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Topic 001: Criminal Accountability for United Nations 

Personnel 

Introduction 

 The first United Nations peacekeeping force was established in 1956 by the General 

Assembly to supervise the withdrawal of British and French troops from the Suez Canal 

zone in Egypt. The United Nations Emergency Force (UNEF) was composed of 6,000 

troops from Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Denmark, Finland, India, Indonesia, Norway, 

Sweden, and Yugoslavia. The successful, peaceful, conclusion of the Suez Crisis was “one of 

the most spectacular single achievements of the U.N. during its first fifty years” according to 

historian Stanley Meisler,1 and proved that deployments of international forces, under the 

banner of the United Nations, could be a powerful force for peace in the world. The 

establishment of the peacekeeping framework is one of the United Nations’ signature 

accomplishments. 

A large part of why the UNEF was so successful was that the troops deployed to the 

Sinai did not add to the tension. There were no reports of illegal activity in the UNEF. In 

recent years, however, the U.N. has been severely hampered by scandal within the 

peacekeeping corps. Since the early 1990s, almost every international mission has been 

dogged by reports of sexual abuse, and criminal activity. What has made this problem so 

intractable? One of the main reasons has been the lack of true accountability for 

peacekeepers and other U.N. personnel on mission. 

                                                
1 Stanley Meisler, United Nations: The First Fifty Years. (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1995). 
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 This background guide will provide an outline of this issue, briefly examining a few 

scandals within the peacekeeping corps before describing efforts for reform. Note also that 

this paper is intended only as a background for further reading and research and should not be 

taken as a definitive resource.  

 

First Incidents: The 1990s 

In 1994, Belgian Army Captain Luc Lemaire was the commanding officer for 90 

peacekeepers at a Rwandan school. At the time, the country was wracked with racial tension 

between the two major ethnic groups, the Hutu and the Tutsi. As the Rwandan genocide 

began, masses of Tutsis arrived, seeking protection from the Hutu under the pale-blue flag 

of Lemaire’s detachment. Within a few days, Lemaire was ordered to pull out of the village 

and help foreigners escape Rwanda. 2,000 Tutsis were killed. “New York didn’t agree to 

change the rules of engagement … there are killings and New York doesn’t give a damn,” 

the soldiers’ log read.2  

The 1990s represented the low point for United Nations peacekeeping in a number 

of ways. The organization was stretched to the breaking point, with fifteen operations 

ongoing,3 under a limited budget of $490 million. Today, by contrast, peacekeeping costs the 

U.N. $9 billion ($5.17 billion in 1991 dollars4), the organization’s largest line item.5 The 

issues of the 1990s in the United Nations were many. Most relevant to this topic, to be clear, 

where the first major allegations of criminal activity by U.N. personnel. 

During operations at the Belet Uen camp in Somalia in 1993, peacekeepers of the 

Canadian Airborne Regiment were having trouble with looters stealing food and medical aid. 

Major Anthony Seward told the troops to shoot intruders in the knees, take them prisoner, 

and “abuse” them as a threat to other would-be thieves. At 9 P.M. on the night of March 16, 

sixteen-year-old Shidane Abukare Arone  was, as The New York Times paraphrased from 

official testimony, “taken to a holding area where he was blindfolded and tied up. … [H]e 

was punched in the jaw, kicked with heavy military boots, struck with a baton, burned on the 

                                                
2 Chris McGreal, “What’s the point of peacekeepers if they don’t keep the peace,” The Guardian, 17 September 
2015, accessed 27 September 2016. 
3 “List of Peacekeeping Operations,” United Nations Peacekeeping, 2016, accessed 27 September 2016. 
4 “2015 to 1991 dollars,” In2013Dollars.com, 2016, accessed 27 September 2016. 
5 McGreal, 2015. 
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soles of his feet with a cigarillo and smashed in the shins with a metal bar.”6 Soldiers then 

posed for pictures with the limp body of the dead boy, shocking the world. 

