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Managing both inter and 
intrastate issues makes Unifil 
a complex mission despite 
the fact that it was borne of 
an era when peacekeeping 
missions tended to be kept 
simple. how do we understand 
Unifil today in the context of 
the changes that have occurred 
in peacekeeping over the past 
twenty years?
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introdUction

Since 2006, the United Nations Interim Force in 
Lebanon (UNIFIL) has stationed up to 15,000 troops1 
to act as a buffer between Israel and Hizbullah. The 
challenges faced by UNIFIL troops on the ground can 
at times seem almost farcical. Wandering cows and 
goats are capable of putting forces on high alert, but 
this highlights the sensitivity to territorial violations 
felt by both parties to the conflict. On any given day, 
peacekeepers can be confronted with random rocket 
attacks from sub-state militias,2 violent civilian 
protests, IED attacks or a confrontation between 
militaries that has the potential to trigger a regional 
war. Managing both inter and intrastate issues makes 
UNIFIL a complex mission despite the fact that it was 
borne of an era when peacekeeping missions tended 
to be kept simple. How do we understand UNIFIL today 
in the context of the changes that have occurred in 
peacekeeping over the past twenty years?
This research investigated the work of UNIFIL since 
the implementation of UN Security Council Resolution 
1701 in 2006 in order to understand this question 
and how the UNIFIL mission continues to learn from 
developments in peacekeeping. In particular, how 
does UNIFIL negotiate a security role for itself in an 
environment where local civilians do not necessarily 
view it as being on the side of ‘right’, but yet need 
it to feel secure from attacks launched by either of 
the warring parties? This research asked two main 
questions: 
1. How do peace operations influence their security 

environment at the local level? 
2. What factors affect local engagement?
This working paper continues as follows:  The first 
two sections provide a brief definition of traditional 
peacekeeping missions (of which UNIFIL is one), a 
description of the methodology of the research, and a 
short literature review in order to locate this research 
in the existing literature on the micro-processes 
of peacekeeping operations. Section Three then 
discusses the key findings of this research and with 
illustrative empirical examples. Section Four explores 
the checks and balances placed on UNIFIL, and Section 
Five highlights where UNIFIL has so far not succeeded. 

A short conclusion is then provided in Section Six.

1  the mission mandate provides for up to 15,000. the current number 
of troops serving on the ground is 10,109 as at 8 september 2014.
2  for example: pflp-general command, fatah al-islam, Jabha 
shabiyah litahrir falasteen and Jamaah islamiyeh.
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i. peacekeeping operations

be in the political and institutional structures of the 
states in which they intervene.8  This debate has come 
about as the result of the failure of more complex 
peace operations to achieve their goals.9  
Traditional missions usually fall into the category of 
light footprint. This is in no small part due to the era 
in which they were born whereby Cold War politics 
meant that there was far greater emphasis on ensuring 
non-interference in the internal political structures of 
states in ideologically ‘neutral’ territory.10  This is the 
case with the UNIFIL mission as its work is based at 
the subnational level and it is largely uninvolved in the 
Lebanese domestic political processes.
In order to examine the details of the day-to-day work 
of peacekeepers, this research divided the praxis 
of the UNIFIL peace operation into three levels of 
engagement: the international, national and local.  
▸	At the international level of engagement it 

investigates: How peacekeeping troops (that 
monitor the Blue Line) and Political Affairs Officers 
(PAOs) liaise with the named parties to prevent the 
resumption of conflict and provide solutions when 
incidents occur.  

▸	At the national level: how PAOs and Civil Affairs 
Officers (CAOs) are engaged in confidence and capacity 
building two national institutions -  the Lebanese 
Armed Forces (LAF) and the local government.  

▸	At the local level: how CAOs and Civil Military 
Cooperation Officers (CIMIC) liaise with civilians 
in the area of operations to maintain local consent 
for the mission in order to ensure the security of 
peacekeeping patrols on the ground, and work to 
prevent and resolve problems that arise between 
the local population and the peacekeeping troops.  
This research ultimately examined the relationship 
between UNIFIL staff and those local actors who 
must engage with UNIFIL on a regular basis.

8  krasner, stephen d., ‘sharing sovereignty: new institutions for 
collapsed and failing states’, international security, 29/2: 85-120 
(2004); richmond, oliver p., ‘the romanticisation of the local: Welfare, 
culture and peacebuilding’, the international spectator, 44/1: 149 – 
169 (2009); chesterman, simon, tiptoeing through afghanistan: the 
future of Un statebuilding (new York: international peace academy, 
2002); barnett, Michael, ‘building a republican peace: stabilizing 
states after War’, international security,30/4 : 87 – 112 (2006).
9  see paris, roland, ‘saving liberal peacebuilding’ review of 
international studies, 36/2: 337-365 (2010) p.343.
10  although it should be noted that in international relations, the 
concept of state sovereignty was then and still is applied in a highly 
selective manner.

UNIFIL is classified in the literature as a ‘traditional’ 
mission. This label refers to peacekeeping missions 
that adhere closely to the traditional principles of 
peacekeeping which are consent, impartiality and 
minimal use of force.3  These missions, established 
primarily before the end of the Cold War, often 
involved the imposition of a neutral force between 
the armies of two states at war.4  A number of these 
missions remain in the Middle East today given the 
absence of a resolution to the conflicts that triggered 
the interventions in the first place. 
Traditional peacekeeping usually takes place in the 
period between a ceasefire and a political settlement 
and is comprised of activities that are suited to a 
holding phase or the creation of ‘a political space that 
will facilitate a political resolution of the conflict’.5  
Such traditional missions typically monitor borders, 
verify demilitarization and establish buffer zones.  
However, Bellamy and Williams make the point that 
there is no consensus on what activities comprise 
traditional peacekeeping.6  This research argues 
that the UNIFIL mission has evolved to include both 
traditional and more modern peacebuilding activities.
It should be noted at this juncture, that the term ‘peace’ 
or ‘stability’ in this paper refers to what is known as a 
‘negative peace’ i.e., the absence of conflict.7  Owing to 
the absence of a viable and on-going peace process at 
the political level between Israel and Lebanon, it would 
be unrealistic to expect more than this from a traditional 
peacekeeping force.
Currently in the peacekeeping literature two competing 
models of peacekeeping exist which are termed ‘heavy 
footprint’ and ‘light footprint’. Since the creation of 
more complex peace operations, there has been a 
debate about how involved peace operations should 

