been the strong American support for and 
participation in the UN monitoring force on the border between Macedonia 
and Kosovo (Serbia). 

Yet the United States has been relatively active in responding to 
developments in the situation in the former Yugoslavia that endanger 
European stability and the American position in Western Europe. The 
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spread of the war in the former Yugoslavia to Bosnia in the spring ol 1992 
convinced the United States that the conflict had no natural boundaries and 
that it might escalate into a wider Balkan war. Up until late May/early June 
1992 the United States played only a passive role in the international effort 
to deal with the war in the former Yugoslavia, permitting the West 
Europeans to take the lead. Once it became clear that the war had spread to 
engulf Bosnia, however, the United States moved to become more directly 
engaged in and supportive of international efforts to deal with the Yugoslav 
crisis.41 The United States subsequently pushed for and participated in a 
number of UN-mandated initiatives, such as the naval embargo and air-
exclusion zone, which were designed to dampen any intensification of the 
war. 

Fear that there might be a further widening of the war, however, 
stemmed most immediately from the prospect that the Serbian government 
might seek to drive ethnic Albanians out of the province of Kosovo. Any 
ethnic conflict in Kosovo in all likelihood would result in Macedonia being 
drawn in, with other states such as Albania, Greece, and Turkey 
subsequently also becoming involved. Such a wider Balkan war would pose 
a serious challenge to European stability, due either to pressures for other 
European states to become engaged or to the generation of massive refugee 
flows. Such a war would also see two NATO allies fighting on opposite 
sides, which could seriously, if not fatally, damage the alliance, through 
which the United States has long exercised its leadership position in Europe. 

The spark that could lead to the 'nightmare scenario', as it came to be 
termed, was seen to be the development of open hostilities between the 
Serbian government and ethnic Albanian Muslims in Kosovo. The United 
States has sought to temper any inclinations that Serbia might have to use 
military force to assert its control in this province. In December 1992 the 
United States supported Security Council Resolution 795. which authorized 
the deployment of a UN force to monitor the border between Kosovo and 
Macedonia. Moreover, the United States was sufficiently concerned to 
undertake a number of unilateral steps. In late December 1992, President 
George Bush sent a letter to the Serbian leadership in which he warned that 
'in the event of conflict in Kosovo caused by Serbian action, the United 
States will be prepared to employ military force against the Serbs in Kosovo 
and in Serbia proper'.42 In February 1993 the Clinton administration 
publicly reinforced the US warning to Serbia4' and subsequently 
volunteered to contribute some 300 American soldiers to the UN force 
deployed along the Macedonia-Serbian border.44 Secretary of State Warren 
Christopher characterized the purpose of the US decision as being 'to 
contain the conflict',4S with the US troops deployed to Macedonia being a 
'deterrent force' that would have 'both symbolic and tangible value'.4*'The 
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US warning to Serbia and its willingness to provide an American presence 
in the UN peacekeeping force in Macedonia were concrete signals of its 
determination to safeguard the interests it perceived to be in jeopardy should 
the war intensify to engulf the larger Balkan region. 

The US response to the explosive potential of the Macedonia/Kosovo 
situation, though the most exceptional American activity in the Yugoslav 
crisis, has not been the only instance in which the United States appeared to 
be motivated to become more engaged because of sphere of interest 
considerations. In early 1994, after a year of relative inactivity, the United 
States energetically pushed for the enforcement of an exclusion zone around 
Sarajevo and subsequently around other designated safe havens. President 
Bill Clinton, justifying the action, staled that 'we have an interest in 
showing that NATO...remains a credible force for peace in post-cold war 
Europe'.4' Clinton's public articulation of this reason is significant, for it 
was the only interest he discussed that Secretary of State Warren 
Christopher did not set forth a year earlier to explain the administration's 
early Yugoslav policy. This strongly suggests that concern about the 
effectiveness of NATO as the primary defence institution in Western Europe 
was a key, if not the key reason, for the shift in US policy at this time." 

