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 Building on Sand William J. Durch
 UN Peacekeeping in the Western Sahara

 For nearly four dec-

 ades, the United Nations has been sending multinational military missions

 to regions of political tension to help keep the peace between formerly

 warring states and groups. In June 1991, one of those missions was sent to

 conduct an independence referendum in an arid, sparsely populated portion

 of northwestern Africa. When it deployed, the UN Mission for the Referen-

 dum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) was one of the most ambitious UN peace-

 keeping operations ever attempted, the first to give to the UN authority to

 restrain local security forces, identify and register voters, conduct the refer-

 endum, certify the results, and supervise the losing side's withdrawal or

 disarmament. More than a year after its deployment, and long after it was

 to have done its job and gone home, MINURSO was only ten percent deployed,

 awaiting orders to go ahead that seemed ever more remote with each passing

 month.

 Why MINURSO failed to do its job as planned is a case study in the limita-

 tions of peacekeeping in the face of unalloyed nationalism and international

 indifference. This article looks at MINURSO'S political origins and operational

 trials, and how they reflect the state of UN peacekeeping in the 1990s, a

 hopeful enterprise that stands on the brink of being ruined by the unrealistic

 expectations of UN member states who send the Organization into some of

 the world's most intractable trouble spots without strong and consistent

 political and financial support. The story suggests how wishful thinking

 about regional politics, poor planning, and insufficient great power support

 can undermine a peacekeeping operation and threaten UN credibility in a

 role that is of singular importance to international peace and security.

 Peacekeeping: History and Hypotheses

 Peacekeeping evolved as an alternative to the collective security that the UN

 was designed to provide but could not. It places military personnel (and,

 William J. Durch is a senior associate at the Henry L. Stimson Center. His most recent book is The
 Evolution of UN Peacekeeping (St. Martin's Press, 1993).

 The author would like to thank Abiodun Williams for comments on an earlier draft, and Page
 Fortna and Pamela Reed for their assistance with research.

 International Security, Vol. 17, No. 4 (Spring 1993)
 ( 1993 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
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 International Security 17:4 1 152

 increasingly, civilians) from UN member states under direct UN command

 for the purpose of implementing cease-fires and (increasingly) political set-

 tlements between conflicting states and groups within states. Recently, peace-

 keepers have been operating within states more often than between them.'

 For interstate wars, peacekeeping supplements the self-help system of

 international politics with a formal element of disinterested outside assistance

 that can help the belligerents to disengage safely and even to patch things

 up. Standing between them, observing and reporting on their behavior,

 1. UN peacekeepers have served in roughly two dozen operations since the 1940s. Unarmed
 military observers were sent to Greece in 1947, to monitor arms shipments to rebels in that
 country's civil war; to Palestine in 1948, to monitor the cease-fires in the first Arab-Israeli wars;
 and to Kashmir in 1949, to monitor the cease-fire between India and Pakistan. The latter two
 observer missions are still in place. The first UN operation to used armed infantry units was
 deployed to the Sinai in 1956 to oversee the separation of Egyptian, French, British, and Israeli
 forces after the Suez Crisis; Cairo asked that force to leave Egypt on the eve of the Six Day War
 (June 1967). The UN was harshly criticized for that withdrawal, over which it had no legal
 control (Israel being unwilling to accept peacekeepers on its soil); as a result, it has been reluctant
 since to terminate even the most problematic of missions. The second armed UN peacekeeping
 mission went into the former Belgian Congo (now Zaire) in mid-1960 to assist in the restoration
 of order. Others deployed in West New Guinea (1962-63), to oversee its transition from Dutch
 to Indonesian rule; on Cyprus (1964-present), to stem fighting between Greek and Turkish
 Cypriots; in the Sinai again, and on the Golan Heights, after the October 1973 War; and to
 southern Lebanon (1978-present), nominally to monitor withdrawal of Israeli forces and assist
 the restoration of Lebanese government authority. Of these missions begun during the Cold
 War, the most difficult were the Congo and Lebanon, where the UN had to cope with the
 factionalism of unresolved civil strife. The Congo experience, which grew to 20,000 troops and
 cost $400 million over four years (perhaps $2 billion in 1992 dollars), has been characterized as
 the "UN's Vietnam," a traumatic experience that made the international organization extremely
 wary of involvement in civil war situations. As the Cold War drew to a close, a number of
 conflicts outside of Europe, some sustained by superpower rivalry, wound down. The UN's
 role was to monitor, and sometimes to implement, the resulting cease-fires, force withdrawals,
 and political settlements. Thus UN observers monitored the final cease-fire in the Iran-Iraq War
 (1988-91), observed Soviet troop withdrawal from Afghanistan (1988-89), and Cuban withdrawal
 from Angola (1989-91). They oversaw the transition of Namibia to independence (1989-90),
 monitoring the activities of local police and paramilitary forces as well as elections for a consti-
 tutional assembly. The Namibian operation was the first "multi-component" peacekeeping op-
 eration since the Congo; widely regarded as a success, it inspired confidence in the UN's ability
 to resolve difficult and long-standing disputes between and within nations. As the operation in
 Namibia was ending, the UN sent a peacekeeping team into Central America for the first time,
 in support of that region's long-gestating peace process. Esquipulas II, the agreement that UN
 peacekeepers helped to implement, pledged local governments to end their support for "extra-
 legal armed forces" (such as the Nicaraguan Contras and the Salvadoran FMLN), to open up
 and democratize their political systems, create legitimate channels for expressions of dissent,
 and to respect human rights. These operations constituted the "first surge" of UN peacekeeping
 after the Cold War. The second surge occured after the Gulf War, with new missions to Angola,
 El Salvador, the Iraq-Kuwait border, Cambodia, the former Yugoslavia (the latter two of which
 have so far absorbed 20,000 UN people each), and Western Sahara. For details on UN operations,
 see William J. Durch, ed., The Evolution of UN Peacekeeping, Case Studies and Comparative Analysis
 (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1993).
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 peacekeepers short-circuit the "prisoner's dilemma" and help to resolve prob-

 lems before they flare again into violence.2

 A peacekeeping force derives its power from local consent, local percep-

 tions of the impartiality and moral authority of its sponsoring organization,

 its ability to dispel dangerous misinformation, and the active support of the

 great powers.3 Historically, if any one of these elements has been missing

 from an operation's armory, it has been likely to fail in its mission.4

 The tasks of peacekeeping missions have become more complex over time,

 evolving from monitoring buffer zones and force disengagements (as in the

 Sinai), to overseeing the demobilization of armed factions (as in Nicaragua),

 to ensuring that national election processes are free from bias and voter

 intimidation, and that election outcomes are valid reflections of votes cast

 (as in Namibia). In support of such efforts, the UN may even temporarily

 supervise the administration of countries or territories (as in Cambodia and

 Western Sahara). That is, the UN has become increasingly involved opera-

 tionally not just in conflict containment, but in conflict resolution.

