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2017 marks the 6th the anniversary of the Syrian conflict. Although so many years
have passed, the crisis only grows stronger, while the main international organization
that is responsible for maintaining international peace and security, namely the United
Nations (UN), is unable to help. The main reason is (inter alia) the inability of the UN
Security Council (UN SC) to effectively address the war in Syria and the resulting
humanitarian crisis. As a consequence, the events that unfold refer to the return of a
new Cold War era in terms of UNSC’s involvement in conflicts and crisis. This articles
examines if a deployment of a peace-keeping mission, a concept that was born because
of similar UNSC dead-ends, can help contain and finally end the Syrian conflict.
Today, UN face a great threat; its credibility as an effective means of conflict
resolution and an organization dedicated to international peace and security hanging at
the balance, because of its inability to contain the war in Syria. As the warring parties
in Syria circumvent the rules of international law and the UN Charter, all weapons and
means are available at their disposal. The world has witnessed in horror the use of
chemical weapons (UN, 2013:5), decapitation of war prisoners (Malik, 2014), torture
(Sommerville, 2015) and the assassination of non-combatant (Black, 2016). In other
words, the rules of conduct are being bended, resulting into a brutal war that ignores
any international convention and years of peace evolution and culture. One should
always keep in mind what were the consequences of uncontrolled warfare in the
modern world, especially during World War I and II, with the extended use of
chemical weapons and reaffirming genocide as an effective tool of war. Most
importantly, international and regional organizations were created on the very need to
avoid the atrocities of the past, as stated both in the preamble of the UN Charter (UN,
1973:2) and the Treaty of Rome that laid the foundations for today’s European Union
(EU, 1957:2).
In times like this, it is deemed useful to look closer at the UN practices during the Cold
War. Just as then, a multi-level proxy war is in full development in Syria, between
Russia and USA, Sunnis and Alawites, Saudi Arabia/Turkey and Iran (The Economist,
2016:9). As then, the UNSC is paralyzed by the use of Russia’s veto powers (Black,
2014), in complete contrast with the 1990’s period, during which Russia agreed on (or
at least did not obstruct) the deployment of UN peace operations , for instance, the
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deployment of UNMIK in Kosovo (Weymouth and Henig, 2001:257). This shift marks
a new period in Russia’s struggle to affirm its position as a great power (Courtney and
Jensen, 2016). It is then deemed necessary to examine closely the solutions
implemented during the Cold War. The author strongly believes that the best chance
for the termination of the hostilities in Syria lies in a peace-keeping operation. Indeed,
peace-keeping was invented in order to circumvent the dead-lock of the UN SC,
because of the rivalry between USA and the Soviet Union (Berdal, 2010:178-179). The
very sense of peace-keeping includes mitigation and containment of the conflict and
creating a stable environment for the warring parties to negotiate a peace settlement
(Antonopoulos, 2010:69).
Peace-keeping might be a viable and realist solution for the Syrian War. But why?
Firstly, one of the principles of peacekeeping is that of consent; all the warring parties
must agree to the deployment of a UN present on the ground (Berdal, 2010:180).
Assad’s regime might object to the idea, which is why Russia’s role as a negotiator and
close ally to the regime is integral and needed, so as to assure the government’s
consent. The advantages of this strategy are twofold: firstly, Assad’s regime agrees to
deploy a UN force in Syrian soil, thus agreeing to an UN-monitored seize fire and the
cessation of the warfare, and secondly, Russia is given the chance to take over a
leading role and participate in the negotiations, not as a pariah of the international
system that acts irrationally and unilaterally, but as a key player within the UN. In
other words, Russia is given the attention and importance it seeks through the
legitimacy and multilateralism, and not being excluded (Courtney and Jensen, 2016).
