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Call UN 911: A Better Way to Prevent Mass 

Atrocities and Protect Civilians? 

By Peter Langille 

What might the international community do to prevent mass atrocities and to protect civilians at 
risk? Like the word ‘peace’, the laudable norms of protection and prevention appear suspect 

when applied by traditional military means. In Libya, NATO’s demonstrations of high-tech war 
with the initial shock and awe were too reminiscent of Kosovo, Iraq and Afghanistan. Each 

failed to provide sustainable security.1 

So where does this leave us? At the last World Summit, the UN Security Council expressed 
support for timely and decisive responses to stem mass atrocity crimes. This summer, the issue 
will be the focus of the UN General Assembly. Syria has heightened the urgency. Sudan 

magnifies it. Brazil renewed interest in the lingering questions of how and with what to prevent 
mass atrocities and protect civilians by suggesting a ‘responsibility while protecting’.2 For now, 
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NATO remains the default choice as we lack a reliable alternative for the more demanding 
operations. Officials may soon be under pressure to deliver better policy options.  

Numerous challenges complicate the problem. Increasingly, people face overlapping crises due 

to accelerated climate change and flooding, financial crashes and resource scarcity, inequality 
and desperation, refugee flows and pressure on weak states, arms proliferation and the attendant 

probability of armed conflict. Our global support systems are slow to adapt.  

Of course, it’s essential to address the underlying causes and core problems of each, with work 
on deep prevention. Yet too many of the big issues have moved close to the tipping point where 

it’s also imperative to address the triggers and implications of worse.  

Emergencies by their very nature require rapid, reliable and effective responses. Frequently, they 
demand that diverse services are pre-planned, well-coordinated and promptly available. Complex 
emergencies also necessitate more comprehensive, integrated services to address the wider array 

of requirements and human needs. Almost anything can happen in the absence of a coherent 
effort or one lacking the appropriate tools.  

At the domestic level, people in much of the world can be relatively confident that their 

immediate safety needs are secured through a call for ‘911’ emergency services.3 What’s needed 
is something equivalent at the global level. Yet nothing of this nature currently exis ts. 

The UN system attempts to help in preventing armed conflict and protect civilians. Indeed, the 

UN is almost unique in having effectively coordinated multiple emergencies. But oddly, our one 
global Organisation with the responsibility, authority and legitimacy derived from universal 
membership has no capacity of its own for responding in a timely and decisive manner.  

For peace operations—even the majority, which are now authorised under Chapter VII with 

mandates to protect civilians—the UN relies on a standby arrangement system that is helpful in 
normal circumstances, but is insufficient, even prone to fail under more demanding crises. The 

standby arrangements are non-binding, conditional agreements that depend on national 
governments. National interests and whims, political will and decisions, as well as the 
availability of national personnel and resources determine whether the UN will be able to help. 

Unfortunately, there has been a marked tendency to stand by instead of standing up incurring 
routine delays of four to six months, rather than timely, decisive responses.  

It’s hardly comforting that UN peacekeeping is now confined to post-conflict stabilization, with 

scant support for preventive action or deployments.4 A few modest improvements may follow 
from the UN’s New Horizon’s initiative and the official preference for pragmatic incremental 
reforms to existing arrangements—new partnerships among regional actors, more standby 

arrangements and more early warning systems.5 But that’s only a slight variation on the same 
menu offered since 1993. 

The outcome is largely predictable. With the same arrangements merely modified, there will still 

be slow, unreliable and mixed responses; still little to protect civilians or stop violent conflicts 
from escalating and spreading. When confronted by fast-breaking events the political choice will 
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be limited to inaction in the short-term with a subsequent requirement for later, larger, more 
expensive efforts or worse — traditional military approaches, which destroy and divide, seldom 

providing effective responses or sustainable solutions.  

Perhaps in the face of overlapping global crises and an appreciation of our current system, we 
may begin to understand the urgent need for a UN ‘911’.  

A UN Emergency Peace Service 

The proposal for a United Nations Emergency Peace Service (UNEPS) is intended to create a 
permanent “911” first-responder. A UNEPS is to complement existing UN and regional 
arrangements by filling the critical gap of managing the initial six months of demanding 

operations. This option was specifically designed to help prevent armed conflict and genocide, to 
protect civilians at extreme risk, to ensure prompt start-up of demanding peace operations, and to 

address human needs where others either cannot or will not.  

The core principles underlying the UNEPS proposal are that it be: a standing, integrated UN 
formation; highly trained and well-equipped; ready for immediate deployment upon 
authorization of the UN Security Council; multidimensional (civilians, police and military); 

multifunctional (capable of diverse assignments with specialised skills for security, 
humanitarian, health and environmental crises); composed of 16,000 dedicated personnel 

(recruited professionals, selected, trained and employed by the UN); developed to ensure 
regional and gender equitable representation; co- located at a designated UN base under an 
operational headquarters and two mobile mission headquarters; at sufficient strength to operate 

in high- threat environments ; and, a service to complement existing UN and regional 
arrangements. 

