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The United Nations Mission in Liberia has
improved security and humanitarian
access during its brief tenure. It has done
so far in excess of expectations and has
improved the lives of many Liberians as a
result.

The mission has aggressively used
assistance work as part of its stabilisation,
force acceptance and nation building
strategy. This has unsettled many
humanitarian agencies and created
confusion about roles.

The confusion of roles between
humanitarian agencies and the military is
widespread. On the one hand military
contingents have engaged in basic health
care and food distribution, often at the
same time as using force to control unrest.
On the other hand NGOs and UN agencies
have become involved in work traditionally
the province of the military such as
demobilisation of adult combatants. NGOs
and UN agencies routinely use military
helicopters and have used armed convoys
in the past.

This confusion of roles has not had a
detrimental effect on vulnerable Liberians.
There are however, latent dangers, not least
that a resurgent opposition to the UN and
the current government decide to target
humanitarian agencies. Even if this chance
is remote, it does not seem worth taking
such risks unless there is extreme
suffering, or people dying. In Liberia this
is not the case. Humanitarian agencies
have the capacity to carry out the basic
assistance work currently undertaken by
the military. They can do this without

reliance on military hardware. Moreover
they have a proven track record in this field
and accountability mechanisms that do not
apply to military contingents, many of
whom will be unclear of basic principles
and law governing such work.

The main rationale for the military involving
themselves in such work appears to be the
assumption that humanitarian work
promotes stability. There is little evidence
for this, although medical assistance to the
population in Tubmanberg may have
facilitated deployment. Generally though,
the acceptance effect such work provides
is just as likely with more complementary
work such as road construction. Long-term
stability is much more likely to depend on
economic recovery rather than short term
assistance.

Humanitarian coordination has been
problematic in Liberia, in great part related
to the integration of humanitarian affairs
into the main UN mission. Many of the UN’s
traditional partners have become wary of
coordination of humanitarian affairs
carried out by a political and military
mission and this has detrimentally affected
DP return planning.

The great success of UNMIL in providing a
more secure Liberia risks being tainted by
some of the negative consequences of the
integration project. Greater transparency
and the involvement of key partners such
as NGOs and UN agencies in this important
decision - especially about the structure of
humanitarian coordination - would have
built trust and potentially avoided such
problems.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This study was facilitated by the Monitoring and Steering Group (MSG) the
main INGO coordination body in Liberia.  The ultimate conclusions and
opinions are the authors own and are not necessarily those of the MSG as a
whole or its individual members.  It is hoped this study will contribute to
the global debates on humanitarian space, humanitarian coordination civil-
military cooperation and integrated missions
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Abbreviations and acronyms

CAP Consolidated Appeals Process. Typically the fundraising mechanism
for the UN family in complex humanitarian operations.

CIMIC Military run Civil – Military affairs unit
DDRR Disarmament, demobilisation, reintegration and rehabilitation.
DSRSG The Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary General. There

are two in UNMIL, one who deals with political affairs and another
for assistance.

ECOMOG Economic Community of West African States Monitoring Group.
Essentially a regional peace keeping force.

HC The Humanitarian Coordinator. Traditionally in charge of
Humanitarian Coordination within the UN system.

HCS Humanitarian Coordination Service of the UN
ICRC The International Committee of the Red Cross
IDP Internally Displaced Person
INGO International Non-Governmental Organisation
JPO The Joint Principles of Operation: a ‘Code of Conduct’ governing

NGO behaviour in Liberia, first developed in 1996 and revised in
2003.

LURD Liberians United for Democracy. One of the main rebel factions in
the 2003 conflict, now part of the power sharing arrangement.

MSF Medecins sans Frontiers.
MSG Monitoring and Steering Group – an NGO coordination body
OCHA Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs. Traditionally

responsible for humanitarian coordination within the UN system
and the wider humanitarian community.

PAKBAT The Pakistani battalion within UNMIL.
RFTF Results focused transition framework. The plan for rebuilding

Liberia.
SRSG The Special Representative of the Secretary General. In charge of

UNMIL.
UNMIL The United Nations Mission in Liberia
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What is Humanitarian space?

The term ‘humanitarian space’ describes
the ability of humanitarian agencies to work
independently and impartially without fear
of attack in pursuit of the humanitarian
imperative.

This means that they are free to assist
populations in need, and are not
constrained by political or physical barriers
to their work. For this to be the case,
humanitarian agencies need to be free to
make their own choices, based solely on
the criteria of need.

The term has come to prominence over the
last five years. Annex 1 gives some origins
for the term, and some more comprehensive
definitions.

Why has it become an issue?

The conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq have
led to European and American aid agencies
being deliberately targeted by belligerents
on the one hand, and being cynically
manipulated and denied access on the
other.

This has led to a significant re-evaluation
by many aid agencies of the way they work
(1), their relationships with their
governments and with military forces. This
includes the United Nations, especially
where they are present as a military force.

Military assistance and ‘hearts and minds’.

A development that has concerned
humanitarian agencies in recent years has
been the perceived increase in military
forces undertaking assistance work as part
of the military doctrine of ‘hearts and
minds’ (2). Often run by a civil affairs or
CIMIC unit, ‘hearts and minds’ work
distributes assistance to populations to
gain their trust. This is used variously to
protect the force, gather information and

ease deployment of troops. It has also been
argued that military forces and government
foreign policy experts believe such work
enhances stability (3) generally, achieving
bigger political goals.

‘Hearts and minds’ assistance has a
military objective, and the military devote
resources to it as they see it as a useful
tool (4). This is usually different in
substance from the Geneva conventions
obligations on occupiers to look after the
welfare of civilian populations, although
they may often conflate the two (5).

Existing positions on humanitarian-
military relations.

The rash of military assistance activities in
recent wars and peacekeeping operations
has led the United Nations and aid agencies
to set out positions to try and untangle this
‘blurring of the lines’  (6), where the role of
humanitarian agencies and military forces
becomes confused (often purposefully on
the part of military forces). Running
through all of these positions is the
principle that armed forces should only
become involved in humanitarian
operations ‘in extremis’ i.e. where people
are dying, or at risk of dying, and only the
military can save them.

The reform of United Nations peacekeeping
and ‘integrated missions’.

The current Secretary General instituted
wide ranging reforms within the United
Nations when he took office, aimed at
making the organisation both more efficient
and more coherent in achieving its aims.
Peacekeeping has long come under attack
for being ineffective, as has United Nations
attempts at building peace following
conflict. In 2001 the Secretary General
established an eminent panel to review
peacekeeping operations chaired by former
Algerian foreign minister Lakhdar Brahimi.

PART1: BACKGROUND & SOME DEFINITIONS
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The ‘Brahimi report’ (7) recommended
changes in the way operations are planned
and conceived, resourced and deployed.
The panel aimed at making the UN better
informed and quicker to react. Many of the
proposed reforms were not taken up, but
the idea of ‘integrating’ the military, political
and humanitarian work of the UN towards
a single set of coherent mission objectives
seems to have emerged as a strong theme
following the report. Paradoxically, this is
not in fact a recommendation of Brahimi –
he mentions integrated planning at the
headquarters for missions, but does not
suggest this for missions themselves. This
may stem from Ambassador Brahimi’s later
role as the SRSG in Afghanistan where such
a model was adopted.

