
The debate about Mexico participating with troops in 
un peacekeeping operations has intensified in re­
cent years. It finally entered a decisive phase after 

Enrique Peña Nieto announced on September 24, 2014, to 
the un General Assembly that Mexico would gradually be­
gin contributing troops to these missions.

Mexico is one of the main financial contributors to these 
peacekeeping missions, and in addition, it has been sporadic­
ally present with military and police contingents since the 
United Nations was created, plus having civilian personnel 
participating in these operations, for example, to lend assis­
tance during elections.

Despite this, to date, the country has no definite policy 
with regard to these missions. This should change based on 
an evaluation of the national interest and the characteristics 
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and needs of the world in matters of peace and security, 
which should determine the contribution that Mexico could 
make. Domestically, now that it has been decided to involve 
Mexico in the peacekeeping missions with military person­
nel, the risks and opportunities they imply should be care­
fully analyzed given that these operations are dynamic and 
changing and today are very different from what they were 
originally. Before continuing, I should explain what the peace­
keeping operations are, what they are for, and what they look 
like today.

What Are Peacekeeping Operations?

The un Charter does not specify the tasks that peacekeep­
ing troops, or Blue Berets, will carry out. The founders of 
the United Nations, in fact, knew that the body they were 
creating did not have the attributes to be able to wipe war 



29

in
t

e
r

n
at

io
n

a
l 

a
ff

a
ir

s

from the face of the Earth. Therefore, in practice, they lim­
ited themselves to emphasizing that one of the new institu­
tion’s main objectives was to maintain international peace 
and security but without identifying the mechanisms to 
make that a reality. This is where the concept of peacekeep­
ing operations comes into play.1 Given that eradicating con­
flicts would be difficult, the un pragmatically decided to 
create mechanisms to mitigate them, especially when they 
had already broken out.2 Preventive peacekeeping opera­
tions have been less frequent than those aimed at places 
where a conflict is already underway or where what is need­
ed is to consolidate the peace.

In the 1990s, when peacekeeping missions were drasti­
cally on the rise, a series of documents proliferated that sought 
to delimit their mandate and redefine them in the light of the 
changes going on in the world. Suffice it to mention that, in 
contrast with the Cold War, when most conflicts were inter­
national, in its aftermath and until today, they are markedly 
domestic.

In addition, intervention for humanitarian reasons in 
countries suffering from violent conflicts has been consoli­
dating in international relations as the minimalist vision of 
human security suggests, in light of which the international 
community has adopted the principle of what is called “the 
responsibility to protect.” This means that if a state cannot 
or does not wish to protect its own population in the face of 
violent conflicts and the violation of its most fundamental 
human rights, it is the responsibility of the international 
community to intervene.3 While the un Charter itself pos­
its the principle of non-intervention in the internal matters 
of states, the trend is to overlook this consideration in the 
face of the destruction and desolation generated by violent 
conflicts among the civilian population. Non-intervention is 
also a guiding principle of Mexico’s foreign policy; for that 
reason, as will be seen further along, the country’s participa­
tion in peacekeeping operations is only supposed to happen 
when the mission is in accordance with traditional usage, 
that is, by petition of the government of the territory where 
deployment is to be made and in accordance with a series 
of rules that should be clearly known.

In any case, the most usual definition of peacekeeping 
operations was articulated by former un Under-secretary 
General Marrack Goulding. Briefly stated, Goulding de­
scribed them as un field operations with the consent of the 
interested parties to aid in controlling and resolving con­
flicts between them, under un command and control, fi­

nanced by all the member states, with military personnel, 
as well as other types of personnel and equipment provided 
voluntarily by them. These forces are to act impartially be­
tween the parties and to use the minimum amount of force 
necessary.4 With the passage of time, however, these opera­
tions have not always stayed within these guidelines, as we 
will see below.

Peacekeeping Mission Stages

Broadly speaking, four stages of peacekeeping missions can 
be distinguished during their history:

1. �Between 1948 and 1988. Classical or traditional peace­
keeping operations were carried out, starting in 1948 
with observers, and, during the 1956 Suez Canal crisis, 
peacekeeping troops were sent to situate themselves 
between the clashing parties. In these four decades, 
13 peacekeeping operations were organized. The great 
powers did not participate, but rather that was left to 
countries like Canada, Australia, India, Bangladesh, 
Nepal, etc. The use of force by the Blue Berets was 
only justified in cases of legitimate defense and, in 
addition, deployment was effected with the permis­
sion of the parties in conflict.

2. �From 1988 to 1998. The peacekeeping operations during 
this period should be called complex or multi-dimen­
sional. They broadened out their tasks, going beyond 
the simple monitoring of the ceasefire and placing 
themselves between the parties in conflict, to include 
activities such as disarmament, demobilization, and 
reintegration (ddr), humanitarian aid, electoral assis­
tance, protection of human rights, civilian policing, 
removal of mines, and cooperation with regional bod­
ies. In this period, 36 operations were carried out, 
almost three times as many as in the Cold War years. 

Mexico is one of the main financial 
contributors to peacekeeping missions, 

and it has sporadically sent military 
and police contingents since the 

United Nations was created.
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The kind of conflicts they were involved in were, 
above all, intra-state, which is why in many cases the 
so-called right to intervene was invoked. Thus, in 
contrast with the Cold War period, Blue Beret deploy­
ments in this decade took place even when the par­
ties in conflict had not given their consent. It should be 
pointed out that in this period, the great powers were 
becoming involved directly.

