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Foreword

In the last fifteen years, fifty new peacekeeping operations have been 
initiated in Africa. Most often led by the United Nations (UN) or the 
African Union (AU), there are now over one hundred thousand uni-
formed peacekeepers deployed across the continent serving on a range 
of missions. The demand on peacekeepers and the countries providing 
such troops is high due to escalating violence and instability in North 
Africa and terrorist groups such as al-Shabab. Not surprisingly, the 
system is under severe pressure, both strategically and financially. 

Paul D. Williams, an associate professor in the Elliott School of 
International Affairs at George Washington University, argues in this 
Council Special Report that greater U.S. involvement is necessary to 
enhance the quality and success of peace operations in Africa, which 
tend to suffer from a lack of trained manpower and inadequate funding. 
Making matters worse is that these efforts often run up against the real-
ity that personnel are being asked to carry out tasks that go far beyond 
traditional peacekeeping, leaving troops inadequately prepared to meet 
the challenges of counterinsurgency, counterterrorism, state-building, 
and various other duties.

 Ultimately, if the UN and AU are going to continue to mount efforts 
that are, in fact, as much about making as keeping peace, then these 
organizations will need a deeper pool of countries contributing troops. 
This will create units with the capability to implement complex, multi-
dimensional mandates with high standards of performance. In order to 
achieve this, Williams argues that greater U.S. involvement is essential.

 The author offers a number of recommendations. He makes the 
case for a new presidential policy directive on peacekeeping opera-
tions, the last one being over twenty years old. Williams suggests, too, 
that the United States strengthen partnerships with African countries, 
selecting countries with a proven track record of investing in their own 
military-education programs and using their own forces to carry out 
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peace-support missions. To bolster multilateral institutions, he sug-
gests that the United States work closely with the UN and AU to develop 
training programs and performance standards for all peacekeepers. 
Williams also advocates for the United States increasing personnel 
commitments to the peacekeeping missions themselves by deploying 
specialist military contingents. He believes U.S. military expertise in 
the form of medical, engineering, logistics, and aviation, as well as intel-
ligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance units would be instrumental 
in increasing the skill and knowledge base of units on the ground. The 
author understands full well that this proposal raises a host of political 
and policy questions, and addresses them in the text.

Williams also considers the question of financial resources. Although 
the United States is already the single largest financial supporter of UN- 
and African-led peace operations, funding gaps exist for both the UN 
and the AU. Others in the AU and around the world need to do more, 
but Williams also calls on Congress to remove its self-imposed funding 
cap for contributions to such missions. 

Enhancing U.S. Support for Peace Operations in Africa offers clear 
steps that Washington should take to reform the global enterprise of 
peacekeeping. It provides serious analysis of the current inadequacies 
of the system and makes recommendations for how to address them. 
The result is a report that provides a thoughtful assessment of the chal-
lenge and a number of recommendations that merit serious consider-
ation and debate. 

Richard N. Haass
President
Council on Foreign Relations
May 2015
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Introduction

Record numbers of peacekeepers are currently deployed in Africa. 
They undertake critical missions, including stabilizing countries 
wracked by violence, protecting civilians, facilitating humanitarian 
assistance, degrading illegal armed groups, running elections, and sup-
porting public security and the rule of law. When deployed in the right 
circumstances, peace operations have a good track record of facilitat-
ing transitions from war to peace as they did in El Salvador, Nicaragua, 
Namibia, Mozambique, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Cambodia, East Timor, 
and Bosnia.1 Evidence is strong that peace operations help protect civil-
ians.2 Successive U.S. administrations have concluded that such opera-
tions serve American interests and national security, are cost-effective, 
and generate greater legitimacy than U.S. missions carried out alone. 
In Africa specifically, peace operations promote two of Washington’s 
principal objectives: advancing peace and security and strengthening 
democratic institutions.3

Yet the status quo is untenable, especially given the new multi-
national task force against Boko Haram in West Africa and perhaps 
another operation required in Libya following the 2011 U.S.-led inter-
vention. Peace operations on the continent are under severe pressure 
as a result of multiple failings stemming from peace operations them-
selves and the international organizations that authorize them, as well 
as the inadequate efforts of successive U.S. administrations.

First, the current international division of labor is controversial 
and unsustainable. Countries that mandate United Nations (UN) mis-
sions are often different from those that provide the uniformed per-
sonnel and contribute major funding. This discrepancy has prompted 
calls to broaden the base of troop- and/or police-contributing coun-
tries (T/PCCs) and raised arguments regarding how the UN Security 
Council consults those contributors and over operational matters 
that can hinder mission effectiveness. Second, some missions have 
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struggled to resolve the underlying drivers of instability and violence 
in their theaters of operation, in large part because they lack real lever-
age over many conflict parties, especially their host governments. 
Third, contemporary mandates have often blurred the lines separat-
ing peacekeeping, stabilization, counterinsurgency, counterterrorism, 
atrocity prevention, and state-building. Peacekeepers are rarely trained, 
equipped, or motivated to deal with such challenges and face a range 
of daunting operational capability gaps. Finally, the cluster of conflict-
management institutions known collectively as the African Peace and 
Security Architecture remains unfinished.4 Its institutions are forced to 
lurch from crisis to crisis and to operate with little indigenous funding. 
This has undermined the African Union’s (AU) credibility as well as its 
calls for local ownership of Africa’s security challenges.

Given the growing interest in fostering a stable and prosperous 
Africa, the United States should wield its political influence to address 
these challenges. Yet Washington continues to face internal and external 
problems related to peace operations. Internally, it lacks a clearly articu-
lated strategic approach to shape policy and to clarify its interagency 
processes and funding authorities on this issue. The United States has 
also failed to pay its assessments to UN peacekeeping operations in full 
and on time. Externally, Washington faces difficult choices about how 
to identify effective African security partners and strike the appropri-
ate civil-military balance in its support for peace operations. Neither 
the United States nor the cause of peacekeeping is well served by main-
taining one-sided “partnerships” that yield little return on investment.