3  United nations, department of peacekeeping operations, 
peacekeeping best practices Unit,  ‘handbook on United nations 
Multidimensional peacekeeping operations’ (2013).
4  see MacQueen, norrie, peacekeeping and the international system 
(abingdon: routledge, 2006). a number of traditional missions were 
based in the Middle east during the cold War, which meant that certain 
areas were considered by the soviet Union and the Us to be ‘off limits’ for 
peacekeeping missions as they lay too close to their spheres of influence.  
the Middle east was considered not to be firmly placed in either sphere, 
but conflicts that took place there had the capacity to escalate and draw 
both the great powers into a war, which neither wanted.  
5  bellamy and Williams, Understanding peacekeeping, p.175.
6  ibid.
7  charles t. call and elizabeth M. cousens ‘ending Wars and building 
peace: international responses to War-torn societies’, international 
studies perspectives, vol.9,no.1, 2008, pp.1-21.
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ii. Methods

This research employed an ethnographic approach,11 
which was taken in order to understand interactions, 
power relations and micro processes in the actual 
environment they occur to explore and understand 
the ‘why and how’ of processes in order to formulate 
a hypothesis for testing across multiple case 
studies.12  Over the course of a year, fifty interviews 
were conducted, of which thirty-seven were face-to-
face, semi-structured interviews with a cross-section 
of stakeholders.13  These included UNIFIL military 
staff, CIMIC officers and peacekeepers themselves 
from three battalions (Irish, Indian and Ghanaian). 
In addition, civilian staff, namely Political Affairs 
Officers (PAOs) and Civil Affairs Officers (CAOs) were 
interviewed and observed at work.  Other interviewees 
included LAF officers; journalists, local academics, 
UNIFIL’s former spokesperson (1978-2006); and a 
wide variety of local civilians. Civilians interviewed 
ranged from agricultural workers and villagers, to local 
business owners, local municipality politicians, former 
local politicians and journalists from the area who still 
work and live there.  Some respondents had limited 
interaction with UNIFIL and provided their impressions 
more through observations. Others were more involved 
with UNIFIL and had more to say about their dealings 
with them on a regular basis.  
The ethnographic method identified within the 
structure of the UNIFIL peace operation, certain 
variables improved the opportunity for individuals to 
affect influence over their environment. In the case of 
UNIFIL staff, these factors were time, autonomy and 
local knowledge.

11  described by bray (2008) as ‘a naturalistic approach whose 
main data-gathering and analysing techniques consist of participant 
observation and open-ended interviewing’ see bray, Zoe, ‘ethnographic 
approaches’, in donatella della porta and Michael keating, approaches 
and Methodologies in the social sciences: a pluralist perspective 
(cambridge: cambridge University press, 2008), p.314.
12  della porta and keating argue that qualitative methods enable 
the researcher to understand the ‘why and how’ of a research topic 
more than the ‘what, where and when’ obtained from quantitative 
methodology.  see della porta, donatella, and Michael keating, 
approaches and Methodologies in the social sciences (cambridge: 
cambridge University press, 2008).
13  these were recorded and transcribed.
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iii. locating this research 
in the literatUre

peace operations.18  Liegeois (2012) used the 
example of Belgian peacekeepers to examine whether 
francophone peacekeepers deployed to francophone 
areas were more efficient.19  Ruffa (2013) analyzed 
the drivers of perceptions of security by different 
nationality troops in the UNIFIL mission and how 
this affected the way they behaved towards the local 
population.20  In sum, there are currently no published 
studies that examine the interactions between the 
military and civilian UNIFIL staff, and local actors 
(civilian, military and political) from both perspectives.
In terms of the broader literature, the majority of 
research on peacekeeping in the past twenty years 
analyzing peace operations has researched intrastate 
war, rather than interstate war and research has also 
largely focused on heavy footprint missions in the 
post-Cold War era.  Researching the UNIFIL mission 
is useful to help identify how light footprint missions 
affect their security environments, particularly in 
light of current debates about the right weight of a 
peacebuilding operation footprint.21 

18 vuga, Janja, ‘cultural differences in Multinational peace operations: 
a slovenian perspective,’ international peacekeeping, 17/4: 554-565 
(2010).
19  liégeois, Michel, ‘Making sense of a francophone perspective on 
peace operations: the case of belgium as a Minofrancophone state,’ 
international peacekeeping, 19/3: 316-332 (2012).
20 ruffa, chiara, ‘What peacekeepers think and do: an exploratory 
study of french, ghanaian, italian, and south korean armies in the 
United nations interim force in lebanon,’ armed forces and society, 
prepublished/04 april 2013: 1-27 (2013).
21 paris, roland, ‘saving liberal peacebuilding,’ review of 
international studies, 36/2: 337-365 (2010), see page 343.

