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PENGUIN BOOKS

WE DID NOTHING

‘Polman, a brilliant Dutch journalist, writes with passion of the many botched UN peace-keeping operations and the shameful failure of the governments of the member states to support or finance them. The vividness of her account of genocide in Rwanda has never been bettered’ Observer

‘Episodes which combine the horrors of Apocalypse Now with the grotesquery of Evelyn Waugh’s Scoop or Black Mischief’ Sunday Times

‘A disturbing book. Polman is a courageous journalist with forthright opinions and a genuine, deeply felt concern for the ordinary people caught up in these cataclysmic events’
 Times Higher Educational Supplement

‘The book is excellently written, very sad and devastating, and would be important, if responsible people could read it and draw conclusions’ Ryszard Kapuściński






Preface

I wrote this book whilst covering UN peacekeeping missions in various parts of the world during the 1990s. In Somalia, Haiti, Rwanda and Sierra Leone I watched as the world’s most powerful countries manipulated the United Nations in pursuit of their own national interests. In the book I describe what was happening in those ‘peacekeeping zones’ – the daily, sometimes absurd and often terrifying consequences of such manipulations for the UN peacekeepers sent to the frontline.

In the late 1990s I was in New York to visit the enormous UN building on First Avenue. My assignment was to discover how Member States arrive at the Resolutions that scatter those hapless UN soldiers around the world. An American diplomat, whom I met on the steps outside, succinctly summarized the process I had just witnessed inside the building: ‘UN Resolutions are like hotdogs,’ he said. ‘If you know how they make ’em, you don’t want to eat ’em. You just swallow. No questions asked.’

Then came 11 September 2001. It was widely thought that the epic destruction of the World Trade Center would change everything, including the UN’s role in international politics. It did not. Certainly not the Member States’ pursuit of their own national agendas. ‘9/11’ has provided yet another excuse for this pursuit to continue unabated.

The United Nations was founded in 1945 at the end of the Second World War. The far-sighted leaders of the victorious allies, led by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, were determined to make the second half of the twentieth century very different from the first. They saw that the human race had only one world to live in, and that unless we managed our affairs prudently, we would destroy ourselves. They drew up rules to govern international behaviour and founded a network of institutions based around the United Nations, through which the peoples of the world could work together for the common good.

These rules, enshrined in the UN Charter, prescribe that all States, if attacked, have the right to defend themselves. If Member States consider that, somewhere else in the world, international peace and security is under threat, then they can bring the matter before the Security Council, the body that decides if and when the UN-collective should intervene. Unfortunately there is no consensus as to what justifies intervention and no agreement on the status of a Security Council Resolution. Most Europeans tend to think that if Member States wish to go beyond self-defence, they require the legitimacy provided by the Security Council. They believe that if everyone launched attacks without seeking UN approval, the vision of collective security would evaporate. As French President Jacques Chirac said in The New York Times: ‘A few principles and a little order are needed to run the affairs of the world … I can’t say both “the Security Council must decide” and then, once it has decided, “I’ll do what I want”.’

The United States and Great Britain, UN Member States like France, disagree. Their leaders appear to believe that, yes, you ought to seek permission from the Security Council before you attack Iraq, but that if the Security Council says No, you can attack Iraq anyway. For most Americans, at least, the UN Security Council is not the final authority. More a formality required by international folklore.



In March 2003, without a Security Council Resolution, the US duly attacked Iraq. The Americans claimed that the regime of Saddam Hussein constituted a threat to world peace. As I write, in the autumn of 2003, US intervention has not yet achieved the desired results. Saddam has been overthrown, but it may be a long time before the Iraqi people surrender to American notions of democracy. Terrorism has certainly not been defeated.

In attacking Iraq, the US ignored the UN. But now that the occupation has been stumbling on for six months, producing an average of two dead American soldiers per day, US leaders are putting pressure on fellow Member States to come and help them. Not because these leaders have revised their view of the UN’s role, but because, in the pre-war words of former Secretary of State, James Baker: ‘The costs will be much greater, as will the political risks, both domestic and international, if we end up going it alone.’

