
by Louis A. Delvoie

ne of the boasts most frequently uttered by
Canadian politicians of all persuasions is
that Canada has participated in virtually
every single peacekeeping operation ever

mounted by the United Nations. While the
claim is essentially true, it begs an important question:
why? Politicians rarely raise that question, and even
more rarely provide any very satisfactory answers to it.
That task is usually left to officials, academics and jour-
nalists, and the responses provided, while often valid
and interesting, rarely go to the heart of the matter. And
yet for virtually all of the peacekeeping operations of
the Cold War period (1948-1988), it is perfectly possi-
ble to identify policy rationales firmly grounded in
Canada’s international security and political interests.
What is far more problematic is to find equally substan-
tive rationales for many of the international ‘peacekeep-
ing’ operations in which Canada has participated in the
decade since the end of the Cold War (1988-1998). In
the midst of vast transformations to the international

system and security environment, the Canadian govern-
ment has failed to develop a new policy framework and
criteria to determine why, when and where Canada
should engage its armed forces in what are now referred
to as international security operations. There is in fact a
policy vacuum which must be filled if the Canadian
government is to avoid unproductive or unnecessarily
dangerous undertakings which are of questionable value
to the country, and may indeed be inconsistent with its
interests. This is a serious challenge on the eve of a new
millennium. 

RATIONALES IN THE LITERATURE

here is a large and impressive body of scholarly
and semi-scholarly work on Canada’s involvement

in international peacekeeping. It includes numerous per-
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CANADA AND INTERNATIONAL
SECURITY OPERATIONS:
THE SEARCH FOR POLICY RATIONALES
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The United Nations Protection Force in Bosnia: failed peace restoration and humanitarian intervention.
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ceptive analyses of the reasons and the situations which
prompted individual Canadian governments to respond
in a particular way to individual international crises.
Many of these analyses are solidly grounded in assess-
ments of Canadian interests and of thrusts in Canadian
foreign policy. When the time comes, however, to pro-
vide generic explanations of Canada’s heavy engage-
ment in peacekeeping over a period of decades, these
writers adopt a different tack. They tend to fall back on
essentially ‘soft’ explanations related to domestic poli-
tics or to Canada’s international image and reputation.
Three examples will illustrate the point.

One of Canada’s most prolific writers on peace-
keeping is Alex Morrison, director of the Pearson
Peacekeeping Centre in Cornwallis, Nova Scotia.
Drawing on his experience as a military advisor to the
Canadian mission to the UN in New York, Morrison
explains in interesting detail the mechanics of Canadian

decision making relating to individual UN
operations.  But in explaining why Canada
has been so extensively involved in peace-
keeping, he suggests that it is because peace-
keeping has provided Canadian governments
with an opportunity to put the functional
principle into practice and to exercise lead-
ership at the international level. He adds that
peacekeeping has enjoyed the support of the
Canadian public and allowed Canada to gain
worldwide esteem.1

In an excellent new study of Canadian
foreign policy, Professor Andrew Cooper of
the University of Waterloo explains the phe-
nomenon in similar terms, but somewhat
more subtly. While occasionally making ref-
erences to Canadian foreign and security pol-
icy interests, Cooper puts the emphasis on
other factors. He suggests that “peacekeeping
has been central to the definition of Canada’s
national identity, role and influence in the
world”, that it has become “a symbol of
Canada’s world view”, “a staple tool for the
application of constructive internationalism”
and “an area of issue specific advantage.” He
adds that peacekeeping has provided Canada
with international recognition, has been enor-
mously popular domestically and has provid-
ed Canada with repeated opportunities to
exercise its talent for mediation.2

Finally, Professor Jack Granatstein, one
of Canada’s best known historians, explains
the phenomenon in terms which have more to
do with Canada’s collective psyche than its
foreign policy. Contrasting it with Canada’s

participation in NATO and NORAD, he remarks that
“peacekeeping at the same time somehow smacked of
independence from the United States” and that peace-
keeping became “the ideal role for Canada: responsible,
useful, inexpensive and satisfying.” He carries this latter
theme further in suggesting that:

...peacekeeping was a satisfactory role for
Pearson, one can surmise, because it was inher-
ently useful, because it had good public rela-
tions value in Canada and abroad and because it
struck a responsive chord in Pearson’s and the
national soul.3

While there are undoubtedly elements of truth in
most, if not all, of the explanations offered by these
three writers, do they represent the totality of the factors
which motivated the Canadian government to become so
heavily engaged in international peacekeeping through-

Rwanda: failed humanitarian intervention. The site of one of the massacres.
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out the period of the Cold War? If so, they would seem
to constitute an insufficient basis for Canada’s continu-
ous engagement of its relatively small armed forces in
human, political and financial terms. If so, the country
and its government would be deserving of Professor
Granatstein’s severe judgement:

For too many Canadians peacekeeping has
become a substitute for policy and thought.
Some countries (but no longer our budget-
strapped nation) try to deal with problems by
throwing money at them; our people and, to
some substantial extent, our governments try to
deal with the world’s
problems by sending
peacekeepers. This is not
an ignoble impulse but it
is one that has to be
checked with realism...
Governments, like indi-
viduals, are supposed to
be capable of rational
decision making. And
automatic responses —
whether ‘My country
right or wrong’ or ‘Send
in the Canadian peace-
keepers’ — are no substi-
tute for thought4.

The reality is, of course,
that the Canadian govern-
ment’s policy on peacekeep-
ing was not devoid of realism
or thought. On the contrary,
as one Canadian foreign min-
ister put it “we believe that
our involvement in peace-
keeping operations over four
decades is a concrete reflec-
tion of our basic security and
foreign policy interests.”5

What were those interests?

THE SECURITY IMPERATIVE

hroughout the years of the Cold War, the foremost
security objective of the Canadian government was

to preserve Canada from the effects of a global ther-
monuclear war involving the two world superpowers.
This objective was at the heart of Canada’s defence and
security policies, of its membership in the NATO and
NORAD alliances, and of much of its involvement in
international peacekeeping. In the latter case, it
involved a recognition that while a threat to the securi-
ty of Canada might emanate from a direct threat to

Western Europe or North America, it might equally arise
from the escalation of regional conflicts in other parts
of the world, especially ones where the two superpowers
were either present or had important interests at stake.
Thus in 1964, Canada’s Secretary of State for External
Affairs, Paul Martin, expressed the concern and the pur-
pose in these terms:

In the thermonuclear world...and in the world of
newly-independent states and under-developed
countries in which conditions of instability and
disorder are apt to arise, an international force to
keep the peace or hold the ring while negotiations

take place is vital if we are to avoid the dangers of
escalation to nuclear war. Whether we like it or
not, we live in a shrinking world. Local hostilities,
whether in Southeast Asia, Africa or the
Mediterranean, if not contained quickly, can have
as great an impact on our lives as an outbreak of
hostilities in the more familiar trouble spots of
direct concern to NATO.6

The concern about the dangers of escalation was
particularly evident in relation to conflicts in the Middle
East, where the Arab-Israeli dispute became increasing-

T

Somalia: failed humanitarian intervention.
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ly entwined in Cold War rivalries between the super-
powers from the mid-1950s onward. It certainly goes
a long way towards explaining why Canada partici-
pated in no less than eight separate peacekeeping
operations in the Middle East. As Canada’s most emi-
nent peacekeeper, General E.L.M. Burns, was to write
in 1985: 

The parallel situations of 1956 and 1973 illus-
trate the special dangers of hostilities in the
Middle East developing into a confrontation
between the superpowers... It is fear of this
world disaster which basically moves Canada
and other secondary powers to contribute to the
peacekeeping forces in the Middle East.7

The threat and fear of escalation was not only a
powerful motivator of Canadian action in the Middle

East, but also in the case of peacekeeping missions in
Asia and Africa. Thus, in a statement to the UN General
Assembly in April 1961, the Canadian delegation
addressed the question of the peacekeeping force in the
Congo in these terms: “The involvement of the United
Nations in the Congo was unquestionably right, and per-
haps inevitable. The conflict which had broken out in
the Congo was internal, but outside intervention was
already a fact and the very real possibility of major
international conflict growing out of the Congo situa-
tion was evident to all.”8 And later that year, the