Practically ‘integration’ manifests itself in
the structural reform whereby the
Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) –
traditionally outside the peacekeeping
structure and head of the UN Country Team
of specialised agencies – now formally
reports to the Secretary General’s Special
Representative (SRSG) who is the head of
the political and military mission. In UN
speak, the HC role is combined with the
Deputy Special Representative of the
Secretary General (DSRSG) and continues
to wear the other ‘hats’ of Resident
Coordinator (RC) and Resident
Representative (RR). The other significant
structural change is that the ‘Designated
Official’ (DO) role – the person in charge of
staff security – moves from the HC to the
SRSG. This is significant because it moves
one of the few traditional levers of authority
that the HC had in regard to his or her
colleagues in the UN agencies to the SRSG.

Many non-governmental agencies have
taken issue with the idea of integration from
the beginning (8). For them they see the
independent role of humanitarian action
being challenged and subsumed into a
politico-military structure. They fear that
humanitarian assistance will be used to
achieve political goals rather than given on
the basis of need alone, and in extremis
that integration will lead to a further
‘blurring of the lines’.

These agencies would prefer to see
humanitarian coordination remain outside
a formal UN mission structure, if their
primary objective is political and military.
for them such missions should refrain from
using the word ‘humanitarian’ to describe
work that is either political or military.

Liberian Context

Following the Accra peace agreement of
August 2003 and the successful
deployment of over 15,000 peacekeeping
troops throughout the country Liberia is
largely peaceful.

The challenges to permanent peace and the
reconstruction of the nation remain
formidable however. Despite an apparently
successful disarmament and
demobilisation programme, the principal
fighting factions still wield considerable
influence through their membership of
government, business interests and
residual maintenance of their command
and control structure.

Humanitarian context

Liberia is one of five countries in the world
that does not make the Human
Development Index. It has appalling rates
of infant mortality, maternal mortality,
deaths from easily preventable diseases,
endemic malaria and cholera and so on.

It remains completely dependent on the
outside world for its social infrastructure.
There are hardly any functioning hospitals
and no primary health care beyond that
supported by NGOs, churches and some
private clinics.

There are several hundred thousand
internally displaced people (and refugees),
the majority of them living in camps. The
return process is beginning but people are
reluctant to commit, despite a desire to go
back, due to insecurity and a need to re-
establish housing and farming activity.

There are no other government provided
social services to speak of, and the civil
service hardly exists. A month’s salary for
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a teacher or policeman currently buys half
of a 50kg bag of rice.

What little economic activity there is
entirely extractive. Rents for houses in
Monrovia, looting of assets such as pre-
stocked iron ore, undeclared taxes on the
port.

The United Nations Mission in Liberia

The current UN mission in Liberia came
into being following the war of 2003. It has
a mandate that includes facilitation of
humanitarian assistance, but not
provision. Whilst the mandate tasks the
SRSG to ‘coordinate all United Nations
activities in Liberia’, this falls some way
short of coordinating all humanitarian
activities. The mission is fully ‘integrated’;
meaning the traditional separation of the
humanitarian and political/ military wings
of the UN has been overturned. See annex
3 for a review of the Security Council
resolutions and Secretary General’s reports
that govern the mission and give insight
into where decisions about structure and
purpose have been made.

Non-governmental organisations and the
MSG

The Monitoring and Steering Group (MSG)
of INGOs in Liberia has been in existence
since 1996. It is an inter-agency body that
consists of most of the major INGOs. It was
originally set up to oversee the local Code
of Conduct that NGOs had developed called
the Joint Principles of Operation (JPO).
Since then it has held weekly meetings and
occasionally sponsored joint activities.

In 2003 the MSG began the process of
reinvigorating the Joint Principles of
Operation, partly in response to the
overwhelming United Nations presence and
the increased complexity in the operating
environment this brought. In 2004 a
consultant was employed to finalise the
JPO and disseminate its principles to NGO
staff.

There are 44 members of the MSG and
something like 60 INGOs or affiliates to
INGOs in Liberia.
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“Following a series of consultations, the Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs in
Liberia was formally integrated into UNMIL in
July. This has served to strengthen humanitarian
coordination, strategic planning for the return of
internally displaced persons and refugees, and
aid delivery. Coordination between United
Nations agencies and non-governmental
organizations is also enhanced through the
Humanitarian Action Committee, which continues
to meet on a weekly basis to provide strategic
direction and substantive guidance to the
humanitarian community on a broad range of
issues. Additionally, UNMIL holds a weekly
humanitarian briefing for non-governmental
organizations in Liberia.” Secretary General’s 4th

report to Security Council on Liberia. S/2004/
725.

Strengthening humanitarian
coordination

The formation of the new Humanitarian
Coordination Service (HCS) to replace
OCHA began in July and has been led by
the DSRSG/HC together with the SRSG. It
has caused a considerable amount of
concern amongst humanitarian agencies (9)
however, not least the question of whether
humanitarian coordination has indeed
been improved, or as some believe instead
weakened. There are also questions as to
whether UN agency activity has in reality
become any more coherent.

Rationale

The official rationale advanced by the
mission for integration is set out above. In
addition, there appears to be a concerted
push within the UN secretariat towards
integration (10). One strong rationale
advanced is the need to eliminate the
‘stovepipes’ that kept different functions of
the United Nations isolated from each
other, creating the potential for confusion,
duplication and competition.

The drive toward integration is well
established. The actual model chosen,

however, is left to the discretion of the
mission, as the documentation makes
clear. A number of models have been
advanced in various United Nations policy
documents (11) from the ‘UNAMA’ (12)
model of complete integration (that has now
been adopted in Liberia) to the ‘Doss’ model
of Sierra Leone where the DSRSG takes on
the HC function but retains a separate and
distinct OCHA office.

Despite both the official rationale, and the
push from above however, the primary
reason for the adoption of the UNAMA
model in Liberia appears to have been local.
From conversations with a number of the
individuals involved and observers of the
process over time it appears that relations
between OCHA in Liberia and the senior
management of the mission became
strained. They were not perceived to be
supporting the DSRSG/ HC and in some
cases were seen as inflexible and
obstructive.

There was, from the outset a potentially
confusing division of labour between OCHA
and UNMIL with the latter having
‘humanitarian liaison officers’. In
interviews, a second rationale advanced for
adopting the integrated model was that
HCS would be ‘an office to support the HC’.
Initially it was planned that OCHA would
stay in Liberia doing this within the
integrated mission, under the umbrella of
the new HCS. Instead they left leaving
former UNMIL humanitarian officers with
this role. This leaves open the question as
to whether this was an issue of personality,
whether there were profound differences of
opinion on direction and policy, or simply
a bureaucratic competition.

A rationale advanced by HCS for integration
has been ‘‘better inside the tent than out’.
For proponents of this rationale, a
humanitarian coordination function within
the mission has a louder voice on

PART 2: HUMANITARIAN ISSUES RELATED TO
THE UN INTEGRATED MISSION IN LIBERIA
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commensurately taken more seriously. This
enables them to achieve greater results for
the humanitarian agencies more quickly.
Examples range from negotiating with the
government to protection of NGOs.

The question is whether the ‘Doss’ model
(separate OCHA office, DSRSG as HC)
would offer the same opportunities to take
humanitarian issues, or the concerns of
humanitarian agencies forward. The
experience of Sierra Leone was certainly
that the DSRSG did take humanitarian
issues very seriously and championed them
within the mission (13). The OCHA office
played a key role, and had open access to
the DSRSG. Indeed it is not clear if this
differs from the traditional model of having
an HC outside of the mission structure.
Traditionally the functions of an HC have
included carrying out such negotiations
with government, and the degree of success
has tended to be dependent on the context
(and often the personality) rather than the
level of authority.