Five questions arise. 

First, could a UNEPS help to prevent armed conflict*? Ideally, any preventive system works best 

when it seldom has to intervene to stem crises. As with any police or defence effort, it’s best to 
be known to have credible means to deter aggression and the worst o f crimes. In practice, this 

usually works by having a legitimate capacity that is recognised and ready to respond when 
needed. 

A presence matters. To illustrate, the International Criminal Court (ICC) is now recognised 
worldwide. Having begun to hold individuals accountable for war crimes, it’s started to curtail a 

culture of impunity and criminal behaviour. Similarly, a UNEPS would complement the ICC, 
existing UN and regional arrangements, with the presence of a reliable, standing formation, 

immediately available to help. The deployable elements of a UNEPS should be sufficient to deter 
most, if not all individuals, organisations or parties inclined to mass atrocity crimes.  

*Second, could a UNEPS help to protect civilians?*Although neither designed for, nor capable 
of war-fighting, it includes a sufficiently robust military service to provide self-defence, defence 

of the mission and protection of civilians in most, if not all cases.  



A UNEPS is not at the size or composition for directly engaging the Sudanese, Libyan or Syrian 
armies. But that doesn’t suggest such a formation couldn’t help. If specifically trained and 

developed for protection tasks, could a UNEPS do a better job in managing mission start-up, 
securing safe havens, guarding humanitarian corridors, countering spoilers and militias, restoring 

security, law and order, improving the prospects for rapid deployment into harsh, even hostile 
environments?6 These are tough jobs although hardly mission- impossible for those committed. 
Appropriate preparation for assigned tasks tends to make them more manageable.  

Notably, smaller formations helped to protect civilians at various stages of the conflicts in East 

Timor, Sierra Leone, the DRC, and CÙte d’Ivoire.7 In others, like Rwanda and Srebrenica, it’s 
also acknowledged that a well trained force of 5000 would likely have been sufficient to stem the 

ensuing slaughter. [8] 

Would a UNEPS alone be sufficient to ensure ‘responsibility while protecting’? While definitely 
helpful, such a mechanism would complement, and depend on the wider UN system. There 

would still be a need for more binding arrangements to secure reliable rotations within six 
months, air- lift, augmentation and close-air support, if necessary, as well as a deeper 
commitment to the follow-on peacebuilding efforts. 

Third, could a UNEPS help to generate the deeper cooperation and political will to 

respond? 

Frequently at the forefront of dubious excuses for inaction is the claim that there is a lack of 
political will, particularly within the UN Security Council. Clearly the “will” to do a job often 

depends upon having an appropriate tool for the job, preferably one that is readily available and 
reliable. At least when you have a well-designed tool there are fewer excuses for failing to 
attempt a task. 

Plus, governments would have an available UN option. Rather than rely on members of their 

own national services, a UNEPS would be composed of dedicated individuals who volunteered 
to serve and work directly for the UN. People would be recruited globally to provide gender 

balance and universal representation. By drawing on the very best of professionals worldwide, 
the UN could screen, select and train participants to high common standards, ensuring higher 
sophistication and readiness for various assignments.  

The benefits of such a service have been understood for a long time. As Canada’s 1995 study on 
the subject noted, “UN volunteers offer the best prospect of a completely reliable, well-trained 
rapid reaction capability. Without the need to consult national authorities, the UN could cut 

responses times significantly, and volunteers could be deployed within hours of a Security 
Council decision”. “Ultimately”, the report acknowledged, “a UN rapid reaction capability can 

be truly reliable only if it no longer depends on Member States of the UN for supply of personnel 
for peace operations.”9 

The need for timely and decisive responses is hardly new. Repeatedly, officials have stressed the 
urgent need for a UN rapid deployment capability, well- integrated responses, a UN strategic 
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reserve a force multiplier, a robust deterrent capacity, an over-the-horizon security guarantor, a 
means to protect civilians and attend to human needs in areas of high risk.  

Most of these needs were actually recognized in the aftermath of the Rwandan genocide. In the 

ensuing national studies and multinational initiative it was also understood that a UN army, a UN 
Legion or a UN rapid reaction force were neither appropriate to address the diverse requirements 

of complex emergencies nor sufficiently appealing to attract a broadly supportive constituency.10 
Then, the best of available ideas still lacked the political traction required. 

Fourth, might a UNEPS do a more cost-effective job in a more appealing manner?  

Complex emergencies may share similarities, but most have distinct needs. As it’s 

multifunctional, a UNEPS is designed to address a wider spectrum of emergencies with a variety 
of useful services.11 With a modular formation, deployments can be tailored to various mission-
specific requirements. 