 2. Peacekeeping is thus both a form of conflict containment and a confidence-building measure.
 Reflecting its pragmatic evolution, however, peacekeeping is rarely cast by its practitioners in
 explicitly theoretical terms. Rather, their philosophies of peacekeeping are found in their defi-
 nitions of what they do. Marrack Goulding, UN Undersecretary General for Peacekeeping
 Operations, defines peacekeeping as an operation that "requires the consent of the parties,"
 does "not involve military enforcement measures," but does "involve the deployment in the
 field of UN personnel . .. to help control and resolve actual or potential international conflicts
 or ... internal conflicts which have a clear international dimension." Goulding's definition does
 not describe why or when peacekeeping works, which is what this article explores. Marrack
 Goulding, "The Evolving Role of United Nations Peacekeeping Operations," in The Singapore
 Symposium, The Changing Role of the United Nations in Conflict Resolution and Peacekeeping, UN
 Document DPI/1141 (New York: United Nations, September 1991), p. 25.
 3. Operations that have fully met these criteria include the second UN Emergency Force in the
 Sinai (UNEF II, 1973-79), the UN Disengagement Observer Force on the Golan Heights (UNDOF,
 1974-present), and the UN Transition Assistance Group for Namibia (UNTAG, 1989-90). Israel,
 Egypt, Syria, Angola, and South Africa, the "local parties" to these operations, all very much
 wanted them to succeed (elements of South African security forces worked to sway the Namibian
 electorate, but the government as a whole supported UNTAG'S work). Moreover, the United
 States and the Soviet Union actively supported them. For further details, see Mona Ghali,
 "United Nations Emergency Force II: 1973-1979," and "United Nations Disengagement Observer
 Force: 1974-Present"; and Virginia Page Fortna, "The UN Transition Assistance Group in Na-
 mibia," in Durch, Evolution of UN Peacekeeping, pp. 131-162, 353-375.
 4. The UN's "Interim" Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) falls into this latter category. Deployed at U.S.
 instigation to oversee the withdrawal of Israeli forces from Lebanon in 1978, UNIFIL had no
 mandate to halt guerrilla attacks into Israel and no power to stop Israel reprisals. Warsaw Pact
 countries refused to pay their share of the operation's expenses, and for several years in the
 mid-1980s, the United States itself paid only a reduced share. Since the UN does not wish to
 admit failure by withdrawing the force, or to risk blame for any subsequent resumption of large-
 scale fighting, six battalions of peacekeepers from around the globe continue to observe, report,
 hunker down, and dodge bullets in Lebanon, largely unseen by the outside world.
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 Although conflict containment can itself be a dangerous and drawnout

 task, a "multi-component" operation, working against a fixed timeline to

 implement a political settlement, faces pressures that containment missions

 do not.5 The operation has basically one chance to do its job; if conditions

 are not right, or a local party defects from the settlement, the UN rarely has

 the means to bring it back into line, and the operation may fail. In instances

 where the international community, and particularly the great powers, attach

 great importance to an operation's success, their active intervention may be

 able to pull it back from the brink of failure.6

 A failed operation damages the UN's credibility, which UN officials and

 member states alike believe to be limited and fragile. Thus, while the Sec-

 retary General frequently extends his good offices to help resolve difficult

 conflicts, he will hold back his recommendation to engage the Organization

 on the ground until a cease-fire is firmly in place or a workable political

 settlement is at hand. But international expectations, buoyed by the Orga-

 nization's recent spate of peacekeeping activity, have made it more difficult

 for the UN to avoid truly risky operations. In the UN system, not only do

 the member states control the cash and material resources needed to do field

 operations, but the fifteen that sit on the Security Council give the Secretary

 General his marching orders. The Secretariat has little autonomy on such

 questions of policy, and when the Security Council says "go," it cannot easily

 say no.

 The Saharan Conflict and UN Involvement

 Western Sahara lies between Morocco and Mauritania on the northwest coast

 of Africa. Most "Sahrawis" are members of one of twenty-two nomadic tribes.

 Perhaps one-fifth of the population regularly moves back and forth across

 the territory's nominal borders, without documentation. Most of the popu-

 lation is under the age of 20 and illiterate. There are phosphate deposits in

 5. A multi-component operation, in UN parlance, is one that includes not only military observers
 or military units, but also police or electoral observers, government administrators, and the like.
 6. UNTAG benefitted from such intervention; see Fortna, "UN Transition Assistance Group,"
 pp. 369-370. As of this writing it is an increasingly important element in the eventual success
 or failure of the UN's operation in Cambodia, which grew out of an initiative by the Permanent
 Five members of the Security Council (Britain, China, France, the Soviet Union, and the United
 States) to end that country's long-running civil war.
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 the northern part of the territory, fisheries offshore, and rumors of oil de-

 posits, but most of the land is open desert.

 Spain established a colony there in 1884 and held onto it until early 1976,

 resisting until very near the end considerable pressure from the UN and the

 Organization of African Unity (OAU) to hold a referendum on self-determi-

 nation. (The UN General Assembly had first endorsed self-determination for

 "Spanish Sahara" in 1965.) In August 1974, Madrid agreed to such a refer-

 endum under UN auspices, but King Hassan II of Morocco promised to

 oppose by force any result that did not return this part of historic "Greater

 Morocco" to his country's jurisdiction.7

 Hassan proposed arbitration by the International Court of Justice, appar-

 ently confident of a favorable ruling. In December 1974, the UN General

 Assembly asked the Court for an advisory opinion on Western Sahara's legal

 status. In its opinion, rendered October 16, 1975, the Court held that "historic

 claims" were irrelevant to the issue of self-determination, which could only

 be determined through a "free and genuine expression" of the will of Western

 Sahara's population.8

 The ruling did not sit well with Morocco. On the following day, Hassan

 declared his intention to march several hundred thousand Moroccans into

 Western Sahara, in what was dubbed the "Green March." On November 14,

 Morocco, Spain, and Mauritania announced the results of secret negotiations

 to partition the territory between Morocco and Mauritania (with Spain re-

 taining some phosphate holdings). Two weeks later, Moroccan forces in-

 vaded from the northeast and Mauritanian troops invaded from the south.