This kind of manoeuvre is neatly described by the term ‘Blue Rinsing’. When an invasion is over and the difficult, often dangerous, phase of reconstruction and democracy-building begins, then you’re better off rinsing the operation in UN-blue. You do this by pulling out your own soldiers and replacing them with blue helmets from Member States like India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Nigeria. And meanwhile, you can send the rapidly rising bills for rebuilding a war-shattered country straight to the UN. When these blue helmets fail (as you did) to establish democracy – because they have too few weapons, too little training and an inadequate mandate, or because the local population perceive them (as now in Iraq) as tools of American foreign policy – then you can point an accusing finger at the UN. The UN has failed, you say. A claim often heard after a successful blue-rinse.


This trick has been used to good effect in the past. France in Rwanda and Britain in Sierra Leone went in fast and pulled out fast, leaving UN troops to pick up the pieces. And before Iraq, the US perfected the art of blue-rinse in Somalia and Haiti.

And very recently in the shot-up, poverty-stricken, electricity-less West African state of Liberia. In early October 2003, while George W. Bush was putting the world under pressure to send billions of dollars and tens of thousands of international troops to Iraq, an American warship slipped quietly out of Liberian waters. The US had shown itself receptive to the UN argument that America bears some historical responsibility for Liberia’s 14-year civil war. Liberia was after all set up in the nineteenth century as a home for liberated American slaves. So President Bush sent a warship with 200 marines on board, seven of whom landed, to encourage a UN peacekeeping force. The country may have been ninety per cent in the hands of some very dangerous rebels, but the marines left 26 million dollars and their good wishes behind for the West African blue helmets, who came from Benin, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea-Bissau, Mali, Nigeria, Senegal, and Togo.


‘We’ve done everything we said we would do,’ Bush told reporters from African news outlets. One day after the US troops departed, came the most serious violence since West African soldiers entered the capital in early August to enforce a cease-fire. ‘I recognize there was sporadic fire, or however you want to describe it, and I suspect that that may happen on an infrequent basis,’ Bush told the reporters at the White House. ‘But the process is working.’ (Reuters, 2 October 2003)




He was right. The blue-rinse process was a total success in Liberia.

This book describes my experience of three UN peace missions despatched in the 1990s. I believe that the questions it raises are even more relevant today than they were back then. It is also full of the stories of people caught up in traumatic events. Local people, GIs, the curious army of construction workers and profiteers who follow the UN into ailing nations, and above all the blue helmets themselves. They are the ones who have to stand by and watch as we do nothing.

Linda Polman, Freetown/Amsterdam, October 2003






Prologue:
 Hotdogs in New York

I

New York, May 2000

They have dug up the pavement in front of UN Headquarters. Blue UN tarpaulins, home to thousands of refugees in more than twenty of the world’s disaster zones, here provide shade for New York construction workers. Lengths of sewer pipe litter the site. The UN’s ground-floor toilets are leaking. Again. In their efforts to maintain international peace and security, the United Nations are assembled in a 39-storey office block that, in maintenance terms, is more like a squat. While outside the flags of the Member States flutter proudly in the breeze.

In the UN enclave along First Avenue, international law prevails, but beyond the railings surrounding UN HQ it is the New York City Police Department who run the show. The cops won’t allow me to cross the street. Even UN diplomats are held back on the sidewalk.

‘Que pasa?’ inquires a diplomat from Member State Cuba, fishing a box of cigars from his inside pocket.

‘Cleengtong pasa,’ replies a cop with a smattering of Spanish. ‘In New York for some fundraising quickie.’

More than 2,000 agents have been drafted in to shield Clinton from danger. At the far end of the Avenue we see hundreds of headlights appear. Then a fleet of flashing helicopters zooms into view. ‘Come los Star Wars,’ mutters the Cuban. Clinton’s limo streaks past, a hand moving back and forth behind the smoked glass.

