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BACK TO THE “PEACE” IN PEACEBUILDING: AN OLD/NEW ROLE FOR 

CANADA 

 

Notes for a presentation by Peggy Mason to the Montreal Citizens’ Forum, 

March 4th, 2008.  [updated February 2lst, 2009] 

 

We need to step back from the debate over the use of force in Afghanistan.  Drawing on 

the wealth of experience from the 63 UN-led peacekeeping operations and the handful of 

UN-authorized, but not UN-led, peacekeeping, peace support, and crisis stabilization 

operations since the end of the Cold War, we need to focus instead on what we have 

learned about how it SHOULD be done?  How do we, the international community, help 

resolve the armed conflict and start to build a sustainable peace?  So my starting point is 

a distillation of key lessons learned in relation to internal armed conflict, or at least, 

lessons identified, since “learning” implies that we will act on these experiential insights.  

 

UN peacekeeping was never meant to supplant the peaceful resolution of disputes.  It was 

never meant to replace the central tool of conflict resolution – the negotiated settlement. 

“Traditional” or “classical” peacekeeping, what Canadians claim was invented by Lester 

Pearson, but which the Swedes credit to their countryman, Dag Hammerskjold, when he 

was UN Secretary-General, was based on a negotiated ceasefire agreement and a 

separation of military forces (which the UN peacekeepers would monitor) to allow a 

window of opportunity for the negotiation of an overall comprehensive peace settlement.  

Cyprus is the quintessential example of this approach and is often cited as a military 

peacekeeping success (the opposing Greek and Turkish Cypriot military forces generally 

having been kept on their respective sides of the famous “green line” of separation for 

over 40 years) but a diplomatic peacemaking failure, there as yet having been no 

achievement of a comprehensive political settlement. 

 

Post-Cold War comprehensive peacekeeping broadened the scope of the heretofore 

largely military peace operation to encompass all those civilian actors and elements 

necessary to help the parties implement a comprehensive peace settlement.  
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So let’s go back to the starting point – the negotiation of a comprehensive peace 

agreement that addresses all relevant issues underlying the conflict.  Ideally the 

agreement will seek to lay the political/security and socio-economic foundations for a 

sustainable peace including the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration into civil 

society of former combatants, the strengthening of the rule of law (police, judges, courts, 

penal system); technical assistance for democratic development including notably the 

holding of free and fair elections within inclusive political structures; improving respect 

for human rights, reform of the military, rehabilitating economic infrastructure and, 

ultimately, when the situation is sufficiently stabilized, promoting sustainable 

development.  A particularly important aspect of the negotiation process will be the 

identification of mechanisms and procedures, down to the grass roots level, to allow the 

post-conflict society to find the right balance between justice and reconciliation 

processes. 

 

I have briefly outlined some of the fundamental elements that typically need to be 

addressed in a comprehensive peace agreement, each one of which contains many, many 

issues to be resolved (type of political structures, constitution, legal framework and so 

on.)  External facilitation will generally be critical to help the parties negotiate this type 

of agreement, and here the UN has considerable expertise.  

 

So the first lesson is the need for as comprehensive a peace agreement as possible 

addressing all relevant issues and, in turn, the importance of impartial and expert third 

party facilitation to this end. 

 

A comprehensive peace agreement presupposes not only that the full range of issues will 

have been put on the table but, as well, that all necessary parties to the conflict will have 

been involved in the negotiation.  This will include all the various factions engaged in the 

conflict (government and rebels, all sides of the civil war).  There may be some 

“irreconcilables” but, if there is to be any chance of achieving a comprehensive and 
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sustainable agreement, they must be kept to a minimum.  The more factions outside the 

negotiation, the less chance of the peace holding. 

 

But it will not be enough for the peace talks to involve political and military leaders.  The 

negotiations must be informed by an inclusive consultative process down to the grass 

roots level if it is to replace elitist, exclusionary forms of governance with pluralistic, 

inclusive political institutions and mechanisms.  And what a powerful demonstration 

effect on war-weary publics when the peace process itself is emblematic of the 

democratic goals being sought! 

 

Once again, expert, impartial third-party facilitation will be key to creating the minimum 

conditions of trust to get all parties to the table and in underpinning the formal 

negotiations with broader consultations. 

