Why the world needs a United Nations army
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Ronald Reagan once asked Mikhail Gorbachev to imagine that there was “suddenly a threat to this world from some other species, from another planet”. The late American president speculated that this would ensure “we would forget all the little local differences that we have between our countries”.

We are still waiting for the Martian invasion that will test Reagan’s theory. But, in the absence of little green men, it has fallen to Somali pirates to provide the common enemy that unites the nations of the world. An extraordinary international flotilla is patrolling the waters off Somalia, in an effort to stop attacks on the 30,000 ships that pass through the Gulf of Aden every year. Warships from countries as diverse and mutually suspicious as the US, China, Iran and Japan are policing this crucial international waterway. The largest of three international taskforces is run by the European Union and commanded by a British admiral operating from a headquarters in nearby north London. All the various navies, except the Iranians’, co-ordinate their operations at regular meetings.

But while there really is something like an “international community” at work in the seas off Somalia, the picture is a lot less impressive on dry land. In the capital, Mogadishu, a 4,600 strong African Union force is struggling to hold off Islamist insurgents who recently got within half a mile of the presidential palace.

Both the land and sea operations in Somalia show the need to do some urgent thinking about international peacekeeping. The naval operation is impressive, but also disjointed. The land operation is simply inadequate.

In both Somali operations, it would make obvious sense to give the United Nations a bigger role as the co-ordinator and mobiliser of peacekeeping efforts.

Over the longer term, the growing demand for international peacekeeping forces means that it is time finally to bite the bullet and give the UN a permanent, standing military capacity.

The idea of a “UN army” remains deeply controversial. Critics can point to some horrendous peacekeeping failures. In the 1990s UN forces failed to prevent the Rwandan genocide and the Srebrenica massacre. More recently, UN-mandated troops were involved in sex crimes in the Congo. Like many international bureaucracies, the UN is often not a pretty sight when viewed from close quarters.

Many nations also have understandable qualms about a permanent, multinational military force, intervening all over the world. The Americans do not put their forces under UN commanders. It often falls to poorer countries, such as Bangladesh, Pakistan and Indonesia, to provide most of the troops for UN operations. But they worry that setting up a permanent force would mean that they would lose the ability to pick and choose which missions they take part in.

Yet the demand for UN peacekeeping forces keeps going up. There are currently 116,000 UN peacekeepers deployed around the world in 17 different operations – an eightfold increase since 1999. Only the US has more troops deployed around the world than the UN.

Alongside the well-publicised UN peacekeeping failures, there have been many quiet successes – Cambodia, Namibia, Sierra Leone and Nepal, to name a few. For the west’s over-stretched armies, international peacekeepers often look like a cheap and attractive option. Susan Rice, the US ambassador to the UN, says that for every dollar the US spends on an equivalent military deployment, the UN spends 12 cents. The UN flag also brings a global legitimacy that a Nato or EU operation cannot muster.

But every time the Security Council votes to deploy peacekeepers, the UN has to appeal for troops and equipment from scratch. So it usually takes between three months and a year to deploy a UN force – far too slow, in an emergency such as Somalia.

All of this points to the need to create a proper UN force on permanent stand-by. Such a force need not be a conventional army, with its own barracks and personnel. It would be better to get countries to give the UN first call on a certain number of their troops, for a specific period of time. National sovereignty could still be respected by allowing countries to opt out of missions, if they inflame national sensitivities.

Creating a permanent UN capability would mean that the UN could intervene much more quickly. It would also make it more likely that forces assigned to the UN follow the same military doctrines. It would also help address chronic shortages of equipment. As things stand, UN forces often lack the kit they need. The peacekeeping operation in Darfur is hamstrung by its lack of helicopters, for example.

A shortage of helicopters is particularly ironic, given the chatter in the more paranoid bits of right-wing America about “black helicopters” from the UN, hovering with intent over the US. Even perfectly sane American conservatives regard the idea of a permanent UN force with horror. They might be surprised and enlightened to learn that the hero of the conservative movement, Ronald Reagan, once spoke approvingly of the idea of “a standing UN force – an army of conscience – that is fully equipped and prepared to carve out human sanctuaries through force”. And, of course, to take on the Martians, whenever they finally invade.