One of the key lessons of the Liberia
experience then, is that if the decision to
‘integrate’ (in fact take control) is left in the
hands of the senior management of a
mission, then the temptation to do so can
be overwhelming. As soon as the
humanitarian wing takes a different view
to the political/military wing then the
easiest way to solve disputes is to take them
over. The disputes may be purely personal
differences, but given the often-differing
ideas of humanitarians and politicians it
is just as likely they will be differences of
policy and approach. Having the facility to
suppress an independent humanitarian
voice at the first sign of trouble seems
unhealthy.

The convening power of the UN (14).

Although the United Nations does not have
any mandated authority over independent
humanitarian agencies, it has traditionally
enjoyed a certain proxy authority. In
particular the Office for the Coordination
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) and the
Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) it supports
by virtue of their dedicated coordination
function (something no other agency

specialises in) have a certain convening
power. That is, they manage to bring
humanitarian agencies together to discuss
issues of mutual interest and attempt to
harness their collective capacity for greater
humanitarian benefit.

The role OCHA plays is an interesting and
delicate one, not always carried off. It brings
together donors, the United Nations
Humanitarian Agencies, the UN more
widely and NGOs of all shapes and sizes.
It has developed a certain expertise in this
function over the decade it has been in
operation, and has an understanding of
how these agencies operate and what their
various mandates are (formally and
informally).

With the demise of OCHA in Liberia, this
convening power has been eroded. Some
NGOs are suspicious of the new HCS. For
the more extreme, they view it as a part of
the UN military structure and will not deal
with it apart from on those issues where
they would traditionally deal with military
authorities (security primarily).
Interestingly HCS too, conceive of
themselves in this way – they are an
interface between the mission and the
humanitarian community rather than a
convenor. Other NGOs are simply
frustrated with a perceived lack of
leadership, a lack of staff and a seemingly
bungled transition.

The process of integration has not helped
to build trust between HCS and their key
partners in the ‘humanitarian community’.
NGOs did not feel consulted in the decision
to absorb OCHA. Some UN agencies
reported that they first heard of the decision
when it was announced at a meeting. There
is an impression that the organisational
culture has altered. OCHA traditionally
operates in a more participative and
consultative fashion – more like its NGO
partners. HCS appears to many to have a
military style culture – command and
control, need to know basis. There is also
the impression that DPKO does not have
the institutional expertise of OCHA. This
may a matter of perception, but reflects an
erosion of the UN’s ‘power to convene’.
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From humanitarian assistance to nation
building

“Following a mid-year review, the 2004 inter-
agency Consolidated Appeal Process review
document was presented to donors in early June.
Only about 38 per cent of the $137 million
requested for the non-food component has been
provided thus far. In view of the shortfall in
funding, the United Nations country team is
pursuing an innovative approach aimed at
integrating outstanding humanitarian needs into
the results focused transition framework, which
is due for revision by the end of 2004. Instead
of a consolidated appeal for 2005 being issued,
humanitarian needs would be reflected in the
appropriate clusters of the framework and would
be clearly distinguished from the transitional and
development objectives. This option would not
only offer a more effective means of reflecting
the inter-linkages between repatriation,
reintegration, rehabilitation and reconstruction,
but would also provide potential donors with a
more coherent and consolidated package of
funding requirements. ” Secretary General’s 4th

report to the Security Council on Liberia. S/
2004/ 725.

The replacement of the CAP with the RFTF
is a good example of how the the UN system
has moved rapidly from a humanitarian to
a nation-building framework. The CAP
allows for UN agencies to set their own
objectives according to their independent
assessment. It also allows in theory for
NGOs to appeal for humanitarian funding,
although there are no NGOs who use it as
their primary fundraising mechanism (15).
In contrast, the RFTF is a recovery plan,
focused on repairing the fabric of the
Liberian state and in the process hoping to
achieve some stability.

The justification for doing away with the
CAP on the basis of funding idoes not hold
water. Whilst $520 million was pledged to
the RFTF in February 2004, only $244
million had actually been received by
September, leaving several of the clusters
“severely under-funded” (16). This in fact
represents a 47% commitment compared
to the 46.5% that the CAP has been funded
(comparison over almost the same time
period).

Given that the percentage for funding of
the RFTF and the CAP have been almost

exactly the same, it would be interesting to
understand why UNMIL believes donors are
more likely to put funding for humanitarian
activities into this mechanism. It would also
be interesting to know which sectors within
the RFTF were under funded. Given that
Disarmament and Demobilisation have
been quite well funded, the suspicion must
be that it is precisely those sectors most
similar to humanitarian activities (i.e. RR)
that have been worst funded.

In fact the switch to using the RFTF for
humanitarian fundraising may diminish
rather than augment the amount of funds
available. There is at least one clear case
where a donor had withheld funds
previously earmarked for humanitarian
coordination in Liberia because of the
absorption of OCHA. This same
unwillingness may be present within the
large humanitarian donors to contribute to
a nation building process that is at best
hopeful. There may even be legalistic or
bureaucratic impediments to doing so – the
larger donors have different funding
mechanisms for humanitarian financing
and nation building.

If the rationale for replacing the CAP with
the RFTF is not financial (which seems
unlikely given a cursory glance at the
statistics) what is it? What seems most
likely is that it is about who determines
the priorities for assistance work in Liberia,
and what the objectives for such work are.
The RFTF clearly aligns assistance work
with nation building priorities.

Staffing issues

The creation of the new HCS took place
formally in July and yet until very recently
there have been no humanitarian
coordination staff outside of Monrovia since
OCHA left in August. Once again,
integration has diminished the UN capacity
to coordinate humanitarian affairs at a
critical time - when IDPs were supposed to
be returning.

NGOs also complain of a lack of
humanitarian experience by those
appointed into key positions within HCS.



11

CASE STUDY

Strategic planning for the return of internally
displaced persons and refugees

The return of those Liberians currently living in camps – both internally displaced
(IDP) and refugees – is probably the single largest humanitarian issue in Liberia
today. There are some 500,000 IDPs (260,000 in camps) in Liberia and another
300,000 outside. This constitutes nearly a third of the total population.

Context

The biggest single issue for IDPs in making the decision about whether to return is
security. This is the reason they have found themselves in the camps and they are
reluctant to go back to places where they have often witnessed and experienced
awful things.

In the camps themselves, there are a certain amount of facilities provided including
free education, free health care, clean water and sanitation and a WFP food ration.
All of the camps have small businesses established, ranging from shops selling
basic necessities to small cinemas and generator powered grain mills.  A significant
proportion of the IDP population also appears to travel into Monrovia in search of
work.

In the countryside there is an equally complex rural economy at work. The majority
of IDPs in camps around Monrovia come from the west – Lofa, Bomi, Grand Cape
Mount and Gbarpolu Counties. Traditionally here the rural economy revolves around
wage labour for plantation work – usually small plantations of rubber, coffee, cocoa,
palm oil and pineapple (17). People supplement their income by growing some
subsistence crops and vegetables. As in most rural African economies the mix of
income and subsistence income will vary across wealth groups and families.

This suggests that people will go back when they think there is a minimum of
physical and economic security, and when they have somewhere to live. All those
interviewed in the course of this article said that family networks were sharing
information, and this was the principal factor in return.

Despite some cursory evidence that the rural economy is depressed, what studies
are being done suggest high rates of spontaneous return. In October 2004 ICRC
reported that some 27,000 people had returned spontaneously to Lofa County and
that there was a rapid increase on the numbers returning month on month.
Interestingly though, they reported that whilst overall numbers were increasing
month on month, family size had decreased suggesting that some family members
were returning to the camps – most probably for the children to remain in school.