To better support effective peace operations in Africa, the United 
States should take the following steps. First, Washington should use 
selectivity (supporting existing good practices) rather than condition-
ality (providing assistance on the promise of the recipient reforming its 
activities in the future) as the principal criterion for choosing bilateral 
security partners in Africa and devise metrics for evaluating partner 
performance. Washington should pick and invest in partners that share 
its conflict-management objectives, design their national security strat-
egies accordingly, and are themselves building locally sustainable peace-
keeping institutions. As a litmus test for a more selective U.S. approach, 
Washington should ask several definitive questions: Did the potential 
partner invest its resources in building sustainable peacekeeping and 
other appropriate security institutions? Did it deploy peacekeepers 
when the opportunity arose? Were those peacekeepers effective on the 
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ground? Does the country help support other U.S. strategic objectives 
in Africa, including strengthening democracy? 

Second, the United States should actively seek opportunities to 
deploy some of its specialist military contingents to UN peacekeeping 
operations in combat service and support roles. Deploying these con-
tingents would boost Washington’s leadership credentials and leverage 
at the United Nations, enhance mission effectiveness by closing out-
standing capability gaps in the field, and develop a cadre of troops with 
specialist knowledge of contemporary Africa and contemporary non-
NATO multilateral operations and actors that can support and improve 
future missions on the continent and elsewhere.

Third, the United States should strengthen its support for the crucial 
multilateral institutions in this area. This will entail increasing its con-
tributions to UN operations; coordinating more closely with the Euro-
pean Union (EU), which has become a major actor in this area since 
2003; and supporting the African Union, which now plays a much larger 
role in addressing the continent’s peace and security challenges. The 
long-term goal of this effort should be to engineer a situation five to ten 
years from now in which both the UN and the AU can be increasingly 
selective regarding T/PCCs, drawing on a genuinely global rather than 
primarily or solely African pool of willing and capable contributors.5 
To strengthen its partnership with the AU, the United States should 
increase the number of personnel in the U.S. Mission to the AU, estab-
lish a predictable funding mechanism to support AU peace operations 
and headquarters requirements that includes full financial account-
ability and African contributions, and help the AU develop training 
and performance standards for its peacekeepers, as well as appropriate 
metrics for how these standards might be assessed.
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Fifty new peace operations have been deployed across Africa since 
2000.6 Several patterns have emerged: the number of peacekeepers, 
missions, and budgets is constantly on the rise; “partnership peacekeep-
ing” has become the norm on the continent; and African states and the 
AU play increasingly important roles.

First, the number, size, and cost of peace operations in Africa is 
growing. By December 2014, approximately 113,000 uniformed peace-
keepers were deployed across the continent, more than 11,000 of whom 
were police officers.7 The United Nations remains, by far, the single 
most significant actor, accounting for nearly 82,000 (72.6 percent) of 
these personnel. African issues also remain the most frequent subject 
of UN Security Council discussions, and Africa hosts nearly 80 per-
cent of all UN peacekeepers (see figure 1). These figures do not include 
approximately 15,000 additional civilian personnel in UN peacekeeping 
operations and more than 600 staff in six UN special political missions 
currently deployed across Africa.8 The rising number of personnel 
involved and the often difficult terrain into which peacekeepers deploy 
have also significantly increased the cost of these operations.

Second, “partnership peacekeeping” has become the norm. This 
entails collaboration on active military operations between two or 
more multilateral institutions or various bilateral actors. Several fac-
tors have driven this trend, including widespread recognition that no 
single actor can cope with Africa’s security challenges and that dif-
ferent actors bring comparative advantages. As figure 2 shows, how-
ever, most peace operations are authorized or supported by the UN 
Security Council, demonstrating the enduring significance of the 
UN brand and legitimacy. In Africa, the central partnerships involve 
relations among the UN, the AU, the regional economic communities 
(RECs), the EU, and important bilateral actors—principally France, 
the United States, and Britain.

Peace Operations in Africa:  
Patterns and Challenges
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In Africa, partnership peacekeeping has taken several forms. One 
is sequenced operations, as in Mali, Burundi, and the Central African 
Republic (CAR), in which responsibility transitions from one set of 
actors to another, usually from African organizations to the United 
Nations. In parallel operations, multiple missions coexist simulta-
neously within the same theater, as in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo (DRC), Ivory Coast, and the CAR. The United Nations 
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has also provided a variety of support packages to regional missions, 
only one of which, in Somalia, was funded from the United Nations’ 
assessed peacekeeping budget. One joint hybrid mission has also been 
undertaken, between the United Nations and the AU in Darfur, Sudan 
(UNAMID), though there is little appetite among Western countries to 
repeat this experiment.

A third pattern has been the consistent increase in African contribu-
tions to these peace operations. Moreover, since 2004, the AU has played 
the central role, authorizing the deployment of more than forty thousand 
troops, nearly four thousand police, and more than four hundred civilian 
experts in its four major peace support operations in Darfur, Somalia, 
Mali, and the CAR (see figure 3). However, this trend has three impor-
tant caveats. First, these deployments have required significant external 
assistance. Second, the AU has been unable to deploy adequate numbers 
of police and other civilian experts on its missions. Third, since 2003, 
the majority of African peacekeepers have come from roughly one-fifth 
of the AU’s members, particularly Burundi, Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, 
Kenya, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal, South Africa, Tanzania, and Uganda.

Peace operations in Africa face a range of strategic and operational 
challenges that have left many of them struggling to achieve their 
mandates. These perennial problems highlight the persistent absence 
of sustained political support as well as the tendency to misapply the 
peacekeeping tool.

Most important, peace operations are instruments, not strategies. 
To succeed, they need strong political support and a viable strategy for 
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conflict resolution and reconciliation. Without a viable strategy, peace-
keepers may stem some of the worst symptoms of a particular crisis, but 
they will not resolve the fundamental drivers of violence and instability. 
This has been a problem for many years in Darfur and the DRC, and 
more recently in South Sudan, Mali, and the CAR, where peacemakers 
have failed to resolve conflict and left peacekeepers to pick up the pieces.