 By February 1976, when the Spanish formally withdrew, the two armies were

 in control of most of Western Sahara. The de facto annexation was formalized

 in April 1976, when the two occupying powers agreed to assign two-thirds

 of the territory to Morocco and one-third to Mauritania.

 Meanwhile, the socialist Frente Popular para la Liberacion de Saguia el-Hamra

 y de Rio de Oro (POLISARIO), organized in 1973 to resist Spanish control,

 7. Western Sahara is the only accessible remnant of Greater Morocco, a concept that at one time
 also encompassed Mauritania and southwestern Algeria. Morocco and Algeria even fought a
 brief border war in the early 1960s, soon after the latter became independent.
 8. Thomas Franck, "Theory and Practice of Decolonization: the Western Sahara case," in Richard
 Lawless and Laila Monahan, eds., War and Refugees: The Western Sahara Conflict (London and
 New York: Pinter Publishers, 1987), pp. 10-12. United Nations, "Western Sahara Peace Proposal
 is Made by UN Secretary General," UN Backgrounder, September 1988. Iraq's 1990 invasion of
 Kuwait was based on historic claims similar to Morocco's, and was rejected by the international
 community through the actions of the Security Council. In the case of the Western Sahara,
 fifteen years earlier, the Security Council did not act.
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 resisted the new invasions as well, trying at first to hold key Saharan towns.

 Greatly outnumbered and devastated by Moroccan control of the air, POLI-

 SARIO and thousands of its supporters sought refuge in neighboring Algeria.

 The refugees were soon organized into camps near Tindouf, Algeria.9

 In late February 1976, POLISARIO, supported at the time by Algeria, Libya,

 and Cuba, proclaimed the independent Saharan Arab Democratic Republic

 (SADR). Having suffered badly in conventional warfare, it switched to hit-

 and-run guerrilla tactics, concentrating first on Mauritania. The latter relin-

 quished its claims and signed a peace treaty with POLISARIO (the Algiers

 Agreement) in August 1979, declared its neutrality regarding Western Sahara,

 and resumed diplomatic relations with Algeria. Its one-third of Saharan

 territory was immediately annexed by Morocco.10

 In August 1980, Moroccan forces began building the first of what became

 an interlocking chain of fortified sand berms reaching 3,300 kilometers from

 the Morocco-Algeria border to the sea, near the southern coastal city of

 Dahkla. The sand wall, completed in April 1987, was studded with mines

 and sensors and defended by 100,000 Moroccan troops. It effectively sealed

 off the territory within from guerrilla attack."1

 POLISARIO did much better in regional politics than it did on the battlefield

 in the 1980s. At its 1983 summit, the OAU called for joint UN/OAU spon-

 sorship of a referendum in Western Sahara, to be held in conjunction with

 a peacekeeping operation, and for direct negotiations between Morocco and

 POLISARIO. In 1985, the OAU elected the SADR to full membership, causing

 Morocco resign from the organization and mediation of the dispute to revert
 to the UN.12

 UN Secretary General Perez de Cuellar visited the region in July 1985 but
 ruled out UN mediation of the conflict unless there were direct talks between

 the adversaries (a proviso that Morocco initially refused to accept, as Rabat

 recognized neither POLISARIO'S belligerent status nor its claims to represent

 the peoples of Western Sahara). In October 1985, Morocco accepted the

 9. David Seddon, "Morocco at War," in War and Refugees, pp. 100-101; Africa Research Bulletin,
 July 1990, p. 9715.
 10. Seddon, "Morocco at War," pp. 102-103.
 11. Ibid., pp. 105-108; New York Times, August 15, 1985, p. 1; Facts on File, 1987 (New York:
 Facts on File, Inc., 1987), p. 344.
 12. Henry Wiseman, "The OAU: Peacekeeping and Conflict Resolution," in Yassin El-Ayouty
 and I. William Zartman, eds., The OAU after Twenty Years (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1984),
 pp. 136-137; Seddon, "Morocco at War," pp. 110-111; OAU Resolution AHG/104, June 1983.
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 concept of UN supervision of a referendum in the territory, but still refused

 direct talks. In November, POLISARIO proposed a UN-supervised referendum,

 direct UN administration of the territory, a joint UN-African security force,

 and withdrawal of Moroccan forces and settlers from the territory before the

 vote.13

 The cost of developing and defending Western Sahara drained Morocco's

 finances and increased its foreign debt substantially. Having to protect the

 entire Saharan border against POLISARIO incursions taxed its military re-

 sources. Thus King Hassan had reason to look for a means of settling the

 Saharan question in a way that conferred widely-accepted international le-

 gitimacy on Moroccan rule there.

 POLISARIO's options in turn were narrowed both by the military stalemate

 and by improvements in Moroccan-Algerian relations, beginning in late

 spring 1987, which eroded its base of political and military support. King

 Hassan and Algeria's President Benjedid held their first face-to-face meeting

 in four years.14 At about this time, Morocco and POLISARIO sat down for their

 first face-to-face talks, which freed the UN to offer its services as mediator. 15

 In late 1987, the UN sent a fact-finding mission, which included OAU

 observers, to Morocco, Algeria, and Western Sahara. It met with govern-

 ments as well as POLISARIO leaders and reported its findings to the Secretary

 General in early 1988. That May, the Secretary General made a second tour

 of the region, talking with all parties. In late May, Morocco and Algeria

 resumed diplomatic ties; in July, King Fahd of Saudi Arabia invited Moroccan

 and POLISARIO leaders to meet privately in Ta'if, Saudi Arabia. 16 The Secretary

 General subsequently met separately in Geneva with delegates from the two

 sides and, in New York on August 11, 1988, presented to them a joint UN-

 OAU plan for a UN-supervised cease-fire and referendum. Both sides ac-

 cepted the plan in principle on August 30. On September 20, the Security

 13. New York Times, July 1, 1985, p. 1; Facts on File, 1985, p. 825; Seddon, "Morocco at War,"
 p. 111. The Saharan conflict lapsed into sitzkrieg about this time. In December 1984, Morocco
 and Libya had signed a rather improbable political union that lasted just two years, but one of
 its conditions was suspension of Libyan support for POLISARIO, which put a damper on the
 fighting. King Hassan in turn declared a unilateral cease-fire in October 1985. However, a visit
 by Israeli Prime Minister Shimon Peres to Rabat in December 1986 caused Libya to break off the
 union with Morocco. Fighting in the Sahara resumed shortly thereafter.
 14. Facts on File, 1988, p. 359. International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS), Strategic Survey,
 1988-89 (London: Brassey's for IISS, 1989), pp. 186-187, 189, 193.
 15. Author's interview No. 100, November 23, 1992.
 16. IISS, Strategic Survey, 1988-89, pp. 192-193; Facts on File, 1988, p. 359.
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 Council approved it in principle, asking for a more detailed implementation