Secretary of State for External Affairs, Howard Green,
reiterated the concern in these words: “Were it not for
the United Nations presence, the Congo would probably
sink into tribal strife and might even become the scene
of a great power conflict.”9

OTHER IMPERATIVES

ut if the fear of escalation of regional conflicts was
the central imperative in determining Canada’s

participation in peacekeeping missions in the Cold War
period, it was by no means the only one firmly ground-
ed in Canada’s security and foreign policy interests.
Another closely associated factor was a determination
not to allow regional conflicts to have an adverse impact
on NATO, which successive Canadian governments
regarded as the cornerstone of Canadian foreign and
defence policy. This concern was uppermost in the

minds of Louis St. Laurent and
Lester Pearson during the Suez
Crisis of 1956, and in the creation
of the first UN Emergency Force
for the Middle East, when the cohe-
sion of the Western Alliance was
threatened by the divisions which
the issue had precipitated in rela-
tions between the United States on
the one hand, and Britain and
France on the other.10 Similarly, in
his efforts to establish a UN force
in Cyprus in 1964, Paul Martin was
chiefly concerned with the need “to
contain an explosive situation
which might have led to a major
outbreak of hostilities involving
two NATO allies.”11 It was, indeed,
this determination to maintain the
integrity of NATO and to safeguard
its southern flank that led the
Canadian government to contribute
troops to the UN force in Cyprus
for nearly 30 years.

Other more general Canadian
foreign policy considerations were

brought to bear in the case of several peacekeeping mis-
sions in the Middle East, South Asia and Southeast Asia.
One of these had to do with Canada’s stance in the Cold
War. Canada, like other Western countries, was interest-
ed in limiting the spread of Soviet influence in the Third
World throughout the years of the Cold War. Thus, as
early as 1948, Louis St. Laurent expressed the fear that
the conflict between India and Pakistan might be
exploited by the Soviet Union to its advantage; and it
was not coincidental that Canada’s very first involve-
ment in a UN peacekeeping mission was along the Indo-

Operat ion “Standard”,  Hai t i :  humanitar ian intervent ion with the aim of  restor ing democrat ic
governance.
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Pakistani ceasefire line in Kashmir.12 And as Professor
Granatstein has noted:

Our peacekeeping efforts almost always sup-
ported western interests. Certainly this was true
in the Middle East, the Congo, Cyprus, Vietnam
and Bosnia too.13

Finally, at least two of Canada’s endeavours in the
field of peacekeeping served to strengthen its bilateral
relations with key partner countries. This was true of the
first UN Emergency Force in the Middle East, whose
deployment allowed Britain and France to save some
face in the aftermath of the Suez Crisis of 1956.  It was
equally true of the International Commission for
Control and Supervision established in 1973 under the
terms of the peace agreement concluded between the
United States and the government of North Vietnam.
Although the Canadian government had serious reserva-
tions about the viability of this operation, it agreed to
participate in order to help the United States extricate
itself from Vietnam.14

THE SHARP PRINCIPLES

irtually all of Canada’s involvement in interna-
tional peacekeeping operations during the Cold War

can be explained in function of one or more of the secu-
rity and foreign policy considerations outlined above.15

These policy rationales came to be supplemented in the
early 1970s with a series of political and technical cri-
teria or guidelines to be used by the Canadian govern-
ment in assessing the merits of Canadian participation
in any particular operation. Deriving their name from
the Minister who first put them forward in the House of
Commons, the so-called ‘Sharp Principles’ reflected the
lessons learned from earlier bad experiences in the
Congo, Egypt and Indochina. The criteria stipulated that
for Canada to participate:

● there should exist a threat to international peace and
security.

● the peacekeeping endeavour should be associated with
an agreement for a political settlement, or at least a
reasonable expectation of a negotiated settlement.

● the peacekeeping organization should be responsible to a
political authority, preferably the United Nations.

● the  peacekeeping  miss ion  should  have  a  c lear
mandate adequate to permit it to carry out its assigned
function.

● the parties to the conflict accept the presence of the peace-
keeping mission and agree to maintain a ceasefire.

● Canadian participation in the operation is acceptable to
all concerned.