3. �From 1998 to 2005. The great powers began to with­
draw after the failures and criticisms about their inabil­
ity to act as impartial, efficient Blue Berets.5 Certain 
caution was evidenced in this phase in the creation of 
new peacekeeping missions, and different reports were 
published suggesting the need to “learn from the mis­
takes,” putting a priority on preventive actions and sup­
porting post-conflict national reconciliation, including 
the reconstruction of infrastructure and the fabric of 
society. Outstanding among these were “The Brahimi 
Report” and “The Responsibility to Protect,” published 
in 2000 and 2001, respectively.

4. �From 2005 until today. At the time of the un’s sixtieth 
anniversary, what was emphasized was the consolida­
tion of the post-conflict situation in order to give rise to 
national reconciliation and a sustainable peace. That 
was how a poorly financed Commission for the Con­
solidation of Peace was created, which at least warns 
of the importance of a territory overcoming the condi­
tions that gave rise to armed conflict in the first place 
in those cases where a peacekeeping mission was need­
ed. This is so it would not be necessary to deploy Blue 
Berets to the same place, or worse, prolong their pres­
ence indefinitely. It should also be underlined that in 
this period, there has been a much greater participa­
tion of troops from developing countries than before, 
although the quality of the contingents sent, with a 
few exceptions, was not the best. In addition, un 
peacekeeping mission deployments have been carried 

out jointly with regional bodies such as the African 
Union, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(asean), the European Union (eu), and the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (nato).

Peacekeeping Operations’ Aims and Tasks

From the political point of view, with the 1995 publication 
of the supplement to A Peace Program by then-un Secretary 
General Boutros Boutros-Ghali, in order to make it possible 
for the un to carry out actions aimed at maintaining inter­
national peace and security, five kinds of actions can be tak­
en to aid with peacekeeping operations:

1. Preventive diplomacy
2. Achieving peace
3. Keeping the peace
4. Imposing peace
5. Consolidating peace.

All of these, with the exception of imposing peace, are part 
of the traditional sphere in which they operate. However, a 
mission that “imposes” peace changes conditions drastical­
ly, to the point that the soldiers sent could be deployed heav­
ily armed without the consent of the parties in conflict so 
that, if necessary, they could join in combat.

Also, the possibility that Blue Berets carry out new tasks 
increases to the extent that the international agenda tends 
to be defined based on a broad concept of security, which 
includes both traditional and non-traditional threats. While 
the basic aim of peacekeeping operations has been to miti­
gate violent conflicts and their consequences, their sphere 
of action has also been broadened to include tasks such as 
ddr, organizing elections, reconstruction of basic infrastruc­
ture, the creation or re-adaptation of national institutions, 
etc. In many of these tasks, Mexico has experience and can 
provide assistance, even with non-military personnel.

Final Considerations

Peacekeeping operations emerge first of all from a growing 
moral and political demand from civil society organizations, 
multilateral bodies, and governments to protect victims from 
the violation of their fundamental human rights and/or to 

The basic aim of peacekeeping operations
has been to mitigate violent conflicts and their 

consequences. Mexico has experience in 
many of these tasks and can provide assistance, 

even with non-military personnel.
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stabilize situations that imply grave risks for certain popula­
tions, circumstances that impact the security of the nation 
in question, its region, and the world. Thus, each operation is 
a particular case and constitutes a political action. Therefore, 
it is carried out in a dynamic political context and is construct­
ed on the ground, on the move, progressively. While the op­
eration’s mandate and length are relatively easy to establish, 
the same cannot be said of the processes to build the peace. 
For this reason, the culmination date of a mission can be 
put off as time passes.

Mexico has participated sporadically with troops in 
peacekeeping operations, basically in the first years of the 
United Nations. Later, it became involved in different op­
erations but only with civilian personnel. It should be un­
derlined that the possibility has now opened up for the 
country to participate with military personnel in these op­
erations to carry out tasks included in the classic meaning 
of the term that Marrack Goulding talked about. Neverthe­
less, given that during a violent conflict, the mandate of a 
peacekeeping operation can evolve into tasks of imposing 
the peace, Mexico must be cautious, since this kind of op­
eration would contravene the principle of non-intervention 
enshrined in our Constitution. This is why it is very impor­
tant that the country clearly define its position about the 
type of peacekeeping operation in which it would be par­

ticipating, stipulating the inadmissibility of its being involved 
in any operation aimed at imposing peace.

It is also important to underline that 16 peacekeeping 
operations are currently underway worldwide, most in Africa, 
a continent very little known to Mexico’s foreign policy. Re­
gardless of the country to which Mexico would send troops, 
it is very possible that it will receive a request to go in aid of 
an African nation. For that reason, our national authorities 
must have better knowledge of the world in general and the 
situation of the countries that it would support, for exam­
ple, those in Africa.

Diverse technical, logistical, financial, and personnel-
training considerations also exist that Mexico will have to 
deal with in order to send military and civilian personnel on 
peacekeeping operations. They must all be carefully exam­
ined to guarantee that the participation jibes with the national 
interest and genuinely contributes to maintaining interna­
tional peace and security.

It is important for the country to clearly
define its position about the type of

peacekeeping it would 
participe in, stipulating the inadmissibility 

of being involved in imposing peace.
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