To date, there have been few in-depth and detailed 
studies published on the post-2006 UNIFIL mission 
(often referred to as UNIFIL II).  Since the 2006 War 
and the revised mandate of Resolution 1701, there 
has been a small body of literature on South Lebanon 
which has looked at the revised UNIFIL mandate,14 
and peacebuilding efforts in the post-conflict 
environment.15 Scholarship that has examined the 
work of the UNIFIL mission specifically is limited and 
mostly focused on technical aspects of the mission.  
For example, most research conducted on UNIFIL since 
the revised mandate has explored the legality and 
politics of the mission.  Murphy (2009) examined the 
use of force and rules of engagement;16 while Hatto 
(2009) has examined the impact of the Strategic 
Military Cell (SMC) established in August 2006 to 
supervise the UNIFIL II mission in Lebanon.17  The 
character of the UNIFIL mission itself has received 
most focus from the perspective of how troops, from 
a variety of cultural and geopolitical backgrounds, 
navigate their roles and responsibilities with their 
rules of engagement. Vuga (2010), for example, used 
the UNIFIL mission to investigate the effect of cultural 
differences between troop contingents in multinational 

14 Makdisi, karim, timur goksul, hans bastian hauck, and stuart 
reigeluth, Unifil ii: emerging and evolving european engagement 
in lebanon and the Middle east, euromesco paper, 2009); Makdisi, 
karim, ‘constructing security council resolution 1701 for lebanon in 
the shadow of the War on terror,’ international peacekeeping, 18/1: 
4-20 (2011); hovsepian, nubar, ed., the War on lebanon: a reader 
(northhampton, Ma: olive branch press, 2007); nasu, hitoshi, ‘the 
responsibility to react? lessons from the security council’s response 
to the southern lebanon crisis of 2006,’ international peacekeeping, 
14/3: 339-352 (2007); Jones, bruce, and andrew hart, ‘keeping Middle 
east peace? ,’ international peacekeeping, 15/1: 102-117 (2008).
15 hamieh, sylvia christine, and roger Mac ginty, ‘a very political 
reconstruction: governance and reconstruction in lebanon after 
the 2006 War,’ disasters, 34/s1: s103-s123 (2010); Zahar, Marie-
Joelle, ‘liberal interventions, illiberal outcomes: the United nations, 
Western powers and lebanon’, in edward newman, roland paris and 
oliver richmond, new perspectives on liberal peacebuilding (tokyo: 
United nations University press  2009), kingston, paul, ‘the pitfalls 
of peacebuilding from below,’ international Journal, 67/2: 333-350 
(2012); Mac ginty, roger, ‘reconstructing post-War lebanon: a 
challenge to the liberal peace?,’ conflict, security & development, 
7/3: 457-482 (2007); abi-ezzi, karen, ‘lebanon: confessionalism, 
institution building, and the challenges of securing peace’, in vanessa 
shields and nicholas d. J. baldwin, beyond settlement: Making peace 
last after civil conflict (Madison, nJ: fairleigh dickinson University 
press, 2008).
16 Murphy, ray, Un peacekeeping in lebanon, somalia and kosovo 
(cambridge: cambridge University press, 2007).
17  hatto, ronald, ‘Un command and control capabilities: lessons 
from Unifil’s strategic Military cell,’ international peacekeeping, 16/2: 
186-198 (2009).
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Attention to the importance of the local in 
understanding peace has however increased over the 
course of the last ten years within peace and conflict 
studies.22 The peacebuilding literature has also seen 
the growth of a small but emerging body of scholarship 
that investigates peace operations on the ground.23 
These studies have taken a micro-level approach 
that investigate the daily activities of peacebuilders 
and how they engage with civilians in the course of 
their work.   The importance of this work is brought to 
the fore usually when peace operations do not work, 

22 Whitworth, sandra, Men, Militarism and Un peacekeeping: a 
gendered analysis, boulder, co: lynne rienner publishing, 2004; 
severine autesserre, the trouble With the congo. local violence and 
the failure of international peacebuilding, cambridge: cambridge 
University press, 2010; adam Moore, peacebuilding in practice, 
ithaca: cornell University press, 2013; John karlsrud and diana 
felix da costa, ‘contextualising liberal peacebuilding for local 
circumstances: UnMiss and local peacebuilding in south sudan’, 
Journal of peacebuilding and development, vol.7, no.2, 2012, pp.53-
66; diana felix da costa and John karlsrud, ‘Moving towards local 
level peacebuilding? contextualising early peacebuilding activities 
to local circumstances: south sudan case-study’, oslo: norwegian 
institute of international affairs, 2012; niels nagelhous schia and John 
karlsrud ‘Where the rubber Meets the road: friction sites and local 
level peacebuilding in haiti, liberia and south sudan’, international 
peacekeeping, vol.20, no.2, 2013, pp.233-248; Jeni Whalan, how 
peace operations Work: power, legitimacy, effectiveness, oxford: 
oxford University press, 2013; robert a. rubinstein, peacekeeping 
Under fire: culture and intervention, boulder, co: paradigm publishers, 
2008; chiara ruffa, ‘What peacekeepers think and do: an exploratory 
study of french, ghanaian, italian and south korean armies in the 
United nations interim force in lebanon’, armed forces and society, 
vol.40, no.2, 2013, pp.199-225; beatrice pouligny, peace operations 
from below: Un Missions and local people, bloomfield ct: kumarian 
press, 2006; sandra Whitworth, Men, Militarism and Un peacekeeping: 
a gendered analysis, boulder, co: lynne rienner publishing, 2004; ole 
Jacob sending, ‘Why peacebuilders fail to secure ownership and be 
sensitive to context’, oslo: norwegian institute of international affairs, 
2009; cedric deconing, John karlsrud, and Marie breidlid ‘turning 
to the south: civilian capacity in the aftermath of conflict’ global 
insights, vol.19, no.2, 2013, pp.135-152; carolyn hayman, ‘local 
first in peacebuilding’, peace review, vol.25, no.1, 2013, pp.17-23; 
roger Mac ginty, international peacebuilding and local resistance: 
hybrid forms of peace, basingstoke: palgrave Macmillan, 2011; thania 
paffenholz, civil society and peacebuilding: a critical assessment 
boulder, ca: lynne rienner, 2010.
23 severine autesserre, the trouble With the congo. local violence 
and the failure of international peacebuilding, cambridge: cambridge 
University press, 2010; adam Moore, peacebuilding in practice, 
ithaca: cornell University press, 2013; Jeni Whalan, how peace 
operations Work: power, legitimacy, effectiveness, oxford: oxford 
University press, 2013; Whitworth, sandra, Men, Militarism and Un 
peacekeeping: a gendered analysis, boulder, co: lynne rienner 
publishing, 2004; beatrice pouligny, peace operations from below: 
Un Missions and local people, bloomfield ct: kumarian press, 
2006; robert a. rubinstein, peacekeeping Under fire: culture and 
intervention, boulder, co: paradigm publishers, 2008.

