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Soldiers of Misfortune

The blue-helmeted troops working to keep the most dangerous hot spots from collapsing are captives of a broken system. Following a series
of successful missions—in East Timor, Sierra Leone, and Liberia—U.N. peacekeepers came to be seen as a conflict panacea, and were
expanded faster than any country’s military, a nearly sevenfold increase since 1998. But now that peacekeepers are the largest number of
deployed troops in the world after the United States, expectations are rising more quickly than they can handle. | BY ELIZABETH DICKINSON

Mission Creep

Peacekeeper deployments have risen dramatically—not to fill additional missions, but to meet the mounting number of
duties they are expected to perform. When the U.N. Truce Supervision Organization was launched following the first Arab-
Israeli war in 1948, it had just one simple task: observing the cease-fire. Today, blue helmets’ jobs are vast (enough to fill
a 205-page handbook). They are expected to practically rebuild failed states from the ground up, often training local
forces, guarding infrastructure, ensuring the rule of law, facilitating elections, and protecting civilian lives.
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Armed and Ready?

Not all troops are created equal in training, equipment, and experience when they reach the field. The
United Nations offers some in-country instruction and a host of standards and materials, but prepar-
ing the 200,000 blue helmets and civilian staff who rotate through the system annually remains a job
for donating countries. While Pakistani, Indian, and Rwandan troops have a reputation for being better
prepared, for example, Bangladeshi and many African troops come less well-trained and equipped.
Gear and logistics, from helicopters to armored vehicles to combat boots, are also in short supply.
Many U.N. missions are staged in treacherous territory where convoluted supply chains slow the
arrival of provisions. It took nearly two years after the U.N. mission in Darfur (UNAMID) was
authorized in July 2007 for the United States to airlift in long-awaited cargo for blue helmets lacking
everything from tents to ration kits. Donor countries are also often unable or unwilling to contribute
vehicles, weapons, and logistics. UNAMID still lacks the 18 utility helicopters it has requested.
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Standard U.N. reimbursement rates
to troop donor countries:

Personnel $1,028/month
Equipment (personah) ~ $68/month

Comparison with average salary for someone
in the Pakistani military: between $62.50-
$87/month.

In 2007, the U.N. reported 748 allegations of peacekeeper misconduct ranging from sexual abuse to trafficking to theft.
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