The 1990s also contained many of the first reports of U.N. complicity with, or 

involvement in, sexual abuse. Canadian peacekeepers, once again, were involved, as on 

January 18, 1997, The New York Times reported that 57 officers had been discharged 

dishonourably from the Canadian Army for “drinking while on duty, having sexual relations 

with nurses and interpreters and physically abusing patients at a mental hospital in 1993 and 

early 1994.” These soldiers were part of the United Nations mission to Bosnia, and their 

story has been somewhat lost due to a much bigger scandal that enveloped the U.N. when it 

came out in the 2000s. 

Peacekeepers in Bosnia and Kosovo during the 1990s were found to have solicited 

sex in brothels known to have coerced women, sometimes underage, into prostitution. In 

2005, The Guardian cited an estimate that 2,000 women were sold into sex slavery in Kosovo 

while the U.N. was there. Kathryn Bolkovac was an employee of American private security 

contractor DynCorp, which provided supplies to U.S. peacekeepers in the Balkans. What she 

found there shocked her (and forms the basis of Bolkovac’s 2010 film, The Whistleblower). In 

an interview with Deutsche Welle, Germany’s public broadcaster, Bolkovac recalled that 

“Young girls from Romania, Ukraine, Moldova and other Eastern European countries being 

brought in to service the U.N. and military bases as sex-slaves. The cases involved the 

officers from many foreign countries, including the U.S.A., Pakistan, Germany, Romania, 

Ukraine, government contractors, and local organized criminals. … Charges [against 

peacekeepers] were never brought because the investigations were never allowed to be 

completed.” Indeed, Bolkovac was fired from DynCorp because of her investigating. (In 

2002, a British court ruled that Bolkovac had indeed been wrongfully terminated.) Asked 

whether senior U.N. officials knew about the crisis, Bolkovac said “They certainly did, 

because I turned my reports over to them along with internal affairs … right up to Jacques 

Klein, the head of the U.N. mission in Bosnia.” 

 

Efforts for Reform 

                                                
6 Clyde H. Farnsworth, “Torture by Army Peacekeepers in Somalia Shocks Canada,” The New York Times, 27 
November 1994, accessed September 29, 2016. 
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 The need for reform in the peacekeeping forces was recognized by the U.N. as early 

as 1996, when the report Impact of armed conflict on children was published in response to reports 

of underaged girls being forced into prostitution by peacekeepers in Mozambique. “In 6 out 

of 12 country studies on sexual exploitation of children in situations of armed conflict,” the 

report noted, “the arrival of peacekeeping troops has been associated with a rapid rise in 

child prostitution.” 

 In October 2001, a U.N. / Save The Children aid team in West Africa came across 

evidence of sexual abuse of minors by U.N. humanitarian workers there. Girls reported 

accepting biscuits and soap in exchange for sexual favours.7 Following a public outcry, the 

Inter-Agency Standing Committee Task Force on Protection from Sexual Exploitation and 

Abuse in Humanitarian Crises was formed by the General Assembly in March 2002. The 

results of the Task Force’s report was collected in the Secretary-General’s special bulletin, 

Special measures for protection from sexual exploitation and sexual abuse of October 2003, which 

attempted to change the fundamental culture of ‘looking the other way’ by more clearly 

defining what constituted an offence: 

1. Sexual exploitation and sexual abuse constitute acts of serious misconduct and are 

therefore grounds for disciplinary measures, including summary dismissal; 

2. Sexual activity with children (persons under the age of 18) is prohibited regardless of the 

age of majority or age of consent locally. Mistaken belief in the age of a child is not a 

defence; 

3. Exchange of money, employment, goods or services for sex, including sexual favours or 

other forms of humiliating, degrading or exploitative behaviour, is prohibited. This 

includes any exchange of assistance that is due to beneficiaries of assistance; 

