
FORCED MIGRATION AND THE FAILURE OF CIVILIAN 

PROTECTION IN AFRICA: A WAY FORWARD? 

 

By Erin A. Weir and Mark Malan 

 

 

 
 

 

 
KAIPTC Paper No. 15, December 2006 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The plight of refugees first became salient in the contemporary international system in the 

context of concerns for European refugees who were fleeing ideological persecution in the 

communist block during the Cold War era. The establishment of the office of the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in 1950 was the first manifestation of refugee law.  

Refugees, the human fallout of political conflict, were subsequently given formal international 

protection in an attempt to protect innocent civilians from the ravages of geo-political 

manoeuvring.   

Today human displacement is not simply the unintended consequence of conflict.  In some 

cases, displacement has itself become the objective of violence and coercion, a means to 

political, military and economic ends.  Forced displacement has created literally millions of 

refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) in conflicts that have erupted since the end of 

the Cold War.  These displaced populations have sometimes become a source of material 

resources, territorial security, and political legitimacy for belligerent factions and even their own 

governments.  They act as recruitment pools, human shields, and scapegoats.   Furthermore, the 

weaknesses inherent in the international refugee and IDP protection framework have meant that 

the forced migration and consequent suffering of civilians can be twisted to wield substantial 

political, military, and economic gains for those who manipulate masses of people through the 

use or threat of violence.  
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In addition to the direct negative impact of humanitarian assistance (where warring parties gain 

control of humanitarian resources), there is also a significant indirect impact. When international 

agencies and NGOs meet the needs of civilian populations, this frees warring governments and 

opposition forces to use their resources for war-making. Food and money, in the absence of 

troops and diplomatic pressure, has become an important component in the tactics of local 

belligerents, as the UN and other aid agencies increasingly operate in a political, military and 

diplomatic vacuum.
1
 

This paper examines the issue of forced migration in Rwanda, Burundi, and Sudan, and the ways 

in which displacement has been used deliberately by armed groups and governments to attain 

strategic ends.  It will address the political, economic, and military benefits to premeditated 

forced migration and to the establishment of strategically placed refugee and IDP camps.   

Ultimately, this work seeks to highlight the strategic manipulation of refugees and IDPs, even 

from the very earliest stages of their displacement, and to raise questions as to the ways in which 

weaknesses in the international law enforcement system may actually validate this manipulation. 

In conclusion, it is suggested that the responsibility to protect refugees and IDPs – indeed, all 

civilians afflicted by armed conflict – may best be taken forward though a process that appraises 

the operational challenges involved and delivers practical solutions to a chronic problem. 

 

REFUGEES AND REFUGEE PROTECTION 

 

The images that come out of the world’s major refugee or ‘humanitarian’ crises are ubiquitous; 

emaciated children, parents bearing packs and babies, makeshift shelters, and always the spectre 

of death. These images are all too familiar to the ‘western’ viewing public, who take in the crise 

du moment between Oprah and their favourite TV drama.  The emphasis here is on the pure, 

abject suffering as the attention-span of the modern audience demands that aid workers and 

international organizations drive the point home before viewers get distracted.  For instance, 

Rieff has asked of Somalia, “… was it really safe to assume that none of these starving people 

had any politics, or that it was impossible to be, simultaneously, an Aidid supporter and a victim 

of the famine…?”
2
 But such subtle distinctions are deemed – probably correctly – to be too 

much for the international public to synthesize in any useful way.  Absolutes – ‘good’ and ‘evil’ 

– are more quickly articulated, and translate more easily into donations.  While this tactic is 

understandable, and even necessary, it does tend to leave the ‘safe’, ‘western’ world labouring 

under the misapprehension that all who suffer are innocent, and that aid is patently good.  

Refugee movements are characterised as the unfortunate and unintended fallout of conflict and 

instability, the suffering a mere by-product of events.  

Before proceeding, it should be made clear that the suffering depicted is real, and conditions in 

refugee and IDP settlements are every bit as inhuman as they appear on television.  In no way 

does this work seek to minimize the fear and hardship that refugees face.  Rather, it seeks to 

elucidate the complex political machinations that exist below the surface, and bring to light the 

tremendous potential for the manipulation of this suffering.   

The way refugees are depicted, one would be forgiven for believing that they have been dropped 

out of the sky without context or personality. The reality is more difficult for people – so far 

removed from the conflict – to believe or understand.  Refugees are real people.  They have 

lives, views and agency.  More importantly, they have a history, and they are not necessarily 

                                                 
1 For a more detailed description of how aid agencies assisted the belligerent parties in the civil war in the former Zaire 
(October 1996 - May 1997), see J Pomfret, Aid Dilemma: Keeping it from the Oppressors, Washington Post, 23 September 
1997. 

2 D. Rieff, A Bed for the Night: Humanitarianism in Crisis, Simon & Schuster, New York, 2002, p 36. 
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‘innocent’ victims of circumstance.  And for all the protection that they may well deserve, many 

do not fit the profile of a detached victim of circumstance.  Many – perhaps most – refugees and 

IDPs are the blameless victims of conflict, but in the worst cases individuals claiming refugee 

protection may well have participated in, or even orchestrated, the mass atrocities that are the 

hallmark of modern war.  These are the ‘Refugee Warriors’, first described in relation to long-

standing refugee communities by Zolberg, Suhrke and Aguayo as “…highly conscious refugee 

communities with a political leadership structure and armed sections engaged in warfare for a 

political objective…”. These groups of displaced civilians can be characterized as “… both 

dependent objects and actor-subjects in their own right” and, as such, they have been labelled 

“refugee warrior communities.” 
3
 In recent decades, they have been known to manipulate the 

considerable protections afforded them by international law and the humanitarian community to 

meet distinctly un-humanitarian ends.   

In addition to the refugee ‘leaders’ seeking to turn their own displacement to their advantage, 

there are governments and armed groups for whom the forced displacement of civilians is an 

answer to their own political or strategic ends.  Whomever it may be that is responsible for 

orchestrating displacement, the history, ethnicity, nationalism, and political proclivities of 

civilian groups are often a factor in their displacement. As such, the international response to 

displacement – and specifically to the ‘humanitarian crises’ that often ensue – should always be 

mobilized in full awareness of the possible implications of those factors.   

 

International Laws and Norms 

 

Before addressing the role (and sometimes complicity) of the international community in 

strategic displacement, it is important to understand the legal protections that refugees and IDPs 

are meant to enjoy, as well as the responsibilities that are, ostensibly, to be borne by the 

international community.  These include traditional treaty law, conventions drawn from the body 

and history of international law, and from more recent normative declarations regarding 

international civilian protection and the primacy of human rights.   

 

Refugee Law. Protection for refugees can be found in a number of legal statutes, as well as the 

accepted norms and values that have been endorsed by the international community.  Most 

important are the 1950 Statute of the Office of the High Commissioner for Refugees, the 1951 

Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, and the 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of 

Refugees
4
. This particular part of international law, established for the most part in the early 

days of the United Nations, asserts that when civilians are forced to flee their homes as a result 

of conflict or persecution, they are “entitled to the full weight of … international refugee 

protection; the right to asylum, the right to voluntary return and (as refugees, and as non-

combatants) the right to receive aid and have their human rights observed and protected.” 
5
 The 

international community has a substantial duty of care to persons displaced by conflict.   

In law, it is the host government that is meant to take responsibility for the protection of asylum 

seekers on their territory.  This responsibility is drawn from treaty law, as well as international 

convention:  “…[E]very State has the duty to protect the human rights of everyone within its 

territory and subject to its jurisdiction.  As the International Court of Justice also pointed out 

                                                 
3 AR Zolberg, A Suhrke, and S Aguayo, , Escape From Violence: Conflict and the Refugee Crisis in the Developing World, Oxford 
University Press, New York, 1989. 