‘Gringo vanidosissimo,’ yells the Cuban, stabbing his cigar after the disappearing procession. American show-off.

On 26 June 1945, barely a month after the capitulation of Nazi Germany and while the Second World War was still raging in Asia, fifty-one countries from the allied coalition signed the United Nations Charter in San Francisco. The fifty-one, euphorically disposed, ranged themselves behind a two-fold objective: ‘to save succeeding generations from the scourge of war, which twice in our lifetime has brought untold sorrow to mankind’ and ‘to promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom’ for the population of the world.

Half a century later, and the number of Member States has almost quadrupled. The ambassadors of 191 governments are now the ‘cast’ who animate the tableau in the office building on the East River. As the official representatives of 98 per cent of the world’s 6 billion inhabitants, it is they who determine which of their national problems fall within the United Nations remit. On average they manage to cram 170 issues per year on to the General Assembly’s agenda. El Niño, atomic energy and the removal of landmines. Palestine, East Timor and the Tamils. Decolonization and female circumcision. The law of the sea, international postal services, human rights. The island of Mayotte is demanding a hearing for its long struggle for independence from the rest of the Comoros. The United States is demanding yet another hearing on Iraq. Member States are also grappling with climate change and with international crime, not to mention internal UN appointments: judges for genocide tribunals and new non-permanent members of the Security Council.

A number of questions have become permanent fixtures on the UN agenda, thanks to their insolubility: the Palestinian right to self-determination, fishing wars and the arms race (nuclear and biological) in space and on the ocean floor. Botswanans and Icelanders each have their own motives when casting their vote in the General Assembly. New Zealanders have quite other ideas about the right time for war and the right time for peace than the Nepalese. Nevertheless, the General Assembly is said to be one of the most admirable phenomena on the planet: ‘A hundred and ninety-one voting members, representing every conceivable culture and religion, plumage, commitment and GNP, who every now and then agree with each other about something. I tell you: it’s a bloody miracle,’ says a British diplomat on his way into the chamber.

Of the UN’s 191 Member States, 144 are rated poor countries. New York landlords are keenly aware of the fact. ‘No pets. No UN diplomats’ is the rule for many apartments. Of the 144, forty-eight are classified as LDCs, UN jargon for ‘Least Developed Countries’, the poorest of the world’s poor. Madagascar is one of them. Outside the revolving doors I meet up with a fellow UN correspondent who works for a paper in Antananarivo, the capital of Madagascar I now discover. His entire print run would fit into a New York grocery bag, because only rich Madagascans can read. I ask him if today’s press conference by the Committee in charge of the UN Year of the Elderly is still on. ‘No idea,’ he says cheerfully. LDC status reduces Madagascar’s financial contribution to the UN, but also Madagascar’s influence on, and interest in, the future direction of the rest of the world. My colleague spends his days drinking coffee in the UN canteen, until the UN’s working day ends at around five o’clock. Then he meticulously collects all the literature produced by the bureaucracy that day and feeds it unread through a fax machine. Thus he sends roughly half a kilo of UN news per day to the foreign desk back home. Minutes of meetings, reports about hunger, resolutions pertaining to international peace and security, agreements concerning the worldwide eradication of polio. Rarely a word about Madagascar, and virtually nothing gets into the paper at home.

The UN Year of the Elderly Committee has so far managed to raise $5,000 in cash from the Member States. The year, dedicated to those over sixty-five, has 364 days left to run.

‘Five thousand dollars, that’s hardly a fortune,’ I say, with concern.

‘Depends on how you look at it,’ replies my colleague. ‘For Madagascar it would be more than enough. Our life expectancy is fifty-five.’

But first, there’s a press conference on the world economic crisis, which is just about to begin. I ask if he’s interested in coming. He thanks me, but declines: this crisis won’t interest his readers either. Madagascar is too poor to suffer from it.