in other words an explanation of what went wrong 
with the peace operation can usually be found by 
examining events and actors on the ground.24  Equally, 
critical approaches to peace operations labelled a 
success, seek to identify whether or not the mission 
was successful at the local level.25  
The small but growing body of literature that examines 
peacekeeping missions at the local level has thus 
far described civilian reactions to peace operations; 
explained how peacekeepers fail to address 
violence and conflict at the local level; peacekeeper 
misconduct; the conflict between the role of a soldier 
and the art of peacekeeping; and described how 
peacebuilding systems often fail to facilitate more 
localized solutions in conflicts and post-conflict 
societies.  Despite the growth in literature that 
examines the micro processes of peace operations, 
recent scholarship has argued that ‘how peacebuilders 
actually interact at the local level is still significantly 
under-researched’.26   

24 severine autesserre, the trouble With the congo. local violence 
and the failure of international peacebuilding, cambridge: cambridge 
University press, 2010; adam Moore, peacebuilding in practice, ithaca: 
cornell University press, 2013.
25 oliver p. richmond, the transformation of peace, basingstoke: 
palgrave MacMillan, 2005; oliver p. richmond, a post liberal peace, 
london: routledge, 2011; roger Mac ginty, international peacebuilding 
and local resistance: hybrid forms of peace, basingstoke: palgrave 
MacMillan, 2011.
26 schia and karlsrud, ‘Where the rubber Meets the road: friction 
sites and local level peacebuilding in haiti, liberia and south sudan’.
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iv. keY findings 

Figure 1

The Concepts and their related sub-factors that facilitate 
agency amongst UNIFIL staff

 ▸ Time
▸	Trust
▸	 Institutional Memory
▸	Consistency of Effort

 ▸ Autonomy ▸	Creativity
▸	Spontaneity

 ▸ Local Knowledge ▸	Cultural Sensitivity
▸	Contingency

1. Time in the form of continuity plays a big role in 
contributing to the management of smooth relations 
between the named parties.  Long-serving UNIFIL 
staff has built trusted relationships which enable 
them to generate solutions and present themselves 
to the parties as an ‘honest broker’. Continuity also 
generates institutional memory which means PAOs 
understand ‘the rules’ that govern the perceptions 
of both parties.  Because they have proved their 
impartiality to both sides over time, this facilitates 
swift communication and resolution at critical 
moments.  This largely involves the tripartite 
meetings that take place once a month between the 
LAF, the IDF and UNIFIL, as well as liaison between 
the three parties on an on-going daily basis.  Liaison 
can be as simple as making telephone calls to the 
other side to clarify any misunderstandings, to 
holding emergency meetings or providing regular 
updates. Time also generates consistency of effort 
which is all important in moving forward towards 
a sustainable peace. Low turnover of staff enables 
consistent (if albeit incremental) progress to be 
made on on-going projects and avoids the risk of 
having to ‘re-invent the wheel’ every few years. PAO 
efforts in capacity building the LAF are starting to 
reap rewards but this has been the result of years 
of effort and is not something that can be executed 
as a short-term goal.  Evidence of this was found 
in the monthly tripartite meetings, micro-security 
arrangements with Israel and interestingly, a liaison 
protocol that has not been formally documented, 
but which operates smoothly and efficiently largely 
on the basis of goodwill.

The main finding of this research was that at the 
subnational level, UNIFIL is able to influence its 
security environment and hence contribute to the 
maintenance of international peace and security.  
Small incidents on the ground have the potential to 
trigger larger conflicts that would have repercussions 
across the Middle East.  A war between Israel and 
Lebanon would undoubtedly impact regional and 
international security.  As such, the monitoring and 
reporting mechanisms applied by UNIFIL make a real 
contribution to regional stability.
Through the work of sub-national actors who operate 
at three levels: the local, national and international, 
UNIFIL works to prevent small incidents from 
developing into larger conflicts.  The UNIFIL mission 
achieves this by using three types of operational 
mechanisms: first by monitoring, reporting and 
intervening in Blue Line violations as a response, to 
avoid escalation.  Second, through the preventative 
mechanism of liaison between the IDF and the LAF to 
encourage cooperation and produce micro-security 
agreements to prevent future misunderstandings.  
Third, UNIFIL has a very comprehensive local 
engagement program that enables the mission to 
maintain local consent for its presence.  
This research then identified the existence of three 
concepts: time, autonomy and local knowledge that 
facilitate the agency of subnational actors in UNIFIL. 
These three concepts appear to be related to a number 
of sub-factors which enable UNIFIL officers at the 
sub-national level to employ the abovementioned 
mechanisms successfully.  This research identified 
how these factors were demonstrated by UNIFIL 
officers in the course of their daily work: Time is linked 
to the sub-factors of trust, institutional memory and 
consistency of effort.  Autonomy is linked to creativity 
and spontaneity.  Local knowledge produces cultural 
sensitivity and contingency in emergency situations. 
These concepts and their related sub-factors are 
displayed here in a diagram for clarity.
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Temporality (time) was found to affect all levels of 
engagement by UNIFIL officers. The constant rotation 
of peacekeeping troops is acknowledged to be a 
problem both on the ground and at the top when the 
Force Commander is rotated. This negatively affects 
long-term UNIFIL staff and civilians alike. Civilians 
complained that it was hard to get to know the 
battalions because no sooner had they arrived but 
they left again.  The LAF, the institutional partner of 
UNIFIL noted that without the presence of certain long-
term staff little progress would have been made. One 
LAF officer credited a long-term PAO with helping to 
prevent the outbreak of war when the wall was being 
built at Kfar Kila. Furthermore, the LAF dislike having to 
re-educate a new Force Commander every two years.  
At the local level, the need to constantly educate 
new troop rotations in the culture and customs of the 
regime was lamented frequently. New troops in the 
region are unfamiliar with local customs, for example, 
knowing that many religious Shi’a women will not 
shake hands with a man.  Understanding where to go 
and where not to go is also a problem for new troops 
on patrol. For example, one altercation occurred with 
local villagers when a male patrol passed too close by 
a mosque where women were holding a Majlis. This 
triggered an aggressive reaction from the men in the 
village because they felt it was inappropriate to patrol 
in the area at this time. 
The long-term appointment of CAOs enables them to 
see shifts in the local environment (such as the effect 
of the refugee influx) and build lasting relationships 
based on trust and genuine liking.  This means that 
when new troops accidentally offend the civilian 
population, local CAOs are able to diffuse the situation 
based on their relationships with key local figures. 
This was most noticeable when CAOs had to deal with 
pro-Hizbullah factions of the population.  For example, 
some Italian troops were observed taking photos of 
a village which included photos of bridges and the 
mayor’s house.  The local CAO was able to resolve the 
situation because he had a good relationship with the 
local mayor owing to regular and sustained contact.
The problem of short-termism also became apparent in 
the different relationship CIMIC officers have with the 
municipalities which is more instrumental and based on 
material factors, as compared to the relationship that 
CAOs have which appears to be based on relationships 
built over time which have generated genuine trust and 
liking.  This is not just because CAOs are Lebanese; 