The main obstacle that concerns the principle of consent is the presence of the socalled Islamic State of Syria and Iraq (hereinafter ISIS). ISIS is only seen as a terrorist
group that must be stopped (UNSC, 2015). As a matter of fact, US administration
includes ISIS among the foreign terrorist organizations since 2004 (US Department of
State, 2016). But the exclusion of ISIS from peace talks bares a worrying resembles to
the peace talks between the warring parties in Afghanistan, after the 2001 US-led
invasion. The Taliban tribes were excluded and did not participate in the peace
arrangements (Ishizuka, 2007:2). The result was to become even more radicalized and
resolve to violence. The same effect was evident in Iraq after the US-led invasion in
2003. Members of the Ba’ath party were fired from civil service, discharged from the
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army and excluded from all the institutional organs (Lacher, 2007: 242-243, Dobbins
et al., 2005:191, International Peace Academy, 2003:6, Chandler, 2006:25 and Doge in
Jeffrey, 2007:459). This policy led them to resolve to violence and attack the
international presence in Iraq and taking responsibility for the assassination of the
Secretary-General's special representative in Iraq in August 2003 and several members
of his team (United Nations, 2003:22). So, it is paramount to at least consider if the
members of the Islamic State should participate in the negotiations.
Another principle of peace-keeping is the minimum use of force (Berdal, 2010:180).
The military personnel of a peace-keeping operation is lightly armed and is authorized
to use force only in cases of self-defense, because the mission in its very core concerns
the separation of the warring parties and the supervision of ceasefire and buffer zones
(ibid.,180-181). This characteristic would permit the deployment of troops on the
ground that several states object to, as several states are to contribute troops and
technical support, thus minimizing the costs and commitment of only one State in
cases of unilateral actions. In the case of Syria, US administration supports the antigovernment groups, by providing air support and technical assistance (BBC, 2015).
Having had the past examples of Afghanistan and Iraq, the US administration tries to
abstain from any action that would involve US troops on the ground on foreign soil
(Dokos, 2013:12). This is why a lightly-armed, multinational peace-keeping mission
might be the answer.
Moreover, peace-keeping operations are characterized of neutrality (Berdal, 2010:183),
meaning that the force cannot take sides and, by extension, cannot participate in the
conflict. With a polarized conflict, such as this in Syria, it would be extremely
dangerous to deploy any UN force that would pick a side, as this would legitimate the
struggle of one warring party in the expense of the other and could trigger a chain of
events that can even lead to a full-scale world war. So in that sense, an operation under
Chapter 7 is not a suitable option. In any case, picking a side is a very tricky business
in the Syrian conflict. As the Economist has rightly observed, “Syria is a nasty
complex of wars within a war”: the Assad regime against the anti-government forces,
the battle between Sunnis and Shias, the proxy war between Russia and USA and the
Kurdish struggle for independence (The Economist, 2016:9). Who can tell which side
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is correct and how can anyone pick a side without tempering with the delicate balances
that hold the status quo and preventing the situation from getting even worse?
As practice has shown, peacekeeping operations are often enhanced with several other
activities that can contribute to the consolidation of peace (Bellamy et al, 2007:236).
The UN troops and staff are often responsible for delivering humanitarian relief or/and
monitor the commencement of elections (Berdal, 2010:190-191). But most
importantly, a UN peace-keeping operation can lay the foundations of peace through
the deployment of peace-building activities. Peace-building, as defined by UN
Secretary Generals (hereinafter SG) (Boutros-Ghali, 1992, 1995 and Annan, 2005), is a
post-conflict activity, dedicated to the consolidation of peace and the prevention of
conflict resurgence. Measures either cover interstate or intrastate conflicts and address
issues