UN role

The UN role in planning for IDP return has been under whelming. UNMIL has
helped the conditions for IDP return by creating a safer environment, one of the
key criteria that will influence people’s decisions. Aside from this however, the
planning process for IDP return has been slow, and the UN role in facilitating
return as a result has been unsatisfactory.
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Initially OCHA started planning for return in early 2004. Despite extensive
involvement from the majority of actors, implementation was slow and under-
resourced. Meanwhile many IDPs were finding their own way home, as discussed
above.

Following the handover for humanitarian affairs from OCHA to UNMIL the plan
(developed at great length with considerable time invested by NGOs and others)
was dropped. Another planning team was set up, and again valuable time was
being lost. The new plan was developed largely by UNMIL staff, a process that
provoked much dissatisfaction from NGOs who have largely run IDP camps, and
from IDP leaders themselves who feel excluded from decisions about their future.

In November 2004 a return process did begin, led by UNMIL. The plan, however,
seemed largely to focus around logistical arrangements for transporting IDPs. There
was little regard for linking the conditions for return (schools, economic opportunity
and so on) with transport options, and not even a rudimentary programme to help
those returning make informed choices. Even the transport options seemed
inadequate with IDPs having to walk for many hours from drop off points to home.
There was initially an inconsistency in treatment between refugees and IDPs, with
refugees seemingly getting better treatment (18). Finally there was little regard to a
host of protection issues, highlighted time and again by the humanitarian community
(who feel they have not been listened to).

The priority appeared to be less about what was best for IDPs and more about the
election timetable. The SRSG states, “Getting the IDPs home before the elections so
that they can vote is my number one priority” (19).

This is clearly a political imperative and not a humanitarian one. Despite this, it is
in the best interest of most IDPs to return, and to vote. The issue may ultimately
just be about poor planning and lack of experience of IDP return on the part of
those within UNMIL who chose to develop the plan largely in isolation, and to drop
a previous plan developed with greater stakeholder involvement. Unfortunatelty
however, if IDP return continues to be badly handled it may undermine the potential
for durable resettlement.

This highlights one of the key flaws in the integration model – humanitarian voices
are necessarily marginalized as the nation-building mission takes ascendancy.
This means where there are genuine concerns about the well being of the most
vulnerable; they are often not treated as seriously as they should be.



13

The DDRR process

The involvement of many NGOs and UN
agencies in the DDRR process highlights
how some ‘humanitarian’ agencies have
become part of the UN strategy in Liberia.

Whilst the military wing of UNMIL was
exclusively involved in the disarmament
activity, many NGOs became involved in
demobilisation. This is not the first time
this has happened in Liberia, or elsewhere.
Traditionally NGOs have played a role in
the demobilisation of child combatants on
the grounds that they are a vulnerable
group needing specialist care. Whilst this
happened, agencies also become involved
in other aspects of demobilisation,
including running camps, logistics and in
one case catering.

What is interesting is that the
demobilisation was at no time identified as
a humanitarian priority. Across Liberia it
is clear that there are all kinds of urgent
needs, including lack of basic health care,
clean water, food and shelter. Driving
through the countryside one can see village
after village that has been destroyed and
looted, as a result of which a quarter of the
population lives in camps.

The imperative driving demobilisation is not
humanitarian then – the ex-combatants
can hardly be described as the neediest
population in Liberia – but political and
security concerns. It is a major part of the
political strategy to bring peace to Liberia
that the ex-combatants should be
disarmed, demobilised and found jobs to
lure them away from their previous life. The
primary function of the DDRR programme
is to bring stability to Liberia and thus
security for its peoples, its neighbours and
the world more widely.

This is not a bad thing for those whose wish,
and whose work is to alleviate human

suffering. Interestingly however, at least
half of the agencies that took part in the
demobilisation programme said that this
was as much a financial calculation as one
driven by their own independent analysis.

The issue of funding is therefore an
important one in examining how NGOs are
finding their choices channelled. The major
donors in Liberia are also those who
designed the political programme through
their membership of the Security Council.
There are a number of stories of a
prominent donor in Monrovia telephoning
to NGOs to instruct them to mute their
criticism of the UN programme.

The next stage in the DDRR programme is
reintegration – essentially finding ex-
combatants something else to do. Once
again NGOs are part of the plan; funding
has been available via the UNDP trust fund
and they are quite clearly part of the
reintegration strategy (20).

Use of military assets

The use of military assets by NGOs is
widespread in Liberia, in particular the use
of military helicopters to travel around the
country (although many NGOs have chosen
not to use UNMIL transport). In addition
several NGOs used armed escorts during
the period before the factions formerly
started the demobilisation process in late
2003.

One NGO who had negotiated access with
LURD commanders in Lofa county during
late 2003 reported that a fellow
organisation had instead relied on UN
armed convoys. When the UN and the
LURD temporarily fell out at the beginning
of the demobilisation process (Christmas
2003) the LURD did not allow the NGO who
had been using UN convoys to work in their

(cont. page 16)

PART 3: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
HUMANITARIAN AND MILITARY ACTORS
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CASE STUDY

The PAKBAT health programme

The Pakistani health programme in the northwest of Liberia is an excellent case study in military
assistance to a civilian population.

The Pakistani’s are quite frank about the nature of their assistance being to win ‘hearts and
minds’. When the Pakistani contingent of UNMIL (PAKBAT) first wanted to deploy into the
west they encountered a great deal of hostility from the factions based there. Their peacekeepers
did not want to deploy into hostile territory so they decided they would offer free health care as
a way of building trust. They set up ‘medical camps’ in towns and villages where they would
hold a free one-day ‘all comers’ consultation. This worked well and trust was built with the
community and PAKBAT deployed.

In Tubmanberg they took over the main hospital primarily as a field hospital for the contingent.
It was completely destroyed – even the wires had been ripped out of the walls by looters. The
Pakistani army rehabilitated it, put in an operating theatre and 50 beds. 25 beds are reserved
soldiers and 25 are available for civilians. There are 17 doctors including a doctor and an ear,
nose and throat specialist. There are several surgeons and the hospital has a full laboratory and
X-ray.

Since January the PAKBAT medical programme (hospital & four clinics in the surrounding
areas + ‘medical camps’) has undertaken 85,000 consultations for the civilian population.
They have treated 144 traffic accident victims and undoubtedly saved many lives.

Other projects undertaken by PAKBAT

The provision of medical assistance is not the only ‘hearts and minds’ assistance work undertaken
by PAKBAT. In Voinjama PAKBAT II “turned their attention towards winning the hearts and
minds of the people” once “the security situation was brought under control,” according to a
recent UNMIL publication (21). It is worth quoting in full the relevant paragraph.

“Roads in and around Voinjama were repaired and street lights were soon restored with power
supply from the peacekeepers’ own generators. Local residents were drafted into a “food for
work” scheme that became popular. Clothes and rice were distributed free to the residents,
including ex-combatants. Local school were provided with free wall clocks and footballs, and
copies of the Bible and Holy Quran were distributed to churches and mosques. A dilapidated
school at Zorzor was repaired and school children were offered free stationary.”

The need for the PAKBAT programme

The picture presented by the Pakistani medical assistance programme is complex. The ‘hearts
and minds’ operation allowed them to deploy safely and establish security, something the Liberian
people desperately wanted (and they were mandated to do). They have also helped a great
number of people through their medical programme.
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For Liberians interviewed in the course of this study in Tubmanberg and surrounding areas,
the security the UNMIL deployment has brought had profoundly improved the quality of their
lives. So has the availability of free medical care at a well functioning and well-equipped hospital.