PAOs, many of whom are international staff, also 
generated trustful relationships with the named parties.  
In contrast, CIMIC officers often described the quality 
of their relationship with civilians being based on what 
they provided the local population. 
However, the issue of time and continuity is a 
double-edged sword.  There is no doubt that financial 
concerns preclude the objective of longevity when 
establishing peace operations.  Had there been a 
successful peace process in the last thirty years, the 
UNIFIL mission would not still be there.  However, the 
experience of the last twenty years has shown that 
peace operations that simply aim for a quick exit are 
not always the most successful.27 
2. Autonomy, the second key factor, facilitated the 

agency of actors at all levels of engagement.   
This issue has been identified by other authors, 
who found that high levels of interference by 
the international community made officers less 
effective on the ground.28 The autonomy of CAOs 
appeared to facilitate creativity and spontaneity 
in their approach to problem-solving which made 
them highly responsive to the needs of the local 
population. CAOs demonstrated the ability and 
willingness to go above and beyond their mandates 
and use their local contacts in order to assist 
anyone who asked for their help. This has also won 
hearts and minds across the area of operations 
because locals can see that CAOs are authentic – 
they are going out of their way to assist rather than 
simply throwing money at a problem.  In situations 
where CAOs were unable to assist the local 
population through UNIFIL, they used their contacts 
to obtain assistance from other organizations, 
such as charities or by using the media to raise 
public awareness on a particular issue. At the 
international level of engagement, autonomy is 
provided by the fact that the UNIFIL mission is out 
of the international spotlight. This means staff are 
generally left alone by the international community 
and not micro-managed. This naturally facilitates 

27 paris, roland, at War’s end: building peace after civil conflict 
(cambridge: cambridge University press, 2004); Jett, dennis c., Why 
peacekeeping fails (new York: st Martin’s press, 2000); sending, ole 
Jacob, Why peacebuilders fail to secure ownership and be sensitive 
to context, (oslo: norwegian institute of international affairs, 2009); 
polman, linda, We did nothing: Why the truth doesn’t always come 
out When the Un goes in (london: penguin, 2004).
28 howard, lise Morje, Un peacekeeping in civil Wars (cambridge: 
cambridge University press, 2008); Moore, peacebuilding in practice.
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quick decision-making (spontaneity) and creativity 
in seeking solutions to problems in particular when 
liaising with the IDF during security incidents. At the 
national level PAOs demonstrate autonomy (and 
creativity) by seeking funding for the LAF across 
the whole of Lebanon to enable them to receive the 
maximum amount of military equipment without 
triggering Israeli security concerns.   This work is 
not strictly part of the mandate but it makes a major 
contribution to the larger peacebuilding project 
for Lebanon.  Another example is the way in which 
UNIFIL staff work to increase the legitimacy of the 
municipality and local political processes.  They 
maintain impartiality between all the political 
parties by adhering strictly to the laws of local 
government which in practice means working with 
local mayors on all UNIFIL funded projects and 
encouraging the local population to resolve local 
issues through the municipality wherever possible. 
When the municipality is unable to help, they work 
creatively to generate solutions outside of their 
day-to-day duties.  For example, one CAO was able 
to assist a restaurant owner in getting the road 
next to his restaurant sealed (paved) by using his 
relationship with the LAF who also used the road.

3. Local knowledge has a strong impact on UNIFIL 
officers’ ability to influence their security 
environment. At the international level of 
engagement, PAOs understand the concerns of both 
parties and know how to find a way through – the 
‘gap’ as one respondent termed it – through which 
they can pass to avert military confrontation. At the 
national level, local knowledge is demonstrated 
by CAOs when they work with the municipalities. 
The CAOs understand the concerns of the people 
on the ground and the constraints faced by 
members of local government - the political context 
in which they operate. As such they ensure that 
they deal with all parties equally and do not allow 
international concerns about who are the ‘right’ 
parties to deal with to interfere with their behavior 
on the ground.  This encourages communication 
between UNIFIL with villages that may be 
predisposed to think negatively of the mission and 
therefore facilitates a more secure environment 
for the troops.  At the level of local engagement, 
CAOs train peacekeeping troops in local etiquette 
to reduce the risk of offending local sensibilities.  
In addition they use their extensive networks of 
local contacts to meet local needs – whether it is 
obtaining a scholarship for a young student, or 
helping a mayor manage a sudden refugee influx; 
providing free veterinary services or providing a 
free clean up for a church that suffered from a fire.  

These small endeavors build up over time into social 
capital for UNIFIL.  This eye for detail is borne of 
attention to the local.