● there should be an agreed and equitable method of
financing the operation.16

The Sharp Principles were never intended to be hard
and fast rules, and were not used as such by the
Canadian government. They did, however, constitute a
clear statement of Canadian government desiderata and
were used to good effect in negotiating mandates and
conditions of deployment with the UN Secretariat.  They
were also used to provide justification for Canadian
withdrawal from operations which were inherently inef-
fective or had ceased to be effective.17 In short, they
added a further dimension of rationality to Canadian
government decision making in relation to international
peacekeeping in the Cold War era.

AFTER THE COLD WAR

he last major public iteration of traditional
Canadian peacekeeping policy is to be found in the

Defence White Paper of 1987, which put the emphasis
on the avoidance of escalation of regional conflicts into
superpower confrontations and on the prevention of rifts
within the Atlantic Alliance, and which repeated virtual-
ly all of the Sharp Principles as conditions for Canadian
participation in peacekeeping.18 But like so much else in
that White Paper, this statement of peacekeeping policy
was rapidly overtaken by events.  The end of the Cold
War and events surrounding it led to an explosion in the
number of peacekeeping operations launched by the

T
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The Gulf War: reversal of armed aggression. HMCS Protecteur refuelling an
American warship in the Persian Gulf.
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United Nations, and gave rise to the creation of types of
missions which had never before been envisaged.19

The missions established by the United Nations dur-
ing the decade 1988-1998 fall broadly into three cate-
gories. The first are fairly traditional missions whose
responsibilities involved the monitoring of ceasefires,
and troop redeployments or withdrawals. The military
observer groups deployed along the borders between
Iran and Iraq and between Iraq and Kuwait, as well as
those dispatched to Afghanistan and Angola, fall into
this category. A second group consists of missions
charged with the political reconstruction of ruined or
recently liberated states. Into this category fall the mis-
sions sent to Nicaragua, Cambodia, Namibia, Haiti and
the Western Sahara. Finally, there are what have come to
be called ‘humanitarian missions’ whose functions are

to aid and protect populations threatened by violence or
starvation, usually in civil war situations.  The opera-
tions in Bosnia, Somalia and Rwanda, as well as the
aborted operation in Eastern Zaire, fall into this last cat-
egory. In short, as Foreign Minister André Ouellet
remarked in 1994, the “term ‘peacekeeping’ has taken
on a rather elastic meaning.”20

Most of the UN missions mounted between 1988
and 1992 can be seen as part of the process of wind-

ing down the Cold War. They came into being either
as a result of the Soviet Union’s new willingness to
cooperate with the West in bringing longstanding
regional conflicts to an end, or as a result of the
Soviet Union’s progressive withdrawal from regions
of the Third World where i t  had been actively
engaged in competi t ions for  influence with the
West.21 This is true of the missions in Iran/Iraq,
Afghanistan,  Cambodia,  Nicaragua, Namibia and
Angola. Thus, Canadian participation in these mis-
sions, whether of the peacekeeping or reconstruction
variety, fell well within the bounds of traditional
Canadian peacekeeping policy. If the overarching
national interest and policy rationale had until then
been the containment of the Cold War through the
limitation of regional conflicts which posed a threat
of escalation, the actual termination of the  Cold War

in all of its manifestations
served the same ends in
terms of Canadian security
interests.

The policy rationale
for Canada’s participation in
the UN operations in the for-
mer Yugoslavia was some-
what different, but equally
substantive. The Canadian
government saw in the civil
wars in Yugoslavia not only a
series of humanitarian issues,
but also a threat to the securi-
ty and stability of Europe,
which successive Canadian
governments have identified
as being in the Canadian
national interest.22 And in this
broader security context, the
Canadian government regard-
ed its continued involvement
in Yugoslavia as part of its
commitment to NATO and its
NATO allies.23 The actual
implementation of the mis-
sion, however, represented a
singular departure from tradi-

tional Canadian policy and criteria, for as one recent
study points out very accurately:

The UN clearly made the choice to maintain
the minimum involvement necessary to avert the
worst effects of the war and to prevent a spillover
of the conflict to surrounding countries.  But once
enacted, the Security Council incrementally
increased the mandate over the next three and a
half years, edging towards occupation and a forced