To be effective, peace operations need to be part of a broader toolbox 
of conflict-management instruments for the United Nations, the AU, 
and other actors to use. For example, peace operations are not always 
appropriate tools to deliver successful high–level peace negotiations. 
The United Nations, the AU, and other actors should hence not focus 
solely on training, equipping, and deploying peacekeepers, but instead 
develop broader capabilities to track and assess trends in organized vio-
lence, carry out preventive diplomacy and mediation through envoys 
and special political missions, impose targeted sanctions, and promote 
peacebuilding and reconciliation initiatives.

A second challenge is maintaining good relations with the host 
state—a crucial factor in the success (or failure) of most peace opera-
tions. In Eritrea, Chad, Burundi, and Sudan, the host government has 
ejected peace operations; in the DRC and South Sudan, the govern-
ments have complained bitterly about the peacekeepers but allowed 
them to stay. This has generated debate over whether peacekeepers 
should cross the “Darfur line,” that is, deploy into theaters where 
the host regime officially consents to a mission but erects numerous 
obstacles to hamper its activities.9 The other challenge related to con-
sent arises when international actors play a role in deciding who counts 
as the local de jure authorities, as occurred in Ivory Coast after the 
contested 2010 elections. It is thus crucial that peace operations receive 
strong and united political support from the UN Security Council or 
other mandating authority.

Peace operations in Africa also face a range of financial challenges. 
The United Nations maintains a workable system to pay for its opera-
tions, though powerful member states generally try to keep missions 
as small as possible. In contrast, the AU has a system on paper that has 
never worked effectively in practice, leaving the AU in a constant search 
for predictable, sustainable, and flexible funding.10 The fundamen-
tal problem is the lack of major indigenous sources of funding, which 
has left the AU unable to deploy and sustain peace operations in the 
field. As a result, African calls for local ownership and leadership are 
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dramatically undermined. This financial reality is reflected in the AU’s 
2015 budget, in which only $8.7 million (2.3 percent) of its program-
matic budget of $379 million is paid for by AU member states: external 
partners, including the United States, are expected to pay the rest.11

Despite the strategic and financial problems, peacekeepers in Africa 
are routinely mandated to carry out complex, multifaceted, and diffi-
cult tasks in highly volatile environments. For example, the most recent 
UN operation, the Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission 
in the Central African Republic (MINUSCA), was mandated to imple-
ment twenty-seven priority tasks and fourteen additional tasks ranging 
from protecting civilians “from threat of physical violence” to seizing 
illicit weapons and promoting “the rapid extension of state authority.”12 
Most peacekeepers in Africa work in active war zones where there is 
no peace to keep—a trend reflected in the now-regular deployment of 
special forces in several theaters, notably Mali, the DRC, and Somalia. 
Unsurprisingly, more peacekeepers are dying as a result.13

The multifaceted mandates assigned to peace operations have also 
blurred the lines between activities traditionally kept distinct. Numer-
ous contemporary “peacekeeping” operations in Africa have involved 
war fighting, stabilization, counterinsurgency, counterterrorism, 
atrocity prevention, state-building, and regime-consolidation tasks—
particularly in the CAR, Mali, the DRC, and Somalia, where the United 
Nations and the AU have explicitly designated enemy groups. Most of 
these tasks far outstrip the current principles and guidelines on which 
UN peacekeeping is based.14 Consequently, the need to clarify the limits 
of peace operations and distinguish them from war fighting, counter-
terrorism, or counterinsurgency is urgent.

Finally, almost every mission in Africa suffers from a variety of 
operational capability gaps. The standard problems include difficul-
ties with rapid deployment and mission start-up capabilities; logistics 
supply, which is intensified by operating in environments with little 
infrastructure, placing a premium on air transport; transportation, 
including availability of armored vehicles and aviation units; medical 
and engineering units; intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance 
capabilities; and communications. In addition, suicide bombings and 
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) pose a range of relatively novel 
challenges to peacekeepers, especially in Somalia and Mali. Future 
operations are likely to encounter these threats more frequently.
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The U.S. contribution to peace operations in Africa is multidimen-
sional, involving numerous government bodies, most notably the 
National Security Council staff, the Departments of State and Defense, 
and the U.S. missions to the United Nations and the AU. It involves 
relationships with international organizations—the United Nations, 
AU, RECs, and EU—and major T/PCCs, not all of which are African. 
Washington’s considerable political influence at the United Nations 
enables it to push for institutional reforms, several of which have come 
to fruition in recent years. It also remains the largest bilateral donor for 
peace operations in Africa. The United States has deployed few of its 
uniformed personnel as peacekeepers in Africa, instead focusing on 
supporting other actors through various train-and-equip and assis-
tance programs. Over the last year, Washington has provided novel sup-
port services for both UN and African missions and has unveiled new 
initiatives—notably the White House’s African Peacekeeping Rapid 
Response Partnership (APRRP) proposal—and encouraged other 
countries to boost their own contributions to UN peacekeeping.

P oli t ical i nfluence

Both the George W. Bush and Barack Obama administrations have 
played leading roles in authorizing the expansion of peace operations in 
Africa through the United States’ permanent seat on the UN Security 
Council. This seat gives the United States significant leverage on many 
issues, including the ability to veto any envisaged peace operation it 
does not support. Washington is also uniquely positioned to give strong 
political support to UN operations, which is particularly important 
when host governments threaten those missions.