 report, and initiating MINURSO'S long gestation.17

 Planning MINURSO

 Planning for the operation was singularly disjoint, in part because of a gap

 between negotiators and mission planners, a gap widened in 1988 by the

 Secretary General's decision to withdraw all "peacemaking" functions (that

 is, all political mediation efforts, some of which could lead to deployment of

 peacekeeping forces) into his Executive Office.18 Detailed mission planning

 depended on the shape of the supporting political arrangements, but impor-

 tant parts of those arrangements remained unsettled even after elements of

 MINURSO began to deploy in mid-1991. A Special Representative of the Sec-

 retary General (SRSG) for Western Sahara was to be head of the field mission,

 but until 1992 his office was not involved in the political mediation effort.

 Indeed, the SRSG'S office often remained in the dark about negotiating results

 having a direct bearing on the mission that it was appointed to set up and

 run. Chief Mediator Issa Diallo played all cards close to the vest.19

 17. United Nations Security Council Resolution 621 (S/RESI621), September 20, 1988.
 18. William J. Durch and Barry M. Blechman, Keeping the Peace: The United Nations in the Emerging
 World Order (Washington, D.C.: The Henry L. Stimson Center, March 1992), p. 69.
 19. The UN's bureaucratic culture is such that important issues tend to move to the top of the
 hierarchy without much horizontal coordination among individual policy fiefdoms. In the case
 of peacemaking, the action takes place at the top. Communications within the Secretariat
 regarding MINURSO were so fragmentary that the report of a December 1990 fact-finding mission
 to Western Sahara was not seen by key MINURSO backstopping officials in the Secretariat's
 peacekeeping office until July 1991, when the mission was already underway. Opinion varies
 on reasons for the fragmentation, some knowledgeable parties attributing the problem to indi-
 vidual egos, others to a need to keep sensitive negotiating results from leaking prematurely,
 while still others suggest a concerted and overly zealous effort to separate diplomacy from
 operations. (Interviews 60, 64, 68, May 14-15, 1991, and 100-101, November 23, 1992.) Three
 people have served as Special Representative for Western Sahara since 1988: Hector Gros Espiell
 of Uruguay (1988-89), now that country's foreign minister; Johannes Manz of Switzerland (1990-
 91), now head of his country's Permanent Observer Mission to the UN; and Sahabzada Yaqub-
 Khan (1992-present), former foreign minister of Pakistan. Manz initially retained full-time duties
 with the Swiss foreign ministry while serving as Special Representative. He was given no
 mandate beyond implementation of the settlement plan, and was not kept fully informed of
 progress in resolving differences between Morocco and POLISARIO over how to implement the
 plan. Soon after Boutros Boutros-Ghali became Secretary General in January 1992, the assign-
 ments changed. Yaqub-Khan, appointed in March 1992, was given the job of mediator as well
 as head of mission, and pursues these tasks full-time. On the other hand, operational command
 of MINURSO'S military contingent dropped steadily in rank from spring 1992, from Major General
 to Colonel, indicative of declining expectations for the operation within the Secretariat. Interview
 101, November 23, 1992. United Nations, Security Council, The Situation in Western Sahara, Report
 by the Secretary-General, S/24040, May 29, 1992, p. 2; United Nations, General Assembly, The
 Question of Western Sahara, Report of the Secretary General, A/47/506, October 9, 1992, p. 7.
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 MINURSO'S operational planning also suffered from a lack of stability at the

 top. Of the high-level peacekeeping Task Forces set up by Secretary General

 Perez de Cuellar to coordinate the planning of new missions since 1987-88,

 only MINURSO'S was not initially chaired by the Under-Secretary General for

 Special Political Affairs (now the Department of Peacekeeping Operations),

 Marrack Goulding. After months of marching in place, the Task Force was

 assigned to Goulding in January 1991.20 But he and his small shop (which

 backstops a dozen missions worldwide with hardly more than a dozen peo-

 ple) were by this time watching the Persian Gulf War unfold and were

 preparing contingency plans for expected UN involvement in its aftermath,

 as well as for other anticipated operations in Angola, El Salvador, and Cam-

 bodia. As a result, MINURSO planning tended to drift until about mid-April,

 when the UN, under pressure from participants in the ground war eager to

 withdraw their forces from Iraq, deployed a small peacekeeping force along

 the Iraq-Kuwait border. Close observers suggest that the Secretary General

 pushed MINURSO into the mainstream of UN politics just then in hopes that

 some of the postwar euphoria would rub off on it. There remained significant

 differences between Morocco and POLISARIO over key aspects of the refer-

 endum plan, and pressing ahead with the operation was seen as a potential

 forcing mechanism.21

 Unfortunately, the UN did not have the leverage to produce local consen-

 sus, partly because the major powers were otherwise engaged (mopping up

 in Iraq and, in the case of the United States, trying to energize the Middle

 East peace process). Moreover, those permanent members of the Security

 Council who were interested in northwest African affairs, France and the

 United States, tended to view Morocco with favor. As a conservative Arab

 country and former French colony, Morocco had received support from both

 countries during the Cold War as a reliable Western ally. After the Cold War,

 Morocco retained their favor by supporting U.S. policy in the Persian Gulf

 and the subsequent Middle East peace process, and by offering itself as a

 champion of stability in a region threatened by Islamic fundamentalism, a

 role that appeals to France. Their interests served, the two powers have in

 return been willing not to look too hard at the legal basis of Morocco's claims

 to Western Sahara. Finally, the fact that POLISARIO, in its origins and actions

 20. Goulding's office nonetheless continued to suffer from the same lack of transparency that
 afflicted the office of the Special Representative.
 21. Interviews 47, February 1991, and 60, 67, and 70, May-June 1991.
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 if not its current ideology, resembles guerrilla movements that the United

 States consistently, even habitually, opposed during the Cold War, has not

 helped the Saharan case for independence in American government circles.