4 GS Goodwin-Gill, The Refugee in International Law. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1998, pp 297-298. 

5 EA Weir, Refugees as Regional Security Threats: The Politicization and Militarization of Refugee Camps in the Wake of the Rwandan 
Genocide, Unpublished Dissertation, Edinburgh, 2005. 
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over thirty years ago, the rules concerning the basic rights of the human person are erga omens 

obligations, as a matter of customary international law.”
6
 

In keeping with the norm of sovereign inviolability and the responsibility implicit therein, all 

those people residing, or seeking asylum within the territory of a sovereign state are necessarily 

the responsibility of the government presiding over that state.  For its part, the office of the UN 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) was created with the intent that it simply provide 

guidance and expertise to host governments. 

 

Humanitarian Law.  In the case of conflict-generated refugee flows, the right to asylum is 

augmented by international humanitarian law (IHL).  Guarded by the International Committee of 

the Red Cross, IHL posits that in times of conflict, “Persons ‘hors de combat’ and those who do 

not take a direct part in hostilities are entitled to respect for their lives and their moral and 

physical integrity. They shall in all circumstances be protected and treated humanely without 

any adverse distinction.”
7
  Furthermore, the Code of Conduct for the International Committee of 

the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, and NGOs in Disaster Relief asserts that “…the 

right to receive humanitarian assistance, and to offer it, is a fundamental humanitarian 

principle which should be enjoyed by all citizens of all countries. As members of the 

international community, we recognize our obligation to provide humanitarian assistance 

wherever it is needed.” 
8
 Thus, civilians who have been deprived of food, shelter, medical 

assistance, etc. are thus entitled to receive lifesaving aid on a neutral and impartial basis.  

 

Genocide Convention. Where displacement is being used as a means of ethnically cleansing a 

region – as in the former Yugoslavia, in Rwanda, and still today in the Darfur region of Sudan – 

another important piece of international law becomes relevant.  The genocide convention defines 

genocide as “any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a 

national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such: 

• Killing members of the group;  

• Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;  

• Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its 

physical destruction in whole or in part;  

• Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;  

• Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.” 
9
  

By becoming a party to the Convention, states “…confirm that genocide, whether committed in 

time of peace or in time of war, is a crime under international law which they undertake to 

prevent and to punish.”
10

  This constitutes a binding commitment to combat genocide, and to 

                                                 
6 GS Goodwin-Gil, G.S., Refugees and their Human Rights, Working Paper No. 17, Refugee Studies Centre,  Oxford, August 
2004.   

7 ICRC, Basic Rules of International Humanitarian Law in Armed Conflict,  , 
<http://www.icrc.org/Web/Eng/siteeng0.nsf/html/668BF8 > Accessed 25 September 2006.   

8 ICRC, The Code of Conduct for the International Committee of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, and NGOs in Disaster 

Relief, <http://www.icrc.org/Web/Eng/siteeng0.nsf/iwpList74/55272BAC31FAB677C1256B660059ADF7> 
Accessed 30 November 2005. 

9 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, Article II, UN General Assembly New York, 9 
December, 1948.  

10 Ibid.  
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prosecute its perpetrators.  In reality, however, as is so often the case with international law, this 

responsibility has been abrogated again and again.   

Responsibility to Protect.  The product of a Canadian-led initiative, the International 

Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) produced a report entitled The 

Responsibility to Protect 
11

 in 2001 as a response to widespread controversy over the right of the 

international community to ‘violate’ long-held norms of sovereign inviolability in the interest of 

human rights and humanitarian protection.  Co-chaired by Gareth Evans (President and Chief 

Executive of the International Crisis Group and a former Australian foreign minister) and 

Mohamed Sahnoun (Special Adviser on Africa to the UN Secretary-General and a former senior 

Algerian diplomat) the Commission asserted that the following two principles should guide the 

international response to conflict and the protection of human life:   

1. “State sovereignty implies responsibility, and the primary responsibility for the protection of 

its people lies with the state itself”; and  

 2. “Where a population is suffering serious harm, as a result of internal war, insurgency, 

repression or state failure, and the state in question is unwilling or unable to halt or avert it, the 

principle of non-intervention yields to the international responsibility to protect.”
12

    

This document borrows heavily from English School Solidarist theory
13

, Just War theory
14

 and - 

most importantly – on the growing sense among ordinary people that the failures to prevent or 

stop genocide and massacres in Rwanda, Somalia, and the former Yugoslavia, must not be 

allowed to happen again. It addresses international human rights and humanitarian norms, 

lending conceptual form and coherence to the often nebulous statements and commitments made 

by the UN, its constituent agencies, and its member states.  Ultimately, the Responsibility to 

Protect asserts that where human dignity and security are at stake, the individual must take 

primacy over antiquated interpretations of sovereignty and that the international community has 

both a right and a responsibility to intervene in the interest of civilians.   

The powerful argument of the ICISS report is that nations must act when extreme violence 

endangers civilian populations. In 2005, the United Nations took this normative development a 

step further by endorsing the concept of the Responsibility to Protect in the World Summit 

Outcome Document, which denotes a recognition that the maintenance of international peace 

and security extends to protecting civilians from systematic attacks as an objective in its own 

right. 

In sum, Refugee law, International Humanitarian Law, the Genocide Convention, and the 

Responsibility to Protect all express an overarching commitment to the protection of individuals 

from violence and exploitation.  This commitment does not simply extend to displacement 

camps or ‘humanitarian emergencies’, but rather asserts a duty to shelter civilians from the 

adverse effects of conflict.  Given these commitments, it would seem intuitive that it is 

contingent upon the international community to prevent – or at the very least, to minimize – 

civilian suffering and mass displacement wherever possible. The sad reality, however, is that 

civilian suffering tends not to become a paramount concern until well after a ‘humanitarian 

crisis’ is well under way.   

 

                                                 
11 Report of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty, The Responsibility to Protect, IDRC, Ottawa, 
December 2001. 

12 Ibid.  

13 NJ Wheeler, Saving Strangers: Humanitarian Intervention in International Society, Oxford University Press, London, 2000.  

14 M Walzer,. Just and Unjust Wars, Basic Books, New York, 1978.  
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Displacement Camps: The Realities 

 

A combination of the massive scale of many refugee flows, the inability or unwillingness of host 

states to act as guardians, the ambivalence of the international community towards the salvation 

of strangers, and the innumerable variables that come along with the displacement of large 

numbers of human beings all conspire to erode the admirable aims of international humanitarian 

actors and the spirit of protection laws – as well as the more recently accepted norms of 

Responsibility to Protect.   

For all the rules and the best intentions of aid workers, most displacement camps simply do not 

reflect the level of protection that international laws intend.  The large scale of modern refugee 

flows and the tremendous economic and political costs of providing for displaced persons often 

prevent host governments from fulfilling their obligations.  Furthermore, security guarantees for 

displaced persons are typically provided by teams that have been poorly screened, trained and 

equipped, and are frequently underpaid. That is, of course, if security is provided at all.   For 

their part, the UN and NGO communities do all that they can with the little political will 

afforded to them, making provisions whenever possible for the basic food, shelter, sanitation, 

medical care and (sometimes) education of the displaced.  The result, however, tends to be 

insecure and poorly equipped camps where disease, malnutrition, violent intimidation, and 

sexual assault are rife.   

Even if they could afford to provide for the full protection of refugees, UNHCR does not, in 

fact, have any mandate to use force in the protection of the displaced, and foreign governments 

are typically loathe to provide troops for such things, preferring instead to provide 

‘humanitarian’ assistance rather than wading into the politically difficult matter of risking the 

lives of troops in order to provide foreigners with hard security guarantees.  In a discussion of 

the Balkan wars for example, Rieff reminds us that: “Deploying and being willing to sacrifice 

soldiers was never intended to be the principle form of the West’s response.  Humanitarianism 

was.  The idea was simple, coarse, and brutal, and it would prove astonishingly effective.  

