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This Background Guide in Brief  is an abbreviated version 

of  your committee’s Background Guide, and should provide 

you with a roadmap for important themes and topics as 

you begin preliminary research on the committee topic. This 

document is simply one resource available to you as you 

prepare for HMUN China, and all delegates are strongly 

urged to read and study the full Background Guide for 

their committees. Background Guides will be released on 1 

November, 2019. Good luck with your preparation!

The United Nations Peacekeepers carry a 

difficult mandate: to effectively and impartially 
prevent conflict through nonviolent means. 
This mandate has guided UN peacekeeping 
missions in conflict zones such as Egypt during 
the Suez Crisis, the Balkans during the Yugoslav 
Wars, and Sudan during the Second Sudanese 
Civil War. As members of  the Special Political 
and Decolonization Committee, delegates 
will review existing standards of  conduct for 
UN peacekeepers. We will then debate how 
these standards can be changed and improved 
in order to protect civilians in conflict zones, 
foster collaboration between peacekeepers and 
local communities, and reduce incidences of  
corruption and abuse.

Also known as the Fourth Committee, the 
Special Political and Decolonization Committee 
(SPECPOL) is one of  the UN General Assembly’s 
six main committees. The main body of  the 
committee’s work has historically revolved around 
“decolonization,” which can be defined as the 
process by which a colony becomes independent 
of  a colonizing country. Many of  the areas at 
the center of  decolonization efforts have also 
been the focus of  prominent UN peacekeeping 
missions. SPECPOL thus takes on the oversight 
of  UN peacekeeping missions as one of  its other 
primary duties.

In 1948, three years after the founding of  the UN, 
the United Nations Security Council authorized 
the deployment of  military observers to the 
Middle East to aid in the enforcement of  an 
armistice between the newly-established nation of  
Israel and its neighboring countries. The mission, 

known commonly as the UN Truce Supervision 
Organization (UNTSO), set the groundwork 
for what would become UN Peacekeeping. The 
mandate of  UNTSO provided that these military 
observers would not actively intervene in the 
ongoing political conflict over the creation of  
Israel and partitioning of  Palestine, but would 
rather work as impartial enforcers of  existing 
treaties and cease-fires with the goal of  reducing 
violence in the region.

UNOSOM II, the second mission in Somalia, 
was an important development in peacekeeping. 
UNOSOM II, beginning in March of  1993 
and costing US $1.6 billion, had the objectives 
of  disarming all Somali civilians, removing all 
warlords from power, and uniting the country 
under one central government. Because there 
was no central government, the UN argued 
it could intervene without the consent of  the 
warring parties. But by abandoning its traditional 
standard of  impartiality, the UN peacekeeping 
force only empowered warlords in the region, 
providing the warring factions with a common 
enemy. UNOSOM II’s aggression was met with 
hostility on the ground. Most notably, in October 
1993, Somali militiamen affiliated with Aidid shot 
down two United States Black Hawk helicopters 
associated with UNOSOM II, leading to the 
deaths of  18 American soldiers in what would 
come to be known as the Battle of  Mogadishu. 
Over the course of  the next year, the United 

Figure 1: UN Peacekeepers provide post-conflict 
monitoring and assist with the implementation of peace 
agreements.
Photo Credit: Petty Officer 2nd Class Taylor Mohr
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States and several European countries pulled 
their support for the mission.

Peacekeeper-perpetrated sexual abuse can 
take a variety of  forms. One common form is 
sexual assault, defined as forcible and unwanted 
sexual contact. Scrutiny over the conduct of  
peacekeepers only intensified in 2017 after the 
Associated Press (AP) obtained a copy of  an 
internal UN investigative report, which found 
over 2,000 credible allegations of  sexual assault 
and exploitation perpetrated by peacekeepers. 
Many critics pointed to the UN immunity policy 
as a condition that allows for such cases of  abuse. 
This central policy of  UN peacekeeping makes 
peacekeepers immune from prosecution by the 
host state for any alleged crimes committed 
during the mission. Instead, the right to prosecute 
(or more frequently, not prosecute) is left to each 
individual peacekeeper’s home country.

Corruption is another concern in UN 
peacekeeping missions. Corruption often comes 
at a great monetary cost. In the case of  UNOSOM 
II, for example, lost an excess of  US $10 million 
due to corruption and mismanagement. One 
of  the most common forms of  corruption is 
bribery. For peacekeepers and other UN officials, 
this may involve accepting gifts in exchange for 
steering contracts to certain aid providers in the 
private sector, or channeling aid and resources to 
one person, community, or area at the expense of  
others.

The act of  an employee exposing illegal or 
unethical action is called “whistleblowing.” 
Someone qualifies as a whistleblower when they 
choose to, in the interest of  the public, reveal an 
organization’s abuse or neglect that works against 
the interest of  the public. Whistleblowers serve 
a crucial role in bringing unethical actions to 
the light of  day but may be reluctant to come 
forward unless they are ensured protection. Due 
to the particularly salient role whistleblowers 
have played in the United Nations, there has been 
an immense pressure campaign to strengthen 
whistleblower protections in the UN.

One of  the central tensions of  peacekeeping 
is that between UN protocol and local law. As 
discussed earlier in the guide, the UN has instituted 
an immunity policy that prevents host-countries 
from prosecuting peacekeepers or other UN 
personnel. Any violations of  the law must instead 
be prosecuted by the peacekeeper’s home country. 
This policy is controversial—in some ways, it 
invalidates local law, and holds peacekeepers to a 
different standard than a nation’s citizens. In order 
to prevent these hostilities from occurring, the 
UN espouses the concept of  Host-State Consent, 
a principle requiring that all parties involved in 
an inter- or intra-state conflict must agree to UN 
intervention before peacekeepers are deployed. 
Critically, host-state consent can be withdrawn at 
any point over the course of  the mission.

Under UN policy, peacekeepers are only allowed 
to use force in situations where their own lives 
or the lives of  civilians are endangered. However, 
this does not mean that peacekeepers do not play 
a role in civilian deaths over the course of  their 
missions. On the contrary, reports of  civilian 
deaths caused by peacekeeper interventions have 
grown only more common with contemporary 
missions. Deaths resulting from peacekeeper use 
of  force, and other deaths that result from military 
operations but are unintentional, are referred to 
as “collateral damage” in international conflict. 
Under current international law, including the 
Geneva Conventions on war crimes, there are no 
consequences for collateral damage; instead, it is 

Figure 2: United Nations Operations in Somalia I and II. 
Photo Credit: Gordon Skene
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accepted as an unfortunate but inevitable part of  
any conflict. Opportunities in which the potential 
to use force may arise have grown more common 
with the increasing interventionism of  UN 
mission mandates. In spite of  these concerns, the 
UN has taken steps in recent years to encourage 
peacekeepers to more liberally use force.

Delegates are reminded to treat these issues of  
misconduct with the sensitivity they require. 
Delegates are also encouraged to research further 
beyond the background guide. If  delegates have 
any questions, they may email the dais at specpol@
hmunchina.org. 