 Without support from the top of the international power structure, the

 UN was vulnerable to unsubtle Moroccan assertions of power. Moreover,

 the entire enterprise suffered from a fundamental, unresolved problem: al-

 though both local parties were prepared to submit their dispute to a refer-

 endum, neither side was prepared to lose (and for good reason since, in the

 words of one official close to the planning process, "In this place, if you lose,

 they hang you").22 If POLISARIO lost the vote, it was in fact likely to go out

 of business, but perhaps not gracefully, given the amount of weaponry

 probably cached outside the sand wall. If Morocco lost the vote, on the other

 hand, several close observers believed that Hassan might lose his throne in

 a general political upheaval. The quest for Western Sahara has long enjoyed

 widespread popular support in Morocco; taking it away would leave an

 economically troubled country with no common political rallying point.

 Upon realizing in 1991 that the UN was fully prepared to conduct a ref-

 erendum that really was free and fair, Morocco attempted to stack the elec-

 torate, first by proposing to more than double the number of eligible voters

 based on lists that it provided, then by moving 30,000 people into the territory

 that it claimed were Saharans living in Morocco. In August 1991, Moroccan

 aircraft bombed barracks under construction (in technical contravention of

 the settlement plan) at Bir Lahlou, SADR'S self-proclaimed capital outside the

 sand wall.23 To stem further escalation, Secretary General Perez de Cuellar

 called for immediate implementation of the cease-fire portion of the settle-

 ment plan, while acknowledging that deployment of the remaining elements

 of MINURSO would have to await resolution of other outstanding differences
 between the two sides, especially the question of voter eligibility. Thus, UN

 military observers went into Western Sahara, starting in September 1991.

 There they remain, patrolling and awaiting further developments.

 THE EVOLUTION OF MINURSO S MANDATE

 To appreciate the difference between what MINURSO has accomplished to
 date and what it was supposed to do requires a closer look at its mandate

 and how it evolved. Elaborating on the 1988 agreement in principle between

 22. Interview 37, January 1991.
 23. Interview 100, November 23, 1992.
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 Morocco and POLISARIO, the UN developed an implementation plan, seeking

 the consent of the two parties at various steps along the way. But while the

 two sides have solemnly pledged their cooperation and support for the plan,

 there is no legally binding agreement for Western Sahara comparable to the

 1991 Cambodia settlement signed by all the contending factions.24 In Moroc-

 co's view, POLISARIO has no standing as an international entity; co-signing a

 settlement agreement would acknowledge a prior state of belligerency that

 Morocco has, all along, refused to recognize.

 Nonetheless, the Secretariat forged ahead. Under the UN settlement plan,

 the UN would identify and register legitimate voters; establish a ceasefire;

 monitor the withdrawal of a portion of Morocco's forces and the cantonment

 of all other forces on both sides; set up, publicize, and conduct a referendum

 to choose between independence and integration with Morocco; suspend, in

 the meantime, any local laws or regulations that in the UN's view would

 impede a free and fair vote; repatriate refugees and other Western Saharans
 living outside the territory who were deemed eligible to vote, as well as their

 immediate families; certify the referendum results; and supervise the loser's

 military withdrawal or disarmament (withdrawal in the case of Morocco and

 disarmament in the case of POLISARIO).25

 The final plan required nearly three years (1989-91) to complete. This

 painfully long evolution partly reflected ongoing differences between the two

 main parties, but also reflected the wavering attention given this subject

 within the Secretariat, and the poor coordination between UN mediators and

 peacekeepers. Elements of the initial accord betrayed a lack of appreciation

 for basic operational requirements, such as the amount of time, people, and
 money needed to find and register legitimate voters in a nomadic society; to

 set up and run a national referendum, something the UN had not before

 done; or to canton military forces, also a new experience for the Organiza-

 tion.26 The 1988 accord called for a cease-fire but no UN monitoring of

 Moroccan forces for several months after the cease-fire went into effect; for

 a partial withdrawal of Moroccan forces from the territory without specifying

 24. See Final Act of the Paris Conference on Cambodia, in United Nations, General Assembly, Letter
 dated 30 October 1991 from the Permanent Representatives of France and Indonesia to the United Nations
 addressed to the Secretary General, A146/608, October 30, 1991, Annex, pp. 2-57.
 25. United Nations, Security Council, Report of the Secretary-General on the Situation Concerning

 Western Sahara, S/23299, December 19, 1991, p. 1.
 26. In all these areas, MINURSO prefigured on a smaller scale what the UN would soon undertake
 to do in Cambodia. Carried out on schedule, MINURSO would have given the UN valuable field
 experience for Cambodia.
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 Table 1. Mission Timetable for MINURSO.

 Planned Timeline Planned UN Actions Actual Results

 D-Day minus 18 Security Council authorizes MINURSO and the Mandate approved
 weeks Identification Commission begins work. 4/29/91.

 D - 16 weeks General Assembly approves the budget. SG Budget approved
 appoints Referendum Commission and 5/16/91. Appointment
 Independent Jurist. made.

 D - 12 weeks The local parties accept SG's proposed date Cease-fire date
 for cease-fire and start of transition period accepted but divorced
 ("D-Day"). Initial administrative units and from start of transition
 logistics battalion deploy. ID Commission period.
 publishes revised census list.

 D - 8 weeks Deadline to apply for inclusion on voter lists. Morocco provides list
 Bulk of air support unit is deployed. of 120,000 names to

 add to voter list. Air
 support unit delayed
 three months.

 D - 4 weeks Signals and medical units, and advance Support units delayed
 party of military observers, deployed. to early 1992.

 D - 2 weeks Remainder of civilian administrative and Rump staff deploys,
 support staff deploy. largely withdrawn 2/92.

 D - 1 weeks Special Representative arrives in mission Only partial force data
 area. Remainder of military observers made available, since
 deploy. Parties inform MINURSO of the transition has not
 strengths and locations of their forces. begun. Observers

 deploy 9/91 with
 limited logistics.

 D-Day and "as Ceasefire comes into effect, transitional Cease-fire in effect
 soon as possible" period begins, combatants are confined to from 9/6/91. Voter lists
 thereafter. UN-designated locations. Exchanges of not published as of

 prisoners of war, proclamations of general 11/92 due to ongoing
 amnesty, release of political prisons and disagreement over
 detainees. Publication of consolidated voter eligibility.
 lists; voter registration begins.

 their type or number, or providing for UN verification of that process; and

 return of refugees without provision for UN assistance and without guarantee

 of amnesty after the vote.27 Talks to remedy these defects dragged on for

 27. United Nations, Security Council, The Situation Concerning Western Sahara, Report of the
 Secretary-General, S/21360, June 18, 1990, pp. 6-12.
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 (Table 1 continued)

 Planned Timeline Planned UN Actions Actual Results

 D-Day plus 10 Infantry battalion arrives. Remaining civilian Not implemented.
 weeks police arrive.