Instead of political action backed by the credible threat of military force, the Western powers 

would substitute a massive humanitarian effort to alleviate the worst consequences of a conflict 

they wanted to contain.”
15

 Rather than root out the cause of the problem – an effort that would 

have demanded real political will and, potentially, a military effort that would send troops home 

in body bags –  the international community chose instead to mount a ‘humanitarian’ response, 

to instrumentalize the ostensibly neutral, and impartial ‘good’ of humanitarian action to 

substitute for political resolve.  Rather than fulfil the international legal obligations to protect 

civilians in their homes and communities, the ‘western’ world would placate their own citizens 

with promises of ‘aid’ to the unfortunates they were watching on television every night.  They 

would take the politically and militarily easy way out, dealing with the ‘humanitarian’ 

consequences of conflict, rather than its political underpinnings.   

In the absence of robust security, however, refugee and IDP camps – the locations in which this 

‘humanitarian’ response is typically played out – often serve as a means to concentrate displaced 

persons in such a way as to make their exploitation more convenient.   

 

MANIPULATION 

 

This era of international failure in the face of gross human rights abuses led to the evolution of 

the ‘do no harm’ philosophy – a humanitarian approach that seeks to consider the long-term 

consequences and ramifications of aid, and the ways in which aid might feed into the cycle of 

                                                 
15 D Rieff, op cit, p 131.   
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war.  The manipulation of aid became acutely obvious in the 1990’s with the disasters in 

Srebrenica, and the post-genocide refugee crisis in DRC and Tanzania – a disaster that can be 

called the archetype of pure, unmitigated refugee manipulation. As Fiona Terry has 

demonstrated, however, this is not a new phenomenon.  In the Cambodian, Afghan, Rwandan 

and Nicaraguan refugee camps of the 70’s, 80’s and 90’s, aid – and the political cover provided 

by refugee settlements – was manipulated to the benefit of armed groups.
16

  

The basic forms of manipulation – for example, the looting of food rations or medicine, or the 

‘taxing’ of the salaries of displaced persons employed by aid organizations – are at the obvious 

and unsophisticated end of the manipulation spectrum.  More subtle forms of manipulation, 

however, are in evidence as well.  Displacement camps (typically the epicentre of the 

international humanitarian and human rights response)  enjoy the considerable legal protections 

discussed above.  Furthermore, in those rare and exceptional cases where the international media 

has turned its attention to a crisis, displaced persons also enjoy the awesome protection of public 

opinion, often amplified by the unsophisticated perception of ‘innocence’ that is projected upon 

the displaced by aid workers everywhere.   

That being the case, these captive and vulnerable people provide belligerent groups with a ready 

pool of recruits – willing or otherwise – and a crowd in which to hide.  Displacement camps 

have been used as military training grounds, and whole refugee populations have been used as 

human shields, a buffer between themselves and their enemies and/or the international 

community, always reluctant to be seen to be doing harm to the ‘hapless victims’ of conflict.   

Finally, and importantly, the policies of refugee protection agencies – the UNHCR in particular 

– have sometimes been twisted to cause ‘more harm than good’.  The most obvious of these has 

been the practice of allowing the refugees themselves to elect a refugee council to represent 

them to the agencies and NGOs who seek to help them.  In a perfect world, this practice would 

allow for real democratic representation of a population that is too often left without a voice.  In 

this world, however, this leaves space for coercion and manipulation and, as happened in 

Rwanda, this can have the combined effect of leaving refugee representation in the hands of the 

very people who drove them out, and providing political legitimacy (and a seat at the policy 

making table) to belligerents and human rights abusers.   

In addition to the manipulation of already displaced people (i.e. people who have chosen to flee 

as a by-product of conflict or instability) there are many cases where violence, coercion, and 

misinformation are employed to cause deliberate mass displacement for political, economic, or 

strategic reasons.  In Rwanda, Burundi, and the Sudan, the mass displacement of hundreds of 

thousands of civilians, and the abject suffering that typically accompanies displacement, has 

been deliberately engineered for political and strategic ends.  In these dire cases, the subtleties of 

the situation tend not to be well articulated to the international public.  How is one to make the 

average ‘western’ TV viewer understand that displaced persons are suffering as a result of a 

deliberate and malicious policy, but that the manipulation of aid has also precipitated the 

suffering – that it may be better not to help them, or rather, better to withhold ‘aid’ as such – and 

ask instead for the political energies of their leaders and the lives of their troops?  

 

Rwanda 

 
The Great Lakes refugee crisis has already been presented as the archetypal case of refugee 

manipulation.  Rwanda is at the epicentre of this conflict system. On 24 September 1993, the 

Secretary-General recommended to the Security Council the establishment of a United Nations 

                                                 
16 F Terry, Condemned to Repeat? The Paradox of Humanitarian Action, Cornell University Press, London, 2001. 
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Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR), for the purpose of "contributing to the 

establishment and maintenance of a climate conducive to the secure installation and subsequent 

operation of the transitional Government". The mandate of UNAMIR envisaged a 16 month, 

four-phase plan which included the demobilisation and integration of the various armed forces 

and gendarmerie, and concluded with monitoring democratic elections and the installation of a 

new government. 

Despite the UNAMIR deployment, the security situation in the country deteriorated steadily 

until, on 6 April 1994, an aircraft carrying President Habyarimana of Rwanda and President 

Ntaryamira of Burundi crashed (or rather, was shot down), killing all those on board. This 

sparked a civil war that led to country-wide massacres of the Tutsi minority, Hutu opposition 

and intelligentsia, and other Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) supporters. Within two weeks, tens 

of thousands had been killed. Victims of the violence included 10 Belgian members of 

UNAMIR. Following the murder of the Belgian soldiers and threats to Belgian nationals, the 

Government of Belgium unilaterally decided to withdraw its battalion from Rwanda.  

By the end of April 1994, it had become patently obvious that the much-weakened UNAMIR 

had neither the mandate nor the strength to take effective action to halt the continuing 

massacres, and would be unable to protect threatened people in Kigali if a new wave of 

massacres were to start. Some 800 000 Tutsi and moderate Hutu would be systematically 

exterminated by government military forces (FLR), and the Interhamwe youth militia – those 

who had feared the terms of the Arusha accords and the return of the Tutsi refugees who had 

been exiled to Uganda for over 30 years.   

In the end it was not the international community that ended the genocide, but the largely Tutsi 

RPF. Installing themselves in the capital, the RPF fought back against the undisciplined 

government forces, driving the genocidaires out of the country and committing several thousand 

reprisal killings in the process.  Having lost control over the physical territory of Rwanda, and 

facing defeat and exile, it seems that this deposed leadership made a decision to hijack the 

population instead.
17

   

In a matter of days, hundreds of thousands of people were moved across the borders into 

Tanzania and (then) Zaire.  The ‘refugees’ included whole communities, and encompassed 

innocent civilians, as well as the genocidaires and their families.  In Goma (Zaire) and Ngara 

(Tanzania) communities were reconstructed in situ right down to the cellule level.  The old 

leadership structures were also retained and the large camp populations were effectively 

constituencies in exile for the defeated Habyarimana administration.  Panos Moumtzis, a 

UNHCR official present in the Ngara region of Tanzania in 1994, describes the scale and overt 

politicization of the refugee community: 

“We had never seen anything like it! The Rwandan refugees that arrived were organizing 

themselves by district, village, or communities…entire villages or communities or districts 

walked together, and when they arrived in the country of asylum, the camps (were) organized 

according to the towns of origin.  We found there the whole government structure almost intact.  