The United Nations Force in Cyprus: traditional peacekeeping with the aim of preventing conflict between
two NATO member states.
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solution. The problem is that it refused to support
the increased mandates with a requisite military
enlargement.  Even worse, the UN sent forces to
Bosnia under a Chapter VI mandate when it was
clearly a Chapter VII engagement. This trouble-
some situation was acknowledged by the subse-
quent UN resolutions which left UNPROFOR to
sort out the muddled mandates.24

It was, of course, precisely to avoid Canada becom-
ing or staying involved in confused missions of the kind
described here that the Sharp Principles had originally
been developed and subsequently elaborated. And yet,
despite the ineffectiveness of the operation and the dan-
gers involved, to say nothing of the damage done to the
reputation of the United Nations, the Canadian govern-
ment maintained its commitment of troops to UNPRO-
FOR in Bosnia until it was eventually replaced by a
NATO force operating under very different conditions.

The experience of UNPROFOR in Bosnia very
graphically illustrated the point made in 1993 by one of
the world’s most respected experts on peacekeeping, Sir
Brian Urquhart, when he said:

Peacekeeping is a very useful technique when
the conditions are right.  The trouble is that
nowadays they mostly aren’t right... The situa-
tions which characterize the post-Cold War
world are really very different from the situa-
tions peacekeeping was set up to deal with, and
they really mostly are quite unsuitable for the
peacekeeping technique.25

But rather than take this lesson on board
and trim their sails accordingly, both the
Mulroney and the Chrétien governments
chose to dilute Canadian policy and to apply
the peacekeeping technique ever more widely.

THE DEMISE OF POLICY

anadian government policy on peace-
keeping changed incrementally, but not

particularly coherently, between 1991 and
1995. In 1991, Prime Minister Mulroney vir-
tually repudiated the traditional doctrine of
non-intervention in the internal affairs of
sovereign states, and made the case for
Canadian and international interventionism
in the interests of saving lives in domestic
conflicts,  advocating the need for a “rebal-
ancing between international obligations
and national sovereignty.2”6 While there
were many factors which helped to explain
this new activism, none of them had much to

do with a re-thinking of Canada’s foreign policy or
national interests.

But even when that re-thinking did occur with the
Liberal government’s foreign and defence policy
reviews of 1994-95, the results were lacking in defini-
tion. The government’s statement of foreign policy
called for “a broadening of the focus of security policy
from its narrow orientation of managing state to state
relations” to one which would involve “working for the
promotion of democracy and good governance, of
human rights and the rule of law and of prosperity
through sustainable development.”27 The government’s
Defence White Paper also made its contribution to fur-
ther blurring the policy framework. Abandoning the use
of the term ‘peacekeeping’, it spoke of ‘multilateral
operations’ which encompassed the full range of mili-
tary activity, from preventive deployments to all-out
war. And with few, if any, delineations along the way, it
stated that the purpose of these operations should be to
address not only “genuine threats to international peace
and secur i ty”  but  a lso  “emerging humani tar ian
tragedies.” To this statement of objectives was appended
what was inevitably a highly watered-down and condi-
tioned iteration of the Sharp Principles.28

This progressive broadening and dilution of the pol-
icy framework was accompanied by Canadian participa-
tion in three UN missions which underlined the ques-
tions and problems to which it could and would give rise.
These were the missions to Haiti, Somalia and Rwanda.

The overthrow of the democratically elected gov-
ernment of President Aristide by the leadership of the

Summer 2000  ● Canadian Military Journal 19

Operation “Kinetic”, the NATO Kosovo Force: armed intervention to prevent humanitarian tragedy.
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Haitian army was undoubtedly a regrettable event, but
it certainly did not pose a threat to international peace
and security, let alone to the security interests of
Canada. Nor did it affect Canada’s economic interests,
since Canada’s trade with and investments in Haiti were
negligible, given that country’s extreme poverty. What

then explains the very high profile role adopted by the
Canadian government in international diplomatic
efforts and in the UN mission to restore President
Aristide to power? The explanation might lay in the
existence of a fairly large Haitian community in
Montreal which supported Aristide, or in a wish to
enhance Canadian diplomatic credit in Washington,
where there was serious concern that further outflows
of Haitian refugees would severely test the already
tense race relations in parts of Florida. But both of
these factors remained unavowed as the Canadian gov-
ernment gave the reasons for its initial and then its con-
tinued involvement in the UN mission to Haiti.  