4. Sexual relationships between United Nations staff and beneficiaries of assistance, since 

they are based on inherently unequal power dynamics, undermine the credibility and 

integrity of the work of the United Nations and are strongly discouraged; 

5. Where a United Nations staff member develops concerns or suspicions regarding sexual 

exploitation or sexual abuse by a fellow worker, whether in the same agency or not and 

whether or not within the United Nations system, he or she must report such concerns 

via established reporting mechanisms; 

                                                
7 Asmita Naik, “The West Africa Sex Scandal,” Humanitarian Practice Network Magazine, October 2003, accessed 
29 September 2016. 
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6. United Nations staff are obliged to create and maintain an environment that prevents 

sexual exploitation and sexual abuse. Managers at all levels have a particular 

responsibility to support and develop systems that maintain this environment.8 

This was further to a 2002 paper that tried to clearly state proper conduct for U.N. forces 

(that will be discussed below), and a ten-point code of conduct issued to all peacekeepers in 

their native languages.9 

 Unfortunately, these efforts did not prevent further instances of criminal activity and 

sexual abuse. In 2004, the U.N. reported 150 alleged incidents of child prostitution by 

peacekeepers from Nepal, Pakistan, Morocco, Tunisia, South Africa and Uruguay stationed 

in the Congo. The New York Times reported that Judith and Saidati, two fifteen-year-old 

would-be prostitutes, received $5 from each soldier - a significant amount of money 

compared to the $1 they made selling fruit all day.10 The Washington Post has reported on 

incidents of sexual abuse in Kosovo, Haiti, and Liberia.11 In 2013, the Ugandan Army court-

martialed 40 of its soldiers for stealing from the U.N. mission in Somalia, with the culprits 

siphoning gasoline from jeeps and selling guns and ammunition to the very militants that the 

U.N. was there to help stop. Ugandan analyst Angelo Izama (dryly) put it this way: “For 

some Ugandans the Somalia mission was seen as an income-generating expedition.”12 

 The most recent scandal at the U.N., and one of the most damning, came during the 

(ongoing) United Nations mission to the Central African Republic (C.A.R.). Even before the 

mission began, French soldiers in the country were accused of sexual assault. Nearly 1,000 

troops had been expelled as of February, and that number seems sure to grow. The entire 

delegation from the Democratic Republic of the Congo was sent home. In a lengthy exposé 

published in The Washington Post, journalist Kevin Sieff interviewed fourteen child prostitutes 

and underage rape victims in the capital, Bangui, some of whom have carried what are 

known as “peacekeeper babies” to term. 

                                                
8 “Sexual Exploitation and Abuse Policy,” United Nations Conduct and Discipline Unit, undated, accessed 29 
September 2016. 
9 “Ten Rules: Code of Personal Conduct for Blue Helmets,” United Nations Conduct and Discipline Unit, undated, 
accessed 29 September 2016. 
10 Marc Lacey, “In Congo War, Even Peacekeepers Add to Horror,” The New York Times, 18 December 2004, 
accessed 29 September 2016. 
11 Kevin Sieff, “The Growing U.N. Scandal Over Abuse and ‘Peacekeeper Babies,’” The Washington Post, 27 
February 2016, accessed 29 September 2016.  
12 Rodney Muhumuza, “Uganda arrests Somalia peacekeepers over theft,” The Associated Press via U.S. News and 
World Report, 29 October 2013, accessed 29 September 2016. 
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“A horrible thing,” says an elfin 14-year-old girl, who describes how a Burundian soldier 

dragged her into his barracks and raped her, leaving her pregnant with the baby boy she now 

cradles uncomfortably … “Sometimes when I’m alone with my baby, I think about killing 

him,” the teen said, holding the little boy. “He reminds me of the man who raped me.” 

For the thousand peacekeepers expelled from the C.A.R., only forty-two cases of assault 

were formally reported to the U.N.. Only one resulted in the filing of criminal charges. 