The United States has also used its influence to push for institu-
tional peacekeeping reforms at the United Nations. These include the 

U.S. Support for Peace Operations  
in Africa
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New Horizon initiative in 2009, the ongoing development of opera-
tional standards for UN peacekeepers, and the Senior Advisory Group 
process that produced a series of important reforms in late 2012.15 At 
the same time, however, and especially since the 2008 financial crisis, 
Washington has pushed for a financially efficient UN peacekeeping 
architecture, which has often produced gaps between needs on the 
ground and the design of force requirements for particular missions. 
This has encouraged a damaging cycle in which the UN Secretariat 
fails to present realistic force-requirement options that can deliver on 
the Security Council’s mission mandates. Instead, the design of mis-
sion force requirements is more likely to be based on the projected level 
of available contributions than on an objective assessment of the local 
needs.16 This is precisely the wrong way to operate. Influential powers 
such as the United States should encourage the UN Secretariat to indi-
cate what they need to hear rather than what they want to hear with 
respect to planning for peace operations.17

The expansion of peace operations in Africa and the U.S. push for 
various institutional reforms at the UN have taken place in the absence 
of a coherent U.S. strategic policy on peace operations. The last U.S. 
strategy dedicated to peacekeeping was Presidential Decision Direc-
tive 25 (PDD-25), written in 1994 to facilitate the U.S. retreat from UN 
missions after the debacle in Mogadishu in October 1993. PDD-25 set 
out restrictive criteria for subsequent U.S. involvement in multilateral 
peace operations. Since then, references to peacekeeping in relevant 
U.S. strategic guidance have been infrequent, superficial, and often out 
of touch with current peacekeeping realities in Africa and elsewhere. 
This has left the Department of Defense, in particular, with a lack of 
clarity about the priority that should be accorded to supporting peace 
operations, especially when specific crises break, as occurred most 
recently in South Sudan and the CAR.

Per sonnel DePloymen ts

Since the mid-1990s, the United States has deployed few uniformed 
personnel in UN peacekeeping operations, most of whom were con-
tracted police officers, military observers, or staff officers rather than 
troops (see figure 4).18 Sometimes U.S. staff officers have occupied 
senior posts in missions, including, recently, the force chief of staff in 
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the UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL). As of January 2015, forty-two 
U.S. uniformed personnel were deployed in UN peacekeeping opera-
tions in Africa.19 Washington has deployed more troops (special forces 
and military advisors) on the continent in support of African-led mis-
sions to counter the Lord’s Resistance Army in central Africa (approxi-
mately 280 to 300 personnel) and al-Shabab in Somalia (approximately 
120 personnel).20 In late 2014, a small team of U.S. technical experts 
deployed to the CAR to oversee the construction of expeditionary bases 
for MINUSCA’s three sector headquarters.21 Washington’s decision 
in late 2014 to dispatch troops to support the UN and AU anti–Ebola 
“health-keeping” missions in West Africa was another positive exam-
ple of a U.S. military deployment.

As a result of such limited deployments and other global strategic 
priorities, the number of U.S. practitioners with direct experience of 
UN or AU peace operations is small, and has not expanded significantly 
since the major U.S. contributions in the Balkans and Somalia during 
the 1990s.

Whether to deploy more uniformed U.S. personnel to UN opera-
tions remains a matter of debate. In April 2013, UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon made an unprecedented visit to then U.S. Secretary of 
Defense Chuck Hagel to request greater U.S. assistance for UN peace-
keeping operations. Ban returned the following year, this time focused 
on obtaining support for the mission in the Central African Repub-
lic. Although official support for deploying U.S. infantry battalions 
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in UN operations is minimal, discussions are under way about what 
roles specialist U.S. military contingents might play in combat service 
or support roles. These would include predominantly inside-the-wire 
activities related to medical, engineering, aviation, logistics, as well as 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities, which 
are often in short supply in UN missions. 

The United States should look to deploy specialist military con-
tingents as UN “blue helmets” for several reasons. First, deployment 
would demonstrate Washington’s commitment to the idea that UN 
peacekeeping is a collective global responsibility and an important 
instrument of international conflict management. 

Second, the lack of U.S. personnel in UN peacekeeping missions 
undermines Washington’s attempts to exercise leadership. Leading by 
example would likely produce better results than asking other states to 
do something the United States does not do itself. Such deployments 
would also increase U.S. leverage within other UN forums, such as the 
Special Committee on Peacekeeping Operations (C-34) and Fourth 
and Fifth Committees, which are crucial for implementing peacekeep-
ing reforms.22

Third, deploying U.S. units, even temporarily, would almost certainly 
boost mission effectiveness, especially in areas where peacekeepers 
currently lack necessary enablers, such as aviation, engineering, ISR, 
or medical capabilities. A fourth argument highlights the importance 
of skills retention in the U.S. military. Especially after the campaigns 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, specialist units, such as medics and engineers, 
will need operational experience to retain core skills. UN peace opera-
tions could provide such experience.

U.S. blue helmets would also boost the U.S. military’s knowledge of 
the African continent, the UN peacekeeping system, and fellow con-
tributing countries, including both familiar NATO allies and partners 
outside NATO, such as China, India, Pakistan, Brazil, and Indonesia. 
Deploying contingents would thus build a cadre of troops with distinct 
working knowledge of the UN peacekeeping system the United States 
seeks to influence.

U.S. involvement would also provide a unique set of operational 
experiences and exposure to different perspectives. Firsthand knowl-
edge of operational realities in African crisis zones would benefit the 
U.S. diplomatic corps in Africa, which is retreating behind fortress 
embassies. Deployment would also support the U.S. Army’s new 
concept of regionally aligned forces, according to which troops are 
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supposed to develop regional familiarity. Eventually, army units will be 
permanently tasked to support particular geographical areas and will 
be expected to form relationships with those countries.23 Deploying in 
peace operations would help the army achieve this goal.

In contrast, others argue that deploying U.S. blue helmets would be 
unwise without a larger domestic political consensus that the United 
States should play this role. Skeptics also suggest that other developed 
militaries—notably in Europe and Asia—should contribute more 
peacekeepers because Washington conducts the lion’s share of many 
high–end military tasks related to other global security concerns. Yet 
Washington should be prepared to deploy its own personnel to advance 
its interests effectively. Missions such as the recent anti-Ebola opera-
tion in West Africa could help build domestic consensus in favor of 
further deployments. These commitments might also help persuade 
advanced European and Asian countries to provide more peacekeepers 
to operations in Africa.

There are also long-standing concerns about placing U.S. troops 
under UN command and control, which will likely be amplified during 
a Republican Congress. Such concerns could be overcome, however, by 
placing U.S. units under UN operational control, or, more accurately, 
tactical control, while retaining U.S. lines of command.