 D + 11 weeks Drawdown of Moroccan forces completed. Not implemented.
 Local laws contrary to a free and fair election
 are suspended by the UN. Voter registration
 is complete and final voter list is published.
 Repatriation program begins. "Paramilitary
 units in existing police forces are
 neutralized," their arms held by the UN.

 D + 17 weeks Repatriation completed. Referendum Not implemented.
 campaign begins.

 D + 18 weeks Additional polling officers deploy to the Not implemented.
 territory.

 D + 20 weeks Referendum. Proclamation of results. Not implemented.
 MINURSO begins to withdraw. Morocco begins
 withdrawal, if it loses; POLISARIO disbands
 under UN oversight, if it loses. No provisions
 for future government if voters choose
 independence.

 D + 24/26 weeks Loser's withdrawal/disbanding complete. Not implemented.
 MINURSO responsibilities at an end.

 "Thereafter" Operation is shut down, equipment is Not implemented.
 disposed of, and remaining MINURSO
 personnel withdraw from Western Sahara.

 SOURCE: UN Document A/22464, April 19, 1991, and interviews.

 two years before leading to a more detailed implementation plan in June

 1990. A large UN fact-finding mission to Western Sahara in July 1990 pro-

 duced further refinements, but nine more months would go by before the

 Security Council approved the final plan depicted in Table 1, which contrasts
 planned UN actions with actual results.

 After the cease-fire, Moroccan forces were to be confined to "static or

 defensive positions along the sand wall" and reduced in number to 65,000,
 with drawdowns to be made primarily in "intervention forces," air interdic-

 tion capability, and "offensive operations" units. Provision for the UN to

 disarm and confine all local paramilitary units to barracks reflected a lesson

 from Namibia, where paramilitary police forces had initially intimidated vot-
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 ers. POLISARIO units were to repair to locations inside Western Sahara, but

 outside the sand wall. POLISARIO fighters who wished to vote in the refer-

 endum were to go to Tindouf to be registered and disarmed by the UN prior

 to repatriation along with other refugees.28

 A final list of eligible voters was to be published by MINURSO'S Identification

 Commission before the start of the transition period, colorfully labelled "D-

 Day." The referendum itself was to take place twenty weeks into the tran-

 sition period, or later if the Special Representative determined that conditions

 were not yet conducive to a free and fair vote. Given the problems with voter

 eligibility, the transition has not yet begun.29

 The 1991 plan was silent about the nature of an independent Saharan

 government and about the status of Moroccan settlers, more than 100,000 of
 whom had come into the territory by 1991 in response to Moroccan govern-

 ment incentives like low taxes and high wages. Thus the plan left open the

 28. S/21360, p. 16, and United Nations, Security Council, The Situation in Western Sahara, Report
 by the Secretary-General, S/22464, April 19, 1991, p. 5.
 29. The initial problem was the correlation of names on the census list with living individuals.
 The Spanish census of 1974 was the initially agreed basis for voter eligibility. It contained about
 73,500 names; copies of corroborating identity documents are available for only about 32,500 of
 these individuals. The remainder, and any other applicants for voter eligibility, were to be
 identified and vouched for by the tribal chiefs and notables. Because Western Sahara was
 historically a nomadic, pastoral society that lacked such basic written evidence of citizenship as
 birth certificates, the personal memories of the society's tribal leaders and their honest cooper-
 ation became the linchpin of the registration effort. The settlement plan assigned voting rights
 to any person enumerated in the 1974 census who would be 18 years old at voting time. The
 1991 UN elaboration of the plan directed MINURSO'S Identification Commission to update the
 1974 census, "removing from the lists the names of persons who have since died and considering
 applications from persons who claim the right to participate in the referendum on the grounds
 that they are Western Saharans" and who were missed by the 1974 census. (S/22464, p. 6) This
 proviso, reasonable on its face since the Spanish census was known not to have been complete,
 eventually caused the UN operation to grind to a halt. Both sides suggested deletion of deceased
 persons who had lived under the other side's control, but maintained that no potential voters
 living on their side of the berm had died. POLISARIO also submitted a list of 3,000-5,000 names
 to be added to the voter rolls, but Morocco submitted a roster of 120,000 names. Since recent
 Moroccan elections have featured 97 percent turnout and 99 percent favorable vote (for consti-
 tutional reforms), it may be presumed that most of the names on the list represent reliable votes
 for integration. Facts on File, 1992, p. 693; and Interview 100, November 23, 1992. The volume
 of new names alone required a delay in the referendum process, while the 250 staffers of the
 UN Identification Commission checked their validity. But the underlying issue was one of basic
 eligibility: who was a Sahrawi? Deciding who could vote meant deciding (within some margin
 of error) the results of the referendum. In December 1991, the UN promulgated criteria for
 making that decision, extending eligibility to the children of fathers born in Western Sahara,
 wherever those children were born or might now live. The chiefs may well have known the
 fathers of the persons claiming to be their progeny, but what, in turn, established the parent-
 child link? Documentation was available only from Morocco. The Moroccan government ac-
 cepted the UN criteria, POLISARIO did not.
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 possibility of a post-vote "purge" of settlers by a victorious POLISARIO, not

 unlike the forced exodus of guest-workers from Nigeria in the late 1980s, to

 make room in the economy for the tens of thousands of returned refugees.

 Nor did the plan preclude a similar crackdown on returnees by Morocco if

 POLISARIO lost.

 These questions finally were addressed in separate written pledges given

 by the two sides to Special Representative Yaqub-Khan in August 1992.

