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The number of international military 
interventions has increased dramatically 
since 1989, as international bodies seek 
to resolve, or at least contain, ethnic and 
other conflicts throughout the world. Some 
interventions are nominal in numbers 
and influence; others, like the United 
Nations forces in Congo or Sierra Leone, 
can number over 10,000 at peak. In 
addition to armed ‘peacekeeping’ forces, 
international bodies such as the UN, the 
Commonwealth, and the European Union, 
regularly supply election observers and 
assistance missions to countries in the 
process of transition.

Post-Cold War international interventions 
have had a chequered history. The UN 
‘safe havens’ created in Bosnia in 1994 
were ineffectual, and may even have 
been counter-productive as encouraging 
the concentration of Bosnian civilians 
into areas where they could then be 
massacred. The French-led ‘Operation 
Turquoise’ intervention in Rwanda during 
the 1994 genocide was heavily criticised 
as merely covering the retreat of the 
perpetrators of the killing. The US-led 
intervention in Somalia ended in ignominy 
in 1993. As the decade progressed, 
however, the science of ‘peacekeeping’ 
appears to have become more evolved 
and a number of successes can be 
claimed, including the NATO-led force in 
Bosnia & Herzegovina from1995 onwards 
(at a peak of 60,000 troops the largest 
peacekeeping deployment to date), the 
British-led UN force in Sierra Leone and the 
Australian-led UN force that guided East 
Timor to independence.

International armed intervention remains 
controversial because of the obvious 
danger of the force being seen as partisan 
by one or more of the belligerents. The 
Ugandan African Union force in Somalia 
immediately came under attack from 
Somali factions. Similarly, Chadian 
and Central African rebels warned that 
the joint EU/UN force deployed in the 
region would be regarded as hostile. In 
South Ossetia and Abkhazia, Russian-led 
(nominally Commonwealth of Independent 
States) ‘peacekeeping’ forces became 
the instruments of forceful intervention in 
support of Moscow’s geopolitical agenda 
in the region.
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