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Where next for humanitarian intervention? 
 
On March 24 1999, Sergei Lavrov, then Russia's long-serving ambassador to the United 
Nations, issued a forceful defence of national sovereignty. It fell to him to present his 
government's outrage at the Nato air strikes that had just been launched against Serbian 
forces attacking ethnic Albanians in Kosovo. 
 
In a scathing performance before the UN Security Council, Mr Lavrov condemned the operation 
as an offence against international law and demanded that it cease forthwith. "The members of 
Nato are not entitled to decide the fate of other sovereign and independent states," he 
declared. "Attempts to justify the Nato strikes with arguments about preventing a 
humanitarian catastrophe in Kosovo are completely untenable." He went on to accuse the 
western allies of blackmail. 
 
Today, as foreign minister in Moscow, Mr Lavrov is using arguments similar to those of Nato in 
Kosovo, justifying Russia's attack on neighbouring Georgia as necessary to protect Russian 
citizens in South Ossetia. He and Dmitry Medvedev, his president, have accused Georgia of a 
massive onslaught on civilians amounting to "genocide" and "ethnic cleansing". Again echoing 
Nato in Kosovo, Russia has declared its determination to defend the rights of South Ossetians, 
and the Abkhaz in Georgia's other secessionist region, to decide their own future. 
 
On the surface, it looks like an extraordinary conversion on the part of a Russian ruling 
establishment that has long regarded "humanitarian intervention" as a rhetorical fig leaf for 
American-led military adventurism and has been bitterly opposed to any suggestion of "self-
determination" for secessionist minorities in a larger state. Two bitter wars have been fought 
by the Russian army in Chechnya since the collapse of the Soviet Union to deny just such an 
outcome. 
 
Others see it as a deliberate exercise to reassert effective Russian control over former Soviet 
territory, block Nato membership for a country in its "backyard", and simultaneously expose 
the hypocrisy of US foreign policy in Kosovo and subsequently in Iraq. 
 
Whatever the justificatibn, the Russian action threatens to disrupt its entire relationship with 
the US, the European Union and Nato. It may also call into question the fragile international 
consensus on clear rules for humanitarian intervention, agreed only three years ago by the UN 
general assembly. 
 
Many Russian commentators argue that the language of humanitarian intervention was abused 
particularly by Tony Blair, when UK prime minister -not just in Kosovo but also as belated 
justification for the war in Iraq. Now, by using the same arguments in Georgia, Russia has left 
the concept sorely and perhaps deliberately damaged. 
 
"I think it has been profoundly damaged, even before this, because of Iraq and Afghanistan," 
says Mary Kaldor, professor of global governance at the London School of Economics.  
 
"The tragedy is that there is a case for limited humanitarian intervention, but this middle 
position is very difficult to hold on to. This conflict will make it even harder." 
 
The idea of codifying rules for humanitarian intervention was first raised by Kofi Annan, the 
former UN secretary-general, in a lecture to the UK-based Ditchley Foundation in 1998. "Our 
job is to intervene: to prevent conflict where we can, to put a stop to it when it has broken out 
or - when neither of those things is possible - at least to contain it and prevent it from 
spreading," he said. 
 
Mr Blair took up the idea with enthusiasm while the Kosovo conflict was still under way. 



 
"This is a just war, based not on any territorial ambitions but on values. We cannot let the evil 
of ethnic cleansing stand," he told the Chicago Economic Club in April, 1999, calling such 
intervention a new "doctrine of the international community". 
 
It took another six years for Mr Annan to win support, on the basis of recommendations by his 
high-level panel on UN reform, for the so-called Responsibility to Protect (R2P in diplomatic 
jargon) initiative. It was seen as the most important reform agreed -unanimously - by all the 
countries that attended the UN general assembly in 2005. It made up for a failure to agree any 
changes in the make-up of the UN Security Council itself. 
 
Gareth Evans, former Australian foreign minister and president of the Brussels-based 
International Crisis Group, was one of the architects of the R2P concept. He rejects the idea 
that the Russian intervention in Georgia qualifies under that heading. 
 