 POLISARIO promised, if victorious, to "govern on the basis of the principles

 of democratic freedoms"; not to interfere in the internal affairs of its neigh-

 bors, including Morocco; and to cooperate economically with Morocco, bi-

 laterally and within the Arab Mahgreb Union. Morocco promised, if victo-

 rious, to guarantee to POLISARIO "non-persecution and . . . freedom of

 movement" as well as a "general amnesty and pardon." The UN character-

 ized these pledges as confidence-building measures, recognizing their self-

 binding nature, but since they were as binding as the rest of the settlement

 plan, they were a welcome step forward.30

 FUNDING

 The three-year delay in pulling together the implementation plan meant that,

 by the time MINURSO's budget came before the financial committees of the

 General Assembly, the UN was deep into its second surge of peacekeeping

 since the end of the Cold War. The largest operation in history, for Cambodia,

 loomed just over the horizon, and UN finances were already deeply in

 arrears.31

 Mission planners first generated an estimated budget of $260 million for

 the 36-week operation, an annualized rate of spending equal to the operation

 in Namibia, which oversaw an election with ten times as many voters (but

 one for which the UN had rather less responsibility). In late April 1991, a

 marathon budget-cutting session trimmed the cost to $177 million, partly by

 30. United Nations, Security Council, The Situation in Western Sahara, Report by the Secretary-
 General, Sl24464, August 20, 1992, p. 3.
 31. In mid-1991, overdue payments for past years plus unpaid current-year assessments for
 peacekeeping totaled more than $450 million, nearly equal to the entire cost of UN peacekeeping
 for 1991 ($490 million). At that time, the United States owed $155 million in back dues for
 peacekeeping, and the Soviet Union owed $127 million. Status of Contributions as at 31 July 1991,
 UN Document ST/ADMISER.B/358, August 9, 1991. Both the United States and the Russian
 Federation (the USSR's successor in the UN) are committed to making good their deliquencies
 (mostly payments for UNIFIL, the UN's operation in Lebanon), but Russia's severe shortage of
 hard currency means that its shares of back dues and current assessments may be a long time
 coming.
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 the simple expedient of excising the money for repatriation of refugees.

 Although the Secretary General's planning reports continued to talk of the

 "integral" role of repatriation, the change obliged the staff of the UN's High

 Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to raise money for their share of

 MINURSO in the usual fashion, by voluntary contributions.32

 SIZE AND COMPOSITION OF THE OPERATION

 Final plans for MINURSO called for 1,695 military and 1,600 civilian personnel

 (580 to come from member states and 459 to be recruited locally). Canada

 provided the Force Commander and Peru the Deputy Commander. More

 than fifty countries agreed to contribute personnel or units to MINURSO, but

 the operation's heavy technical demands led to the use of military units

 predominantly from Western industrial countries: Australia agreed to send

 a signals unit, Poland a logistics unit, and Switzerland (not a UN member

 but increasingly active in peacekeeping) a medical team. Canada agreed to

 provide the infantry battalion that would protect refugee repatriation, and

 an air unit to support internal communications and resupply. (Both units are

 components of Canada's UN standby force.)

 Nonetheless, MINURSO, like other UN operations, followed where possible

 the principle of "equitable geographic distribution" in its staffing. Thirty-one

 countries (twenty-one of them economically developing) offered to contribute

 military observers and twenty-five (17 developing) offered to contribute ci-

 vilian police. In addition, Cuba, Egypt, Japan, Jordan, Namibia, New Zea-

 land, Pakistan, Singapore, and Tunisia pledged to send election observers.33

 COMMAND, COMMUNICATIONS, AND LOGISTICS

 MINURSO was designed as an integrated operation with the Special Repre-

 sentative in overall charge and a Deputy Special Representative to run things

 in his absence. The military Force Commander, the Police Commissioner,

 the Chief Administrative Officer, and the heads of the Identification and

 Referendum Commissions all were to report to the SRSG. The military logistics

 32. Interview 70, June 1991.
 33. "Equitable geographic distribution" is UN parlance for assuring that field missions draw
 participants from as many regions of the world as possible. It makes UN operations look like a
 cross-section of the UN itself, and reinforces their political legitimacy. At the same time, it helps
 to ensure that people from Third World countries receive a share of the per diems that accom-
 pany field work with the UN and are paid to support Western-style standards of food and
 accommodation. See Durch and Blechman, Keeping the Peace, pp. 48-64.
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 unit was to provide support for the entire operation, with the assistance of

 UN civilian logisticians. The mission plan called for MINURSO'S military unit

 to render assistance as needed to the operation's civilian police, especially

 for polling-place security (another lesson learned from Namibia, where such

 assistance was hard to come by).3
 The sparse road network and the size of the area of operation, including

 Western Sahara and adjacent locations that were home to Saharan refugees,

 dictated a decentralized operation with heavy reliance on air transport and

 surveillance to supplement the usual fleet of white UN four-wheel-drive

 vehicles, and extensive use of satellite communications. MINURSO was also

 one of the first UN missions slated to give its personnel hand-held Global

 Positioning System satellite receivers, which are able to calculate the user's

 location within 100 meters.35

 In their reviews of MINURSO's budget, member states complained about

 the cost of all of these items. Some of the communications gear may indeed

 have been redundant under normal circumstances, and the UN has tradi-

 tionally been reluctant to pay for any redundancy in its field missions, but

 such a stringently cost-conscious approach can prove disastrously short-

 sighted if conditions in the field turn nasty or the mission's one secure line

 to New York breaks down.36

 Field Operations

 Portents were not good as the cease-fire date approached in late summer

 1991. The Identification Commission had been working since the spring to

 edit the 1974 census list. Morocco, having expected for several years to have

 the vote go its way, became worried when neighbor Algeria, the UN, and

 the United States all seemed to be insisting seriously that the referendum be

 conducted freely and fairly. In mid-summer 1991, Morocco submitted its long

 list of potential new voters. Although King Hassan warned the Secretary

 General in August 1991 that he would not let MINURSO deploy until the issue

 34. Interviews 63 and 64, May 1991. S/21360, June 18, 1990, 20.
 35. United Nations, General Assembly, Financing of the United Nations Mission for the Referendum
 in Western Sahara, Addendum, Report of the Secretary General, A/45/241/Add.1, May 8, 1991, p. 33.
 36. If the UN gets serious about an equipment stockpile for peacekeeping operations, then
 some of the necessary mission redundancy can be had at a discount. It may well be that UN
 mission planners saw a chance to initiate a stockpile, which member states in previous years
 have rejected, using MINURSO as a cash cow. Member states have been reluctant to fund
 equipment with no immediate mission application.

This content downloaded from 
�������������130.241.16.16 on Wed, 07 Oct 2020 09:01:52 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 International Security 17:4 1 168

 of voter eligibility had been settled, the UN nonetheless deployed 200 military

 observers (the most initially allowed by Morocco). They established ten aus-

 tere field sites, five on Morocco's side of the sand wall, and five across the

 wall with POLISARIO. Morocco would not allow deployment of UN logistics,

 communications, or medical units for several months, and held up other UN

 equipment at Agadir (the sole official port of entry). Although Morocco

 assumed responsibility for support of the 200 observers in the interim, the

 fact that the support, while no worse, was no better than its supplies for its

 own forces, led the observers to tend more to survival and housekeeping

 than to their appointed tasks.37

 The freedom of movement granted MINURSO in its mandate also did not

 materialize in practice. Moroccan units obstructed UN patrols, sometimes at

 gunpoint. Of the 185 reported violations of the cease-fire through August

 1992, 178 were attributed to Morocco, only seven to POLISARIO.38

 In early 1992, Morocco allowed MINURSO's air unit, medical unit, and

 signals unit to enter (although it is not clear whether Moroccan authorities

 allowed the signals unit to bring all of its equipment into the territory along

 with its people). At the same time, to save money, all non-essential personnel

 were repatriated from the operation (reflecting the UN's dire financial straits).