Just over a year later, in the late spring of 1995, the upsurge of fighting 
in Bosnia that was conducted in disregard of, and at times directed at, UN 
peacekeeping forces, raised growing concern that events were running out 
of control and, with the French threatening to pull out, that the UN operation 
was about to collapse. Secretary of State Warren Christopher made the 
American position clear, saying: 'the option that is strongly preferred is that 
Unprofor [sicj should be strengthened, Unprofor should not be 
withdrawn'.4'' The reason, as Secretary of Defense William Perry put it, was 
that 'the problems we are facing in Bosnia today, as bad as they are, could 
become much worse if the U.N. forces were withdrawn'.5" On the one hand, 
to end Ihe UN operations would remove an important check on the possible 
escalation of the conflict, which the United States did not want to occur, 
and, on the other, it would force the United States to honour its earlier 
commitment to provide thousands of troops to assist in a UN withdrawal, 
which would compromise Washington's desire to avoid involving American 
troops on the ground in Bosnia. In an effort to forestall the withdrawal the 
Clinton administration stated that, if asked by the Europeans, the United 
States would be willing to provide American forces to assist in relocating 
UN forces, because it had to honour its commitment to its NATO allies. For 
the United States not to honour its commitments to its European allies, 
according to Robin Renwick, the British ambassador to Washington, 'would 
have tremendous consequences for the alliance'." A failure by the United 
States to help its allies would call into serious question its leadership in 
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NATO and its position in Europe." The Clinton administration recognized 
that if it was to avoid the policy dilemma posed by a UN withdrawal from 
Bosnia, it could no longer defer to the European lead;" as a consequence, 
the United States in the summer of 1995 assumed a leadership role in the 
international efforts to stem the escalating fighting in Bosnia and move the 
conflict towards some sort of settlement. Whether the US decision to 
become more forcefully engaged in the conflict in Bosnia will result in 
some form of temporary or lasting peace as yet remains to be seen. 

The United States for the most part has acted to secure its goals within the 
framework of the UN, while the exceptional unilateral warnings to Serbia 
generally support UN aims. Until the spring of 1995, the United States 
generally sought to avoid becoming directly engaged in the former Yugoslavia, 
with its most distinct efforts having been directed to protecting its interest in a 
stable Europe and a functional NATO rather than to compelling a cessation of 
fighting. The threat the Yugoslav conflict posed to American interests in 
Europe had been not been substantial, and the United States had been 
unwilling to do more than the minimum necessary to protect those interests. 
The deployment of a small, largely symbolic, contingent of American military 
personnel to Macedonia so far has been enough to define the limits of US 
toleration in that area of the region, while its willingness to push for and 
participate in air attacks has served to restore some credibility to NATO and the 
American leadership role in the alliance. In the spring and summer of 1995, 
events in Bosnia forced the United States, if it was to secure its interests in the 
region while avoiding having to commit American ground forces, to become 
even more deeply engaged in finding a diplomatic solution. 

Rwanda 

In Rwanda, the primary concern of the major powers was to avoid at all 
costs becoming involved in the civil strife. This reflected a high threshold 
of involvement. The pace of events easily outran the limited efforts 
undertaken, indicating a rapid escalation towards the upper threshold. The 
one exception to the major powers' reluctance was the belated decision by 
France to intervene in the southern region of Rwanda. 

France's intervention was clearly motivated by sphere of interest 
considerations. French Prime Minister Edouard Balladur was not shy in 
indicating that such considerations played a central role in that decision 
when other states were seeking to stay well clear of the carnage: 

France sees itself as a world power. This is its ambition and its honour 
and I wish to preserve this ambition. And its main field of action is 
Africa, where it has an important role to play because of long-standing 
tradition - especially in French-speaking Africa.1" 
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France has long sought to develop and maintain a special relationship not 
only with its former colonies but with other states in Africa to protect 
political, economic, and cultural interests on the continent. It has extended 
protection, defence and respect to the governments of African states which 
have been willing to open doors to French companies, supply campaign 
funds to French political parties, and provide political support for France in 
the UN and la francophonie. It maintains strong military ties with Africa, 
with more than 8,000 troops permanently stationed in seven African states" 
and military agreements with 35 African countries, and has intervened 
militarily in nine French speaking countries over the past 32 years.* 

In the case of Rwanda, since 1990 France had supported the 
Habyarimana government, dominated by French-speaking Hutus, in its war 
with the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), with the deployment of a small 
garrison of French troops and the provision of military equipment. The 
credibility of France's support for African regimes could suffer if it failed to 
act at least to protect the Hutus from the RPF. The French intervention in 
Rwanda reminded other African states that France would be willing to use 
its military force to protect its friends and interests in the region." In 
addition, it was most unlikely that the Uganda-based and -supported RPF 
members would look favourably on the foreign power that had supported 
the Habyarimana government against them, raising the possibility that 
France may have hoped to be able to keep Rwanda within the francophone 
sphere of influence.'" 