Skeptics also emphasize other prudential concerns, including the 
need to avoid theaters where U.S. troops might attract radical extrem-
ists and generate counterproductive force-protection risks, or scenar-
ios in which a large U.S. presence would reduce the incentive for local 
powers to shoulder more responsibility. Such concerns are real but not 
uniformly present in all missions and should not rule out deployment in 
principle. It is notable that other Western states face similar challenges 
yet believe the reasons to deploy outweigh the risks. Military overstretch 
is another common complaint: even after the drawdown of the Afghan-
istan and Iraq campaigns, the U.S. military retains a high operational 
tempo, has little spare capacity, and has endured significant budget cuts 
since 2009. Deploying U.S. blue helmets would require political leader-
ship to make the case for why they are needed. Ironically, this relative 
austerity may encourage the military to consider deployments to justify 
further funding. Finally, the Cold War–era notion that great powers 
should not participate in peacekeeping efforts persists among skeptics, 
even though China, Russia, and the United States have all participated 
in peace operations since the 1990s. Although global reactions to U.S. 
military contingents in UN operations would undoubtedly be mixed, 
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these operations may also provide opportunities for collaboration with 
Chinese and Russian partners to enhance peacekeeping missions and 
bolster military ties.

Other institutional obstacles persist. For one, the current U.S. mili-
tary profile is not well configured to promote major deployments in 
UN peace operations. Nevertheless, one potential model is a so-called 
package contribution, wherein a country deploys enough person-
nel—including special forces, ISR capabilities, close air support, and 
assets for casualty evacuation—to limit its reliance on the UN system 
and other T/PCCs within the mission. The Netherlands has recently 
provided such a contribution to the UN operation in Mali. Co-deploy-
ment with a partner country is another option, perhaps through shared 
deployment of Level II medical facilities as pioneered by Norway and 
Serbia in the UN’s mission in Chad in 2009.

Another obstacle is the failure to reward U.S. military personnel, in 
pay and promotions, for such multilateral deployments, either as con-
tingents or individual personnel. These obstacles are more pronounced 
where the deployment of police officers is concerned because of the lack 
of a federal police force and the subsequent reliance on private contrac-
tors. Although the United States is not well suited to deploying police 
units to UN missions, it should actively seek opportunities to contribute 
specialist military contingents in combat service or support roles that 
align with the UN’s operational capability gaps. Offering specialized 
support is preferable to merely enhancing capacity, which has not been 
enough to ensure effective peace operations. Deploying a small, select 
group of specialist contingents would improve the effectiveness of UN 
operations without adding onerous burdens to current commitments 
or displacing U.S. military capabilities from future non-UN missions in 
other parts of the world. The United States can identify generic criteria 
to guide when, where, and how many personnel should be deployed.

fi nancial con tr i bu t ions

The United States is the single largest financial supporter of UN and 
African peace operations in Africa. Washington provides voluntary 
support to the overall budget of the AU, as well as support to countries 
involved in peace operations. At the United Nations, the United States 
is part of a periodic process that currently sets its assessed contributions 
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at 22 percent of the regular budget (which covers special political mis-
sions) and 28.4 percent of the peacekeeping budget.24 Since the United 
States is a UN member state, these contributions are international treaty 
obligations. In 1994, however, Congress capped the U.S. contribution, 
appropriated through its Contributions for International Peacekeeping 
Activities (CIPA) account, to the UN’s assessed peacekeeping budget 
at 25 percent of the total.25 Since then, each administration needs to 
acquire an annual waiver to pay its obligations at the assessed rate above 
the 25 percent cap, which Congress has refused for the last two years. 
Part of President Obama’s commitment to supporting and reforming 
UN peacekeeping operations involves increasing U.S. financial support 
to peace operations in Africa, including efforts to clear the backlog of 
arrears.

Investing in UN peace operations is generally a good proposition 
for the United States; these operations are clearly cost-effective when 
compared with equivalent U.S. deployments and are active in regions 
where U.S. troops would be unlikely to venture.26 In 2007, for example, 
the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) estimated that it 
would cost the United States roughly eight times as much to conduct a 
multidimensional peacekeeping operation similar to the UN Stabiliza-
tion Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH).27 Moreover, other countries pay 
roughly 72 percent of the costs and U.S. businesses are able to recoup a 
significant portion of those funds by winning contracts to support the 
UN missions.28

The United States also provides financial support to peace operations 
in Africa through other channels. Two of the most important are the 
Department of State’s Peacekeeping Operations (PKO) account, which 
supports UN and other peace operations; and the Pentagon’s Defense 
Institution Building, Building Partner Capacity, and International Edu-
cation and Training programs.29 The Pentagon’s Section 1206 program 
to train and equip partners in counterterror and stability operations 
has become particularly important, given the overlap between counter- 
terrorism and peacekeeping activities in some regions, notably Mali 
and Somalia, and perhaps Nigeria.30

In fiscal year (FY) 2013, these financial contributions amounted 
to approximately $1.7 billion in assessed U.S. contributions to UN 
peacekeeping in Africa; approximately $100 million to the African-led 
International Support Mission in Mali (AFISMA); more than $170 mil-
lion to the African-led International Support Mission in the Central 
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African Republic (MISCA); more than $500 million to support the 
African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM); and $35 million to sup-
port operations against the Lord’s Resistance Army in central Africa.31 
In addition, eight African countries received approximately $100 mil-
lion in Section 1206 funding.32

assistance

U.S. funds have been used to provide T/PCCs and African regional 
organizations with logistical and communications support, strategic 
airlift, training and equipment (including ammunition in some cases), 
ISR, and vehicles. The United States has also supported external forces 
to carry out enforcement missions, including France’s Operation 
Serval in Mali in 2013.