‘The rainy season in the Sudan is almost over, which we regret.’ The monotonous voice of UN spokesman Fred Eckhard recites the most recent list of resolutions designed to prevent international war and disaster. He sits at his table like a newsreader, with a little pile of papers in front of him. Squelchy Sudanese swamps will soon be drying out, bringing the prospect of further troop movements. ‘We are therefore urging the Sudanese government to make haste in agreeing a cease-fire.’

After next dealing with the latest refugee crisis in Africa, he hands us over to today’s guest speaker, an African from the UN Disarmament Commission. He is here to talk about the arms industry in relation to the world economic crisis and is just settling into his stride – ‘In spite of all the hunger in the world, the arms race goes on …’ – when Eckhard’s voice resumes.


‘I am sorry to have to interrupt,’ he interrupts, ‘but I am just hearing that the Security Council is going into session.’

The handful of journalists in the pressroom shake themselves awake, snatch their cassette recorders from under the African’s chin and rush out of the door towards the escalator.

‘I’ll make photocopies!’ the African calls after us. ‘So you can read it through at home when you have a moment!’

By the time I have found the closed door of the Security Council, the session is well underway.

‘Top secret,’ says the guard and he visibly broadens.

‘When are they coming out?’ I ask.

‘Dunno.’

For a moment I stand there nonplussed. Then I hear the clink of ice cubes and smell the fine vapour of Scotch and expensive cigars. Beyond the guard, and a little way to his left, there is a bar packed with diplomats. Locked out, just like me. Even the kings and presidents of countries being discussed are generally not allowed in. The minutes remain secret. Only the fifteen members of the Security Council know the details of the negotiations which lead to resolutions. They are the five permanent members (the USA, the UK, France, Russia and China) and the ten non-permanent members (who are allowed to sit in for two years after their election by the General Assembly). The privileged status of the Security Council has been a source of irritation since 1945, especially to those nations which, at any given moment, are not part of the ‘Fabulous Fifteen’. This bar, right outside the Council door, is for diplomats representing the 176 excluded Member States. They call it their ‘stake-out’. A beer costs $5 and a bourbon $10, but then the clientele is none of your usual riffraff.

‘Sometimes they go through to midnight. Extremely humiliating to have to wait by the door for someone to take pity and throw you a crumb of information. To be treated just like you journalists,’ says a senior Dutch official. For the past few months the Netherlands has been briefly reprieved from the nerve-wrecking ritual: she is enjoying her two-year stint as a non-permanent member. In evident satisfaction, he watches his colleagues from other Member States nervously clutching drinks as they wait for the end of the meeting. Their seats of government are waiting for news. ‘We’re finally sitting inside,’ sighs the diplomat, thrilled.

‘So you’re allowed in,’ snorts a Belgian representative. ‘But that’s all you’re allowed. You can sit there if you like. Nothing more.’ He speaks from experience. Belgium’s stint as a non-permanent member preceded the Dutch: ‘Resolutions were served up on a plate. Bill called Tony, Tony called Jacques, Jacques called Boris. By the time we were allowed to vote the case was completely sewn up.’ Belgium, a Security Council member at the time, only heard that Operation Desert Fox was underway via CNN. America and Britain had gone into action while the Security Council was still meeting to discuss the next step in the Iraq crisis. A few hundred UN staff just had time to get to the Baghdad air-raid shelters before Anglo-American bombs began to rain down on their offices.

Easy chairs and coffee tables are scattered elegantly between tall houseplants. A blue crush barrier separates the bar from the Security Council door. The red plush corridor behind is thus preserved as a boulevard upon which the Fab Fifteen and their entourages can parade, as if on their way to a Hollywood première. We are the jealous public behind the barriers, staring.

Ladies come past, smiling amiably. ‘Secretaries,’ someone explains. An Armani suit emerges through the door and disappears to the Gents. ‘Translator,’ someone whispers. And then, suddenly excited, a colleague hisses: ‘A Brit! He’s going to leak something.’ Before I know it, he has disappeared into a throng of diplomats and journalists pressing round the Englishman. I worm my way in and just catch his final words.