The French intervention also served to demonstrate to other European 
states that France was a world power willing and able lo lead and act 
decisively when others, especially the United States, were not. France may 
have been motivated in part by a desire to assert its influence in defence and 
security affairs in Europe at the expense of American influence on the 
continent. It attempted to pull together a coalition of Western European 
Union (WEU) members to intervene under the aegis of that organization. 
Success in this would have further promoted France's leadership role in 
Europe and forwarded its ambition to make the WEU the foremost 
organization responsible for West European security in place of NATO. 

The French forces which entered into Rwanda had only a limited 
mandate, to establish a protection zone for a period of two months, 
effectively implementing the actions being pushed by the United States in 
the Security Council. France's sphere of interest objectives were limited and 
could be achieved with a small operation with limited objectives that did not 
run risks or incur costs that could outweigh any benefit obtained. The 
presence of the French forces stalled the advance of the RPF and served to 
protect Hutus within the zone from potential Tutsi reprisals until UN 
monitoring forces could move into the area. France's actions may have 
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forestalled another round of horrible slaughter if the Tutsis were intent on 
taking revenge, but whether this would have occurred without the French 
presence is uncertain. For the most part, however, the limited mandate of the 
French forces meant that they withdrew after two months without having 
had any significant effect on the situation in Rwanda. 

France had a number of incentives for obtaining a UN mandate for its 
intervention. First, a UN mandate would provide France with international 
support and legitimacy for its actions, even while these furthered French 
interests. Second, obtaining a UN mandate meant that France could claim 
that it was acting to advance the organization's humanitarian objectives in 
Rwanda until the UN peacekeeping force could be deployed. This limited 
France's responsibility, ensuring that it did not get bogged down in Rwanda 
and incur unacceptable costs in the pursuit of its limited objectives.'''' 

There were a number of incentives for the Security Council formally to 
provide France with a mandate to intervene. First, the interests of other 
major powers engaged in the conflict were only humanitarian concerns, 
sufficient for them to support a UN peacekeeping operation and pay their 
financial assessment when faced with international demands that something 
be done to halt the slaughter, but not to contribute forces. The deployment 
of a temporary French military force would further UN humanitarian 
objectives in a timely manner and thus advance the minimal interest of the 
other powers. Second, this would be accomplished at no cost and little risk 
to the other member states. France, under the mandate provided for its 
intervention, would assume the burden for the costs of its operation"1 and the 
presence of its forces would stabilize the situation in the area it brought 
under its control, facilitating the sale deployment of follow-on UN 
peacekeeping forces. 

Haiti 

The window of opportunity for a successful UN response to the situation in 
Haiti was narrowed by limited US interests and US concern that the 
situation might deteriorate. Thus, a consistent feature of the UN response 
until the spring of 1994 was either not to become involved or, once it had 
become involved, to limit its role to responses short of the use of force. Haiti 
is a direct contrast to the other cases, where persistent deterioration of the 
situation on the ground increasingly narrowed the prospects for a successful 
response: in Haiti there was relatively little degeneration of the situation, 
allowing the US to move through the window three years after President 
Bertrand Aristide was overthrown. 