The largest and most enduring mechanisms have been U.S. train-
and-equip programs, notably the Global Peace Operations Initiative 
(GPOI) and, on Africa specifically, the African Crisis Response Initia-
tive (ACRI) and its successor, Africa Contingency Operations Training 
and Assistance (ACOTA). These programs currently work with twenty 
African partner countries and provide training on a wide spectrum of 
military tasks (see table 1).33

Since 2005, the United States has contributed nearly $1 billion to 
support peacekeeping capacities through GPOI, with up to two-thirds 
of its expenditure allocated for activities in Africa (see figure 5). Since 
2009, the United States has also expended more than $25 million 
through the International Police Peacekeeping Operations Support 

APRRP Partners Other ACOTA Partners Inactive ACOTA Partners

Ethiopia (4) Benin (24) Malawi (33) Botswana (0)

Ghana* (7) Burkina-Faso (15) Niger* (17) Mali* (74)

Rwanda (5) Burundi (25) Nigeria* (8) Mauritania (64)

Senegal (9) Cameroon (22) Sierra Leone (70) Mozambique (0)

Tanzania (11) Djibouti (62) South Africa (14) Namibia (69)

Uganda (85) Gabon (42) Togo (19)

Kenya (31) Zambia (65)

     * Also part of the U.S. Security Governance Initiative
(X)  Indicates UN contributor ranking as of December 31, 2014. 

TABLE 1:  U.S .  PE ACEKEEPI NG PARTNER S I N AFR ICA (A S OF 
NOVEMBER 2014)
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(IPPOS) program to train, equip, and support more than 4,500 police 
from nine partner countries. In addition to training peacekeepers, 
GPOI has tried to help build the self-sufficiency of partner countries to 
train their own military peacekeepers by preparing trainers, refurbish-
ing training facilities and infrastructure, and helping partners develop 
their own peacekeeping instruction programs. During FY 2013, the vast 
majority of peacekeepers trained under the State Department’s PKO 
account were from Nigeria (5,976), Uganda (5,002), Burundi (4,789), 
Ghana (2,719), Benin (1,856), Niger (1,403), Sierra Leone (1,278), Togo 
(1,251), and Somalia (1,060).34 Since FY 2009, however, GPOI’s budget 
has been cut by approximately one-third.

The U.S. Africa Command (AFRICOM) and the Combined Joint 
Task Force–Horn of Africa have also provided various forms of assis-
tance to the AU’s Peace and Security Department and African T/PCCs. 
The establishment of the Africa Logistics Council in 2014, in which AFR-
ICOM plays a central coordinating role, is an important development for 
ensuring that transportation capabilities and systems are put in place to 
enable peacekeepers to deploy quickly to their respective theaters.

AFRICOM also conducts training exercises focused on head-
quarters functions and command-and-control arrangements to help 
African contributors plan, deploy, sustain, and redeploy troops and 
matériel in peace operations.35 As the United Nations moves to adopt 
more operational standards, participation in such exercises is likely to 
become increasingly significant for African contributors.
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The rapid increase in peacekeeping operations in the early 2000s 
prompted GPOI and ACOTA to adopt a broad rather than deep 
approach to training African peacekeepers, providing cycles of approx-
imately ten weeks of pre-deployment training across some thirty Afri-
can countries.36 These programs improved the ability of those troops 
to perform relatively basic peacekeeping tasks, but they have struggled 
in several areas. First, they have difficulty ensuring that the peacekeep-
ers being trained and the equipment being transferred actually deploy 
to peace operations, which remains the host government’s decision. 
Second, they struggle to devise and implement metrics to measure 
the performance of these peacekeepers before and after their ACOTA 
training. Third, the programs have trouble encouraging African con-
tributors to become self-sufficient in this area.

Critics of the U.S. train-and-equip approach have raised several con-
cerns. One is that no objective assessment has been made as to whether 
this approach works or could instead backfire on U.S. foreign policy 
goals.37 Second, increased African experience in peace operations has 
reduced the need for U.S. instructors on the front lines of training. 
U.S. experts would be more effective in behind-the-scenes roles, such 
as helping African officers and noncommissioned officers develop pro-
fessional military-education programs and institutions.38 Third, stand-
alone training programs that are not integrated into locally sustainable 
systems of professional military education will see any benefits erode 
after about six months. Although training and equipment should help 
armed forces respond to specific crises, they are at best a short-term 
band-aid approach to dysfunctional institutions that lack the indig-
enous resources and personnel required to reproduce such training 
or maintain equipment. Other critics go further, suggesting that U.S. 
willingness to continually supply train-and-equip packages to under-
performing African states has reduced the incentive for those countries 
to invest in their own capabilities. A fourth argument suggests that the 
capabilities that ACOTA can supply—primarily infantry battalions, 
personal equipment, and vehicles—are not adequate for implementing 
the mandates and overcoming the challenges of contemporary opera-
tions, which require far more kinetic activities, specialist capabilities, 
and higher numbers of police officers and other civilian experts. At the 
least, this would suggest a shift in training toward filling crucial UN and 
AU capability gaps, such as with medical, engineering, ISR, logistics, or 
special forces units.
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ne w i n i t iat i ve s

In 2014, the United States organized two major international summits 
that launched new initiatives to enhance peace operations in Africa, 
partly in recognition of this mismatch between supply and demand in 
contemporary peace operations.

In August 2014, two new initiatives, the African Peacekeeping 
Rapid Response Partnership (APRRP) and the Security Governance 
Initiative (SGI), were unveiled at the inaugural U.S.-Africa Leaders 
Summit.39 The APRRP’s goal is to help the militaries of six African 
ACOTA partners—Senegal, Ghana, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Tanzania, and 
Uganda—maintain “forces and equipment ready to rapidly deploy and 
state their intent to deploy as part of UN or AU missions to respond to 
emerging crises.”40 Starting in FY 2015, its budget is $110 million per 
year for three to five years. The rationale behind the APRRP is to fill one 
of the most commonly cited peacekeeping needs: rapidity of effective 
deployment in crises when the difference between deploying a force in 
two weeks or six months could mean tens of thousands of lives. Because 
only countries with reasonable indigenous capabilities for sustainable 
expeditionary deployments could hope to deploy within a few weeks, 
the United States started the APRRP with states that had a proven track 
record of deployment, a willingness to take on risky mandates, and the 
institutional capacities to absorb the additional investment. Washing-
ton emphasized that the APRRP is not a one-off transaction but rather 
an ongoing compact in which the African partners will be held account-
able for fulfilling their side of the bargain.