… It was an organized movement.  … (P)eople were told ‘tomorrow morning, pack your bags, 

                                                 
17 It is important to note here that large numbers of these people might well have chosen to flee independently, due to 
their involvement in the genocide, and fear of the retribution killing that the RPA were known to be carrying out as they 
advanced.  That said, it is unlikely that the refugee movements would have taken on such a structured nature, and the 
subsequent camp leadership could not have manifested such deliberately manipulative tendencies without an ordered 
and enforced movement.   
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we’re going to leave,’ and ‘everybody has to leave because you’re going to be killed’, because, 

because, because…”
18

 

The Rwandan refugees – consisting mainly of Hutu civilians, some (arguably, many) of whom 

had participated in the genocidal killing – were manipulated in every sense of the word.  The 

camp was fully infiltrated by ex-FAR and Interhamwe, and there are accounts of material and 

monetary taxation, violent and psychological intimidation, and military recruitment.  In 1994 the 

ICRC made the following commentary on the Rwandan refugee camps throughout the Great 

Lakes region:   

“The population of the refugee camps in Zaire, Tanzania and Burundi has been taken in hand by 

the former authorities of Rwanda.  The militias have not been disbanded.  The refugees fear 

reprisals if they return to their country.  Moreover they are being dissuaded from doing so, 

sometimes by violence. … Weapons are in plain view and the region is rife with rumours and 

reports of military training activities.”
19

   

The camps were also known to be used as training grounds for the anti-RPF belligerent groups, 

and used as rear bases from which the ex-FAR and their supporters launched incursions into 

Rwandan territory. Moreover, humanitarian aid intended for the people in the camps was 

expropriated by rebels as well as government soldiers for use in support of their respective war 

aims. 

During March 1997, in Zaire, for example, Kabila’s rebel forces obtained the fuel needed to 

airlift troops for an attack on the key southern city of Lubumbashi from a depot maintained by 

the UN High Commissioner for Refugees in Goma. More than 15,000 gallons of fuel were 

seized to ferry 300 troops and their weapons southward for the successful assault on 

Lubumbashi on 9 April 1997. In addition to stolen aid fuel, Kabila’s army also relied on stolen 

aid trucks for transport and stolen aid food for sustenance. Likewise, Mobutu's army hijacked 

UN-chartered aircraft to transport weapons for its futile fight against the rebels. The planes flew 

into UN-run refugee camps, where the arms were distributed to Rwandan Hutu refugees who 

had become Mobutu's first line of defence.
20

 

Perhaps the most important and startling form of manipulation, however, was political.  Having 

exterminated some 800,000 members of the population, what remained of the Habyarimana 

government forcibly displaced approximately 2 million of those people who remained, and 

installed themselves as leaders of the displaced communities.  In a system where the 

international community encourages refugee self-elected leadership, manipulation and coercion 

allowed the genocidaires to consolidate considerable power. As elected refugee leadership, these 

war criminals had a claim to speak on behalf of a large portion of the Rwandan population, and a 

seat at the table alongside UN officials, NGOs, and international policymakers.   

In this case, while some displacement would naturally have occurred, the scale and organization 

can be attributed to a political agenda – that is to say, not the by-product of other events, but 

rather a deliberate strategic event.  While the material manipulation – the siphoning of aid, and 

even the recruitment of refugees into the ranks of the militias that were formed there – might 

have happened regardless of the push-factors behind the displacement, the refugee leaders made 

the deliberate effort to move communities because of the political status that they stood to gain 

from displacement and control of the population in exile.  They understood that the UN, and the 

hundreds of attendant NGOs would sit down to negotiate with leaders chosen from among the 

                                                 
18 P Moumtzis, Personal Interview. Kigali, 21 June 2005. 

19 Memorandum on the tragedy in Rwanda, ICRC, Geneva, 14 December 1994.  

20 J  Pomfret, op cit.  
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refugees themselves, thus affording them the status and legitimacy that these genocidal killers 

could not have been assured any other way.  It was a gap in the system, and a failure of the 

rudimentary camp democracy that is intended to ensure that the refugees have a legitimate voice 

in the international response.  In this way, the refugees became human shields in both the 

physical and political sense.   

Having already failed to prevent, or even to stem the genocide, and having proven the total lack 

of international resolve in the face of potential casualties – illustrated by the withdrawal of the 

Belgian troops – the international ‘force’ sent to the region after the end of the genocide was 

given neither sufficient mandate nor means to provide safe humanitarian access to civilians at 

risk.  For example, the Zambian Battalion that was deployed to oversee the IDP camp in Kibeho 

in mid-1995, was helpless to prevent the death of some 4,000 IDPs. The dead were from a group 

of 150,000 people who had been herded by the RPA onto a small plateau the size of three 

football pitches, where they were forced to remain for five days with no food, water or shelter. 

The deaths were from thirst, malnutrition and disease, as well as summary executions by RPA 

soldiers. And many civilians – including children and the most vulnerable – were trampled to 

death when the RPA started with the shooting and the beatings.
21

  

In addition to the failure within Rwanda itself, the international community also watched quietly 

while the conflict spread to neighbouring Zaire (now DRC) laying the groundwork for conflict 

that continues to plague the country.  Although it had been patently clear that the entire Great 

Lakes region remained highly volatile, and that the refugee camps in Zaire were one of the 

principal causes of instability, the international community was unable to take any concerted 

action to ease the plight of refugees or to avert the eight month civil war which raged through 

Zaire from October 1996 to May 1997.  The attacks by (soon to be President) Laurent Kabila’s 

surrogate forces from Rwanda on refugee camps near the border led to the precipitous return to 

Rwanda of some 600 000 refugees. Requests by the UNHCR for military forces to assist in an 

operation to rescue the hundreds of thousands of others who fled westward into the forests of 

Zaire, remained unheeded. Together with other humanitarian organisations, the UNHCR was 

left to its own devices in searching for and rescuing refugees, often inside conflict zones. Access 

to refugees was frequently limited, obstructed or denied, and makeshift refugee sites were 

subjected to attacks and other atrocities by the military forces of both Mobutu and the 

agglomeration of forces loyal to Kabila’s ADFL. Although the aid workers managed to help 

with the evacuation of some 250 000 Rwandans, many others perished either of starvation, 

disease, or at the hands of the belligerents.
22

 

 

Burundi 

In Africa’s Great Lakes region, the internal relocation of large numbers of civilians has featured 

prominently in the policies of the Ugandan, the post-genocide Rwandan, and the Burundian 

governments. In Burundi, the forced internal displacement of thousands had both an ethnic and a 

political dimension, and was used as a means to provide physical defences and political relief to 

the government and their Tutsi support base.   

By 1965, ethnic polarisation had begun to infect Burundian politics. The country was 

increasingly dominated by a small Tutsi elite, Civil unrest became commonplace, and was met 

                                                 
21 For a poignant account of five horrific days as a guest of ZamBatt in Kibeho, as well as an excellent account of the 
UN’s failure to protect during the 1990s, see: L Polman, We Did Nothing: Why the Truth Doesn’t Always Come Out When the 
UN Goes In, Penguin Books, 2003 (English translation by Rob Bland). 

22 Excerpts from a Statement by Mrs. Sadako Ogata, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, to the Third 
Committee of the General Assembly, New York, 3 November 1997. 
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with periodic purges, massacres and reprisals. 24 years of dictatorship by a number of hardline 

presidents came to an end in with the introduction of a 'constitutional convention' and internal 

reforms by President Buyoya; a way forward for Burundi which seemed to contain and override 

ethnic politics. However, tension between the two ethnic groups intensified and violence spread 

to most parts of the country. In February 1996, the Burundian authorities began to employ the 

‘security’ policy that would prove a threat to civilians until well into the end of the decade. 

