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As I write, about 130,000 civilians are sheltering in facilities belonging to the UN Mission in 

South Sudan (UNMISS) under the protection of UN peacekeepers, 40,000 more than on this day 

last year. These people have fled their homes in fear of their lives to seek protection at UNMISS 

sites since the start of the current crisis in December 2013. No mission in the 67-year history of 

UN peacekeeping has ever sheltered so many civilians uprooted by conflict, for so long.  

On 29 May the United Nations family will observe the International Day of UN Peacekeepers. It 

is traditionally a solemn occasion intended to honour the memories of the more than 3,300 men 

and women who have given their lives in the service of peace since the first ever UN 

peacekeeping operation was established in the Middle East in 1948.  

It is also a time to pay tribute to the more than 125,000 peacekeepers from 122 countries who are 

currently serving in 16 United Nations missions worldwide, including the 14,000 peacekeepers 

in South Sudan. As the United Nations marks the 70
th

 anniversary of its founding later this year, 

we will salute the courage and dedication of these colleagues under the theme, “UN 70 and UN 

Peacekeeping: Past, Present and Future.”    

In 2014, 126 peacekeepers worldwide made the ultimate sacrifice, and among the departed were 

15 UNMISS personnel. Three Russian airmen under contract with the Mission also died last 

August when their helicopter was brought down by ground fire near the Unity State capital of 

Bentiu. The loss of these colleagues provides a sobering reminder of the many risks facing UN 

peacekeepers as they go about their duties in nations afflicted by war, violence and insecurity.  

A year ago this month, the UN Security Council voted to focus UNMISS operations on four core 

tasks: the protection of civilians, the monitoring and investigation of human rights abuses, 

facilitating the delivery of humanitarian assistance to the uprooted and needy, and supporting the 

implementation of the Cessation of Hostilities Agreement signed by the two warring parties in 

January 2014.  

While this reduced the Mission’s role in peace-building and capacity building, it did not reduce 

the depth of its engagement with the people of South Sudan. The expanding numbers of civilians 

in UNMISS facilities provide evidence of the confidence that South Sudanese people continue to 

place in our ability to provide that protection and of our peacekeepers’ enduring contribution to 

the country.  

But it is important to remember that the UNMISS protection-of-civilians sites were established 

as temporary responses to the outbreak of an unforeseen human tragedy and were never intended 

to become permanent settlements. UNMISS also aims to strengthen its efforts to protect those in 

harm’s way outside of its facilities. I must, however, emphasise that the primary responsibility 



for the protection of civilians in South Sudan lies with the government. We once again call upon 

South Sudanese leaders to reach a mutually acceptable, comprehensive peace settlement. This is 

the crucial first step towards giving the country’s internally displaced persons the confidence to 

return to their places of origin in safety. 

As the conflict continues, we have received during the past few weeks alone horrific accounts of 

killings of civilians, rape, abduction of children, and the burning and looting of homes in Unity 

and Upper Nile states. UNMISS continues to listen to witnesses and survivors of these human 

rights abuses so that, eventually, the perpetrators can be held accountable.  

At the same time, humanitarian agencies face ever-increasing challenges in accessing the people 

most in need. This is why UNMISS continues to provide security to our humanitarian partners so 

that they can deliver assistance in some of the toughest areas of the country. We are also 

concerned about the continuing deterioration of the economy and the increasing needs of 

families that cannot get enough food to eat, nor access other essentials of life. 

I recently met some of the 1,757 former child soldiers who have been released by a militia that 

once operated in South Sudan’s Jonglei State. I was heartened to meet these children, hundreds 

of whom have been reunited with their families. Having laid down their weapons, they now have 

the opportunity to return to education, and to build the foundations for a brighter future that is 

free from violence. While these children require considerable support from their communities 

and from donors to ensure that they stay away from the fighting, this shows a glimpse of the 

progress that can be made when a South Sudanese community emerges from conflict.  

Peacekeepers will continue their work – potentially sacrifice their lives – in South Sudan to 

fulfill the UN Security Council mandate so that more children can have the opportunity to grow 

up in safety and with hope for a better future. 

Ellen Margrethe Loej is the Special Representative of the UN Secretary-General for South Sudan 

and the head of the United Nations Mission in South Sudan.  

 

 

 

 

 