 

But relevant parties that need to be part of the overall negotiating framework go well 

beyond the internal factions in a civil war.  Typically, there will be a number of external 

parties actively aiding one side or the other.  They may have military forces within the 

country (in the DRC at one point, armies from 8 different neighbours were directly 

engaged in the conflict in support of one faction or another or in pursuit of natural 

resources).  At a minimum they must agree to withdraw their forces and to cease other 

forms of assistance to one or the other internal parties to the conflict.  In all likelihood, 

there will be host of related issues to resolve as well from border and resource disputes to 

treatment of ethnic minorities with ties to the external actor, to issues of political 

influence, trade relations and so on.  In short, the external actors are involved in the 

conflict for a variety of reasons relating to their own perceived interests and it is unlikely 

these intertwined issues can be resolved without a negotiating framework expressly 

designed to do so. 

 

If the peace agreement is to receive the blessing of the UN Security Council, then the 

veto-wielding “Permanent 5” (China, France, Russia, UK and USA) must see it in their 

interest (or at least not against their interest) to support the agreement.  This in turn 
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means that, where one or more of the P5 have specific interests, they must be 

satisfactorily addressed.  It is precisely in those cases where individual members of the 

UN SC have their own vested interests and agendas, that it will be critically important for 

the negotiation to be facilitated by an impartial, competent third party.  At the same time, 

the more important the vested interest, the more difficult it will be for these powerful 

actors to step back and allow such disinterested mediation.  There is much evidence that 

USA control of the negotiating process that led to the Dayton Accords (in relation to the 

Former Republic of Yugoslavia) produced a highly problematic agreement that proved 

very difficult to implement.  The Quartet mechanism in the Middle East peace process is 

allegedly a mechanism to bring into play both the UN Secretary-General and, to a 

somewhat lesser extent, the EU, as honest brokers, counter-balancing USA and Russian 

special interests, but the evidence to date suggests that its main effect has been to dilute 

the voices of moderation and balance.   

 

All of which is to say that one of the most vexing negotiation challenges is how to 

satisfactorily address concerns of powerful external actors without totally unbalancing the 

agreement so it then doesn’t meet the needs of the main parties to the conflict. 

 

Once achieved, the comprehensive peace agreement must be implemented and this is 

where the modern, multidisciplinary peace operation comes into play with a UN mission 

under the overall political and diplomatic direction of the SRSG and typically comprised 

of military, police, judiciary, corrections and rule of law components, a humanitarian 

coordinator, human rights and development components, an electoral assistance unit, a 

civil affairs unit, child protection experts, a gender advisor and so on. 

 

Note that the type and scope of third-party implementation assistance must be negotiated 

as well, ideally as part of the overall peace negotiation.  And it is here that we have 

perhaps one of the starkest examples of powerful third-party interests impeding a robust 

implementation capacity.  I refer of course to the example of Darfur and Chinese 

reluctance, because of its dependence on Sudanese oil, to bring the necessary pressure to 

bear on Khartoum to secure its agreement to a robust implementation force. 



 5 

 

In addition to all of the elements within the UN peacekeeping operation, there will be a 

diverse array of more or less independent actors operating outside the mission and 

focused on humanitarian relief or on other aspects of the post-conflict peacebuilding 

process, broadly defined.  They come from the family of UN funds, programmes and 

agencies (UNHCR, UNICEF, WFP, UNDP for example), from the international financial 

institutions, notably the Conflict Prevention and Reconstruction (CPR) Unit of the World 

Bank, from the donor community (CIDA, DFID, USAID) and from the international non-

governmental community (CARE, World Vision, Oxfam, Mèdicines sans Frontières etc.) 

and from the utterly unique and utterly independent International Committee of the Red 

Cross (ICRC).  And all of these external actors will, in turn, be interacting with a 

multitude of local, national, governmental and non-state actors from the post-conflict 

country itself, from the neighbouring countries and sub-regional groupings and, 

increasingly, from regional entities (such as the African Union, NATO and the European 

Union), which may be mandated by the Security Council to assist in the peace 

implementation process. 

 

Slowly and painfully, this extraordinarily diverse array of international ‘intervenors’ is 

coming to understand that, for such a complex effort at social engineering to have any 

chance of working, an agreed multilateral framework is necessary for the international 

community to work within, ideally reflecting a comprehensive approach, freely 

negotiated and agreed by the parties, and which addresses all aspects of the governance 

“failure” that led to the conflict in the first place.   

 

Simply put, the mandate for the peacekeeping operation must be based on the 

comprehensive peace agreement. 