Hundreds of thousands of civilians were forced to leave their homes and live in camps, creating 

a new category of displaced persons known as regroups. Under international law, sovereign 

governments are well within their rights to demand the relocation of civilians in times of crisis, 

placing the Burundi case in a different legal context to the Rwandan case.  Relocation, however, 

is only permissible if the move is in the best interest of the civilians in question; an effort to 

ensure their safety.  The official position of the government of Burundi was that  the measures 

taken were necessitated by security imperatives, and that their aim was to ensure the security of 

the civilian population, thereby averting what would have been greater violence and human 

rights violations.  The Government claimed that the camps were a voluntary measure, designed 

for the inhabitants' own protection. They further claimed that regroupment applied to all ethnic 

groups equally, and that it would only be carried out in the short term. However, the policy was 

a form of ethnic cleansing, as it applied almost exclusively to the Hutu ethnic group.  

The government further argued that “… measures taken by the Government had had a positive 

effect in providing greater security for Burundians in Bujumbura Rural ....”
23

  The reality, 

however, reflected a very different picture.  Interviews with Burundian IDPs illustrate that, in 

reality, the regroupment exercise was designed to gain better control over the predominantly 

Hutu FNL.  According to observers, “… the Hutu of Bujumbura-rural … had provided food and 

shelter to FNL combatants – willingly or unwillingly – and so had supported their military 

activity.”
24

 Amnesty International has asserted that: “A pattern of mass human rights violations 

committed during or after the process of regroupment undermines any argument that this 

regroupment provides protection. There are also strong indications that the camps are part of a 

long-term military strategy of forcible relocation to undermine support for Hutu rebel groups”.
25

 

Estimates for the total number of people confined in regroupment camps varied; independent 

estimates ranged from 350,000 to 500,000. During regroupment operations, security forces and 

allied Tutsi militia were accused of killings, house destruction, looting and rape. In many cases, 

house destruction, carried out by soldiers sometimes accompanied by members of Tutsi militias, 

appears to have taken place to make it impossible for the inhabitants to return to their homes. In 

other cases, Hutu were reportedly forced to burn down their homes before being relocated. 

“In one community after another in late September and early October 1999, soldiers forced 

people to leave their homes with little or no notice.  They arrived in the rural areas where most 

people live in homes scattered across the hills and simply fired into the air before ordering the 

frightened people to gather at designated sites.  Often they forced them to leave without 

allowing them time to gather belongings, or even food to take with them.” 
26

 

                                                 
23 FM Deng, Report of the Mission to Burundi of the Representative of the Secretary General on Internally Displaced Persons, February 
2000, p 5.  

24 Human Rights Watch, Burundi- Emptying the Hills: Regroupment in Burundi, 2000. 
<http://www.hrw.org/reports/2000/burundi2/> Accessed, 21 August 2006.  

25 Amnesty International, Burundi: Ethnic "Regroupment" Takes Place in the Context of Massacres, Amnesty International 

Report, AFR 16/023/1997, 15 July 1997. 

<http://web.amnesty.org/library/Index/ENGAFR160231997?open&of=ENG-370>, Accessed 20 October, 2006.   
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The lack of preparation extended to the regroupment sites as well, and many displaced civilians 

were lead to barren hillsides – devoid of even the most rudimentary of shelter or supplies – and 

instructed to settle in:   

“They were directed to sites, many of them on barren hilltops, far from any source of water. 

They were ordered to build shelters out of whatever branches and leaves they could find. 

Authorities provided no food, no water, and no building materials for them and said nothing 

about how long they would be required to live there. One mother of seven children, the youngest 

two years old, reported that when she arrived at the site, there was nothing there but fields and 

soldiers with guns. People slept in the open air until they were able to finish constructing their 

shelters. High winds and rain during the first week slowed the process, sometimes blowing over 

the shaky structures that had just been finished. … Once assembled, people were not allowed to 

return home to fetch food or other supplies for periods ranging up to two weeks.”
27

 

Inside the ‘regroupment’ camps, movement was restricted for inhabitants. Conditions inside the 

camps were appalling and led to rises in the incidence of malnutrition, malaria, diarrhoea and 

respiratory tract infections. A typhus epidemic which broke out in Burundi in early 1996 

appeared to be concentrated in regroupment camps in affected provinces. 
28

 

In addition to the material deprivation, the camp residents were subjected to extreme insecurity 

by members of their own military. By mid-1996, hundreds of people had been killed or wounded 

in attacks on ‘regroupment’ camps. Suspected rebels were singled out among the residents of the 

camps and beaten – some beaten to death – in an attempt to extract information about rebel 

activities.
29

   Government soldiers were also known to be the perpetrators of sexual harassment 

and assault against women residing in the camps.
30

  The distressing conditions prompted former 

South African President Nelson Mandela – in Burundi to facilitate negotiations between the 

international community, the rebels, and the Burundian government – to call them 

‘concentration camps’.
31

   

Given the total failure of the Burundian government to fulfil their responsibilities, and flagrant 

breaches of international human rights and humanitarian law, the international community had 

little choice but to step in to relieve the human suffering.  The Inter-Agency Standing 

Committee (IASC)
32

 issued a statement asserting that the regroupment policy “cannot be 

justified and is being implemented without regard for the rights and well-being of those 

affected”
33

 and emphasizing that the Government of Burundi was to be held accountable for the 

humanitarian fallout that the international community was being called upon to control.   

                                                 
27 HRW, Burundi - Emptying the Hills, op cit.  

28 While the government accused members of Hutu armed groups of the attacks, other credible sources reported 

that some were executed by government soldiers, sometimes in reprisal for attacks by Hutu-dominated armed 

opposition groups. (Amnesty International, Burundi Ethnic ‘Regroupment’, op cit)   

29  HRW, Burundi - Emptying the Hills, op cit. 

30 Ibid.   

31 Ibid.   

32 According to its official website,: “The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) is a unique inter-agency forum for 
coordination, policy development and decision-making involving the key UN and non-UN humanitarian partners.” The 
Committee is comprised of FAO, OCHA, UNDP, UNFPA, UNHCR, UNICEF, WFP, and WHO.  Standing invitees 
include the ICRC, ICVA, ICVA, InterAction, IOM, OHCHR, the RSG on Human Rights of IDPs, SCHR, and the 
World Bank <http://www.humanitarianinfo.org/iasc/content/about/default.asp>   

33 IASC, Statement on Humanitarian Assistance to Forcibly Relocated Communities in Burundi, 9 January, 2000.   
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The concern felt by the international community for the wellbeing of the displaced Burundian 

civilians was being manipulated by their government which had failed utterly to fulfil their duty 

of care to their citizens.  The IASC and many of the NGOs involved in the distribution of 

lifesaving assistance found themselves caught up in a difficult moral dilemma.  Humanitarian 

law asserts the right of all civilians to receive life saving assistance, but to provide that 

assistance in this case was to facilitate the callous and deliberate breach of international law by a 

self-serving government.  In other words, the humanitarian agencies and organizations were 

trapped, faced with the difficult choice between causing ‘more harm than good’ or abandoning 

hundreds of thousands of civilians to their fate.  Never in a position to solve the political and 

military issues at the heart of this problem, the aid community was forced into a corner, left to 

deal with a humanitarian fallout that can be attributed to a failure of ‘international law 

enforcement’.
34

 

 

Sudan 

 

In the Darfur region of Sudan, the world is witnessing another displacement crisis.  Limited, 

low-intensity conflict between the pastoral and arable farming groups in Darfur after its 

occasional droughts has been a feature of the region’s recent history.
35

 Provided with supplies, 

arms and virtually unlimited freedom to do what they liked by the Sudanese government, the 

Janjawiid militias were unleashed on local peasants and the general civilian population in 2003. 