 The greatest hazard to UN personnel stemmed from the continued laying of

 minefields, despite the nominal cease-fire and stand-down of forces.39

 In his February 1992 report to the Security Council, the Secretary General

 laid down several markers indicating that both the patience and the resources

 of the international community were finite, and warning of a policy reas-

 sessment should the lack of progress continue into late spring. In his late

 May 1992 report, on the anniversary of MINURSO'S creation, he requested just

 a three-month extention of the operation's mandate, which was, however,

 followed by another, indefinite extension in August. As of late November

 1992, the Special Representative and his staff were attempting to revive the

 37. See U.S. Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, The Western Sahara: The Referendum Process
 is in Danger, staff report, Committee Print, S.Prt. 102-75, 102d Cong., 2d sess., January 1992,

 pp. 5-7.
 38. Ibid., pp. 8-9, and United Nations, Security Council, Report of the Secretary-General on the
 United Nations Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara, S/23662, February 28, 1992, p. 4, and
 S/24464, p. 1. The number of violations dropped markedly after mid-1992, and none has pro-
 duced casualties.
 39. Ibid.
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 referendum process by meeting directly with the tribal chiefs. Few observers,

 however, thought the process could be brought back to life.AO

 Assessment and Conclusions

 MINURSO is an example of what can go wrong with a peacekeeping operation

 when the basic prerequisites for success are lacking. MINURSO lacked, first,

 strong and sustained great power support, especially the support of the

 United States. Historically, no peacekeeping operation has succeeded without

 such support. If the United States had paid attention, however, it is still

 unlikely that it would have put the muscle on Morocco to level the playing

 field in Western Sahara. Middle East realpolitik and especially King Hassan's

 skillful participation in it influenced Washington more than did the Sahrawi

 quest for self-determination, a quest that had been supported, moreover, by

 old U.S. nemeses like Fidel Castro and Moammar Qaddafi. However, Wash-
 ington might have pressed Morocco to define a vote for "integration" as a

 vote for considerable Saharan autonomy under the Moroccan flag.

 Second, successful peacekeeping requires that the parties to a dispute first

 alter their basic objectives, from winning everything, to salvaging something.

 Battlefield stalemate is a frequent precursor of such attitudinal change, but

 in this case the parties largely shifted the field of battle. Little willingness to

 compromise has yet become evident in either side's position. That is perhaps

 because compromise and loss are seen as producing similar political out-

 comes. If Western Sahara is considered Moroccan, it may not benefit King

 Hassan's government to define it as half-Moroccan (i.e., as an autonomous

 region). POLISARIO has fought for nearly 20 years for an independent Sahara;

 what special claim would it have to run an "autonomous" Sahara?

 In this context, analogies to the UN's operation in Namibia were misplaced.

 The Saharan operation was designed to intervene at an earlier stage of the

 political process: whereas it was South Africa's decision to quit Namibia that

 opened the door to the UN, Morocco made no such prior decision to vacate

 Western Sahara. Indeed, it counted on the referendum to confirm its juris-

 diction and took unsubtle steps to insure a successful result, manipulating

 40. United Nations, Security Council, The Situation in Western Sahara, Report by the Secretary-
 General, S/24040, May 29, 1992, p. 4, UN document S/24464, p. 4, and Interview 100, November
 23, 1992.
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 the voter rolls in ward-heeler fashion. To encourage UN support of the new

 rolls, Morocco used its sovereign powers to paralyze MINURSO until the UN

 either agreed to go along or ran out of patience or money. From King

 Hassan's perspective, no referendum was better than one mandating inde-

 pendence.

 The Saharan experience is thus a cautionary tale about choosing where to

 expend the United Nations' limited financial and human capital in a world

 full of strife. Peacekeeping serves a niche market. It is not suited to every

 conflict, nor is it a tool for conflict suppression. That distinction is being

 blurred more every day, however, in Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and So-

 malia, where peacekeepers are picking up mandates to enforce security for

 humanitarian relief. Protecting relief shipments may be desirable, and per-

 haps the international community should do more of it, but humanitarian

 intervention is more akin to peace enforcement-the UN way of war-than

 to peacekeeping, and we should be very clear about the difference. Enforcers

 are by definition unwanted by somebody close by, which makes their task

 immeasurably more difficult. Peacekeepers are confidence-builders, verifiers,

 and, if necessary, whistle-blowers, but their heaviest guns are in the presi-

 dential suites of the great powers. They make a valuable contribution to

 international peace and security, but not if they are sent into the wrong

 places at the wrong times.

 Third, MINURSO demonstrates the structural deficiencies of the UN itself

 with respect to the creation of peacekeeping operations. By spring 1991 its

 gestational troubles had become Exhibit A for those who believed that the

 formal separation of peacemaking and peacekeeping was a potential disaster

 in the making for the United Nations. The absence of routine lines of com-

 munication between mediators and operational planners operated to the

 detriment of both mission planning and effective negotiation. The UN's

 mediators, having neither experience in operational peacekeeping nor direct

 lines to the UN's operational people, were not in a good position to sift the

 feasible from the fanciful.

 In short, MINURSO exemplifies both the ambitions of UN peacekeeping in

 the 1990s and the shortcomings of its system for negotiating, planning,

 implementing and sustaining large, complex peacekeeping operations. It was

 the joint product of two decades of political momentum on decolonization

 within the General Assembly, the heady success of the UN's mission to

 oversee elections in Namibia, and the euphoria that followed the Second

 Gulf War. It was also the product of a badly fractured planning process and
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 it was orphaned by an international political system unable or unwilling to

 give it needed support, even though more than half of its military observers

 came from the five permanent members of the Security Council.

 Although the UN could easily have conducted the referendum on Moroc-

 co's terms, it was well-advised to demur. The Organization's credibility as a
 global midwife of democratic transitions depends above all on its image as

 an unbiased agent of popular choice; to be seen merely as the agent of the

 most powerful of local parties to a dispute would have seriously damaged

 that carefully nurtured image. At this stage, the UN appears to have the

 choice of engineering some sort of compromise, unlikely for the reasons just

 noted, or terminating the mission, with whatever adverse reactions that may

 generate. Under the circumstances, the latter option is the better one.
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