This research found that high levels of local knowledge 
facilitated contingency and sensitivity to local 
sentiment.  The environment in which UNIFIL officers 
work has experienced both interstate and intrastate 
conflict in the past thirty years.  Some tensions still 
exist between the different religious communities 
over the role of Hizbullah in South Lebanon. Although 
Hizbullah is a legitimate political actor in Lebanon, 
the continued presence of their military wing is largely 
popular in the south but remains a contentious issue 
for some groups in the local population. UNIFIL officers 
need to carefully consider local political and religious 
sentiment at the subnational level in the course of 
their interactions with the local population to avoid 
giving offence.  Furthermore, contingency is facilitated 
by local knowledge when problem-solving and in crisis 
management situations with the local population.  
One example of contingency and sensitivity to local 
culture was demonstrated in the actions of a CAO 
at the scene of a car accident between a UNIFIL 
APC and a school bus.  The CAO took matters into 
his own hands and worked with the LAF to avert 
a confrontation between peacekeepers and the 
local population.  The confrontation was caused 
by cultural differences in the way such an incident 
needs to be managed and a stand-off had emerged 
between the local population and the peacekeeping 
force involved which included a show of weapons.  
In order to defuse the situation, the peacekeeper 
needed to employ local knowledge as well as taking 
the initiative.  This involved: promising to cover all 
medical costs for the children without prior approval 
from the mission; moving the discussion from the 
street to the LAF local headquarters; and persuading 
the local population to allow the peacekeepers to 
leave the area peacefully.  This research found that 
these types of confrontations have the potential to 
destroy years of trust between the civilian population 
and UNIFIL if not correctly managed.



Walk the Line / 13



14 / Working Paper

v. checks and balances

to move beyond that too.  They would like things to 
be normal and let the state cater for their security 
and their needs.30

This research also revealed that the main constraints 
(checks) faced by UNIFIL currently are the named 
parties to the mandate, local-international legitimacy 
gap, local agency and the lack of international and 
national support for peacebuilding projects and the 
Middle East peace process.  The effects of these 
constraints renders UNIFIL unable to improve the local 
security situation and serves to maintain the highly 
unstable status quo. 

the named parties to the Mandate
One of the biggest constraints on UNIFIL is the 
presence of unnamed parties to the mandate who are 
capable of subverting the peace process at any time. 
This was demonstrated most recently on October 7th, 
when Hizbullah attacked an Israeli patrol in Shebaa 
Farms. These types of acts have the potential to 
render the mechanisms in place to maintain stability 
all but ineffectual. As Hizbullah are not a named party 
to the conflict, and as they agreed in principle to 
remove themselves from the area, UNIFIL are unable 
to communicate with them when a security incident 
arises, such as the one on October 7th because it is 
not part of their mandate.  Hence, close coordination 
with LAF only works to prevent altercations between 
LAF and the IDF – such as weapons pointing 
incidents, shootings and the battle at Al-Addaisseh 
in 2010 – from escalating.  
However, this issue of using liaison to maintain 
local security highlights an important finding of this 
research – that in many ways Israel has managed to 
co-opt UNIFIL as a way of managing its own security.  
The fact that UNIFIL are so quick to reassure Israel in 
the face of security incidents is a demonstration of 
this.  A review of the Secretary General reports in 2013 
shows how often Israel has violated international law 
in the past six years by conducting illegal sorties into 
Lebanese territory and until this year, in comparison, 
Hizbullah had conducted no known incursions into 
Israeli territory. The Israeli violations do not seem 
to receive the same concern from UNIFIL unless they 
engender a response from either the LAF or Hizbullah 
which has the potential to threaten Israeli security. 

30  interview with respondent f1, Unifil, beirut, lebanon, 15 
november 2013.

“[T]here’s a balance to it.  There’s definitely a balance 
between what we are trying to achieve out here and the 
mission mandate, you know?29”
This research found that all the actors involved in the 
mission, peacekeeping troops, PAOs, CAOs, CIMIC, 
the LAF, Hizbullah and civilians, are engaged in a 
balancing act in their daily lives - walking the line - 
between defending local interests versus keeping 
international peace. More often than not, they walk 
this line together rather than separately but when 
there is separation it is invariably because UNIFIL staff 
has had to balance a need for the good will of the local 
population with the rules of their mandate.  Equally, 
civilians who are deeply committed to the resistance 
movement have to balance their political affiliations 
with their friendship with individual UNIFIL officers.
One the biggest balancing acts occurs when UNIFIL 
staff interacts with a local population that has to 
reconcile their need for peace with their political and 
religious affiliations. As one respondent informed 
me, ‘everything is connected’ in this part of the world. 
The problems between Lebanon and Israel are deeply 
connected with the Arab/Israel issue. The inherent 
power imbalance that exists between Israel and the 
states that surround it, and how Israel has exercised 
its power in the last thirty years has led to such deep, 
painful wounds in Lebanese society. But at the same 
time, this research exposed a deep-seated desire in 
the people of the South for sustained peace. This is 
what sustains local support for the UNIFIL mission 
- even when the presence of troops gives rise to 
local tension. One respondent expressed the deep 
contradictions felt by civilians about this issue:

Well I think the majority of the people, you know, 
irrespective of who they might support, I think the 
majority of people in every country you go to – they 
just want normality…When you take away the – how 
would you call it – the past difficulties.  People just 
want to get back to normality.  It’s just like everybody 
else – you know – you just want your kids to grow up 
and go to school, you want to go on a holiday, you 
want to be able to – you know.  And that’s what most 
of the people in the south are striving for and they 
know I think realistically, in their heart and soul – 
that while the resistance is necessary in their minds, 
and probably is, necessary, they know that they have 