 

Criminal Accountability 

 Parfait Onanga-Anyanga, a Gabonese official with the U.N. mission in Bangui, 

identified many causes of the problems in the Post’s report. One was the poor level of 

training of peacekeepers in the C.A.R., many of whom are from other African nations. “We 

inherited troops that we cannot call troops. I realized that what was sent here was trash,” he 

said. “We can’t just put a blue helmet on them and assume their mindset will change 

overnight.” Another key cause is the relatively low pay that peacekeepers receive. Currently, 

U.N. troops receive $1,332 per month (that figure is scheduled to rise to $1,410 in 2018).13 

Comparatively, a sergeant in the Canadian Army has a base pay of $5,638 per month.14 This 

low pay is a clear incentive for crime, especially since many of the less-developed countries 

whose armies are deployed on peacekeeping missions do not supplement the U.N.’s stipend. 

 Many other solutions have been proposed, including increasing the numbers of 

female peacekeepers, who currently make up as little as 2% of the force.15 However, what 

has been generally recognized as the greatest reason that the U.N. troops feel able to commit 

criminal activities, including rape, is that there is little or no accountability. The U.N. leaves 

prosecution of offences to the home countries of personnel. “The message is clear,” said 

Lewis Mudge, an Africa researcher at Human Rights Watch. As long as peacekeepers are not 

held accountable, “You can rape or abuse women and girls, and you can get away with it.”16 

 In the 2002 bulletin from the Secretary-General that I mentioned above, Regulations 

Governing the Status, Basic Rights and Duties of Officials other than Secretariat Officials, and Experts on 

Mission, there is almost a feeling of dark humour about how vague the section on 

“Accountability,” Regulation 3, is.  
                                                
13 Rezaul Karim, “U.N. raises salaries of peacekeepers,” The Daily Star, 5 July 2014, accessed 1 October 2016. 
14 “Regular Force NCM and Class C Pay Rates,” National Defence and the Canadian Armed Forces, 4 February 2015, 
accessed 1 October 2016. 
15 Allyn Gaestel and Allison Shelley, “Female U.N. peacekeepers: an all-too-rare sight,” The Guardian, 22 
January 2015, accessed 1 October 2016. 
16 Sieff, 2016. 



Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLV 
Sixth Committee of the General Assembly (Legal): Criminal Accountability for U.N. Personnel 

 

7 

Officials and experts on mission are accountable to the United Nations for the proper 

discharge of their functions.  

The commentary for Regulation 3 says simply, 

Regulation 3, which is similar to staff regulation 1.3 (a), makes clear that officials and experts 

on mission are accountable for their actions. The method of accountability may vary. 

That is the only law for punishment on the books. But it is clear that even these regulations 

are not being enforced by the U.N. 

 Indeed, another report of the Secretary-General was issued in 2008, perhaps in 

response to the allegations from the Congo, titled simply, Criminal accountability of United 

Nations officials and experts on mission. The centrepiece of the report is a compilation of the 

policies of twenty-eight states on nationals who commit crimes on mission with the United 

Nations. Most of these were developed countries, and there was a common theme. For 

example, the policy of Canada is that the Canadian government has no jurisdiction over 

crimes committed outside of its boundaries, and therefore that it is the responsibility of 

countries where the crime has been committed to request extradition. The United States 

enjoys much broader legal authority to prosecute offenders within its borders, but some part 

of the crime must have taken place in the U.S., or using American currency. However, there 

must be an active extradition treaty in place for Americans working overseas for the United 

Nations to be tried in the country where the offence was committed.17 The authors noted 

that while “[i]t is the policy of the Secretariat that officials and experts on mission should be 

held accountable whenever they commit criminal acts … these cases may, upon consultation 

with the Office of Legal Affairs, [only] be referred to national authorities for criminal 

prosecution.”  

 Still, if local authorities can press charges, why is criminal accountability so rare? 