With a multidimensional composition, there is a better prospect of providing the array of services 

needed and appreciated by people in desperate circumstances. This tends to improve the 
reception and support required. A UNEPS is intended to deliver more assistance faster and, in a 

more sophisticated manner. Small teams of experts and planners are included to co-ordinate the 
larger formations’ immediate and subsequent responses to disaster assistance, environmental 
crisis, health and humanitarian emergencies.  

As an integrated service, it’s not limited to simply stopping direct violence, but also extends to 
initiating quick- impact and long-term projects. Aside from addressing human needs, this should 
help to counter structural violence (exploitation and exclusion), and stem cultural violence. With 

specialists in conflict resolution and mediation, human rights monitors and educators, 
peacebuilding advisory units, and medical teams, there is a far better prospect of establishing the 
basis for follow-on efforts to restore good governance and sustainable security.  

Of course, a UNEPS would incur costs, as well as benefits. As proposed, it entails a start-up cost 
of approximately $2 billion and annual recurring costs of about $1 billion, to be shared by 192 
member states. That’s clearly an enormous amount of money, which demands serious 

justification and context. However, this year, the UN Special Committee on Peacekeeping 
Operations noted that the 15 largest countries had spent $1.6 trillion on armaments in 2010, 

while total expenditure on peacekeeping operations from 1948 to 2010 amounted to $69 
billion.12 By contrast, a UNEPS would require a relatively small investment.  

Given a UNEPS’ potential to prevent and deter, it should help to reduce the number of 
operations required. With the potential to respond rapidly and reliably, it might also stem the 

need for later, larger and more expensive operations. In return, the cost savings should be 
substantive. 

At least, a UNEPS is deemed to be a more appealing idea, more politically feasible, more cost-

effective and arguably, capable of timely and decisive responses to critical challenges.13 
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Finally, might there be more to this that attracts some and challenges the interests’ of 

others? 

The wider potential of a UN Emergency Peace Service or similar entity (for prevention, 

protection and more) has been understood for over fifty years. As officials in the U.S. State 
Department formerly acknowledged, 

There is an inseparable relationship between the scaling down of national armaments on the one 

hand and the building up of international peacekeeping machinery and institutions on the other. 
Nations are unlikely to shed their means of self-protection in the absence of alternative ways to 

safeguard their legitimate interests. This can only be achieved through the progressive 
strengthening of international institutions under the United Nations and by creating a United 
Nations Peace Force to enforce the peace as the disarmament process proceeds.14 

Can we continue to afford 192 competitive national military establishments and the unwarranted 

influence of a global military industrial complex? Efforts at disarmament and de-militarization, 
development and global governance remain imperative, but like a UNEPS, each needs the help 

of a cooperative, cosmopolitan agenda.15 

Arguably, the lack of support for a UNEPS stems less from concerns that it might not work as 
intended, but more from a fear that it might. As acknowledged, these are inseparable relations. 
So far, a UNEPS has been an easy option for politicians to ignore.16 The opposing arguments 

hold sway in every capital and national defence establishment.17 As the need becomes more 
evident, a familiar pattern is likely; the idea will be studied by commissions, ridiculed as 

inadequate, then, attacked as dangerously radical. Yet occasionally, circumstances align 
favourably. 

In his seminal 1957 study, A United Nations Peace Force, William R. Frye provided an insight 
that is worth recalling: “Establishment of a small, permanent peace force, or the machinery for 

one could be the first step on the long road toward order and stability. Progress cannot be forced, 
but it can be helped to evolve. That which is radical one year can become conservative and 

accepted the next.” 

Of course, a UNEPS is no panacea or cure-all. It’s a first responder that would simply help. And, 
it’s an idea that’s evolved into a global initiative.18 If broadly supported, a UNEPS could begin to 

revitalise a semblance of collective, common and sustainable security.19 That’s a step toward 
saving succeeding generations from the scourge of war, but it’s also another means by which ‘we 
the people’ might free up enormous resources to address a host of pressing problems.  

In the words of Sir Brian Urquhart, 

“This venture is of the greatest importance both to the UN as a responsible institution and to the 

millions as of yet unknown, innocent victims who might, in the future, be saved by this essential 
addition to the UN’s capacity to act on their behalf. There is one overwhelming argument for the 

United Nations Emergency Peace Service. It is desperately needed, and it is needed as soon as 
possible.” 
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Together, we might make a difference in mobilizing wider support. Ideas don’t work unless we 
do. 

_Dr. H. Peter Langille directs global Common Security i3 where he specialises in peace and 

conflict studies, UN peace operations, mediation and independent defence analysis. A recipient 
of the Hanna Newcombe Peace Award, he formerly supervised officers in the Canadian Forces 
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