"Even though it has been characterised in R2P terms, this is not really about protection of 
civilians but protection of [Russian] nationals," he says. "That has been the basis for all sorts 
of interventions in the past that were not humanitarian. 
 
"This was not a situation with a risk of mass atrocity crimes. It is not one that meets the 
precautionary criteria [for R2P] that we defined." 
 
Those criteria include a just cause - imminent danger of ethnic cleansing or a large-scale loss 
of life, for example. All peaceful alternatives to military intervention must have been exhausted 
and use of force must be proportional. Any such intervention also requires legal authority, 
ideally from the UN Security Council. "You have got to be really careful how you apply this," 
says Mr Evans. "You cannot play ducks and drakes with the criteria." 
 
In the case of South Ossetia, he argues, the seriousness of the situation was "not so obvious 
as to justify prima facie military force", peaceful alternatives had not been exhausted and the 
response was not proportional. 
 
Dmitry Kosyrev, a political commentator with the semiofficial Russian news agency, RIA-
Novosti, retorts that "sending armed forces into the territory of a sovereign state without the 
UN's authorisation, so called 'humanitarian intervention'", is an American invention. 
 
Mr Blair's belated use of     humanitarian arguments to justify the war in Iraq also undermined 
the cause. "There would have been a strong case for humanitarian intervention in Iraq if it had 
happened in 1988, when the Kurds were being gassed," says Edward Mortimer, senior vice-
president of the Salzburg Global Seminar and former speech-writer to Mr Annan. "Having not 
intervened then, to say we were involved in a humanitarian intervention 15 years later" was 
less credible. 
 
David Malone, president of Canada's International Development Research Center and an 
author on past interventions, says there is a constant confusion "between the notion of 
humanitarian intervention as a military operation, to impose assistance for victims of conflict, 
and the peaceful provision of assistance. Thoughtful people in favour of the latter are very 
cautious about the former." 
 
When asked to cite a successful example of humanitarian intervention, he can name only tiny 
Sierra Leone in west Africa, where UN peacekeepers, with backing from British troops, 
managed to bring stability over a long period. In Darfur, where the international community 
has been strongly criticised for its failure to intervene more forcefully, "there has never been 
any serious discussion about western military intervention. The scale of the military challenge 
is overwhelming." 
 
Indeed, failed interventions have also proved devastating. In Somalia in 1992-93, for example, 
US troops suffered grievous casualties and withdrew - a big factor in the subsequent refusal of 
Washington and many others to intervene to stop the genocide in Rwanda. 



 
On the other hand, there has been one recent intervention that fits the R2P criteria and has so 
far been a notable success: stopping the threat of ethnic warfare in Kenya after that country's 
disputed election last year. "That was a real R2P situation where we did not need military 
intervention, because there was peaceful negotiation in time," says Mr Evans. 
 
Mr Annan brokered a power-sharing agreement in Kenya between Mwai Kibaki, the president, 
and Raila Odinga, now prime minister. "When we talk of intervention, people think of the 
military. But under R2P, force is a last resort. I think we have seen a successful example of its 
application [in Kenya]," he told The New York Times. 
 
That is a hopeful example. But Martti Ahtisaari, former Finnish president and now head of the 
Crisis Management Group, an organisation specialising in conflict resolution, says there is a 
more profound problem. "Why can't we get more countries to support European positions?" he 
asks. "Because we have allowed too many frozen conflicts to remain just that: frozen. 
 
"Why do we let the Sri Lankans fight, and we don't do a damn thing? I don't say we should 
intervene militarily, but we should do something. Darfur is a failure, I agree, but far more 
serious are the conflicts that have been there for ages, such as Kashmir. 
 
"Above all, our credibility as the west is very much geared to starting to solve finally the 
Middle East conflict. Everyone knows that is central." 
 
Fonte: Financial Times, London, August 23/August 24 2008. Primeiro Caderno. p. 8. 