The Pakistani military was not the only organisation that could have established such a medical
facility, however. The ICRC was working in the hospital before PAKBAT took it over, and
they have the capacity to do a similar job in a similar short amount of time. In addition, at least
one NGO moved out of a clinic under pressure from PAKBAT and there is another NGO
working together with them in several other clinics.

CASE STUDY

Quick Impact Projects (QIPs)

Quick Impact Projects were mentioned in the Brahimi report, and since then have been a
regular feature of UN peacekeeping missions. Their purpose in Liberia is “support UN
peacekeeping and building efforts in Liberia” (22). This is both hearts and minds and designed
to impact the ‘centre of gravity’ of the mission (stabilisation). They are continually referred to
as ‘humanitarian’ projects, however (23). The list of criteria for approval of QIPs in Liberia is
illustrative:

· Emphasize high profile/visibility of UNMIL
· Prioritise projects proposals with high impact on the mandate objectives
· Focus on small projects to maximize results
· Preference as much as possible for labour-intensive projects that would create a multiplier

effect for local employment.
· Give consideration to implementing agencies or organizations with marginal or no-

administrative overhead costs.
· Encourage as appropriate the participation of local NGOs in the process
· Focus on projects that would otherwise have no other source of funding

One NGO story illustrates a common concern about QIPs and how the driving motivation to
achieve good PR, combined with a lack of humanitarian experience on behalf of those approving
them can lead to detrimental outcomes in humanitarian terms.

An NGO in Monrovia was involved with some IDPs who were living in a school. UNMIL was
asked by the community for a QIPs project to rehabilitate the school.  With the money approved
the community put tremendous pressure on the IDPs to move. Eventually OCHA had to relocate
this community of IDPs, having to accommodate them in an IDP camp outside Monrovia. This
was felt to be an unnecessary upheaval given that the process of return was beginning and in
theory the IDPs could have been relocated just once (to their home area), had they been allowed
to stay a little longer. Whilst no one was hurt in this example, it certainly will not have been a
pleasant experience for the IDPs concerned.
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area. By contrast the NGO who had
negotiated access directly continued to
work without trouble.

This story illustrates clearly the reason why
most policies forbid humanitarian agencies
from using armed convoys in all but the
most extreme circumstances.

The choices for NGOs in Liberia with regard
to using the helicopters are not so
straightforward. Roads become extremely
difficult to pass in the rainy season, and
this can mean reducing the scope of
programme activities. In almost all other
complex humanitarian environments funds
have been provided for either the UN or
another humanitarian agency to provide air
assets for the use of the humanitarian
community. In Liberia this is not the case,
although the degree to which concerted
lobbying has taken place on this point is
moot.

The state of the roads is also a particular
issue influencing the use of military
helicopters. Unfortunately there have been
few attempts to tackle what is admittedly a
daunting task. This would seem to be an
area where it would be appropriate to use
military assets. Heavy plant and the skills
to operate it give the military an added
advantage that humanitarian organisations
do not have (unlike providing medical
services for instance), and this would
directly address the part of the mandate
under 1509 which requires UNMIL to
‘facilitate’ humanitarian access. Such work
might well have a greater impact on winning
the support of the Liberian population too,
as it would improve market access and
rural economies.

The roads issue is connected to funding,
one of the reasons UNMIL advance for not
undertaking such work. If this is truly the
case then this is an area of advocacy the
UN might take up in future. Such work is
currently being undertaken by UNMIL for
military purposes and it seems peculiar
that they are not able to extend this for
humanitarian access, whilst being able to
use humanitarian funding for other
projects.

Guidelines on the use of military assets
produced by both NGOs and the UN
emphasise that their use should only be
‘in extremis’. The UN is quite clearly
ignoring their guidelines on this matter.
Despite the fact the guidelines governing
the use of Military and Civil Defence Assets
in complex emergencies (24) took months
to negotiate and finesse, in practice they
have no purchase on a situation like
Liberia. There are no monitoring systems,
and ultimately there seems little pressure
on the leadership of the mission to adhere
to such guidelines.

In Liberia the UN are not a party to the
conflict. The danger of a faction ‘testing’
them also appears to have subsided with
the demobilisation of the fighters and the
collection of over 30,000 weapons. This is
not to say it could not happen, however.
The UN was a party to the conflict in 1991
with the deployment of the ECOMOG force,
although this was a substantively different
context.

The routine past use of military helicopters
in Sierra Leone by humanitarian agencies
does not help those agencies advocating a
cautious line. This illustrates well that the
danger of using military assets is not just
confined to the particular situation but sets
precedent that is then used in the next
situation.

How people perceive the UN and NGO
community

One of the key worries for humanitarian
agencies when military forces and others
get involved in assistance work is that the
association will adversely affect them.

The research carried out in the course of
writing this paper did not include an
exhaustive survey of public opinion in
Liberia, or even Monrovia. In the course of
talking to many Liberians however, my
impression was that many had an idea of
the work of NGOs and the UN and often
made sophisticated distinctions.

Liberia has had aid agencies for as long as
it has had war. NGOs have been one of the
consistently largest employers in the
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country for the last decade, as have the UN
agencies. UN and NGO jobs are amongst
the best paid, and therefore aspired to by
many Liberians.

This means that NGOs are not only known
about, but often known about in great
detail. All of the people I interviewed in
Monrovia, from street hawkers to the
leaders of political parties understood the

difference between MSF, ICRC and Save the
Children and had something to say about
them (MSF are especially popular because
they stayed through the last war, as did
several others). Most of the large NGOs got
some recognition, although it was not
necessarily associated with their work (so
for instance some were identified as being
Christian, or simply by where their office
was).

These impressions are interestingly
qualified by an exercise carried out recently
by an international NGO (25). They
conducted focus groups with staff of
partner agencies as part of their security
planning and found the majority opinion
was:
• The UN was directly in charge of NGOs
• The UN was working for the US
• The UN owes Liberians the assistance

they receive based on past contributions
they have made.

How any of this affects the people who
matter in warfare – the commanders and
leaders of armed factions - is not easy to
establish. They, and their key associates
are often not that sophisticated (Charles
Taylor is the exception in this regard), and
may be influenced by such rumour. It is a
natural assumption that if one or another
NGO is perceived to be close to an ‘enemy’,
they may in turn be viewed with suspicion.

On the other hand, faction leaders have a
history of trying to exploit NGOs to their
own ends. Several large NGOs had a large
food aid programme in Taylor’s territory
during the period 1992-96. They were
always protected by Taylor, and had good
access to him (they worked on the ‘other
side’ in Monrovia too). It was clear to staff
working at the time that Taylor tried to use
the food aid programme to maintain his
hold on the population, claiming its
successes for his own (26).

What is clear from the above is that the
understanding of how Liberian’s see NGOs
and UN agencies could be substantially
improved and could well inform the ongoing
debate as to how relations are best carried
out between UNMIL and the humanitarian
community.

CASE STUDY

The October riots

In October 2004 three days of rioting in
Monrovia led to 16 deaths and houses and
business being attacked and burnt. The riots
appear to have started following a land
dispute between a Mandingo man and his
neighbour. This led quickly to inter-
communal strife, probably fuelled by
politicians on both sides. The Mandingo
community is predominantly Muslim and in
the ensuing drama a number of Mosques
and Churches were attacked.

UNMIL quickly deployed troops to quell
the fighting and put a number of Bangladeshi
troops outside the UN offices on Mamba
point. Later rumours began to circulate
Monrovia that the Bangladeshi and
Pakistani troops had protected Mosques and
not Churches, because of their Muslim faith.

