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Abstract

Freedom of movement has long been a key tenet
of United Nations (UN) Peacekeeping Operations
and is specifically referenced in seven current
mandates. However, most missions experience
limitations on their freedom of movement, leading
to failures in vital mandate requirements to protect
civilians, monitor human rights abuses, and create
conditions conducive to the distribution of
humanitarian assistance. This article use the
example of South Sudan to highlight the problems
with freedom of movement in modern peacekeeping
and discuss how these issues can and should be
addressed. The methodology combines an analysis
of data from the literaturewith examples fromauthor’s
own experiences, while serving in the United Nations
Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS), to show that
constraints on freedom of movement take three main
forms: interference by host nation forces, poor road
conditions, and the “checkpoint economy.” He
contends that these constraints on freedom of
movement represent a lack of political will and fiscal
oversight by senior mission leadership and the donor
nations — not a lack of ability or enthusiasm by
individual peacekeeping battalions. If we are to
succeed in enforcing our mandates, we must
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improve the freedom of movement for our
peacekeepers by putting info action what has been
written up in so many official reports since the turn
of the century : stop acceding tophysical and
administrative obstruction by local armed political
actors, stop wilfully funding the ‘checkpoint
economies’, and start making meaningful
improvements to transportation infrastructure.

Introduction

The 2021 USI monograph UN Peace Operations: Hostage Taking
of Peacekeepers highlighted the issues that can arise when
groups of peacekeepers are taken hostage by armed actors inside
the very countries where they are working:

“Peacekeepers are supposed to be the enablers and get
deployed in the conflict zone to help bring peace and save
human lives. So, what happens when the enablers
themselves become the victims [...] Peacekeepers will be
denied their freedom and will not be able to deliver in
implementing the mandate... and, thereby, would impact
the effectiveness of the mission”.!

That monograph references historical cases in Bosnia, Syria,
and Angola — with their account of the latter example in 1991
markedly similar to what frequently occurs in South Sudan today
—‘observers were denied freedom of movement and could not
report on activity by the [combatants]’.2

But what about when whole battalions are held hostage by
their organisations own policies and, thus, prevented from carrying
out their mandated responsibilities? Sadly, this happens daily in
many of our largest missions — and while not every instance
results in human tragedy on a scale of Srebrenica® or Kibeho?,
many still do. In 2020, UNMISS failed to conduct aerial
reconnaissance or deploy peacekeepers to prevent the Jonglei
massacres, in which hundreds of civilians were killed, thousands
displaced, and many villages were burnt.® The year prior, similar
failures allowed combatants loyal to Major General James Ochan
Puotto rape and murder with impunity in Maiwut County.®

Indeed, every time that UN peacekeepers have their freedom
of movement infringed upon, the most vulnerable amongst the
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local populations suffer, as noted by the former UNMISS Special
Representative of the Secretary General (SRSG) David Shearer,
in reference to one incident in 2019:

“For six days, we waited for an SOI [government clearance]
so that the force protection could accompany the World
Food Program convoy to Kapoeta[... ]People were waiting
for the food. They couldn’t get the food because they
[peacekeepers] couldn’t get clearance on the ground”.”

Three Constraints on Freedom of Movement

Restrictions on freedom of movement imposed by host nation’s
political and military forces like the one described by Shearer are
routinely reported to the UN Security Council — for example, in the
most recent report from UNMISS (dated 07 December 2022),
there were 23 such violations reported, with 69 per cent of those
violations being committed by government forces.®

But interference by government forces is just one of the
three significant and documented elements that negatively impact
freedom of movement. Equally problematic are road conditions
and the hundreds of check points where cash payments extorted
from UN agencies and humanitarian organisations are used to
fund the same armed actors who block the UN’s access to areas
where human rights are being violated and where violence and
famine threaten the lives of local people.

None of these problems are insoluble. In fact, the UN’s
peacekeeping battalions and their supporting units are already
well-suited to dealing with them — only if the highest echelons of
mission leadership empower them to do so.

Interference by Host Nation Actors

The issue of host nation political and military forces interfering
with freedom of movement is well-documented, with the Report of
the Independent Strategic Review of the United Nations Mission
in South Sudan stating that these violations “are the single most
important factor limiting the mission’s ability to carry out its
mandated activities”.® But notably, the report gave no
recommendations for solving the problem beyond “sustained and
joint dialogue”.'® Other reports note that the mission’s internal policy
of requesting clearances from host nation forces prior to moving
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by air can delay deployments'' — but this happens on the ground
as well. In South Sudan, we were frequently told that if we did not
receive these clearances in advance to enter an area, the
government ‘could not guarantee our safety’’? — but our patrols
were quite capable of ensuring their own safety in principle. In
practice, they were rarely allowed to do so because they were
frequently prevented from passing checkpoints consisting of nothing
more than a pair of soldiers with small arms and a rope across
the road.