The American decision to resort to force in Haiti was based on a 
perception that it had immediate interests involved in the crisis. In his 
address to the nation on 15 September 1994, President Clinton succinctly 
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provided the rationale for US military intervention in Haiti, saying: 'the 
United States must protect our interests - to stop the brutal atrocities that 
threaten tens of thousands of Haitians, to secure our borders and to preserve 
stability and promote democracy in our hemisphere and to uphold the 
reliability of the commitments we make, and the commitments others make 
to us.'61 

The United States did not so much decide after careful deliberation to 
resolve the crisis even through the use of force, as it was driven to do so 
because of its inability to sustain a consistent policy on Haitian refugees. A 
key aspect of the crisis for the United States was how to handle the problem 
posed by the large number of refugees fleeing from Haiti to the United 
States. The Clinton administration was faced with domestic pressure to 
accept all refugees on humanitarian and political grounds on the one hand, 
and with concern about the political and domestic consequences of 
accepting a large number of refugees on the other. Caught on the horns of 
this dilemma, US policy on Haitian refugees flip-flopped several times, 
seeking by turns to avoid the problem by turning all refugees back and then 
permitting refugees lo seek asylum in the United States. The turning point 
came in early May 1994, when under strong political pressure from a range 
of domestic constituencies, the Clinton administration felt compelled to end 
its policy of sending all refugees back to Haiti. Not only did this eventually 
result in a minor flood of refugees, it forced the administration to confront 
the fact that it would have to resolve the crisis in Haiti if it was ultimately 
to solve the problem posed by Haitian refugees. The fact that the refugee 
exodus from Haiti had immediate domestic considerations was sufficient to 
push the United States over the lower threshold. 

In tandem with this change in policy on the refugee problem, the United 
States embarked on a campaign to force the Haitian military leadership from 
power.02 This renewed commitmenl to resolve the crisis invoked the issue of 
US credibility to fulfil its obligations, and more specifically, the credibility 
of President Clinton. The US withdrawal from Somalia, its soft approach to 
dealing with North Korea, its continued waffling on how to handle Haitian 
refugees, its recall of the USS Harlan County when confronted by an armed 
Haitian mob, and Clinton's unwillingness or inability to fulfil his campaign 
promises regarding the former Yugoslavia, raised severe questions about the 
resolve of the Clinton administration to undertake and carry out its 
commitments, especially if these involved the use of military force. As a 
consequence, a failure to achieve the objective of ousting the military 
leadership in Haiti would undercut what remaining credibility the United 
States and the President had, while a success would restore some measure 
of credibility to US policy. 

Related to the question of US credibility was concern about the wider 
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consequences should the coup leaders be allowed to remain in power. 
Should the international community fail to reverse the coup and restore 
democracy in Haiti, anti-democratic forces and potential despots elsewhere 
in the Latin American and the Caribbean region might be emboldened to 
seize control in the belief that the international community would not act 
strenuously against them. This apprehension was shared by many countries 
in the region, and by among those nearest to Haiti in particular.6' The US 
action thus served to reassure those governments most concerned about its 
commitment to democracy and to signal to anti-democratic forces that the 
United States would not tolerate the overthrow of legitimate elected 
governments in the Caribbean and Latin America. 

The United States was able to intervene in Haiti to support these 
nebulous interests because it could do so without a great risk of substantial 
loss of life. In spite of a last-minute negotiated deal with the coup leaders, 
the United States inserted an irresistible military force with a mandate for 
imposing order in Haiti. The incentives for Washington to obtain a mandate 
for its actions from the Security Council were much the same as those for 
France in Rwanda. First, a UN mandate provided international political 
support and legitimacy for an American action designed to secure its 
interests. Second, a UN mandate allowed the United States to claim that it 
was acting to further the organization's objectives and thus avoid assuming 
sole responsibility for dealing with Haiti. UN Resolution 940 established 
that the United Nations Mission in Haiti (UNMIH) would replace the US-
led force and assume responsibility for a revised and expanded mandate to 
create an environment suitable for free and fair elections. The Clinton 
administration would thus be able to limit the costs to the United States and 
to forestall domestic criticism that the United States had been committed to 
an open-ended operation. The member states of the Security Council, for 
their part, had a number of incentives to legitimize the US action. The 
United States, though acting to protect its own interests, would further the 
established objectives of the UN with respect to Haiti. In particular, forceful 
US action would remove a regime that had openly defied the UN and 
blocked the deployment of UNMIH. As well, the United States offered a 
number of side payments to gain the support of the Security Council. It 
assumed the total cost of implementing its temporary operation." Russia, 
for its part, supported the US intervention in Haiti in order to gain leverage 
to act in its own backyard,"5 and succeeded in gaining UN endorsement for 
its troop presence in Georgia as a peacekeeping force."' 