29  interview with respondent f1, Unifil, beirut, lebanon, 15 
november 2013.
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In which case, the protocols set up once again serve 
to reassure Israel rather than the local population. 
In light of the fact that Israel has invaded Lebanon 
no less than five times in the past thirty years, this 
arrangement serves to illustrate to the local population 
that UNIFIL exists to maintain Israeli security and not 
its own. 
However, past experience has taught UNIFIL only too 
well, that if they do not act fast to reassure Israel, 
there is always the potential for a larger conflict to 
break out and this will lead to unnecessary civilian 
suffering. Their role as peacekeepers is to maintain the 
peace, and the imbalance of power at the international 
level means that practically, their only option when 
incidents occur is to reassure Israel.

legitimacy
The lack of international will to resolve the dispute 
between Lebanon and Israel emerges most strongly 
on the issue of the legitimacy of Resolution 1701. 
This research highlighted the gap between the 
international legitimacy of the mandate and its 
local legitimacy. Resolution 1701 is accepted by the 
international community as being a just solution to the 
2006 War between Israel and Hizbullah. This view is 
not shared by the local population, who view it as not 
having taken into account the conditions under which 
the conflict began and is biased towards Israel – not 
least because UNIFIL only patrols on the Lebanese side 
of the line.  
The conflict between local and international 
perceptions of the legitimacy of UNIFIL is caused by 
the lack of even-handedness of the mandate itself 
and also how it is being implemented.  Another good 
example of the tensions caused by this dynamic is 
the Catch-22-like situation of capacity building the 
LAF.  UNIFIL has been proactive in assisting the LAF 
in building up their resources in order to present as 
a fully equipped, modern military force.  However, 
UNIFIL officers are often prevented from obtaining 
serious weaponry for LAF by the Israel lobby who 
argue it threatens their national security. At the 
same time, UNIFIL are being asked to securitize the 
border regions and eradicate Hizbullah.  Why should 
the local population after five successive invasions, 
feel more secure if Hizbullah were eradicated and 
replaced by a national army incapable of defending 
them? This also raises the question of why one 
state is being allowed to interfere with the military 

development of another. In sum, this is a clear 
violation of state sovereignty which UNIFIL, owing 
to international prejudices is forced to navigate and 
which it admits, it finds deeply frustrating. 
The issue of low legitimacy amongst some sectors 
of the local population also affects UNIFIL daily 
patrols.  This can mean that UNIFIL are hindered from 
conducting the full range of activities specified in the 
mandate owing to the lack of local cooperation.  
Another way this issue is demonstrated is in the way 
that the local population talks about UNIFIL’s use of 
force.  As noted above, the local population regards 
security as important and often demanded more 
security, not less of UNIFIL peacekeepers.  However, 
how the local population wanted UNIFIL to use force 
was the opposite of the mandate guidelines.  Locals 
became particularly frustrated that UNIFIL were 
not willing to fight back against the IDF during the 
incident at Al-Addaisseh.  Locals see themselves 
as impotent against Israeli aggression and believe 
that UNIFIL should exist to protect them from it.  Of 
course, according to their mandate, UNIFIL are unable 
to use force against either of the named parties to 
the conflict.  Conversely a large proportion of the 
population do not want to see UNIFIL use force against 
Hizbullah to drive them from the area of operations 
even though, to the extent of conducting weapons 
searches and preventing any activity from armed 
elements, this is actually part of UNIFIL’s mandate. 

local agency
Local agency acts to constrain UNIFIL physically, but 
also by subverting the goals of peacekeepers.  This 
research discovered that there is a dual dynamic in the 
relationship between local civilians and international 
interveners: both parties have agency.  Currently there 
has been a focus in the peacebuilding literature on 
the importance of local engagement.  The importance 
of engaging with local actors on the ground is crucial, 
but it must be regulated somehow.  Local actors are 
adept at pursuing their own goals and objectives in 
the relationship and this should be acknowledged 
more realistically in the literature on peace operations. 
Corruption and duplication need to be avoided, and 
therefore UN funded projects require mutual input 
from both local actors and those acting on behalf of 
international organizations.  As noted by Barnett and 
Zurcher (2009), local elites can subvert the goals of 
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the peacebuilding project to their own interests.31  
This research identified that this dynamic operates 
at the level of local government and citizens who will 
happily pursue their own interests using international 
resources but allow the structures that created the 
conflict in the first place to remain in place.  This 
dynamic was particularly noticeable in the relationship 
between CIMIC and the local population.The quality 
of that relationship was found to be very instrumental 
owing to the short time frames of projects coupled with 
frequent rotations. How locals viewed the battalions 
as cash cows, as opposed to forces for change, can be 
attributed to the short-term postings of CIMIC officers. 
CIMIC did demonstrate institutional learning in terms 
of avoiding duplication and corruption, but this 
research found that soldiers regard the post of a CIMIC 
Officer as more of an opportunity to obtain public 
relations and media experience as opposed to getting 
to know the local population. The local population 
appears to understand this and as a result respond 
differently to CIMIC compared to CAOs.  In other words, 
they are not deceived by financial reward; the personal 
relationship they have with an officer is important.  
Furthermore, as one respondent put it “they will smile 
and wave at UNIFIL but if they come too close to an 
area which is sensitive because of the activities of the 
resistance, they will do everything they can to prevent 
UNIFIL from entering that area.”32

UNIFIL are physically constrained by local agency in 
that they need to balance pursuing the mandate and 
keeping the local population happy in order to retain 
consent.  UNIFIL’s moral authority, that Rubinstein 
(2008) discusses,33 is reasonably high because they 
do not use force against the local population.  It does 
mean however that when local civilians attack their 
vehicles and steal equipment, peacekeepers have to 
stand back rather than defend34. 