The APRRP’s unveiling has highlighted some important issues in 
U.S. policy on peace operations. First, APRRP is another mechanism 
that involves African states bilaterally without an AU component, 
though it could support deployments to UN or AU missions.41 Second, 
its budget is quite small once apportioned across six countries. Third, 
as a White House–driven initiative, it remains unclear how far and how 
fast it will be implemented by other U.S. government bodies, and with 
what effects. Fourth, questions remain about the choice of initial part-
ner countries, particularly those with poor governance records—nota-
bly Ethiopia, Rwanda, and Uganda—whose militaries have abused 
civilians at home and abroad. Such partnerships risk undermining 
U.S. credibility on its stated goal of strengthening democratic institu-
tions in Africa. 
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Fifth, it is not clear that the APRRP partners have much additional 
deployment capacity (see table 2). Ghana, Rwanda, Senegal, and 
Uganda already have high proportions of their armies deployed on 
peace operations, and this excludes Uganda’s ongoing operations in 
South Sudan. Although only 10 percent of Tanzania’s army is deployed, 
the country has only twenty-three thousand personnel, leaving little 
scope for additional battalion-level deployments. The United States is 
thus left with Ethiopia, already the world’s biggest contributor of uni-
formed peacekeepers.

In September 2014, the United States organized another summit 
convened by Vice President Joe Biden that succeeded in generating new 
peacekeeping commitments from more than thirty countries. Biden 
said the United States would “review” its contributions to peacekeep-
ing by assessing gaps Washington “is uniquely positioned to fill,” shar-
ing the U.S. military’s knowledge of “confronting asymmetric threats,” 
and helping the UN “deploy advanced technology.”42 The review of U.S. 
contributions is ongoing—indeed, there have been internal reviews of 
one sort or another for the last few years within U.S. government agen-
cies. But the summit did lead to the United Nations’ unprecedented 
purchase of U.S. expeditionary bases for its mission in the CAR, con-
siderable interest from the UN Mine Action Service in whether it could 
acquire V-shaped anti-mine vehicles for its operations, and the deploy-
ment of a U.S. army-assessment team to evaluate how the UN mission 
in Mali can counter IED threats.43

Army Navy
Air 
Force

Budget, 
2013
Millions of 
U.S. Dollars

UN 
PKOs

AU 
PSOs 
AMISOM

RCI-
LRA

Army 
Deployed 
on Peace 
Ops
Percent

Ethiopia 135,000 0 3,000 351 7,827 4,395 0 9.1

Ghana 11,500 2,000 2,000 291 2,969 0 0 25.8

Rwanda 32,000 0 1,000 82 5,667 0 0 17.7

Senegal 11,900 950 750 231 2,836 0 0 23.8

Tanzania 23,000 1,000 3,000 327 2,253 0 0 9.8

Uganda 45,000 0 0 342 30 6,200 2,000 18.3

TABLE 2:  M I LI TARY STAT IST ICS AND PE ACE OPERAT IONS 
DEPLOYMEN TS FOR APRRP PARTNER S

Source: International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2014 (London: Taylor & Francis, 
2014).



23

In September 2015, the United States will organize a second peacekeep-
ing summit in New York that President Obama will lead to mark the sev-
entieth anniversary of the United Nations. By then, the United Nations 
will also have released the report of the High-Level Independent Panel 
on Peace Operations, which could chart the course of UN operations 
for the foreseeable future. International debates will also intensify over 
whether European and other contributors to the International Security 
Assistance Force in Afghanistan will return to UN peacekeeping now 
that the Afghan campaign is over. In Africa, discussion is likely to focus 
on whether to deploy new or expanded peace operations to Nigeria, 
Libya, and perhaps elsewhere.

In this context, Washington should use its political influence to pro-
mote a future in which the United Nations and the African Union can 
draw on a much deeper pool of potential contributing countries with 
the will and capabilities to implement complex, multidimensional man-
dates and agree on shared performance standards. The United Nations 
and the African Union could then become more selective about which 
peacekeepers and capabilities to deploy on specific missions. With 
strong and widespread support, developing such a global—rather than 
solely African—pool of T/PCCs is a realistic goal for the next five years.

The United States can help generate that support by leveraging 
the premium that many countries still place on working alongside the 
U.S. military to help persuade other developed militaries to contrib-
ute to future peace operations in Africa. The United States should 
also continue to make innovative contributions to ongoing missions 
in the interim period, as it has done in Somalia, Mali, the CAR, and 
elsewhere. To make the most of this opportunity, however, Washington 
will need to put its own house in order and develop appropriate fund-
ing authorities and institutional partnerships to deliver more effective 
peace operations on the continent. The following steps should be taken:

Recommendations
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■■ Adopt selectivity rather than conditionality as the principal criterion for 
choosing U.S. bilateral security partners in Africa, and devise metrics for 
evaluating partner performance. The focus of U.S. assistance programs 
should shift from training and equipping peacekeepers to building 
sustainable national peacekeeping institutions and expeditionary 
capabilities. U.S. bilateral partners should therefore be selected on 
the basis of whether they are investing their own resources in profes-
sional military-education programs, designing their forces to carry 
out expeditionary peace-support tasks, and developing capabilities 
to fill operational gaps. In line with existing U.S. objectives, prefer-
ence should also be given to countries that promote good governance 
and the rule of law at home. 

■■ Actively seek opportunities to deploy U.S. specialist military contingents 
to UN peacekeeping operations in combat service and support roles. 
The United States should continue its recent innovative activities 
of deploying specialist capabilities and technical expertise (military, 
police, and civilian) in support of UN and African missions. Recent 
initiatives to support UN operations, such as selling expeditionary 
bases to MINUSCA and conducting assessments of the asymmetric 
threats facing MINUSMA, are important and should be replicated 
where appropriate. But the United States should also seek oppor-
tunities to deploy specialist military capabilities and contingents in 
combat service and support roles in UN peacekeeping operations in 
Africa. Priority capabilities in Africa would include medical, engi-
neering, logistics, aviation, and ISR units. Co-deployment of, for 
instance, a Level II hospital unit with a partner country is one model 
to consider. Alternatively, the United States might look to deploy a 
package contribution of capabilities and assets, as the Netherlands 
has committed to MINUSMA. Deploying U.S. blue helmets would 
buy significant political goodwill, demonstrate U.S. commitment 
to the idea that UN peacekeeping is a collective global enterprise, 
encourage more developed militaries to participate in peacekeeping, 
and strengthen the skills and knowledge base of the units concerned.