Consider the places where the peacekeepers have been operating that we have discussed thus 

far: Somalia, Mozambique, the Congo, the CAR. These countries to not have properly 

functioning governments (that is why the peacekeepers and aid missions are there in the first 

place) much less an ethical legal system anchored by the firm rule of law. Developed 

countries generally only sign extradition treaties with countries where the criminals are 

guaranteed a fair trial. Meanwhile, few requests for extradition are even filed, due to the poor 

systems in place for policing and collecting evidence. So, even if extradition treaties exist, it 
                                                
17 In case you are interested in trying to find your country, look in Sections II (jurisdiction) and III 
(prosecution) in the report: https://cdu.unlb.org/Portals/0/Documents/KeyDoc14.pdf.  
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is unlikely that the local governments can prove guilt. Besides, there is little incentive for 

local governments to antagonize larger ones in order to protect street children with little 

influence in the government. And it is easy for good lawyers in developed countries to drag 

out the proceedings and prevent a trial in the foreign country. Meanwhile, in undeveloped 

countries, it is unlikely that governments even want to admit that their soldiers have a 

problem (Uganda’s arrest of forty for theft is an exception). 

 At the same time, source countries want to prevent criminal charges at all costs, both 

to protect troops and avoid scandal within the armed forces. For example, one of the main 

reasons why U.S. troops (in a non-U.N. capacity) were forced to withdraw from Iraq in 2011 

was because the Iraqi government refused to guarantee American soldiers immunity from 

criminal prosecution.18  

 

A U.N. Court? 

The centrepiece of the report is a compilation of the policies of twenty-eight states 

on nationals who commit crimes on mission with the United Nations. Most of these were 

developed countries, and there was a common theme. For example, the policy of Canada is 

that the Canadian government has no jurisdiction over crimes committed outside of its 

boundaries, and therefore that it is the responsibility of countries where the crime has been 

committed to request extradition. The United States enjoys much broader legal authority to 

prosecute offenders within its borders, but some part of the crime must have taken place in 

the U.S., or using American currency. However, there must be an active extradition treaty in 

place for Americans working overseas for the United Nations to be tried in the country 

where the offence was committed.19  

Therefore, we see the major rationale behind a major suggested solution to this 

problem, the creation of a United Nations court to adjudicate criminal cases against its 

personnel; it would take the cases out of the hands of the countries that are supplying the 

U.N. personnel and out of the hands of the countries where the U.N. is operating. Neither of 

these stakeholders have a clear incentive to see justice done in these cases. However, this 

proposed court raises many questions. 

                                                
18 Tony Karon, “Iraq’s Government, Not Obama, Called Time on the U.S. Troop Presence,” Time, 21 October 
2011, accessed 1 October 2016. 
19 In case you are interested in trying to find your country, look in Sections II (jurisdiction) and III 
(prosecution) in the report: https://cdu.unlb.org/Portals/0/Documents/KeyDoc14.pdf.  
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● It is unclear whether or not countries would support a system that would essentially 

take disciplining their forces out of the hands of the traditional military staff system. 

● How can a court be arranged to ensure a fair trial for all involved? How can the 

court be structured so that its machinery within the U.N. structure cannot be used 

for political means? 

● There is no machinery currently in place to collect evidence against U.N. offenders. 

How can guilt be proven?  

● Finally, it is unclear what jurisdiction for punishment the U.N. would have in these 

cases. Should there be a prison for peacekeepers? What if national governments 

choose to ignore the verdicts of the court?  

All of these are questions that need to be answered if the question of criminal accountability 

for U.N. personnel on mission is to be resolved. 
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Key Questions 

● How do offences committed by foreign nationals operating under the banner of the 

United Nations differ from normal crime? 

● How can the usage and deployment of peacekeepers be changed to prevent crime? 

● Should there be a United Nations court for overseeing its personnel? What could 

that look like?  

● If not, how can the United Nations help resolve the issues surrounding criminal 

activity and peacekeepers? 
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