of

security,

state-building

and

economic

development

through

a

democratization. Peace-building can only be deployed after the consent of the parties
to the conflict and several participants can help the UN effort, from regional
organizations, ad hoc State groups to NGOs and UN specialized agencies. As in every
other interstate war, the combatants in Syria will have to learn to live together after the
termination of the war, a fact that is today deemed an impossible scenario without the
implementation of measures that can consolidate the peace and reconcile the warring
parties. Covering a wide range of activities, peace-building can help the Syrian people
disarm ex-combatants, rebuild destroyed cities and crucial infrastructure and lay the
foundations of economic development.
On the other hand, there are several arguments that suggest peace-building can
interfere with the development of a state and impose a certain way of state-building
and –reconstruction (Schellhaas and Seegers, 2010:11 and Bellamy et al., 2007:246249). As Paris (2004:40-49) argues, especially in the 1990’s, the international
community was rooting for the liberal thesis that advocated that democratization and
economic liberalization together are the main ingredients that can help state recovering
from civil war. But the record shows that the liberal thesis did not lay the necessary
foundations as to prevent the resurgence of war. In several cases, economic
liberalization even worsened the financial situation and deepened the chasm between
the warring parties, such as the cases of Nicaragua, El Slavador and Guatemala, where
the emphasis on economic liberalization deepened the gap between the gap between
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the rich and the poor and aggravated the main source of the conflict, namely, economic
inequality (ibid.,112-134). Peace-builders can help the Syrian state without forcing a
specific model or theory of state and economy organization, while staying true to the
principle of neutrality at every level. In any case, state and economy organization is
likely to be decided during the negotiations of the UN-brokered peace talks in Geneva,
so peace-building must be deployed after the warring parties have decided the future
structure of the Syrian State .
Doubtless, the deployment of a peace-keeping operation is not an easy task and has
several disadvantages. It is evident that Russia no longer considers the UN as an
organization that can trust and that can make a difference in safeguarding peace and
security in Syria, as the country constantly vetoes any draft resolutions concerning
Syria in the UNSC, thus rendering a positive vote or even abstention about the
deployment of a peace-keeping operation extremely doubtful. Even if Russia is given
the chance to act as a great power and take up the role of brokering a peace-keeping
operation for Syria, it is extremely doubtful that the Assad regime would give its
consent. Recent history has shown that the Syrian government has not allowed
humanitarian relief to reach besieged cities (Barnard et al.,2016), let alone permit the
deployment of a multinational peace-keeping operation. And secondly, even if the
Assad regime does give its consent, it can always take it back any time it deems that
the Government does not need the UN force,as President Nasser had done in 1967,
requesting the withdraw of UNEF (Berdal,2010:181).
In the case that the regime withdraws its consent and Russia demands the withdrawal
of the UN force, the US and its allies may use a powerful tool that seems to be
forgotten and was developed during the Cold War; the 377 General Assembly
Resolution, in other worlds, the United for Peace Resolution. This revolutionary
resolution permits the General Assembly to take over a matter that has been previously
in the agenda of the UNSC, when the latter has reached a standstill (Mani, 2010:309).
This tool might be extremely useful in Syria and acquiring the necessary majority from
the 192 Member-States to invoke the resolution might as well be feasible, because the
number of states affected by the Syrian crisis, and especially by the Syrian immigration
waves are many and if the war continues, not only will this number grow, but the
consequences of mass immigration would be unpredictable and dangerous, as well.
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Another crucial problem that must be addressed before the deployment of the UN force
is the future political status of Syria. History shows that peace-keeping mission often
violate article 2 (4) of the UN Charter, namely, the territorial integrity of the state that
has agreed to facilitate them (UN, 1973:4). The cases of Cyprus, East-Timor and
Kosovo indicate that the UN mission is likely to split the state into distinctive parts, a
partition that is meant to be temporary, but may consolidate a status-quo that is almost
impossible to change. This might be realized in Syria, as well, although there are
several analysts that suggest partition might actually be the only realistic alternative for
the future (Stavridis, 2016, Gambill, 2013 and Mendelsohn, 2015). In that case, the
peace-keeping operation might as well help to establish fair and equally approved
borders for each different group of former combatant (Dobbins et al., 2015:5). But that
does not change the fact that UN intervention might be de facto related to state
partition and seen as hypocritical, since the Charter is supposed to respect territorial
integrity.
Furthermore, one should also consider that UN’s involvement in a complicated conflict
such as this, would be a matter of days; no-one can predict just how much time is
required for a mission to achieve its goals (Paris, 2008:416-417). The issue of time,
and by extend, money, is a very delicate one. In the case of the Congo, ONUC was in a
sense forced to withdraw, because the ad hoc fund that the UNSC had created for the
mission did not yield sufficient funding (Jacobson, 1964:95). Anyone rooting for a
peace-keeping mission should keep in mind that it is a very costly and serious
commitment. This is why a peace-keeping mission should be accompanied by a
resolution enacting Chapter 8 of the UN Charter (UN, 1973:20-21). Previous
experience had shown that peace-keeping missions are better deployed with the help of
other international and regional organizations. For instance, UNTAES collaborated
with OSCE in Croatia in matters of democratization and elections (Dobbins et al.,
2005:116) or NATO played an important role in Afghanistan with the deployment of
ISAF, mandated by the United Nations (Ishizuka, 2007:12 and NATO, 2015). In the
Syrian war, the European Union has every interest in the termination of the conflict,
since it receives a large number of asylum applications by Syrian refugees
(UNHCR,2016), while the Arab League can seize the opportunity and upgrade its role
as a peace mediator and facilitator (Black,2012). In that way, UN can evenly distribute
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responsibility and costs at all the relevant organizations and successfully contain the
conflict.
It is beyond question that the war in Syria should not be allowed to continue. UN
should take up the leading role in resolving this conflict, by bypassing the dead-lock of
the UNSC and the Cold War tensions, through the deployment of a peace-keeping
operation. Based on the principles of consent, neutrality and minimum use of force,
this solution from the Cold war can effectively contain the war in Syria and pave the
way to a peace settlement. Furthermore, the peace-keeping mission should be
strengthen with the participations of all relevant international and regional organization
(for example EU, Arab League), so that the responsibility and costs of such a venture
are equally distributed. The mission should be followed by a peace-building operation,
in order to lay the foundations for the consolidation of peace and future reconstruction
of Syria, while paying attention to the specific developmental needs of the state. UN
Member-States that support such as solution should be ready to use every means at
their disposal to see this mission successfully through, such as invoking the United for
Peace Resolution and should be ready to recognize Russia as a equal partner and peace
broker. Last but not least, all world leaders should consider that the only way to
eliminate a threat to international peace and security, such as the war in Syria, is
through the UN, and not around it.
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