 

The UN may or may not be the lead entity in the peace negotiation process, and UN-led 

“blue helmets’ may or may not be the military force that is providing security assistance 

during the peace implementation phase.  But only the UN Security Council can mandate 

a multidimensional peace operation under UN civilian leadership to oversee and facilitate 
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implementation by the parties of the peace agreement. In other words, only the UN can 

mandate a comprehensive multilateral peace implementation framework legitimizing 

international action, and within which governments need to work to identify and agree on 

their areas of action and specific programmes and projects within those areas of action, 

including identifying how those projects and plans support the overall strategy. And 

equally important, only the UN can even notionally lead the overall peace 

implementation process, if only because no other single entity is acceptable to the 

international community. 

 

There are three fundamental components here – the consent of the parties, the 

comprehensive framework and the coherence of the international assistance effort.  

 

And now we turn to Afghanistan and the indescribably sad, frustrating and 

inexcusable fact that none of these essential factors for success have been put in 

place. 

 

There has been no peace negotiation whatsoever, let alone a comprehensive one, with key 

parties to the conflict, notably the Southern Pashtuns, the largest single tribal group in 

Afghanistan lumped in with the Taliban, who were in turn lumped in with Al Qaida and 

then left out of the agreement.  The Bonn Agreement, which created the countries elected 

bodies, was almost entirely developed by external parties and was never the subject of 

negotiation by Afghans.  The framework developed at the London Conference at the end 

of January 2006 – the Afghanistan Compact – was developed by an even narrower group 

of foreigners – and then “presented” at the Conference.  The lower house of the National 

Assembly, which has the power under the new Constitution to ratify treaties and 

international agreements, was given no role in developing or approving the Compact. 

 

Afghanistan has long-standing conflicts with Pakistan over relations with India, the 

border, ethnic issues and transit trade.  Iran is a vital economic partner for landlocked 

Afghanistan.  The issue of Taliban insurgents receiving safe haven in the tribal areas of 

Pakistan is inextricably intertwined with core issues of governance in those areas. All of 
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which is to say that these are fundamentally political issues that cannot be resolved by 

hectoring the President of Pakistan into sending yet more troops into Baluchistan or 

North Waziristan.  Yet no serious attempt has been made to bring these parties to the 

negotiating table. 

 

No provision was made in the Bonn Agreement for an overarching, coherent framework 

for peace implementation.  With the United States in its heyday of unilateralism, the UN 

was initially confined to a narrow humanitarian coordination role, while key 

peacebuilding tasks were parceled out to a series of lead nations, utterly unequipped to 

handle them1.  

 

Later, when the election planning ran into serious problems, the UN role was expanded to 

cover elections but President Karzai consistently opposes any overarching UN role.  The 

new Afghan government-led coordination mechanism established under the London 

Compact, the Joint Coordination and Monitoring Board (JCMB), is too unwieldy to be 

effective and, in any event, key activities take place completely outside its orbit, notably 

the Provincial Reconstruction Teams, each one unique to the international military force 

that created it.  

 

Just as the international political leadership in Afghanistan is fragmented, so is the 

military effort. From the beginning there have been two distinct and fundamentally 

incompatible military efforts: the U.S.-led Coalition, Operation Enduring Freedom 

(OEF), and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)–led International Security 

Assistance Force (ISAF). The Coalition, whose primary mission is defined as 

counterterrorism and counterinsurgency, and which asserts freedom of action under the 

United States’ right of self-defence, came to Afghanistan to assure first the security of 

 
1 The UK took the lead on poppy eradication, Germany on police training, Italy on 

reform of the judiciary, Japan on the disarmament of ex-combatants and the USA on the 

training of the new Afghan national army. Only the military training function is properly 

a bilateral one.  
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Americans from al-Qaeda and then of the Afghan government from the insurgency. 

ISAF’s mission is to help the Afghan authorities provide security according to the Bonn 

Agreement, relevant UN Security Council resolutions, and a bilateral agreement with the 

Afghan government.  

 

ISAF, as a UN-authorized but NATO-led post-conflict stabilization force, was meant to 

be a robust peace operation, loosely modeled on those deployed in the former Yugoslavia 

to help implement the Dayton Accords and in Kosovo, while a comprehensive political 

settlement was to be worked out.  But during the critical immediate post-conflict phase, 

when the Taliban government had been routed, ISAF was only mandated to operate in 

and around Kabul, giving the US-led OEF freedom of action in the rest of the country to 

track down Al Qaida and Taliban insurgents, operate on the basis of overwhelming force, 

make deals with local warlords when it was deemed expedient to do so and, in the 

process, putting the security needs of ordinary Afghans constantly at risk. 