During this period UNICEF were requested
by UNMIL to accommodate the
Bangladeshi troops in their compound,
which they did. If the situation had escalated
the UNICEF compound could have found
itself at the centre of fighting. Quite clearly
this is inappropriate, but in the context of
integration seems difficult to stop. The
compound also contained the office of an
international NGO who were not consulted
about the use of the compound, despite their
obvious concerns about how it might affect
them and their ability to work.
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Humanitarian space.

Access and the humanitarian imperative

Humanitarian access has improved
dramatically since the deployment of
UNMIL. This is remarkable considering that
in the middle of 2003 humanitarian
agencies could hardly move from their
offices as fighting raged through the streets
of the capital. Now it is possible to move
almost freely throughout the country.

UNMIL has been successful in bringing
peace and stability to Liberia in a relatively
short amount of time. They have also
assisted a great many ordinary Liberians
both through providing security and
assistance.

Independence, impartiality and freedom
from attack

The stability in Liberia has not come
without a certain cost to the independence
and impartiality of humanitarian agencies
however. Military contingents of UNMIL
have used assistance as a tool to achieve
stability and gain acceptance for their
troops. The mission too, regularly uses
assistance type activities for a whole range
of objectives from PR work to the rebuilding
of the nation. Many NGOs have readily
accepted work under this rubric – providing
services to demobilised soldiers, helping to
rebuild war shattered institutions and so
on.

There is nothing wrong per se with many
of these activities. The job of rebuilding the
Liberian nation is a serious one that falls
squarely with the United Nations mission,
in support of a nascent Liberian
administration. In their eagerness to
harness all resources available however,
the UN mission and their key supporting
donors have made it difficult for the NGOs
– humanitarian or otherwise – to operate
outside this agenda, even where their

mandate dictates that they should. A
combination of structural reforms and
funding availability has restricted the
‘space’ to operate that many NGOs have.
This can mean they are not independent,
and often means they are helping the
politically most important as well as the
neediest.

There is no doubt too that the sheer size of
the UN force and mission in Liberia makes
the humanitarian ‘space’ a crowded one.
Soldiers do humanitarian work,
humanitarian agencies do demobilisation
work, soldiers contract humanitarian
agencies to do quick impact work and
humanitarian agencies use military
assistance to do their work.

Humanitarian coordination

Costs and benefits from integration

Whilst UNMIL’s net contribution to the well
being of the Liberian people has been
beneficial, in the narrower area of
humanitarian coordination it has not been.

One of the striking facts about the
integration of OCHA into the UN mission
is that it does not appear to have brought
any tangible benefits, and instead has
resulted in a deterioration of humanitarian
coordination. Whilst it is early days, none
of the reasons formally presented appear
to stand up to scrutiny. Coordination has
not improved, IDP and refugee return has
started, but is poorly conceived and
implemented and aid delivery is less well
coordinated by the UN than previously,
military ‘hearts and minds’ assistance not
withstanding. There does not even appear
to be improved coherence within the UN
family.

Coordination in particular seems to have
weakened with the closing of OCHA. There
are now no UN humanitarian coordination

PART 4: ANALYSIS
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staff outside of Monrovia and some of the
more prominent NGOs have either rejected
UN coordination outright or find it more
problematic. All of the major humanitarian
donors seem upset about the change, and
at least one has withdrawn funding
intended for coordination.

The UN agencies do seem more bound by
the new structure, especially in view of the
fact that the SRSG is mandated by SCR
1509 to “coordinate all United Nations
activities in Liberia”. Quite what is
happening differently, especially if
compared to other situations where there
is no integrated mission, is hard to say
however. The agencies continue to work to
their mandates, fundraise largely
independently and in private refuse to
accept the legitimacy or the competence of
UNMIL to determine programme priorities.

UNMIL does not have capacity (either
human or material) to implement either
humanitarian or development programmes.
If UNMIL’s analysis is that such work aids
stability and thus helps it achieve its
mandate, then it seems in their interest to
work with partners, including the UN
agencies, NGOs and government. At the
very moment when UNMIL appears to want
an increase in assistance work however,
the integration project seems to have
weakened its ability to harness the
collective efforts of such partners.

Coherence in pursuit of achieving the
mission

“A concerted emergency humanitarian
intervention in the coming months will be
vital for laying a sound foundation for the
proposed reconstruction initiatives.”

Coherence has been defined as “conflating
the peace imperative and the humanitarian
imperative” (27).

The United Nations programme in Liberia
quite clearly has been built around this
theoretical framework. Far from being an
aberration, as some in OCHA have claimed
(28), this is the most ambitious project in
coherence by the United Nations to date,
bar perhaps Afghanistan.

Integration is intended to provide the
opportunity for more coherent action. In
this model all parts of the United Nations
and many of their partners will work
towards the goals and objectives of nation
building, as set out in Security Council
resolutions and high level strategic
planning documents.

Quite apart from the objection that this no
longer allows for humanitarian action
(independent, impartial) there is also a
question mark about whether this
approach is flexible enough to deal with a
real world, complex environment. As in
other such places, Liberia is a fluid,
dynamic and constantly evolving situation.
The reasons for conflict are complicated and
the economic and patronage networks
supporting the factions diverse (29).

Apart from SCR 1509 the template for
rebuilding Liberia’s nation is the Results
Focused Transitional Framework (RFTF).
This concept is loosely borrowed from Sierra
Leone (30) where it was called the National
Recovery Strategy (NRS). There were some
critical differences between Sierra Leone
and Liberia however. Firstly, there was
already an elected government to work with
and therefore ministers and civil servants
who had a broad mandate for change.
Secondly the RUF had been roundly
defeated by the time the NRS was put into
place and thus the prospects for peace were
much higher. Thirdly the NRS was built
around District Recovery Committees
consisting of both UN staff and government
staff in the provinces. Neither this level of
personnel, nor this level of partnership
exists yet in Liberia’s provinces.

All of this combines to give the RFTF a
rather ‘unreal’ quality, mor optimistic than
strategic. What is more worrying is that
there does not appear to be any attempt at
building a more realistic analysis of
Liberia’s immediate needs and future
prospects.

If there is going to be a coherent approach,
and the United Nations wish the majority
of agencies and donors to buy into it, then
they need to both be realistic and sell their
vision. In fact they need to develop this
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vision through a process of shared analysis
informed by those with long experience and
good presence in the provinces as well as
the capital. The ‘bureaucratic monolith’
appears to limit the UN’s ability to do this.
Initial impressions are that it makes the
UN more inward looking, less flexible and
less easily adaptable to change. None of
this bodes well for their prospects to
genuinely resolve Liberia’s conflict.

Nation building, stability and
humanitarian inviolability

The erosion of humanitarian independence
and impartiality by this concerted effort at
nation building push is of grave concern to
those agencies most affected. A
fundamental question must be whether it
makes any difference to the Liberian people,
however. This does not appear to be the
case at present. Certainly Liberians are not
suffering because the independence or
impartiality of a handful of agencies is
compromised. Those agencies continue to
provide services, and as has already been
stated in this report, things are a good deal
better than when UNMIL arrived in the
country.

If there are consequences resulting from a
more restricted humanitarian space, then
these will be in the future. What are these
consequences, and what is the likelihood
of them happening? Are these risks worth
taking?