In fact, the reasons cited had everything to do with
the inadmissibility of the overthrow of democratic gov-
ernments by military force, with the need to restore
democracy in Haiti and with the desirability of consoli-
dating the democratic process and reinforcing national
institutions in Haiti.29 But by adopting a rationale

divorced from Canadian foreign policy interests and
based on a general principle, the Canadian government
was either committing itself to a policy of global inter-
ventionism in support of that principle or leaving itself
open to questions to which there was no logical answer.
Why did the Canadian government consider that UN

military intervention
was warranted in the
case of Haiti, but not
in Algeria or Nigeria
where the military
had also intervened
to thwart an ongoing
democratic process?
Why had the Canadian
government in these
cases contented itself
with uttering cautious
criticism, and no
more?30 In terms of
the principle involved,
there was and is no
self-evident answer.  

Different, but equal-
ly difficult, questions
arise in relation to
Canada’s support for,
and participation in,
the so-called ‘human-
itarian operations’ in
Somalia and Rwanda.
For if it is difficult to
discern any foreign
policy foundations
or logical consisten-

cy in the rationales advanced by the Canadian govern-
ment for intervention in Haiti, it is virtually impossible
to find any at all in the case of Somalia and Rwanda.

The civil war in Somalia began in 1989 and from
the start gave rise to widespread violence outbreaks of
famine and the displacement of populations. The situa-
tion prevailing in 1992 was not qualitatively different
from that which had prevailed in the previous three
years.31 Why was it that Canada and the UN only decid-
ed on military intervention in Somalia in 1992? Why did
Canada remain committed to an intervention which rep-
resented a classical case of ‘mandate creep’, evolving
from a peacekeeping operation to protect humanitarian
assistance deliveries into a peace enforcement operation
whose goals were unachievable under the conditions
prevailing in Somalia?32

Similar questions arise about Canada’s involvement
in the UN military missions in Rwanda. In explaining its

20 Canadian Military Journal  ● Summer 2000

The United States Emergency Force in the Sinai: traditional peacekeeping with the aim of preventing superpower
involvement in a regional conflict.
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decision to participate in these missions, the Canadian
government offered no reason other than that “the world
has been shocked by the human tragedy unfolding in
Rwanda.”33 But this explanation begs the question as to
why the Canadian government felt impelled to promote
and participate in a UN military intervention in 1993-95
when it had never seen fit to do so during the numerous
other outbreaks of ethnic conflict and massacres involv-
ing Hutus and Tutsis in Rwanda and Burundi during the
period 1959 to 1991.34 And why did Canada agree to the
progressive expansion of the UN mandates in Rwanda,
from a modest mission of monitoring the Uganda-
Rwanda border to the formidable task of helping the
Rwandan government “to re-establish a secure environ-
ment in the country,”35 a task so obviously well beyond
the means of any short term UN intervention given the
history of relations between Hutus and Tutsis through-
out the region?

There is one much broader question which applies
to both the Somalia and Rwanda missions. Why did the
UN and Canada choose to intervene in the civil wars in
these two countries but not in the bloody and destructive
civil wars taking place at the same time in countries
such as Sudan, Sierra Leone, Afghanistan and Sri
Lanka?  In other words, why was the concept of ‘collec-
tive security’ enshrined in the UN charter replaced by
what might be termed a penchant for ‘selective inter-
ventionism’? The answer to these and most of the other
questions raised above is to be found not in any coher-
ent UN doctrine or in any analysis of Canadian foreign
policy, but rather in what has come to be termed the
‘CNN factor’. Events and developments in Somalia and
Rwanda attracted the sustained attention of the Western
mass media, especially television, which bombarded
their audiences with heart-rending images of human suf-
fering. This in turn provoked among Western govern-
ments and publics the sentiment that ‘something has to
be done’, and the result was a rush to often ill thought-
out action. The judgement of news organizations as to
which civil wars and famines were newsworthy and
which were not came to be substituted for rational poli-
cy making by governments.