‘… Russia is being difficult. That is all I can say.’

‘Russia’s always being difficult,’ says one correspondent when the Brit is safely back inside. ‘That’s not news, is it? Or is it?’ His colleagues are already on their mobile phones, so he takes out his own just in case.

‘Lights!’ shouts a media voice. Glaring TV lights snap on. The Asian who this month is chairing the Council appears in the doorway. A throng of microphones is thrust out in front of him as he announces that a new resolution has just been adopted. UNAMSIL, the UN peacekeeping force in Sierra Leone, is to be expanded from 13,000, to 17,000 men. ‘The Security Council has instructed the Secretary-General to find the extra troops,’ the Chairman concludes.

II

Sierra Leone, September 2000

Something black and hairy shoots up the wall. ‘Jesus! That was a rat!’ cries Peter van Walsum, the Dutch representative on the Security Council. He stares at the air-conditioning vent into which the creature has wriggled, claws scraping. I fancy I catch him thinking: shall I scream and run away? Or stay cool and hope that it doesn’t come back?

‘Not such a little one either,’ he says, allowing me a glimpse into his deliberations. ‘What if I get bitten on the toe during the night?’

This is more than diplomatic whinging. Rats in Sierra Leone may carry the Lassa Fever virus, which can be deadly. OK, you can still find doctors, even here in war-zone Sierra Leone. Indian blue helmets have transported a complete clinic from New Delhi to Freetown. ‘But how do I get there in the middle of the night?’ Van Walsum rhetorically demands. There is a curfew in force: anybody found on the street after 23.00 will be regarded as the enemy and ‘removed’.

Van Walsum’s sidekick, a young lady who has accompanied him from New York, offers to lodge a complaint with hotel reception. Maybe they can spray something or put something down. Van Walsum briefly considers this option, but then waves it away, ‘Ach, let’s just forget it.’ If the world in general is imperfect, then Africa is especially so. Sometimes you have to live more in hope than in certainty.

Secretary-General Kofi Annan has failed to find the 4,000 extra troops for Sierra Leone. The Security Council has urged him, once again, to intensify his efforts. UNAMSIL is currently the largest peacekeeping mission on earth, in spite of which the rebels have begun to advance on the capital. ‘Without reinforcements, this already faltering mission is in danger of being further undermined,’ Mr Annan has told the world. Seventy-nine blue helmets have died since the start of the mission in 1999, and until very recently 500 UN personnel were being held hostage. Not a single Western country is militarily involved. The largest contributors to UNAMSIL are Nigeria, India and Bangladesh. Nor is it just here that the UN is struggling to find well-equipped and well-trained troops for its peace missions. Of the ten largest contributors to UN peacekeeping operations worldwide, nine are rated poor or below. India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Jordan, Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya, Poland and the Philippines. Australia is a new entry to the top ten, having stepped into the breach in its own backyard, East Timor, in force.

‘Has the West really done nothing since that resolution was adopted in May?’ I ask Van Walsum.


‘Well, not literally nothing,’ he replies cautiously. ‘The Dutch supplied a plane to fly Jordanian blue helmets to Sierra Leone.’

Rumour has it that Canada has offered the same service to Bangladeshi blue helmets.

The UK has done something too. While refusing to provide any British troops for UNAMSIL, it has sent 300 paratroopers to train local government forces. ‘Our self-respect is at stake here,’ announced Foreign Secretary Robin Cook.

All the initiatives that Van Walsum has taken in the Security Council, designed to promote the involvement of industrialized countries in peace preservation in Africa, have been shelved or lost in the wastepaper basket. He has, for example, suggested to his own government that the Netherlands send a battalion of marines to Sierra Leone and encourage other European countries to do the same.

