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Stories of the lack of coordination in UN humanitarian relief efforts, particularly
when these result from ongoing or simmering conflicts, have been circulating for so many
years as to suggest that these difficulties are endemic to multilateral responses to
humanitarian emergencies. The roots of the difficulty are readily apparent in the highly
decentralized nature of the UN system. Not only do UN responses tend to be less than the
sum of their parts, but efforts to address this problem have generally been frustrated by the
same phenomenon, that is the lack of strong central authority and accountability within the
UN system.

The intergovernmental decisionmaking structure is far more coherent and imposing on
the security side, with the relatively small Security Council able to make decisions binding
on all member states as well as the secretariat, than on the social and development side of the
organization, where ECOSOC is both too large and too enfeebled to mandate more than
minimal strategic coordination among key components of the system. Neither the creation of
UNDRO, the UN disaster relief organization, or more recently the Department for
Humanitarian Affairs, has made more than a small dent in the problem. The basic problem
can only be addressed through a fundamental restructuring of the "soft” side of UN
operations, something that might well entail Charter amendment and sharp North-South
differences.
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When the Department of Humanitarian Affairs, under the leadership of Under
Secretary General Jan Eliasson, was created less than two years ago precisely to address the
kinds of difficulties being addressed in this conference. In a typical bureaucratic
compromise, however, the office was given neither the staffing nor the leverage to bring
together the various players in the system. His office does serve as a bully pulpit to remind
publics and member states alike on the importance of humanitarian assistance, but it
represents little more than a band-aid on top of a gaping wound.

Only in recent years has the Security Council begun to address humanitarian relief as
an important component of its work and mandates. In some ways, of course, this
development has added a legal authority that was previously lacking in this area. Dramatized
by television, "human security” is moving to the front burner of international politics and
domestic public perceptions. With the end of the Cold War, humanitarian factors are
beginning to replace ideological considerations in security debates.

The mix between security and humanitarian assistance, however, has created new
coordination problems even as it has brought fresh attention to the humanitarian agenda. A
critical factor here seems to be whether the humanitarian operation is coupled with traditionat
peacekeeping under Chapter VI (or V1.5) or under Chapter VII military enforcement
measures. Recent experience suggests that humanitarian relief may work relatively well in
tandem with true peacekeeping, or even nation-building, missions. This seems to have been
the case in Cambodia, El Salvador, Namibia and hopefully now in Mozambique. None of
these operations has been a model of efficiency, since they are all subject to the general
coordination problems involved in any multilateral or UN undertaking. In each case,
however, the effort to build a more stable, secure and predictable environment required both
peacekeeping and humanitarian efforts working together side by side. Because they are
based on carefully negotiated texts, that were respected by most of the parties most of the
time, a fair degree of local cooperation with the humanitarian component of the mission
could be expected. Moreover, the use of military power by the UN was restrained and
largely passive, with the UN military presence generally seen as impartial and as part of the
healing process.

In this kind of a situation, humanitarian assistance reinforces political reconstruction
and peacekeeping forces tend to cement the relationship. Each piece tends to assist the next,
with a reasonable balance between the military and humanitarian components. In these
cases, moreover, there had not been a complete collapse of civil order and the civil conflict
had taken on more of a’political and less of a military air. The humanitarian conditions,
while far from ideal, do not resemble the kind of emergency situations characterized by a
number of other civil conflicts today.

Enforcement actions, on the other hand, present an entirely different picture.
Enforcement necessitates either taking sides or being perceived as having taken sides in the
ongoing conflict. They take place in an uncertain and insecure environment in which the
parties have not yet reached sufficient political understanding and still seek to achieve their
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ends through military rather than political means. Cooperation among the local parties is
likely to be spotty at best. With UN forces in harm’s way, moreover, military
considerations inevitably must dominate economic and humanitarian ones. In such cases, the
military command structure will provide the locus of decisionmaking (though clearly military
command and control under the UN remains an unsettled issue). The depth of the
humanitarian emergency is also likely to be that much greater in an enforcement situation
given the continuing fighting. Relief in such a situation may become a highly-charged item
politically, seen as a strategic commodity to benefit one side or another.

The UN has estimated that in Bosnia and Somalia, for example, there is a ten to one
ratio between the costs of securing relief shipments compared to the amount of assistance
provided. Similar ratios could be expected in Angola, Liberia, and Afghanistan. Economic
sanctions under Chapter VII such as in Haiti and Iraq, moreover, may well work against
humanitarian objectives in the short run, just as does the application of military force.

For these reasons, it is very important that the Security Council be completely clear
about the nature of local conditions before mandating a partnership between humanitarian
assistance and either peacekeeping or peace enforcement. In Bosnia, the member states have
only been willing to undertake peacekeeping efforts in a situation in which only military
enforcement could ensure the delivery of humanitarian assistance to those in need. In
Somalia, on the other hand, the United States has committed major military resources under
a Chapter VII mandate, but Congress and the American public were led to believe that it was
a Chapter VI peacekeeping and humanitarian mission. In both cases, the result has been not
only a lack of coordination within the UN system, but also the inability to sustain the
political, financial, and miliary commitment to see the operations through to their successful
completion.
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