The ultimate example of this phenomenon is to be
found in the Canadian government’s decision in late
1996 to play the lead role in mounting first a diplomatic
initiative, and then a multinational military intervention,
to assist several hundred thousand Rwandan refugees
trapped in Eastern Zaire as a result of civil wars in both
Rwanda and Zaire. On the basis of an extensive study of
the decision–making process in Ottawa on this occasion,
Professor John Kirton has concluded that the prime
instigator of the Canadian government’s action was
Prime Minister Chrétien himself, and that “Chrétien was
moved in the first instance by the television pictures of

the plight of the refugees.”36 And it was Chrétien who
carried the day in moving Canada forward from a diplo-
matic mission to a military intervention despite the obvi-
ous reluctance of the Departments of Foreign Affairs and
National Defence in Ottawa, and despite the evident lack
of enthusiasm of most of Canada’s major allies.37

In trying to explain why Canada had taken the lead
in addressing the refugee situation in Eastern Zaire,
Foreign Minister Axworthy advanced no policy ration-
ale, but seemed to suggest that Canada had to act simply
because it was uniquely qualified to do so by virtue of:

...the credibility that Canada enjoys throughout
Africa and in the Great Lakes region in particu-
lar, as a result of its bilingual capabilities and
absence of colonial ties, as well as its long-
standing and impartial involvement in programs
of economic and educational cooperation.38

Even if taken at face value, this explanation hardly
seemed adequate to justify Canada committing troops
to, and taking command of, a military expedition into
the heart of Africa, and especially one whose mandate
was premised on the need for enforcement action rather
than some form of peacekeeping.39 In fact, the expla-
nation was somewhat misleading. The reality was that
the three African countries chiefly involved (Zaire,
Rwanda and Burundi) had never enjoyed a very high
priority in Canada’s foreign policy and international
relations, and Canada did not have a particularly high
profile in any of them. Canada had never seen fit to
establish full-fledged embassies in either Rwanda or
Burundi, and the Canadian embassy in Zaire had been
closed since the spring of 1993.40 Canada’s diplomatic
presence, as well as its consequent knowledge of local
political realities, was well below the level of many
other Western countries.  As for Canadian aid pro-
grammes in the three countries, they were in fact very
modest. Thus, in 1992-93, Canada’s bilateral aid dis-
bursements to Zaire, Rwanda and Burundi combined
amounted to only 20 million dollars, slightly less than
Canada contributed to Jamaica alone.41 These aid pro-
grammes were hardly of a magnitude likely to confer on
Canada any particular status or influence in dealing
with the governments concerned.

These realities became evident as planning and
preparations for the mission to Zaire went forward. While
the Canadian government might advocate the need to dis-
regard the principle of national sovereignty in pursuit of
humanitarian objectives, the African leaderships with
which it was dealing clearly were not prepared to do so.
Despite early indications that they might be willing to
bend the principle, in the end the governments of Zaire
and Rwanda, as well as the Zairian rebel leader Laurent
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Kabila, refused to cooperate in any external intervention
in the regions they controlled.42 And the Canadian gov-
ernment had neither the influence nor the clout to make
them change their mind, with the result that if the multi-
national military intervention had gone forward, it might
have been militarily opposed by all three.

The actual preparations for the proposed Zaire
mission also revealed two other fundamental flaws in
the Canadian government’s decision to put itself for-
ward as the putative leader of this enterprise. The first
was that Canada did not have the military capabilities,
especially the logistical capabilities, to sustain that
role in such a distant and unfamiliar theatre of opera-
tions. At every step of the way, it became more evident
how totally dependent the success of the operation
would be on the military and logistical capabilities of
the United States (and consequently how the United
States, not Canada, would have the final say on what
was to be done.)43 Secondly, Canada was severely
handicapped by a lack of detailed and reliable infor-
mation about the situation on the ground in Eastern
Zaire. Lacking the intelligence gathering capabilities
of the United States and Britain (satellite imagery and
reconnaissance aircraft), the Canadian authorities
often had to fall back on the fragmentary and some-
times contradictory information provided by the
UNHCR and by NGOs working in the region,44 or
admit their total dependence on their allies. On both
counts, the Canadian government’s claim to be able to
take the lead in mounting and commanding the Zaire
operation proved to be unsustainable. It was lucky for
both Canada and its soldiers that it was not put to the
test in combat.