‘I am naive,’ says Van Walsum. ‘OK, I had not really expected that battalion proposal to be accepted, but the ease with which it was swept from the table, without a single moment of serious consideration, almost as a reflex, that I found shocking, and not for the first time. It scared me. No white blue helmets in black Africa. That has become an unwritten law. But this just won’t wash: approving UN missions in Africa, and then having nothing to do with them. Taking on the job, but letting others carry it out. I have found it extremely embarrassing to be representing my country in the Security Council when decisions on peace missions are being discussed.’

The diplomat is quite aware that Western absence from new peace operations derives from traumatic events in the recent past. America’s refusal to take part in any UN mission proceeds from the UN ‘debacle’ in Somalia, where eighteen American soldiers lost their lives. Dutch non-participation stems from the drama in the Bosnian town of Srebrenica, where an estimated 7,000 Bosnian men were dragged off to their deaths by Serbian forces right under the noses of the Dutch UN contingent. And after the UN performance in Rwanda, almost the entire West has resolved to have nothing more to do with Africa.

‘They don’t want a repeat,’ says Van Walsum. ‘But what exactly are they trying to avoid? Is it the slaughter of thousands of innocent people, or is it the shame of being implicated in another such drama.’

‘Give me one dollaaaaah!’ screams an amputee on crutches. He pursues me, hobbling through the surf, as I stroll along the beach towards the bar. His left leg is missing below the knee, hacked off by a rebel chief who called himself General Bloodbath. The general also hacked off the right leg of this man’s younger brother. He thought it was ‘funny’ to maim the two brothers symmetrically. The enemy against which the Security Council has dispatched blue helmets could be generously described as ‘dangerously mad’.

I sit myself down next to an Indian UN officer. We’re both drinking beer. CNN is on in the corner and Kofi Annan is talking about us. ‘It is in Sierra Leone where the international community will have to show that the United Nations still has the right to exist, where it will have to be made clear that there really is something like solidarity between peoples that transcends race and geographical distance.’

‘But of course there’s something like solidarity between peoples,’ cries the Indian indignantly. ‘Western states are quite prepared to fight the rebels here down to the last Third World soldier.’ He drains his glass and strides from the bar.



A very serious question

New York, 25 October 2001 – UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan said that Jordanian and Indian troops are being withdrawn from Sierra Leone because their governments had expected rich nations to join the UN force. The United Nations is still attempting to increase its force in Sierra Leone. Britain, the former colonial power, has announced that it will be raising its troop strength from 300 to more than 400 soldiers, but that it would not be part of the UN force. Jordan had hoped more troops would be provided by developed countries, said Mr Annan. ‘They do not believe that the British offer is sufficient and had hoped that others would join.’ But he conceded that the British had at least ‘made a gesture, while others have not.’ Without mentioning the United States or others by name, the Secretary-General regretted the absence of troops from countries with large well-trained forces. ‘This raises a very serious question that we all need to think through, not least the Security Council,’ he said. ‘Can the Council keep adopting resolutions that require us to deploy troops, while its own members do nothing, particularly those major countries with large forces?’ he asked.

(Reuters)



Well, yes, the Council can.

‘How did you arrive at that Sierra Leone resolution?’ I had asked an American diplomat on the way out of UN HQ in Manhattan.


‘You don’t really want to know,’ he replied. ‘Resolutions are like hotdogs. If you know how they make ’em, you don’t want to eat ’em. You just swallow. No questions asked.’
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1. The UN in Somalia: Scuttled by Mutiny

I

Kenya, January 1994

On the airport shuttle bus it’s just like the school outing. The passengers, all blue helmets, have just flown from Mogadishu, Somalia, to the Kenyan resort of Mombasa, City of Sun and Fun. There is no lack of sun in Somalia, but that makes the lack of fun all the worse for the blue helmets based there. This lot are now on R&R, the UN’s rest and recreation programme.

‘Booz-ing! Fuck-ing!’ chants a tall, skinny Irish soldier. He drags one of his comrades on to his lap and gropes exuberantly between his legs. Other blue helmets, all from Ireland, are lying all over each other clutching cans of Guinness.