Freedom of movement vis-a-vis political and military
interference by host-nation actors can be re-established in two
ways: through mission-level policies to exercise that freedom using
all means at their disposal, or by operational initiative at the
battalion level as exhibited by NORDBAT 2 in Bosnia and
INDBATT 2 in South Sudan.™ In both cases, bold and deliberate
action by military leaders at the battalion level saved civilian lives
— despite the fact that those actions defied orders from higher
echelons.

In Bosnia, it was observed that NORDBAT 2 maintained
freedom of movement and operational initiative in a mission where
many other units failed to do so. This was because their
commander, Colonel Ulf Henricsson, was willing to disregard orders
if it meant saving civilian lives on the ground; and similar operational
initiative was displayed by INDBATT 2 in South Sudan in response
to crisis. During the outbreak of violence in 2016, Indian
peacekeepers saved hundreds of lives by opening their gates to
fleeing civilians and firing on their armed pursuers. Like their
NORDBAT 2 predecessors, the bold actions of INDBATT 2 were
contrary to orders from their distant headquarters'®, but as AK
Bardalai wrote, ‘since defiance of orders resulted in a positive
outcome, no question was asked’.'®

It is clear from these examples that individual battalions and
their leaders from many countries are both ready and willing to do
the right thing when faced with threats to the mandate — but it is
not fair to put the burden for doing so upon their shoulders alone,
and it is unfortunate that peacekeepers who do take action to
enforce their mandates are still painted as “Trigger-Happy][...] and
Disobedient”."”
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The Unpaved Roads to Hell

Even if all battalions were both unconstrained by host-nation forces
and their own mission’s policies, many would still find their ability
to move freely in support of their mandate to be inhibited by
another well-known issue — road conditions.

‘Paving the Road to Hell’® is the title of a much-cited critique
of UN peacekeeping'®— but in today’s multidimensional missions
in Africa, the roads to the places where too many civilians perish
in hellish conditions remain unpaved. Indeed, the Santos Cruz
report in 2017 stated both the problem and solution quite clearly:

“Road conditions are related to ambushes, logistics, PoC,
development, state authority, and UNsecurity...[the] UN
should orient all the agencies and government supported
NGOs to apply at least 20 per cent of the budget in
infrastructure independent of the nature of the organisation.”

The report further recommended that missions “use Quick
Impact Projects (QIPs) and United Nations Country Team (UNCT)
funds and coordination to improve road infrastructure”.?

Of course, there are those who might observe that UN
missions in South Sudan, Central African Republic, and Democratic
Republic of Congo already put a significant amount of their budgets
into repairing roads — but, unfortunately, it is done in the most
wasteful and ineffective manner imaginable. In UNMISS, for
example, each dry season sees seven engineering units spend
months scraping over 3,000 kilometres of dirt roads into a passable
condition — roads which are then predictably washed out by the
annual monsoons within a matter of weeks.

Moreover, the management of QIPs is ineffectual in this
regard. The UN’s own guidebook for QIP’s gives the construction
of a road using local workers as its exemplar project,?" and although
UNMISS has spent over 7.5 million USD on these projects,? not
a single QIP, listed on UNMISS’s interactive map of these projects
has been related to road construction.

The lllegal Checkpoint Economies

The final major obstacle to freedom of movement is the ‘checkpoint
economy’, which is present not only in South Sudan, but in the
Democratic Republic of Congo and Central African Republic as
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well.2* This endemic interference by armed actors — many of them
affiliated with the host nation’s military and police forces —
represents a significant transfer of wealth from donor governments
to the same armed actors who seek to interfere with UN agencies
carrying out their mandate. In addition to directly funding violence,
this transfer of wealth deprives the people most in need of
humanitarian aid of the resources that they need to survive.

In South Sudan, the scale of the problem is enormous.There
are roadblocks approximately every 23 kilometre along the rivers
and roads, and 49 percent of these checkpoints illegally extort
money at gunpoint from humanitarian aid convoys; cash payments
which make up 50 percent of the total cost of transporting
humanitarian aid.?®> Government forces (police and military) operate
81 percent of these checkpoints,? hindering not only humanitarian
aid but peacekeepers as well. UN patrols are routinely stopped to
have their papers checked, and often blocked from proceeding if
the government wishes to halt their movement. Indeed, it is not
uncommon for UN peacekeepers to be parked alongside the road
with their officer locked in fruitless negotiations for passage,
watching civilian vehicles pay to pass into the same area where
they are being told that it is too dangerous’ for them to go.