Potential consequences

Probably the greatest danger of making
assistance part of the pacification process
is that it may then become a target for
‘spoilers’. If the assumption is that
assistance activities help establish the
acceptance for and authority of the
controlling force, then those who might
wish to disrupt this process could come to
see assistance as a legitimate target.
Humanitarians agencies involved in nation
building activities lose their ‘inviolability’
(31), and the ultimate fear must be that
work in a renewed conflict becomes more
difficult as humanitarian agencies no
longer have the trust of all sides.

This is precisely what has happened in Iraq
and Afghanistan; statements by Taleban
and Iraqi insurgents make it quite clear that
they view anyone involved in ‘nation
building’ as on the opposing side to
themselves.

Whilst this is unlikely in Liberia today, a
return to conflict can happen quickly in
such environments. If assistance did
become a target then obviously
humanitarian agencies carrying out
assistance work are easier (softer) targets
than military contingents and would
probably be attacked first.

Being associated with a ‘party to the
conflict’

Should the UN become part of the conflict,
as it has become in Ivory Coast (and was
in Liberia in 1992) then association with
the UN could lead to hostility by its
opponents. This could lead to agencies
finding it difficult to access areas under
control by such opponents. In extreme
cases agencies themselves could become
targets. This is probably the case currently
in Ivory Coast and certainly in Afghanistan
and Iraq.

Likelihood of return to war

There is a fragile peace in Liberia. This is
reinforced by the presence of 15,000
peacekeepers. For now the prospects of a
return to war seem distant, but experience
shows that this can change in a matter of
months (32). There are deep divisions
between the two sides in the recent conflict
that go back over a decade, and there are
historical divisions between the two allies
(LURD and MODEL) and divisions within
the LURD. Whilst 30,000 weapons have
been recovered, virtually none of the ‘heavy
weaponry’ has been and there is a suspicion
that significant arms caches still exist.

In addition the sub-region is desperately
fragile, with all out conflict a possibility in
Ivory Coast and a peaceful transition of
power in Guinea uncertain.
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Perceptions of the future

There is an equivocal mood in Monrovia
about the prospects of future peace. Many
people remain optimistic about the future,
but there seems to have been a change from
earlier euphoria. There is a growing
unhappiness with the NTGL, and this has
coloured the way people view the prospects
for electing a leader who can tackle Liberia’s
immense social and economic problems.
Most people realise that the choice of
government next year will be critical, but
no one seems able to identify a credible
candidate. George Weah appears to be the
people’s favourite (unfortunately an
unknown quantity).

For those in the upper echelons of UNMIL
and seasoned Liberia watchers the
prognosis is gloomier. No one appears
confident that UNMIL will be able to deliver
more than a sticking plaster solution to
Liberia. They worry about the lack of
suitable leaders, lack of commitment to the
country and the people by those currently
in power (many have U.S. citizenship and
kids at school in America), and the massive,
sustained investment it will take to bring
Liberia back to 1970s levels of
development.

The assistance/ stability question

If the consequences of using humanitarian
agencies and assistance in the nation
building effort is a potential erosion of trust
and therefore access, and the prospects of
a return to war are not ruled out, then is
the benefit to the nation of using
humanitarian agencies and assistance in
an overtly political role worth this risk?

Firstly it seems clear that the primary
reason why military forces undertake
humanitarian work in Liberia is not
because there is a lack of capacity in the
humanitarian agencies to do this work. In
Tubmanberg the Pakistanis did work that
humanitarian agencies had the skills, staff
and resources to do. The reason why the
Pakistani army did this work was to win
the trust of the local population to carry
out their military mission, something they
are quite candid about.

Secondly, the reasons why NGOs and UN
agencies get involved in work which is
beyond the narrow remit of
‘humanitarianism’, are complex. Most of
these agencies work to bring about just
societies – something which is an overtly
political project and necessarily involves
making political choices. In this pursuit
their aims are similar to UNMIL and this is
probably the single biggest reason why the
two find themselves so closely inter-twined.
There are also issues of funding and
nationality which reinforce these links.

Finally, the type of nation building that
would truly bring about a stable Liberia
would involve building an economy that
provided for the aspirations of Liberia’s
youth. This is a far cry from rudimentary
rural clinics or even the odd seeds and tools
project. This involves factors beyond the
control of the UN mission in Liberia. It
requires sustained investment at a much
higher level than currently. Critically
however, it requires a body politic in Liberia
that is representative of all its peoples and
accountable to a majority (33). Only then
will such investment be used for the benefit
of the majority of the people. The lack of
such conditions was at the heart of Liberia’s
armed struggle and will continue to be so
until they are resolved.

Whilst the UN may only be able to play a
peripheral role in the conversation in
Liberia about its political dispensation, they
could play a role in trying to stimulate its
economy. It seems widely recognised that
providing meaningful employment for the
youth will drain the pool of those available
for the fighting factions. This is less about
basic assistance and more about
infrastructure projects. If UNMIL had put
the time and energy into such projects –
road building for instance, where their
heavy logistics gives them a natural
advantage and the economic advantages of
market access are clear – they might have
got closer to their stabilisation goal then
merely duplicating humanitarian services.
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The key success of UNMIL has been in
providing security and protection,
improving the lives of many Liberians.
Through providing security, UNMIL have
also dramatically improved humanitarian
access.

Paradoxically, whilst access has been
improved, the ‘political’ space for
humanitarian agencies has narrowed. The
military contingents of UNMIL have become
heavily involved in assistance work, in some
cases in active competition with
humanitarian agencies. The reasons for this
seem to be about gaining the acceptance
and trust of the local communities, and
about stabilisation. For this reason UNMIL
and its largest donors have encouraged
NGOs to become involved in work directly
related to the UNMIL mission, for instance
in the demobilisation programme.

The involvement of the military and the
political branch of the UN in basic
assistance work seems largely
unnecessary. There is certainly capacity to
provide basic services to Liberians within
the humanitarian community and in doing
such work UNMIL have neglected areas
where they might have an advantage, such
as road construction. They also do
assistance work without the benefit of years
of experience, and run the risk of such work
becoming compromised should they
become involved in a renewed conflict. What
little accountability exists governing the
activities of humanitarian agencies does not
apply to military forces, further weakening
the rationale for their involvement.

The integration of humanitarian
coordination into the UNMIL mission has
not provided any benefit, and may have
weakened the cohesiveness of the
humanitarian community. It has impacted
negatively on the IDP return process, and
so far has not helped this large vulnerable
population.

The erosion of humanitarian space
(impartiality and independence) in Liberia
does not seem to have put humanitarian
agencies at risk. Whilst the threats of close
association to a military force are obvious,
these are not present at this moment. They
cannot be wholly ignored however, in a
fragile sub-region with a history of conflict
re-igniting.

This is mostly a choice for the NGOs and
UN agencies however, and not UNMIL.
Many NGOs and UN agencies appear to
want it both ways – to claim independence
and impartiality, but engage in overtly
political projects such as ‘nation building’.
A few NGOs in Liberia also appear quite
happy to use military helicopters, although
most only do so in emergencies.

The integrated mission in Liberia poses
many troubling questions for the future.
In Liberia the confusion of roles has not
put people in harms way. In other, more
immediately contested arenas, such overt
politicisation and militarization of
humanitarian assistance would be very
problematic. The UN is at a cross roads with
its integrated mission model. Leaving
choices about humanitarian action to its
military and political wing erodes their
independence and impartiality. Ultimately
it may also erode their ability to operate.