31 barnett, Michael n., and christoph Zurcher, ‘the peacebuilders 
contract: how external statebuilding reinforces Weak statehood’, in 
roland paris and tomothy d. sisk, confronting the contradictions of 
postwar peace operations (london: routledge, 2009). 
32 interview with respondent c, blat, south lebanon, 18 June 2013.
33 rubinstein, robert a., peacekeeping Under fire: culture and 
intervention (boulder, co: paradigm publishers, 2008).
34 see for example United nations secretary general, report of the 
secretary general on the implementation of security council 1701 
(2006) 2006 - 2016.

national and international support
At the national level, this research revealed that top-
down input is key to success in institution-building.  
This was demonstrated by UNIFIL’s efforts in building 
up the capacity of the LAF, and local support for 
municipal governments.  Both institutions require 
the financial support of the national government on 
a sustained basis if they are to convince the local 
population that they are superior to other actors in 
the area - Hizbullah and UNIFIL.  At the moment, both 
UNIFIL, and Hizbullah at times, supplant government 
institutions in the south of Lebanon.  In the case of 
the LAF, the international community can play an 
important role in ensuring that the LAF receives the 
necessary funding, training and support so that it can 
evolve into an effective deterrent force that convinces 
the local population that there is no longer any 
need for sub-state militias.  At the political level, the 
international community needs to convince Israel that 
building LAF capacity does not present a threat to their 
national interests.  At the national level, politicians 
need to work hard to ensure that the LAF retains its 
neutral image as a force that protects all Lebanese 
and whose interests will not be hijacked by interested 
foreign parties.  The issue of the effectiveness of the 
LAF is highly interconnected with international politics 
and will not be easily resolved.  
The Lebanese Government has the ability to influence 
local perceptions of the municipal governments if 
it chooses to invest more money in them to enable 
them to take over the work of UNIFIL in rebuilding the 
infrastructure of the south.  Municipal governments, as 
with the LAF, do have legitimacy with the population 
of the south, owing to the fact that democracy as a 
system of government is accepted in Lebanon.  But 
without sufficient financial support, municipalities 
simply cannot offer as much support to locals as 
UNIFIL currently does.  At the national level too, there 
is a need for more national offices to be placed down 
in the south to ensure that a vacuum does not emerge 
in the provision of government services that sub-state 
actors in the region would be only too happy to fill.  
The effectiveness of actors within the UNIFIL mission 
engaging at the national level is constrained by actors 
at the national and international levels.  
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vi. Where Unifil does 
not sUcceed
 There is no doubt that UNIFIL has been dealt a 
difficult hand when it comes to balancing local 
versus international interests, perhaps even more 
so after the events of 2006. In the UNIFIL mission, 
this research identified what particular factors have 
worked best for the mission’s engagement at the local 
level - in an environment that is relatively hostile to 
the mandate that includes disarmament of actors 
who many civilians view as defenders of their land.   
However, this research illustrated how an international 
institution can be constrained by both international 
and local interests. 
One problem is the issue of UNIFIL sustaining the 
conditions that necessitated their presence in the 
first place.  This is due to Israeli interference and the 
blatant inequalities in the terms and implementation 
of the mandate which expose the biases of the 
international community in relation to Israel’s rights 
and responsibilities in the region.  UNIFIL responds 
to international concerns in terms of reassuring 
Israel of its own security, but not to local concerns 
about the need to respond more forcefully to Israeli 
incursions.  Furthermore, UNIFIL has been tasked 
with ridding the area of ‘illegal weapons’ which 
largely refers to Hizbullah’s military activities. Thus 
UNIFIL is being asked to remove the one security 
measure that many civilians rely on to feel safe from 
further Israeli invasions.  UNIFIL understands the 
impossible contradiction between the local and 
international interests that they are faced with and 
as a result attempts to clear the area of weapons are 
relatively benign.  UNIFIL relies on national laws about 
private property to avoid seeking out weapons and 
aggravating the local population in any way.  As a 
result, those in the area who do support this endeavor 
often refer to UNIFIL as ‘tourists’ and ineffectual.  
Whilst sustaining this imbalance of force, UNIFIL needs 
to work extremely hard to maintain local support 
for its presence, by avoiding situations of conflict 
with the local population, and providing as much 
economic support as possible. This encourages local 
dependence on UNIFIL investment and indirectly 
allows the Lebanese Government to avoid investing in 
local infrastructure projects.
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vii. conclUsion

So is UNIFIL helping or hindering the South of Lebanon?  
There is no doubt the UNIFIL mission has acted as 
shock absorber for local tensions and maintained a 
negative peace, that is, it has prevented the escalation 
of minor incidents into large-scale conflict.  But its 
presence appears to be sustaining the conditions of 
conflict more than it is resolving them.  Having said 
that, two further points need to be made in regard to 
this.  First, it is not the job of a traditional peacekeeping 
force to resolve international conflict.  Second, there 
is no doubt that UNIFIL do a great deal of good on the 
ground and at the national level: they have provided in 
the past thirty years life-saving healthcare, and many 
economic benefits to a neglected region. The results 
of this research showed that many of the officers in 
the mission genuinely care about the local population 
and go out of their way to assist in any way they 
can.  Furthermore, at the national level, UNIFIL works 
incredibly hard to capacity-build the LAF even to the 
extent of securing equipment for them to use across 
Lebanon, not just in the area of operations.
The final criticism of UNIFIL is related to their inability 
to prevent the outbreak of another war.  But this is a 
critique true of most peacekeeping missions in that there 
has to be a peace to keep in order for a peacekeeping 
force to function.  Should one of the parties choose to 
resume hostilities again there is little that UNIFIL can do 
to prevent this. As such, it was all the more interesting 
to observe the degree to which mandated parties 
respected the processes and efforts put in place by 
UNIFIL since 2006 to build trust amongst all parties, and 
to make the mission the place that people should turn to 
if they wish to prevent a return to conflict.
This research argues that sub-national actors within 
a UN mission are able to influence their security 
environment and the factors of time, autonomy and 
local knowledge play a role in facilitating agency.  
For now, the area of Lebanon south of the Litani 
remains stable, ten years after the implementation 
of Resolution 1701.  This research acknowledges 
the important role key regional actors play in the 
maintenance of peace: should any party choose to 
recommence hostilities, there is little UNIFIL can 
do.  But thus far a resumption of war based on the 
escalation of a security incident has not occurred.  This 
has been achieved in large part by the actions of a 
small group of highly committed staff that operate at 
the subnational level that are often held hostage to 
both international and local interests. 
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