These and a host of other problematic issues are
brought out very clearly in an unofficial document writ-
ten by two Canadian government officials and entitled
“Lessons Learned from the Zaire Mission.” 45 The fact
is, of course, that many of the problems discussed in
this study were known and understood by government
officials well before a decision was made at the political
level to launch a military initiative for Zaire. What
seems equally clear is that these issues were disregard-
ed in an exercise which proved to be a triumph of good
intentions and image building over coherent policy and
rational decision making.  (Although less relevant when
written in 1991, Professor Granatstein’s appeal for
‘realism’ and ‘thought’ had certainly become very perti-
nent by 1996.)46

THE WAY AHEAD

he main policy rationales and the criteria which
underpinned Canada’s participation in internation-

al peacekeeping during the Cold War period and its

immediate aftermath have been largely overtaken by
events.  New realities require new approaches.  In this
regard, the Canadian government has been far from
inactive.  It has established the Pearson Peacekeeping
Centre whose mandate is to explore and provide train-
ing in new forms of civil-military collaboration in the
prevention and limitation of armed conflicts. It has
sponsored and funded a major international study on
ways to improve the United Nation’s capabilities to
intervene rapidly in nascent conflicts so as to limit
their detrimental effects.  Both of these initiatives are
thoroughly worthwhile, but they deal with implementa-
tion techniques and mechanics. What is still lacking is
an in-depth review of Canadian policy aimed at
answering the questions why, where, when and with
whom should Canada envisage becoming involved in
international security operations.

In its reviews and statements of foreign and defence
policy in 1994-95, the Canadian government did not
address these basic questions, but contented itself with
diluting traditional policies and expanding the concept
of security to include the promotion of democracy,
human rights, social justice, etc. As Professor Joel
Sokolsky has very aptly remarked: 

What this approach often obscures is the reality
that most cases of regional conflict will not
even indirectly affect Canadian economic or
security interests. Ottawa is often simply look-
ing to participate actively in global affairs.47

This approach also obscures two other important
points. The first is that the capabilities of the Canadian
Armed Forces have been dramatically reduced in recent
years, as a result of a long succession of budgetary and
personnel cuts; their ability to undertake new and more
complex mandates is thus severely constrained.48 The
second point is that this approach ignores an even more
fundamental question. The men and women of the
Canadian Armed Forces are sworn to lay down their
lives if necessary in defence of Canada, Canadians and
their interests. Is it legitimate to ask them to do the
same in defence of others to whom they have no such
obligations, in situations where there are no evident or
important Canadian interests at stake?

All of this is not to suggest that Canadians or their
government should remain indifferent to the suffering
endured by populations confronted with civil wars, mas-
sacres or famines. In these situations Canada can and
should provide emergency relief assistance (food, med-
icines and shelter), offer economic development assis-
tance, participate with like-minded countries in conflict
resolution endeavours, support both politically and
financially the efforts of international organizations and
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NGOs in relief operations and peace building measures,
and finally assist regional organizations in developing
their peacekeeping capabilities. In short, there are many
ways in which Canada can discharge its international
humanitarian responsibilities without resorting to mili-
tary intervention.

Decisions to deploy forces, to engage in military
operations and to put troops in harm’s way are among
the gravest which any government is required to make.
They should never be taken casually, and should cer-
tainly not be based on the spontaneous reactions of
politicians or publics to media images, no matter how
dismal. They should instead be based on policies

reflecting an accurate assessment of the country’s inter-
ests and capabilities. On the eve of a new century which
promises to be no less chaotic and conflict-ridden than
the one drawing to a close, the time for the Canadian
government to develop policies in tune with contempo-
rary realities is now.

Reprinted by permission of Irwin Publishing Ltd.  From
CANADA AND THE NEW WORLD ORDER, edited by
Michael J. Tucker, Raymond D. Blake and P.E. Bryden,
Toronto, 2000.

Somalia: failed humanitarian intervention.
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