CONCLUSION
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Recommendations for NGOs and UN
agencies

NGOs and UN agencies need to find ways
to differentiate humanitarian action in a
crowded space. The MSG should use the
JPO to define acceptable behaviour for an
independent and impartial agency.
Collectively the NGOs and UN agencies
should try and think of innovative ways to
distinguish themselves, and the value of
the work they do. Ultimately however,
NGOs and UN agencies will be judged by
their actions and they must ensure the
work they do is benefiting those in greatest
need in Liberia.

The routine use of military assets such as
helicopters is not desirable by either NGOs
or UN agencies. It makes for dependent
programmes and carries a security risk,
albeit a low one for the time being. INGOs
who have signed the JPO should observe
provisions limiting the use of military
assets. The MSG collectively should
consider either lobbying the donor
community to support humanitarian air
assets, or UNMIL to improve road access.

NGOs need to better understand the
perceptions of Liberians with regard to their
work, and how shifting perceptions might
affect them. This should be ongoing work
and ideally NGOs should share such
analysis.

Recommendations for the UN

The UN and its military missions should
work to their mandate and agreed
guidelines with regard to humanitarian
assistance. Their job is not to implement,
but to facilitate. In this they should be more
sensitive to the concerns of the
humanitarian agencies, in particular about
their need for differentiation as a result of
their focus on the humanitarian imperative.
This has particular implications for
humanitarian coordination. It also means
that the concerns of humanitarian agencies
will legitimately not always be synonomous
with nation-building plans.

Concentrating on infrastructure projects
such as road construction might be both
complimentary to the work of humanitarian
agencies, and be just as effective in the
attempt to win popular support for
deployments.

The process of integrating humanitarian
coordination should be transparent, should
take place against a list of published
criteria, and should not be solely at the
discretion of DPKO. Only then will the UN
have any chance of persuading the
humanitarian community of the merits of
integration. Involving the IASC in such
processes would be a particularly inclusive
method. Without such measures the UN
role in humanitarian affairs will be
weakened.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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There is no one single definition of
‘humanitarian space’. The term appears to
originate with the ICRC in 1992 (34).
Several definitions of the term follow. All
seem to agree that it is about the space to
give and receive humanitarian assistance
and protection without being harassed or
hindered by government or belligerent
forces.

“It is vital to ensure the existence of a
‘humanitarian space’ for the prompt and
effective delivery of relief to people in
extreme distress. While it is not always
possible to prevent violent acts by rogue
militias or terrorists, more can be done to
uphold basic humanitarian values and
strengthen the principle that humanitarian
missions must be respected.

Governments with forces engaged in
conflict zones have a duty to protect local
civilian populations and aid workers alike.
More effort is needed to ensure full and
secure access by humanitarian agencies to
people who are in distress and to maintain
a clear distinction between fighting forces
and professional relief workers.”
ECHO, 2004.

“The International Committee of the Red
Cross has been on the humanitarian scene
for 140 years. Its action is based on a solid
bedrock of international humanitarian law,
in particular the Geneva Conventions. It
has always worked closely with
governments and the military in preserving
its space for independent and neutral
action. It has endeavoured to promote the
rules of war while recognising that
governments and the military also have a
role in assisting and protecting vulnerable
people in times of war.”
ICRC President Jakob Kellenberger, 2004.

“an attempt is made wherever possible to
enhance the safety of protected persons,
and in the framework of international
humanitarian law or the United Nations
Charter, to create a humanitarian space

through the establishment of safety zones,
humanitarian corridors, and other forms
of special protection for civilian populations
and other persons protected under
international humanitarian law.”
Part of resolution adopted at the 27th
International Conference of the Red Cross
and Red Crescent Societies. 1999.

“protecting humanitarian space -
respecting the rights of civilians caught in
conflict to assistance and protection - is
the task and fundamental goal of all
humanitarians“
ODI, 2001.

“Conditions created to allow for neutral and
impartial humanitarian action to be
conducted in the midst of conflict,”
Concern, 2004.

• Respect for the Geneva conventions in
a conflict, with the consequent
guarantee of minimal standards for the
protection of combatants and non-
combatants.

• A physical, geographical space that is
protected from fighting such as may be
seen in situations in which
humanitarian corridors are established.

• The action space required by
humanitarian organisations.

Koenraad van Brabant, 1998.

ANNEX 1 - Definitions of humanitarian space
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The United Nations Mission in Liberia
(UNMIL) is mandated under Security
Council Resolution 1509 of 19th  September
2003. It is a stabilization force tasked with:
• Supporting the implementation of the

ceasefire,
• Protecting United Nation staff, facilities

and civilians (my emphasis),
• Support for humanitarian and human

rights assistance,
• Support for security reform
• Support for implementation of the peace

process

On ‘support for humanitarian and human
rights assistance’ SCR 1509 lays out
UNMIL’s mission as:

• To facilitate the provision of
humanitarian assistance, including by
helping to establish the necessary
security conditions;

• To contribute towards international
efforts to protect and promote human
rights in Liberia, with particular
attention to vulnerable groups including
refugees, returning refugees and
internally displaced persons, women,
children, and demobilized child soldiers,
within UNMIL’s capabilities and under
acceptable security conditions, in close
cooperation with other United Nations
agencies, related organizations,
governmental organizations, and non-
governmental organizations;

• To ensure an adequate human rights
presence, capacity and expertise within
UNMIL to carry out human rights
promotion, protection, and monitoring
activities;

In addition 1509:
• Encourages UNMIL, within its

capabilities and areas of deployment,
to support the voluntary return of
refugees and internally displaced
persons.

The resolution does not appear in the
relevant provisions to task UNMIL with the

direct provision of assistance, either
humanitarian or otherwise. The Special
Representative (SRSG) is given powers,
however to “direct the operations of UNMIL
and coordinate all United Nations activities
in Liberia”.

In the Secretary General’s more detailed
report recommending the mission to the
Security Council S/2003/875 “Report of
the Secretary-General to the Security
Council on Liberia” there is more detail
about the structure of the mission.

“The United Nations Mission in Liberia
would be a multidimensional operation
composed of political, military, civilian
police, criminal justice, civil affairs, human
rights, gender, child protection,
disarmament, demobilization and
reintegration, public information and
support components, as well as an electoral
component in due course. The Mission
would include a mechanism for the
coordination of its activities with those of
the humanitarian and development
community.”

“The Mission would be headed by my
Special Representative, who would have
overall authority for the activities of the
Mission and of the United Nations system
in Liberia. The Special Representative
would be assisted by a senior management
team consisting of, among others, two
Deputies, a Force Commander with the
rank of Lieutenant General, and a Police
Commissioner.”

The report also includes a section on
coordination specifically:

“The various components of the United
Nations system in Liberia must develop an
integrated understanding of and a common
approach to the crisis in the country and
its consequences. In this connection, my
Special Representative has already started
consultations with the humanitarian and
development agencies aimed at defining an

ANNEX 2 – The UN mission in Liberia
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appropriate coordination mechanism that
will ensure an enhanced effectiveness of the
United Nations system’s response within
Liberia and linkages with the regional
dimensions. The humanitarian and
development agencies have also initiated
the process of reviewing the existing
coordination mechanisms with the purpose
of developing a strong functional
relationship between the political,
humanitarian and development actors
within the United Nations system. Three
special liaison officers will be appointed in
the Office of one of the Deputy Special
Representatives to cooperate closely with
the humanitarian and developmental
community. In addition, two officers will
be appointed to support the coordination
functions stemming from the
responsibilities as Resident Coordinator.”

This more detailed report of the Secretary
General also does not give UNMIL the
mandate to direct either humanitarian or
development operations. The concept of
“integration” elaborated here is one of
understanding and common approach.
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