Conclusions 

The growing disconnection from important international affairs and the 
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greater complexity of many current disputes located in the developing 
world suggests that, in future, the major powers will be increasingly 
reluctant to become involved, with a consequent narrowing of the window 
of opportunity for successful UN operations. The major powers can and will 
act rapidly, however, if and when they perceive that they have interests at 
risk in a dispute or interests that can be furthered by responding to a dispute, 
even though others are unwilling to respond. The marginalization of most 
disputes from important global affairs suggests that the major powers are 
most likely to respond to situations that affect their spheres of interest. In 
part they will be willing to do so because they individually command the 
financial, material and manpower resources to secure their particular 
interests. When their interests are limited, their possession of a large 
capability, or their perception that they have sufficient capability, may 
depress the lower threshold of the window for a successful operation." 

A common theme in the three cases examined was a perception by a 
major power that it had interests involved in a dispute, or some aspect of a 
dispute, sufficient to warrant some form of action, whereas other states and 
other major powers did not. As a consequence, these states were willing to 
become engaged when the UN was willing to avoid or limit its involvement 
in the crisis because of the reluctance of members to participate in the 
management of disputes they did not perceive as being significant or, in the 
case of Yugoslavia, because by the time the conflict assumed significance it 
had degenerated to the point where it defied easy resolution. 

In the cases of Rwanda and Haiti the major power was able to gain a UN 
mandate to take action because the other major powers and members of the 
Security Council, not having any interests or at least any significant 
interests at risk in the dispute, were willing to let them have their way rather 
than attempt to foil them. This suggests that major powers will be able to 
obtain UN authority when they want to act, should they desire it, because 
they are operating within their sphere of interest; other states which have the 
power to block a supporting UN resolution are unlikely to object because 
they do not perceive that they have any interests at risk or that their interests 
would not be harmed by the initiating major power's actions. In both cases 
- the French intervention in Rwanda and the US intervention in Haiti - the 
acting major power provided side payments to ensure UN support for their 
military operation. This suggests that if a major power considers the issue 
to be important, other states may also be willing to let it have its way 
because they can gain side payments that outweigh any benefit they might 
realize from blocking its initiative. 

Another feature worth noting is that, in the case of the US-led 
intervention in Haiti, the UN became involved through the provision of a 
follow-on operation in a dispute in which it had earlier sought to avoid or to 
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do only the minimum necessary. The UN had little alternative but to become 
more seriously engaged if the gains made by the United States in dealing 
with the Haitian civil dispute were not to be lost. Moreover, while the 
United States remains the single largest contributor, the UN in effect is 
carrying part of the burden of solving a problem that the United States, but 
not all of the other members of the UN, perceived as troubling enough to 
respond to in a significant way. This suggests that there is a realistic risk of 
the UN being dragged into and/or providing resources to operations that it 
otherwise might prefer to avoid or simply to contain when a major power 
intervenes to protect or further its sphere of interest. 

The possibility that the major powers may increasingly authorize the UN 
to act only when it serves their interest, or act unilaterally with a symbolic 
mandate from the UN to further their interest, is exemplified by the recent 
shifts in US policy towards peacekeeping. The United States is the 
remaining superpower and its support is critical to the future success of the 
UN. Presidential Directive Decision 25 (PDD-25), promulgated on 3 May 
1994, sets forth a cautious and self-interested US policy on multilateral 
peace operations which concludes that 'properly conceived and well-
executed peacekeeping can be a very important and useful tool of American 
foreign policy'. A primary criterion for UN support for, or participation in, 
UN peace operations is whether they advance US interests. The document 
also recommends that the United States reduce its contributions to the UN 
peacekeeping budget from around 30 per cent to 25 per cent by the end of 
1995." The dramatic success of the Republicans in the 1994 mid-term 
election serves to accentuate neo-isolationist and unilateralist strains in US 
foreign policy. The apparent US retreat from multilateralism suggests that 
there will be even less American support for UN operations in the future 
except when these serve US interests. 