Relatively little fighting has occurred between them and the Darfur rebel groups, but unarmed 

civilians have been uprooted from their homes – often comprehensively destroyed by the 

Janjawiid – massacred, or driven across the border into Chad. Their campaigns have led to what 

the UN has described as the world’s worst humanitarian disaster.  According to an ICG report of 

March 2004: 

“These ‘Janjaweed’ militias have over the past year received greatly increased government 

support to clear civilians from areas considered disloyal. Militia attacks and a scorched-earth 

government offensive have led to massive displacement, indiscriminate killings, looting and 

mass rape, all in contravention of Common Article 3 of the 1949 Geneva Conventions that 

prohibits attacks on civilians.”
36

 

Despite pledges to disarm belligerent groups and fulfil the conditions of the April 2004 peace 

agreement,
37

 the Khartoum government continue to support attacks on civilians, carried out by 

the Janjaweed militias.  To date, an estimated 2 million civilians have been driven from their 

villages and into displacement camps within Darfur, and over the border into Chad and the 

Central African Republic (CAR).  Here displacement is being used as a means to two distinct 

purposes.  For the Janjaweed, the motivation appears to be mainly economic in nature. For the 

government of Sudan, there is a not-so-well-hidden political agenda.  

                                                 
34 J Whitman, A Cautionary Note on Humanitarian Intervention, Journal of Humanitarian Assistance, <http://www-
jha.sps.cam.ac.uk/a/a022>, p 3.  Accessed on 15 September 2000.  

35 For a concise history of the origins of the conflict in Darfur, see L Gberie, The Darfur Crisis: A Test Case for 
Humanitarian Intervention, KAIPTC Paper, No. 1, Accra, September 2004. 

36 International Crisis Group, Darfur Rising: Sudan's New Crisis, Africa Report N°76 , ICG, Nairobi, 25 March 2004. 
<http://www.crisisgroup.org/library/documents/africa/horn_of_africa/076_darfur_sudan_new_crisis.pdf>, Accessed 
May 22, 2006.    

37
 37 A Humanitarian Ceasefire Agreement was signed in the Chadian Capital, N’Djamena on 8th April 2004. The 

signatories to the agreement were the government of Sudan, the Sudan Liberation Movement/Army (SLM/A) and 
Justice and Equality Movement (JEM). 
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The connection between economics and conflict is undeniable and well documented.  All of the 

protracted conflicts in Angola, Liberia and Sierra Leone were linked heavily to the control of 

valuable natural commodities such as diamonds, timber, and oil.  In these situations, belligerent 

forces – or rather, their leaders – often have more incentive to carry on fighting than they do to 

work for peace, as the individual material gains are great.  

The pillaging of resources for sale on the international market may be basic at the extraction 

level, but demands fairly sophisticated networks for distribution and marketing; but the latter is 

at the elite end of conflict resource manipulation.  At the other end exists a much more 

straightforward incentive, the looting and the appropriation of land and property that has been 

among the spoils of war for as long as wars have been waged.  It is important not to lose sight of 

this significant – if crude – form of economic incentive. Within Sudan (and increasingly within 

Chad as well), Janjaweed attacks have taken on a economic dimension. According to Human 

Rights Watch: “Janjaweed cross border raids appear to be motivated heavily by considerations 

of profit, as cattle, horses, food, and even household items such as straw mats and cups have 

been looted.”
38

   

One victim described land as the primary motivating force, and is quoted as saying that: “[T]hey 

(the Janjaweed) came in the morning and they took the cows and the goats and they said, ‘What 

are you doing on this land.  This is not your land.  These cows are not your cows anymore.  If 

you stay you will be killed, but if you run we won’t kill you.’  The Janjaweed want to empty this 

place.  They want to recover the land of the Nuba.”
39

  

Government support for the Janjaweed appears to be bent precisely towards the ‘emptying’ of 

the land of ethnic Africans. The motivation for this is complex – involving resources, ethnic 

divisions, and historical regional dynamics.  Here again, in a story that has become all too 

familiar in African conflict analysis, the huge oil reserves in Southern Sudan, and the recent 

discovery of oil in the Darfur region is having a major impact. This is both an incentive to the 

Government of Sudan to appropriate the land, and an impediment to international intervention.   

For example, China is a major investor in Sudanese oil, possessing numerous oil holdings in the 

country – most of which are in the southern region, but some of which are located in the volatile 

Darfur region.
40

 China has invested more than fourteen billion dollars in Sudanese oil through 

the state-owned China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC).  Sudan is China's largest 

overseas oil provider, while China is Sudan's largest arms supplier.  As a veto-wielding 

permanent member of the UN Security Council, China has helped thwart international attempts 

to respond more vigorously to the conflict in Darfur.
41

 

As a permanent member of the UN Security Council, China has always been a staunch defender 

of the realpolitic position of non-intervention in the ‘internal’ affairs of other states. Given the 

lucrative incentive of present and future oil revenues, China has been an important political ally 

                                                 
38 Human Rights Watch, Darfur Bleeds: Recent Cross Border Violence in Chad. Feb 2006. 
http://www.hrw.org/backgrounder/africa/chad0206/ The authors intention is not to suggest this sort of petty theft 
can be equated with ‘blood diamonds’ or the ‘resource curse’, but to point to the fact that  while the sophisticated 
economic motives get the attention, a violent grasp for more  basic everyday  resources can be just as nefarious – 
especially when no one can be bothered to enforce laws/rights. 

39 Human Rights Watch, Darfur Bleeds, op cit.  

40
 K Roth, Don’t Quench Thirst for Oil with Blood, Human Rights Watch, 21 January 2005. 

http://hrw.org/english/docs/2005/01/21/darfur10050.htm Accessed 8 December, 2006.   

41
 S Martin and B Apple, Sudan: Oil Exploration Fuelling Displacement in the South, Bulletin,  Refugees 

International, Washington DC, 14 June 2006. 
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of Sudan.  It has provided the Sudanese government with political cover, economic incentive, 

and resources to carry out its other apparent objective – ethnic cleansing.   

Though Khartoum has vehemently denied it, local and international observers on the ground in 

Darfur have always asserted that a policy of ethnic cleansing is at the heart of the government’s 

support for the Janjaweed tactics. Indeed, this conflict has been labelled a genocide by many 

international actors, with members of the Zaghawa, Fur, and Masalit ethnic groups – the groups 

from which the two main rebel movements (Liberation Army and the Justice and Equality 

Movement) have been drawn – being targeted for attack and displacement.   

Groups that have called the Darfur crisis genocide include Physicians for Human Rights, the 

UK-based group Justice Africa, and the Committee on Conscience of the US Holocaust 

Memorial Museum, along with dozens of editorial writers in major Western newspapers. Human 

Rights Watch has not used the word ‘genocide’ to describe the crisis, and has limited itself to 

describing the campaigns of the government-backed militia as constituting war crimes, crimes 

against humanity and acts of ‘ethnic cleansing’. A similar position has been taken by the 

comparably influential Amnesty International, which has called for an international inquiry into 

charges of war crimes and ‘allegations of genocide’ in Darfur. In a briefing paper released in 

August 2004, the reliably vocal but incisive International Crisis Group described the 

victimisation of civilians as “gross human rights violations” and a “massive humanitarian 

disaster.”
42

 Finally, the US Congress passed a non-binding resolution in July 2004, specifically 

labelling the Darfur crisis ‘genocide.’”
43

  

Thus, the killing and displacement serve a dual purpose – they facilitate the ethnic cleansing that 

the government desires, causing sufficient trauma as to ensure that the civilian population flees 

and will be to afraid to come back.  Furthermore, the economic incentives involved ensure that 

the Janjaweed stay motivated.  In all cases, displacement and extermination – as a message, a 

warning for others to flee – are the objectives in and of themselves.   