The literature calls these payments ‘taxes®— but legal taxes
are levied by state decree. South Sudan’s Republican Order No.
29/2017, signed by President SalvaKiir on 09 November 2017,
specifically prohibits the hindrance of humanitarian convoys, stating,
‘all roadblocks should be removed from the roads,” and that
“[alnybody who intentionally obstructs the delivery of Humanitarian
Aid or imposes taxes on Humanitarian Convoys shall be held
accountable”.? Thus, these checkpoint payments — and, indeed,
the roadblocks themselves are illegal; an institutionalised form of
highway robbery which takes place in plain sight.

Action for Peacekeeping

While the problems are well-documented, those of us who have
worn the blue helmets cannot help but observe that while senior
leaders have commissioned many reports and held many
conferences, they have so far seem to always stop short of taking
real action. Improving freedom of movement for UN peacekeepers,
and the humanitarian agencies they support, requires three lines
of effort, which are mutually supporting.
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First, missions must make it clear to host nation political and
military forces that they will tolerate no further obstructions to their
patrols; no longer will company-sized groups of armoured vehicles
loaded with professional soldiers be held back by a frayed rope
hanging across a road, manned by six men sharing three assault
rifles.?® Senior political and military leaders must empower their
tactical commanders to do exactly what is stated in their mandates
— to use all necessary means to ensure their own freedom of
movement and that of other UN agencies and humanitarian
organisations in order to carry out the remainder of their explicitly
mandated priority tasks. Moreover, they must take steps to comply
precisely with the administrative requirements agreed to in their
Status of Forces Agreements regarding visas and in-country
movement of peacekeepers and their equipment and cease to
entertain the accumulated detritus of unnecessary permissions
and approvals that has been allowed to accrete over the years.

Second, the international community must push back on
attempts to normalise the corrupt behaviour of host nation’s armed
actors by dignifying their routine roadblock extortion as ‘taxes’.
Instead, these demands for payment by men holding weapons
should be called what it is: armed robbery. When it is stated in
this way — and when the quantities of aid budgets lost to these
depredations is considered — it becomes clear that such actions
represent a condition not conducive to the delivery of humanitarian
assistance, and a direct challenge to mission mandates.

Third, even if host nation actors cease interfering with the
movements of UN peacekeepers, many areas will remain
inaccessible for much of the year due to lack of infrastructure.Thus,
we must stop merely rehabilitating dirt roads and startbuilding
sealed roads.

The UN’s equipment tables for generic construction engineer
units require them to arrive with the necessary equipment to do
this,®® and data on the construction of cold-sealed asphalt roads
indicates that they could be constructed at a rate of about one
kilometre per day by a 14-person team.®' Given the substantial
construction engineering capacity in UNMISS this suggests that
during a single dry season, sealed roads could be fully extended
between several key locations — Juba to Torit, Wau to Tonj, etc.
Roads could also be surfaced using concrete segmented blocks
— this process is slower but would lend itself well to leveraging
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local labour®? (funded by a QIP) to lay the concrete pavers, while
the UN battalions provided the engineering expertise and the
security. At the same time, an assessment of locations where
bridges are required to ensure access to known conflict hot-spots
must be done — and their construction made a mission priority.

Conclusion

There can be no question that restrictions on the freedom of
movement of UN peacekeepers directly results in the preventable
death of thousands of civilians every year, and the displacement
of many more. These limitations are not in dispute, and have
been repeatedly noted by academics, civilian oversight agencies,
and the UN’s own reports.

What this article has sought to make clear is that the blame
does not lie at the feet of the battalions or of individual
peacekeepers as some reports suggest. | have personally observed
Mongolian and Rwandan officers and troops asserting their freedom
of movement in the face of armed opposition and saving lives by
doing so — without resorting to gunfire. | have also watched
armoured columns halted by a piece of string, and seen the horrific
consequences when patrols are ordered by senior leaders to return
to the safety of their bases and abandon civilian population centres
to the depredations of tribal militias.

There is no need to seek battalions with the ‘capacity and
willingness’ to assert themselves.®®* What we need is mission leaders
who will give their military components orders to move freely in
support of the mandate, even in the face of local opposition —
leaders willing to employ their engineering resources and QIP
budgets to make roads passable, and who will ensure that host
nation actors understand that the ‘checkpoint economies’ must
give way to the rule of law.

In short, the recommendations of experts like General Santos
Cruz must be implemented, and the strong language in our Security
Council resolutions backed up by similarly resolute actions on the
ground. Only then will our battalions truly be free to exercise their
full potential to help countries torn by conflict create conditions for
lasting peace.
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