A critical question which arises from these observations is how may the 
UN reduce its dependence on the major powers and thus be freer to respond 
to disputes? Unless the UN can get around the need to depend on the 
support of the major powers, it is unlikely to be able to respond to disputes 
that are: outside of spheres of interest yet which require large-scale 
operations; on the edge of spheres of interest, but where major power 
interest is primarily to avoid spillover, and which also require large-scale 
operations; or any other situation in which major powers are unlikely to 
have a significant interest at risk, or are likely to be interested only in 
limiting its impact. 

The requirement of major power support for UN involvement, at least in 
a passive, tolerating sense, cannot be avoided so long as the organization is 
dependent on major power financial resources and so long as it requires 
Security Council authorization for creating an enforcement mandate. The 
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first, financial factor, together with more active forms of major power 
involvement, could perhaps be reduced somewhat, a possibility that will be 
addressed below. Let us, initially, address the role of the Security Council as 
authorizing body for operations. 

It seems unlikely that states in general, much less the Security Council, 
and the major powers more particularly, would delegate this high political 
function to the UN bureaucracy, unless they retained some mechanism to 
oversee its exercise. Efforts to break the Permanent Five's right of veto could 
also be difficult; they are unlikely to agree readily to this diminution of their 
power and, given that Charter amendments are themselves subject to the 
veto, targeting this as a first step to improved UN performance could well 
postpone serious improvements to the Greek kalends. Efforts to 
'democratize' the Security Council are equally suspect; the Security Council 
represents power and interest, not some ill-defined, latent 'democratic' 
teleology. Trying to devise essentially artificial ways to 'force' the strong to 
do something which they do not want to do is more likely to bring their 
refusal and, in its wake, bring the UN into disrepute, than to succeed. 
Reforming the Security Council, in fact, might indeed bring it more into line 
with the current distribution of power (something rather different from 
'democratizing' it), but this would not necessarily solve the basic problem. 
That problem is the dependence of the UN on the powerful, at least passively 
if not actively. 

This leads to three fundamental questions. First, could at least the active 
dependence of the UN on major powers be reduced, for example through 
greater involvement by middle and smaller states? Second, could such 
involvement address the fundamental issues of speed, size and mandate 
which affect the ability of the UN to move through a window of opportunity 
and to act successfully? Third, is there any real reason to believe that middle 
and small states would be willing to take up the necessary burden? We will 
briefly address the first two question; the third we leave as a challenge. 

An organization dependent on the action, not just tolerance of action, of 
major powers must necessarily be constrained by the willingness of these to 
get involved in a conflict management effort. If the interest of these states is 
limited, and their willingness to commit resources and bear the costs limited, 
the organizational response must necessarily also be limited. Getting them to 
'do more' is one line of response, but it addresses the effect of the constraint, 
not the constraint itself. If, however, the minimum necessary, especially to 
deal with disputes that are outside of or only peripheral to major interests, is 
simply their passive toleration, it might be possible to secure that passive 
toleration more readily if they are not likely to be called on to bear the 
burden. In effect, this line of response argues the need to reduce dependence 
on the major powers, for personnel, for money, for other modes of support 
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than simply the willingness to authorize an operation. There will still be a 
dependence on the major powers' toleration, but this is more a passive than 
active dependence, befitting the more passive role assigned to the major 
powers. 

Unfortunately, such an approach requires other states to shoulder more 
of the burden of peacekeeping and to organize to discharge that burden more 
effectively. The first will not be popular, since principles of the equitable 
sharing of burdens will be offended. But if dependence on the major powers 
has a price, so does reducing that dependence. The second requires devising 
means to address speed, size and mandate issues. 

In basic terms, reliance on the major powers could be reduced through a 
development of a standby force arrangement, placing a number of brigade-
equivalents, and their requisite supply, transport, command and control 
needs, ready for UN duty on short notice. Current efforts to develop a 
standby force structure are of interest in this regard."'' 