■■ Produce a presidential policy directive (PPD) on peace operations. With-
out a clear intellectual foundation, U.S. policy on peace operations 
will continue to lurch ad hoc from crisis to crisis. The Obama adminis-
tration arrived in office touting the need to strengthen UN peacekeep-
ing as a cost-effective way to deliver “important results by protecting 
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civilians, helping to rebuild security, and advancing peace around the 
world.”44 Six years on, the administration should state its policy and 
strategic approach to peace operations in a single document. This 
directive should outline the strategic opportunity and need related to 
peace operations; how the United States can contribute to this issue, 
including via military, police, and civilian components; and how to 
work with relevant partners. A PPD would also enable the Pentagon 
to produce its own strategic guidance on the priority military tasks 
related to peace operations. Regarding Africa specifically, the PPD 
should clarify how Washington will enhance its involvement with 
both the United Nations and the AU. This would necessitate expand-
ing the U.S.-AU mission as the main point of interface, in part to help 
offset the domination of U.S. bilateral relationships on these issues.

■■ Increase investment in U.S. multilateral coordination with both the 
United Nations and the African Union, to include increasing the number 
of personnel at the U.S. Mission to the AU. Washington should increase 
the number of personnel (civilian and military) directly involved with 
these crucial multilateral institutions. The U.S. armed forces and 
Department of Defense in particular should develop a cadre of per-
sonnel with direct experience of working in and with the UN and the 
AU. At the United Nations, the United States should focus on seek-
ing more staff-officer positions within UN peacekeeping operations 
while deploying specialist military contingents. Ideally, the United 
States should deploy one to two staff officers or military experts in all 
sixteen UN peacekeeping operations. The United States could also 
further leverage its position by adding approximately five additional 
personnel to work within the UN Military Staff Committee to coor-
dinate and channel military advice to the Security Council. At the 
AU, the United States should enlarge its mission by adding more For-
eign Service officers and military advisors. One model might be the 
U.S. Mission to the Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe, which has more than thirty staff members, whereas the U.S. 
Mission to the AU has fewer than ten. U.S. technical expertise would 
be particularly useful in helping the AU assess, plan, manage, and 
evaluate missions and in developing the AU’s institutional knowl-
edge by sharing U.S. lessons learned related to developing rapid-
reaction forces, including from the stabilization campaigns in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. Developing a Peace Support Operations Division 
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(PSOD) intelligence group should also be pursued, which would 
require a classified military intelligence–sharing agreement.

■■ Establish a predictable funding mechanism to support AU peace opera-
tions and headquarters requirements that includes full financial account-
ability and African contributions. The United States should establish 
a fund to support the AU directly rather than rely almost entirely on 
bilateral assistance to African T/PCCs. This fund should be contin-
gent on some level of matching funds from the AU member states 
to demonstrate their commitment to the enterprise (perhaps a dollar 
from the AU for every two or three dollars in U.S. contributions). One 
possible model is the EU’s African Peace Facility, which supports the 
EU’s joint strategy with the African Union with a budget of approxi-
mately 750 million euros for 2014 through 2016.45 Such financial sup-
port focuses on supporting the headquarters requirements needed to 
manage African missions, including staffing the AU’s PSOD, which 
is chronically short staffed.46 Washington should also support the 
2008 Prodi Panel’s recommendation to use the UN’s assessed peace-
keeping budget on a case-by-case basis to support African missions 
the UN Security Council has authorized.47 The United States should 
push for the inclusion of a mechanism to ensure oversight of the dis-
bursement of such funds.

■■ Assist the UN and the AU in developing training and performance stan-
dards for their peacekeepers and appropriate assessment metrics. U.S. 
support for the new UN military–unit manuals has been an impor-
tant first step toward defining and disseminating shared expectations 
about performance standards for UN peacekeepers. The United 
States should ensure the process continues with the development of 
specific training standards and methodologies for assessing peace-
keeper performance in the field. The AU should also be encouraged 
to adopt appropriate standards for its peace support operations.

■■ Remove the funding cap on U.S. financial contributions to UN peace 
operations and pay U.S. assessments in full and on time. Unfortunately, 
the U.S. Congress has long ignored calls for the United States to 
pay its UN peacekeeping assessments in full and on time. Moreover, 
progress on this issue remains unlikely, at least in the short term. 
Yet UN peace operations directly and cost-effectively support U.S. 
national security interests. Consequently, the congressional funding 
cap on U.S. financial contributions to UN peacekeeping operations 
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should be removed and any incurred arrears paid off. The cap is 
shortsighted, counterproductive, and breaches U.S. obligations 
under the UN Charter. The persistent failure by Congress to cover 
the full assessment rate affects the ability of missions to deliver their 
mandates on the ground and creates tensions between the United 
States and major UN T/PCCs whose reimbursements are delayed. 
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The United Nations and the African Union can conduct and ensure 
effective peace operations only if they are tied to a comprehensive politi-
cal strategy of conflict resolution. The effectiveness of these operations 
depends on the ability of the authorizing bodies to select appropriate 
contributions from a broad pool of countries able to field well-trained, 
equipped, and committed peacekeepers, soldiers, police, and civilians. 
This, in turn, is more likely if peace operations are viewed as a collective 
global responsibility. The United States should therefore encourage 
other developed states to invest more personnel and resources in peace 
operations. Washington’s leadership would be enhanced by deploying 
its own specialist contingents and capabilities within UN missions. The 
administration should make the case for such deployments as part of 
a U.S. strategy to support effective, responsive, and multilateral peace 
operations and it should strengthen its cooperation with the AU and 
coordination with the EU to help implement that vision.

Conclusion
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