‘First time I’ve been out of that sandpit for five months. Nothing but whinging Somalis and the ugly mugs of my mates to look at. Mombasa, here I come!’ cries one.

Three American soldiers, still teenagers, have opened a bottle of tax-free UN whiskey. ‘Good food and hours in the bubble bath, ma’am,’ is how they anticipate leave in Mombasa. And of course picking up girls at the Florida, the Mombasa disco which has assumed legendary proportions amongst blue helmets. The first groups of soldiers to return to Somalia after R&R could dazzle their colleagues with tales of leaving the Florida with three gorgeous babes on each arm. Currently your R&R counts as a failure if you haven’t had at least six women tugging at your flies. I’d already picked up complaints in Nairobi. There were almost no whores left in the local bars. OK, a few ugly old ones, but all the pretty young girls were off to Mombasa.

‘Beautiful and horny, that’s what they say,’ says one boy dreamily. His name, Willson, is stitched on his breast pocket.

‘Eighty per cent have AIDS. Eighty per cent! You won’t catch me taking a deep breath in the Florida tonight,’ says one of the Irishmen.

‘No sex at all. That is the only solution in Africa,’ declares a German, still dressed in full kit.

‘Bring any condoms?’ I ask.

‘Don’t need ’em,’ says Willson. ‘I’ve decided. I don’t fuck in Africa.’

‘Me too. Same for all of us. But mates of mine who went into the Florida with the same good intentions still couldn’t resist it. Drank too much to say No to the chicks. Now they can’t sleep for worry. Because it’s all left to the man. Those girls don’t give a damn. With condoms, without, whatever you want, as long as you keep the Tia Maria and the cigarettes coming. They’re all hooked on the Tia Maria.’ This Irishman seems to know what he’s talking about.

A Pakistani major in flowery shorts and flip-flops climbs in. He is the R&R officer for the UN Somalia operation and his job is to guide visitors through the UN’s Mombasa amusement factory.

‘Everybody retrieved their swimming trunks from the baggage carousel? Great! Then we’ll be off to the hotel,’ he cries happily. There are cowboy whoops and blue berets fly down the aisle.

Followed immediately by a deathly silence. The driver has left the parking area and the bus is nosing its way through the city’s chaotic traffic: cars, ox carts, pedestrians. The sudden silence takes me by surprise and I turn and look back. The soldiers’ fingers are dug into the backs of the seats in front of them. The knuckles are white.

‘Happens every time,’ whispers the Pakistani. ‘The Somalia syndrome strikes again.’

I smile uncertainly.

‘You can laugh,’ says the Pakistani. ‘But don’t forget that there have already been more than sixty blue helmets killed in Somalia and there will be lots more to come. The Somalis are out to get us. The boys behind you feel like they’ve just walked straight into a nightmare. In Somalia they don’t dare go out on the street any more. Unless for some urgent reason they have to leave the base, in which case they go in a tank. Here in Mombasa they are suddenly surrounded by Africans and they’re not in a tank any more, just an old bus. What you see on their faces, madame, is pure terror.’ My glance follows his nod and I see tightly shut eyes and heads sunk deep into shoulders, as if their owners were waiting for the blow to fall.

‘No, lady, Somalia is no joke. The rats are leaving the sinking ship. All the Western countries are pulling their troops out. Those who have to stay are doomed.’

He stands up and cheerfully yells: ‘Barbecue tonight, guys. And from twenty-two hundred hours, a free shuttle bus runs every half hour from the hotel to the Florida!’

He launches into ‘We are the champions’. Nobody sings along except the Kenyan bus driver.