 

AID IN THE ABSENCE OF PROTECTION  

 

Given these three glaring examples, it is clear that forced displacement can and has been used as 

a tool to provide belligerents and governments with strategic, economic, and political 

advantages in conflict.  While humanitarians have taken the brunt of the criticism for the ‘dark 

side’ of aid, the reality is that the problem is far more systemic.  International law and the 

failings inherent in the current system have made forced migration a profitable enterprise, 

making mass movement possible regardless of breaches of human rights and refugee law, and 

creating openings for the political legitimization of self-proclaimed refugee leaders. Most 

disturbingly, humanitarian assistance delivered in the absence of effective security guarantees 

may simply delay the extermination of thousands, providing short-term food and medical 

assistance to people who – in the absence of real physical protection – will undoubtedly face 

further violence and intimidation.  Ultimately, these failings can be linked back to an irrational 

focus on humanitarian protection, when effective international law enforcement – both political 

and military – prior to displacement, should be the focus. To characterize an emergency caused 

by armed violence as a ‘humanitarian crisis’ is inaccurate.  Humanitarian emergencies are just 

the symptoms of wider political and military failures
44

 – evidence of the systemic weakness of 

                                                 
42 International Crisis Group, Darfur Deadline: A New International Action Plan, ICG, Nairobi, August 2004. p 23. 
http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?l=1&id=2920&m=1, Accessed May 22, 2006. 

43 B Frist, Steps for Saving lives in Sudan,  Washington Post, 11 August 2004. 

44 F Terry, op cit.   
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international law enforcement in the face of breaches of Refugee Law, Humanitarian Law and 

even the Genocide Convention.  

 

Breach of Refugee Law  

 

In its present incarnation the international refugee and IDP protection framework – and the 

civilian protection regime more generally – may well relieve ‘leaders’ of responsibility for the 

civilian fallout of their decisions. While rules and regulations exist to limit the vulnerability of 

refugees, the international community has demonstrated a willingness to provide humanitarian 

assistance when the rules are flouted,
45

 and a marked reticence to do what is necessary in order 

to ensure reliable physical security.  This being the case, irresponsible governments and 

belligerent groups can orchestrate the mass migration of civilians under just about any 

conditions, secure in the knowledge that aid will be forthcoming at little or no military or 

political cost to themselves.   

 

Breach of Humanitarian Law   

 

In Burundi, many of the civilians forced into the “regroupment” camps were given little or no 

warning of the move, and consequently had no time to prepare or gather essential belongings.  

Taken to poorly prepared (or in some cases, utterly un-prepared) sites, these displaced civilians 

experienced unspeakable hardship at the hands of their own government.  In this instance, MSF 

Holland did choose to withdraw aid, determining that they were actually aiding and abetting a 

government that didn’t care to live up to its own responsibilities.
46

 This, however, posed a 

difficult dilemma for all organizations involved, and the Inter Agency Standing Committee 

determined that it was necessary to continue to provide aid in the face of these somewhat 

contradictory conditions.  Their political counterparts, however, did not demonstrate similar 

resolve.  Far from facing any real consequences for their flagrant civilian abuses, the 

government of Burundi was effectively rewarded for the callous mistreatment of their own 

people, with the international community filling the humanitarian gaps that they themselves had 

ignored.   

 

Breach of the Genocide convention  

 

To date the international community has had tremendous difficulty in addressing its obligations 

to the people of Darfur.  An African Union peacekeeping force that has been present in Sudan 

since 2004, but the small numbers of inadequately equipped troops have been insufficient to 

protect civilians in so vast an area.
47

  For its part, the Sudanese government has been obstinate in 

                                                 
45 For instance, refugee camps are meant to be located at least 50 kilometres away from international borders, in a 
location close to water sources and accessible to transport.  In reality, camps are often located wherever it is that the 
refugees have chosen to stop.  In the case of Rwandan refugees in Zaire (DRC), the hundreds of thousands of refugees 
stopped where they were instructed to stop – coming to rest just over the border near the Congolese town of Goma, 
making the camp an excellent launching point for incursions into Rwanda.. 

46 MSF Holland, Les activités de MSF au Burundi : Regroupement forcé de populations, 
<http://www.azg.be/fr/terrain/pays/afrique/burundi.shtml> Accessed 20 November 2006.   

47 Following the April 2004 Humanitarian Ceasefire Agreement, the African Union took a decision to deploy an 
observer mission to Darfur. Initially only 60 Military Observers (MILOBS) and a 300-strong Protection Force were 
deployed and the force was established as the African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS). The MILOBS as were to 
observe and report Humanitarian Ceasefire violations. The role of the Protection Force was to protect AMIS personnel, 
equipment and installation. On 20 October 2004, the AU authorised the creation of AMIS II with a new structure and 
also called for increasing the force level to 3320 made up of 670 Observers, 1703 Protection Force, 815 Civilian Police 
(CIVPOL) and 132 Civilian Staff. 
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its dealings with the UN, first refusing UN peacekeepers, then agreeing (in principle at least) to 

a hybrid UN/AU force that (if achieved) will be a difficult logistical proposition to say the least.  

Furthermore, humanitarian agencies and organizations have had considerable difficulty in 

reaching those in need of aid as chronic attacks on aid workers and their resources have resulted 

in the suspension or limitation of aid in most regions.  This is not surprising in the face of 

accusations of genocide, but it does raise questions as to why the international community 

continues to negotiate with the perpetrators.   

In a description of the UNMIS (UN Mission in Sudan) military objectives one begins to see the 

absolute farce being made of the commitment to civilian protection in the region.  In particular, 

the provision made for “helping Sudanese authorities to protect … civilians,” is absurd given all 

evidence of their objectives, and yet the international community still takes seriously the 

Sudanese insistence that their sovereignty be maintained.   

The disaster in Darfur is unfolding – day by day – while the international community cynically 

expounds the virtues of human rights, and humanitarian law.  Numerous world leaders, human 

rights advocates, and the international media have called the travesty in Darfur a ‘genocide’ in 

no uncertain terms, and the images of the hundreds of thousands of victims have graced 

‘western’ television screens with alarming regularity.  The Responsibility to Protect reminds us 

that sovereignty implies a duty to protect one’s own citizens, and that the inability or 

unwillingness to do so gives the international community the right and the duty to intervene.  

Surely a state that is known to be deliberately terrorizing its people can no longer legitimately 

decry the breach of its ‘sovereignty’.  It seems obvious that the time has come to stop 

negotiating with a government bent on the destruction of millions of its own people, to stop 

bartering for ‘humanitarian’ access to displacement camps and instead begin to fight for the 

right of the displaced to return home. And it is clear that the modest African Union force 

deployed there is nowhere near adequate for such a fight.  

 

SUMMARY 

 
The international community – the UN and its constituent governments – has a duty of care to 

civilians everywhere.  This duty – the ‘responsibility to protect’ –  has been a staple of 

international treaties, conventional law, and the rhetoric of the UN General Assembly, Security 

Council, and major world powers for decades now, and yet in conflict after conflict, the world 

continues to shirk its commitments.   

In refugee law, humanitarian law, the genocide convention, and the Responsibility to Protect, the 

international community has validated the rights of civilians to live without harassment, 

violence, and fear, and yet those very laws – only partially applied – have, in some cases, 

actually made the calculated mistreatment of civilians easier and more profitable for belligerent 

groups.  In other cases, the weak political resolve of world powers, and the sometimes 

unconscionable hesitancy to ask western military – warriors –  to do the thing they were trained 

to do, has meant that civilian displacement and foul mistreatment has occurred, and continues to 

occur, without the slightest fear that the international community will enforce any meaningful 

consequences.   

