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For fifty years, successive Canadian governments accorded a high priority to the
prevention of war. A cornerstone of Canada’s defence and foreign policy was a stronger,
more effective United Nations.
Regrettably, Canada and the UN share a significant problem. Both still lack appropriate
tools to prevent armed conflict and to protect civilians. UN officials continue to preface
talks with a reminder that the UN has no force or service of its own for peace operations.
The Organization relies on its member states to organize and provide national standby
personnel and resources through a negotiated loan or user fee; an arrangement far slower
and less reliable than a volunteer fire department.
It might appear things haven’t changed much since the 1950s. Then, Nobel Laureate,
Lester Pearson, warned, "the grim fact is that we prepare for war like precocious giants,
and for peace like retarded pygmies." His message was echoed last summer when UN
Secretary‐General Ban Ki Moon cautioned of continuing with massive military spending
amid austerity in an article entitled, "the world is over‐armed and peace is under‐funded."
Of course, there are options. A UN report in 2004 suggested one means to address the
problem. A more secure world: Our shared responsibility, repeatedly recommended that,
"the developed States should do more to transform their existing force capacities into
suitable contingents for peace operations."
The Canadian Forces could be transformed to make a useful contribution. As Canada has
been largely absent from the new generation of increasingly complex UN operations since
1997, appropriate preparation will be needed. Yet Canada already has assets that the UN
desperately needs, particularly in transport aircraft and utility helicopters, special‐forces
and a rapidly‐deployable mission headquarters, as well as equipment for surveillance and
monitoring of armed conflicts. As the UN has asked for multinational brigade‐size

partnerships, Canada might also help to re‐establish our former Standby High Readiness
Brigade (SHIRBRIG); a mechanism once considered the most advanced available for UN
peacekeeping.
Oddly, despite the absence of a direct military threat to Canada, Stephen Harper’s
Government prefers to emphasize traditional war‐fighting. Premised on fear of the
future, their ‘Canada First Defence Strategy’ offers a military‐industrial wish‐list of $490
billion for the latest weapon systems. At a cost of roughly $5000 for every citizen, isn’t it
time to consider more appropriate priorities and policy options to offset the sort of worst‐
case, war‐prone world anticipated? We need a new agenda for peace.
To date, the international community has been reluctant to take the steps necessary to
prevent armed conflict, to protect civilians and to curb massive military spending. It’s not
that Governments don’t know what’s needed. As early as 1961 officials in the US State
Department acknowledged,
There is an inseparable relationship between the scaling down of national armaments on
the one hand and the building up of international peacekeeping machinery and
institutions on the other. Nations are unlikely to shed their means of self‐protection in the
absence of alternative ways to safeguard their legitimate interests. This can only be
achieved through the progressive strengthening of international institutions under the
United Nations and by creating a United Nations Peace Force to enforce the peace as the
disarmament process proceeds.
Former Canadian governments were supportive. In the aftermath of the Rwandan
genocide, Canada informed the UN General Assembly that we would respond with an in‐
depth study to develop a permanent UN rapid reaction force. Although events caused
them to scale back the plans, this study became the guiding document for a multinational
group of twenty‐eight UN member states, the ‘Friends of Rapid Deployment’, which
Canada co‐chaired from 1995‐1997. One uniquely promising idea with wider potential
stemmed from the experience, i.e. a rapid reaction peacekeeping capacity for the UN.
Currently referred to as a “United Nations Emergency Peace Service (UNEPS),” –
effectively a ‘UN 911’ ‐ the idea is to create a rapidly deployable first responder designed
to help prevent armed conflict, protect civilians, ensure the prompt start‐up of
demanding operations, and address human needs in areas of armed conflict.
The ten core principles underlying the UNEPS proposal are that it be: a permanent
standing, integrated UN formation; highly trained and well‐equipped; ready for immediate
deployment upon authorization of the UN Security Council; multidimensional (civilians,
police and military); multifunctional (capable of diverse assignments with specialized
skills for security, humanitarian, health and environmental crises); composed of 16,000
dedicated personnel (recruited professionals, selected, trained and employed by the UN);
developed to ensure regional and gender equitable representation; co‐located at a
designated UN base under an operational headquarters and two mobile mission

headquarters; at sufficient strength to operate in high‐threat environments; and
complement existing UN and regional arrangements. Aside from providing a military
formation to deter aggression and maintain security, there would be sufficient police to
restore law and order, as well as an array of civilian teams to provide essential services.
Ten years back several civil society organizations initiated wider discussions on UNEPS. A
conference in Cuenca, Spain with representatives of various sectors from the South and
the North generated a consensus that the UNEPS concept was more appealing than a force
or army, the case more compelling than previous proposals, the model more appropriate
for complex operations, and when combined, there was a better political prospect.
Clearly, a UN emergency service would also convey more legitimacy world‐wide than
regional responses operating out of area.
Canada could again lead in developing more detailed plans for a UNEPS, and help attract a
global constituency of support. Ideas don’t work unless we do. And, building a better,
safer world is a worthy Canadian tradition.
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