II

Just suppose. Enough is enough. Narco-state Holland must be brought back into line with international drugs policy. The Dutch regime won’t listen to UN resolutions, so now they must suffer the consequences: the UN sends blue helmets to close down the coffee shops. Any Dutch who resist can be shot. (And to complete this grisly projection, let’s suppose that most of these blue helmets come from Third World countries, as is usually the case in reality. The daily rates paid by the UN – a nice extra in Western eyes – represent a fortune to the governments of poor countries. Ask an ex-Yugoslavian whom he saw wearing blue helmets during his country’s civil war: in Bosnia there was even a contingent of Samburu warriors, straight from the deserts of northern Kenya. Tiny Bushmen from Botswana turned out for the UN in Somalia. In Rwanda it was largely Ethiopians and in Haiti, Djiboutis and Guatemalans.)

In the light of such a disturbing scenario, we can quite understand why the Member States have ensured that the UN Charter does not allow the UN to function as an independent organization – if the UN could take its own decisions, you might easily find yourself occupied by foreign troops.

The sovereignty of Member States is enshrined in the UN Charter. The Preamble begins: ‘We, the peoples of the United Nations, determined […] to reaffirm faith in the equal rights of nations large and small …’ Chapter 2, Article 1 states: ‘The Organization is based on the principle of the sovereign equality of all nations.’ In the UN, therefore, all nations are equal and sovereign. All states, drug-crazed and decent, are free within their borders to do and allow what they want. They have nothing to fear from the UN, because from the sovereignty principle proceeds a non-intervention principle. ‘Nothing contained in the present Charter shall authorize the United Nations to intervene in matters which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state …’ (Chapter 2, Article 7). So if we see blue helmets somewhere in the world it is not because they have violently forced their way in, but because the government of the sovereign host country permits them to be there. This permission is valid for as long as the blue helmets behave themselves.

A close reading of the United Nations Charter allows only one conclusion: the UN can do nothing by itself. You could compare it to a computer, which only spews out what the user puts into it. Likewise the UN. It can only do what its Member States tell it to do.

Of the 191 Member States there are in fact five who determine whether or not blue helmets are despatched. These are the five permanent members of the Security Council: those old World War Two allies, the USA, France, Russia and the UK, later joined by China. Their task is ‘to maintain international peace and security’, although, in practice, the sovereignty and nonintervention principles mean that the task cannot be fulfilled. The UN cannot impose anything on Member States, peace or otherwise. All the Security Council can do is exert pressure, for example by calling upon Member States to boycott an undesirable regime until it steps down or stops misbehaving.

The USA, France, Russia, China and the UK have the right of veto over decisions made in the Security Council. This gives them, and only them, the power to scupper a peace mission, since every decision to send blue helmets must have the vote (or the abstention) of each of these five countries.

If the support of another four of the ten non-permanent members of the Security Council (each chosen for a period of two years) can be secured – giving a total of nine votes in favour – a mission can be despatched. In fact very few temporary members can afford to vote against a pet mission hatched by one of the Big Five. The superpowers have a whole arsenal of means at their disposal to secure the number of votes required.



How America ran off with the Security Council

Twelve members of the Security Council voted for the resolution. One abstained. Two voted against. One of these, Yemen, had a particularly heavy price to pay. According to the New York Times, an American diplomat apparently snapped at the Yemeni representative that this would be the most expensive vote that Yemen had ever registered. ‘Before the vote an American official visited our President. He handed him the American proposal for the resolution and said that America would be very grateful if Yemen were to support it.’

After Yemen had voted against it, the US scrapped the American aid budget for Yemen to the tune of $60 million. Colombia voted for the resolution. ‘Our Achilles heel is drugs. America thinks that we don’t act firmly enough against couriers. If we had voted against this resolution, or if we had abstained, then a sensitive boundary would have been crossed. We were very worried that the US would then repeat what they did to us two years before. On that occasion a Colombian judge had accidentally acquitted a drugs courier. This was the signal for retaliation. From that moment the American customs checked Colombian flowers box by box. The process took three to four days, by which time the flowers had wilted.’

(Vrij Nederland, 6 April 1991)



The five permanent members of the Security Council not only decide whether peace missions are sent or not. They also determine what the goals of these missions should be, what they can cost, how long they can last, how many blue helmets are needed and what powers they require to achieve their objectives. The UN
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