In the aftermath of the Rwandan genocide, the forced displacement of millions and the failure to 

secure the camps meant that the former genocidaires were actually strengthened by the 

international humanitarian effort.  In Burundi, political pressure did precipitate the return of 
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displaced persons to their homes in the end, but the ‘regroupment’ policy itself should never 

have been an acceptable option for the Burundian government.  If civilian protection 

commitments were taken more seriously and enforced with more determination, thousands of 

civilians might have been spared the trauma and life-threatening conditions that they faced in the 

camps.  

Today, the world is failing again.  In Darfur, civilians are being displaced, intimidated, raped 

and killed.  Human rights violations are rife, and the government has not only failed to protect 

its people, but is known to be actively involved in their displacement and extermination.   Surely 

there can be no clearer rationale to intervene, and yet the international community refuses to 

make any real effort, proceeding instead with empty rhetoric and weak diplomatic efforts. 

In spite of the warnings – the failures in Rwanda, the former Yugoslavia, in Somalia, etc. – and 

the excellent analysis of respected academics and humanitarians such as Fiona Terry and David 

Reiff, the international community continues to cast humanitarian action as an acceptable 

alternative to robust political and (if necessary) military intervention.   

“We can only provide effective and efficient humanitarian leadership if we are also prepared to 

address the political and security issues that are so often the proximate causes of humanitarian 

suffering.  If we are not, we simply end up spending millions of dollars to address suffering that 

does not end.”
48

 

By focussing on the consequences of violence and manipulation – on the short-term 

humanitarian needs of civilians – rather than the root political causes of conflict, the 

international community has not only failed to fulfil its moral and legal obligation to the people 

of the world, but it has actually succeeded in making the world a more dangerous place for 

civilians.   

In the three cases examined in this work, there is clear evidence of a fundamental lack of 

political resolve, and of the reluctance of ‘western’ powers to contribute their significant 

military capabilities to the defence of civilians and the fulfilment of international law 

enforcement responsibilities.  Given the hypocrisy and frailty demonstrated again and again by 

the international community, it should come as scant surprise that the ill-suited and unprotected 

humanitarian default response has been manipulated to suit the aims of belligerent groups and 

malicious government forces. The consistent cooptation of the humanitarian imperative in the 

absence of effective security guarantees (or, at the very least, the credible threat of robust 

political and military engagement) has effectively made civilians valuable strategic assets.  

Humanitarian action is noble and necessary, but it is simply not an acceptable substitute for the 

robust and consistent exercise of the Responsibility to Protect.  

   

CONCLUSION: A WAY FORWARD? 

 

There seems to be general consensus that the military’s core business is that of “providing a 

secure environment” for the provision of emergency and transitional assistance by specialized 

international civilian agencies and non-governmental organizations. The ICRC, for example, has 

acknowledged that the role of armed forces is to provide security and freedom of movement for 

all, such as keeping airports and roads open, and carrying out mine clearance.  

Unfortunately, the notion of comprehensive and multidimensional peace processes supported by 

the “international community” militates against a stricter focus on the art of the possible during 

cease-fire and peace negotiations. It also offers the military a ready smokescreen behind which 
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to cover what would otherwise be regarded as gross military incompetence and dereliction of 

duty. Where contributions to international peace and security have required nations to pay a 

heavy price (particularly in resources and lives), it is clear that multilateralism has given way to 

more salient domestic political and parochial military interests. 

Mission planners have also lost sight of the basic lessons of warfare, which become applicable 

when peacekeepers are required to use force to protect civilians. Napoleon Bonaparte once said 

that God is on the side of the large battalions. Troop-to-task ratios should therefore be realistic. 

However, Napoleon also held that in war the moral is to the material as three is to one.  This 

century has provided sufficient evidence that success in military operations is not determined by 

sheer weight of men and equipment alone. Troop commitment, leadership, proficiency and 

cohesion are as important as the size of formations in determining the outcome of operations. 

These are essential ingredients of combat effectiveness, and their importance increases in peace 

support as the need for enforcement action increases. 

However, cohesion and compliance can only be engendered through a lengthy process of 

intensive training and socialisation which involves shared experiences, including hardship and 

deprivation. This factor has not been addressed in the proliferation of specialised peacekeeping 

training packages that have emerged over the last decade. While serious analysis of “the will to 

fight” will probably never be accepted in the mainstream discourse on peace support, it should 

be acceptable to take a hard look at “the will to serve”.  

Nor has there been any deliberate effort to develop appropriate operational doctrine to support 

the principles underpinning the Responsibility to Protect. Military doctrine has a different 

content and emphasis at various levels of application. At the supranational level, doctrine 

manifests itself in various tenets of international law. As has been outlined, this is not where the 

serious gap lies. At a national level, doctrine is often articulated by White Papers that explain 

broad policy guidelines from a political perspective. Certainly there is room for individual 

countries to reflect international consensus on the Responsibility to Protect in their policy 

documents and pronouncements. Operational level doctrine has a somewhat different focus. It 

concerns itself with the principles that govern the conduct of campaigns and major military 

operations and imparts understanding. At the tactical level doctrine focuses more on instruction 

and training and ensures that commanders have a common foundation on which to base their 

plans for the execution of their tasks. The North Atlantic Treaty Alliance (NATO) has defined 

doctrine as: “Fundamental principles by which the military forces guide their action in support 

of objectives. It is authoritative but requires judgement in application.”
49

 But civilian protection 

has not yet been accepted as a legitimate military objective in its own right, and there is no 

guidance whatsoever for the accomplishment of such an objective. 

It is thus clear that despite growing acceptance at the normative level, the international 

community’s “responsibility to protect” vulnerable populations from genocide and mass 

violence has yet to be operationalized in the field.  Gaps in training, doctrine, and guidance for 

military forces attempting to halt large-scale violence remain and lessons from past experiences 

have yet to be identified, analyzed, and implemented in current operations.  

While the violence facing civilians in many of the ongoing peace missions worldwide is perhaps 

more limited than that envisioned under the “responsibility to protect” rubric for intervening in 

an active genocide, these missions nonetheless represent both current challenges and rich case 

studies of the issues and opportunities involved in using military means in the service of civilian 
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protection in violent environments.  In some of these environments, violence may be extreme, 

and require military actions to protect civilians.  In places such as Darfur and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo, for example, the population continues to face widespread insecurity and 

violent attacks.   

Identifying strategies for protecting civilians and improving operational field capacity for such 

tasks requires an analysis of past cases, an understanding of the operational challenges, and the 

identification of the best (and worst) lessons and practices from earlier missions.
50

  A promising 

start to such a process is being planned for February 2007, when The Henry L. Stimson Center 

and the KAIPTC propose to convene a workshop that brings together a select group of military 

and civilian leaders, who are or have been senior mission managers in operations where large-

scale violence threatens or threatened civilian lives.  The aim of the workshop is to identify 

examples of past successes and failures, at strategic and operational levels, in those missions 

where there was a clear need (if not also a mandate) to protect civilians at risk from genocide, 

massacre, or serious and systematic human rights abuses.  The lessons derived from this exercise 

will then be used as a point of departure for a scenario/gaming exercise aimed at using past 

experiences to inform thinking on new strategies and operational concepts for protecting 

civilians in future missions.   

This initiative promises to be a first meaningful step and hopefully also the catalyst for a process 

that leads, at last, to an appropriate operational doctrine and concept of operations that (together 

with member states’ support) will create capabilities for providing a far more effective 

protection regime for civilians afflicted by armed conflict – especially for those masses of 

people who are forced to flee their homes and communities. 
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