Whether or not such a 'rapid reaction' force would be designed only to 
move in quickly and then eventually be replaced by more traditional 
international forces, or would replace the traditional concept, is a significant 
but here secondary matter. Of particular importance is the need for certain 
requirements to be met. First, such a force would have to be able, even if 
backed up by more traditional forces, to meet two or more demands (and 
preferably more than two) at the same time. Second, such a force would 
have to be trained (preferably jointly), structured and equipped to handle 
situations varying in scale, type and intensity of operations. Whether this 
would include heavy combat (and thus some heavy weapons capability) we 
leave open, but with the note that heavy combat operations are likely to 
require major power action. Third, the states contributing to such a force 
would have to be willing to take losses. If this were not the case, the first 
blooding of the force could well mean the end of the concept. As well, if the 
force were committed in a situation that degenerated into heavy fighting, its 
inability or unwillingness to control the situation would proclaim its 
irrelevance. Yet, if it got trapped in such a situation, who would rescue it? 
The major powers? Fear that they might have to contribute to a rescue 
operation undoubtedly would reduce their willingness to approve such a 
force in the first place. 

A willingness to shoulder a greater financial burden would also be 
needed, since otherwise the UN would still be restricted by its financial 
dependence on the major powers. At least for the formation, training and 
deployment of such a standby force, this suggests a budgeting arrangement 
other than that used for either the regular UN assessment or the 
peacekeeping assessment scale.7" It might seem reasonable to argue that the 
peacekeeping scale should come into play when the force is deployed, but 
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then major power willingness to finance its operations in the field also 
becomes necessary. One could go so far as to advocate giving the UN its 
own income sources, under its control and sufficient to meet this financial 
need, but states recognize the importance of the power of the purse-strings, 
and may be unwilling to relax this very far. 

Such a standby force would have to meet the three requirements of 
speed, size and mandate; it would have to be able to move to a trouble spot 
in sufficient time, with sufficient force and with a mandate to use that force, 
to prevent a further degeneration. Otherwise, the force would merely repeat 
some of the recent UN history. This does suggest that contributing states 
would have lobe willing to give up greater control over their forces than has 
been the case in the past, and then would have lo be willing to sec that 
commitment (partly out of their hands) through. This is not quite the same 
as the UN asking for a blank cheque for the commitment of forces, but it 
does raise serious political and constitutional issues. It may well be that a 
co-ordinating group, something along the lines of the Military Staff 
Committee and composed of contributors, would be required for an 
oversight and advising function. 

A functionalist approach would suggest that middle and small states 
willing to shoulder a greater burden of UN peacekeeping operations should 
have their increased participation and contribution recognized in the form of 
enhanced influence. In the least, such states, as significant providers of 
peacekeeping forces and capabilities, could better assert their right to a 
greater say in the deployment, mandate and running of UN operations." 
Middle and small peacekeepers could increase such derived influence if 
they co-ordinate amongst themselves. Security Council resolutions require 
a majority of nine; thus seven votes constitutes a blocking group, and even 
something less might be significant if the group is working with the 
Secretary-General. Co-ordination amongst middle and small peacekeeping 
states willing to contribute more to UN operations opens the possibility of 
a caucus that may be able to take initiatives, especially when the major 
powers are unwilling to do so, and also to block, hinder or amend initiatives 
they do not like. Such a group may not be able to block all major power 
initiatives, but it may be able to temper the blatant use by a major power of 
the UN or UN mandates to further sphere of interest goals, if only by 
providing a sizable force to the operation.72 The effectiveness of such a 
group of middle or small peacekeeping states being able to provide a 
counter to major power dominance and influence in the UN would be 
enhanced if it worked closely with the Secretary-General." 

Finally, of course, there is the third question. Finding a means to reduce 
the UN dependence on major powers, so that the organization may better 
handle disputes that do not touch significantly on their interests, presents a 
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number of technical and political problems which would have to be raised 
and addressed effectively. But a more fundamental issue is whether middle 
and small states, looking for ways to improve and strengthen the UN 
especially in such disputes, are willing to ask of themselves what they are 
asking the major powers to do. If they are not, the UN may very well be 
reduced, as Boutros Boutros-Ghali suggested, to contracting out many, if 
not most, peace support operations to regional organizations or to major 
powers that have a special interest in a dispute. 
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