 

And what in the end happened was the worst of all possible worlds – the expansion 

in late July 2006 of ISAF into the South (under relentless USA pressure as it sought 

to free up American troops for Iraq) when the insurgency there had not been 

quelled but had steadily grown in strength, with the result that ISAF too was sucked 

into the counterinsurgency quagmire.  

 

A word about the structure of Canadian Forces in the South is in order.  The 

multinational brigade headed by General David Fraser and constantly referred to by then 

Defence Minister O’Conner and Prime Minister Harper as a “Canadian mission” 

authorized by the UN, was in fact a subordinate unit of Combined Joint Task Force 76 

(CJTF 76) – commanded by Major-General Benjamin Freakley of the 10th Mountain 

Division of the U.S. Army and was therefore neither Canadian nor operating under a UN 

mandate.  Despite the fact that this information was clearly stated on the website of the 

Canadian Forces, the media - from Mike Blanchfield in the Ottawa Citizen to Jeffrey 

Simpson in the Globe and Mail to the editorial board of the Toronto Star - constantly and 

erroneously referred to Canada as leading NATO operations in the Kandahar region.  
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When challenged directly on the fact that Canadian soldiers were not wearing the 

characteristic large green ISAF shoulder patch in English and Pashto; in other words, 

when given proof positive that we were not then part of the NATO forces, they responded 

by going silent about this aspect of the mission, until ISAF forces finally did arrive in the 

South in mid-summer of 2006 and Canadian forces transitioned to NATO command.  

 

If Canada was trying to pursue a course of action designed to obliterate the 

difference between the ISAF stabilization mandate and the OEF anti-terrorist 

effort, they could not have chosen a more effective means.  As I wrote in an online 

article for the Globe and Mail in May 2006, whatever Canada’s actual motivation, 

the course of action followed by Canadian Forces in Kandahar province has made it 

virtually impossible for the ordinary Afghan to distinguish between the war-fighters 

and the peacebuilding forces. 

 

The aim of a peace operation – however robust - is not go to war with the parties but to 

help them build the democratic institutions and processes that will enable them to manage 

societal conflicts in a non-violent way.  A robust force can deter violations, effectively 

address them when they occur and thus build confidence in the peace process.  But this 

presumes that all or most of the key players want peace more than war such that 

individual spoilers can be effectively isolated and dealt with.  Without a credible peace 

process, the international military force, as it seeks to take action to address violations, 

risks becoming just another party to the conflict.   

 

On June 12, 2007 the ICRC, which has had an uninterrupted presence in Afghanistan 

since 1987, gave a press briefing entitled “Afghanistan: three decades of war and no end 

in sight”.  Their statement emphasized that the conflict between Afghan and international 

forces on the one hand and armed opposition groups on the other had “significantly 

intensified” and had spread over the previous 12 months, no longer confined to the south, 

but spreading to parts of the east, west and north. 

 

The September 21st, 2007 Report of the UN Secretary General to the Security Council 
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stated that 2007 was turning out to be the worst year in security terms for Afghanistan 

since 2001, with an average of 548 insurgent and terrorist-related incidences a month - a 

20 per cent increase in violence since 2006.   

 

The ICRC and UN reports when released were but the latest in a long, grim list dating 

back to at least late 2004, with each one documenting a further deterioration in the 

security situation in Afghanistan.  (And there have been many more since, including one 

by the Atlantic Council whose authors included former NATO Supreme Allied 

Commander, General Jones.) 

 

NATO military commanders themselves know that there is no military solution to 

Afghanistan’s myriad problems.  According to respected analyst, Paul Rogers of 

Bradford University, “there is a widespread and bleak consensus among NATO 

commanders: unless there is a significant change in policy, foreign forces will 

remain in the country for decades, tied down in bitter counter-guerrilla operations.” 

 

Fighting the Taliban, Al Qaida and other disaffected groups loosely aligned with them 

involves tactics, most notably heavy reliance on air power and aggressive search and 

destroy missions, that lead to at least as many civilian casualties by international and 

allied Afghan forces as by opposition groups, breed hatred against foreign forces and, in 

the south, build support for the insurgents.  Equally problematic, the use by the military 

of humanitarian aid as a tool in their information campaign against the Taliban carries the 

grave risk of making humanitarian workers themselves a target, as well as the civilians 

they seek to assist. 

 

Fighting the Taliban et al also means that military forces cannot focus on helping build 

and support the institutions that the Afghan people desperately need for long term 

security, particularly a professional, accountable police service and national army, 

together with the disbandment of armed groups, the end to government corruption and to 

impunity for abuses.   
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The Canadian military and other NATO forces in the South are in an impossible 

situation.  They cannot help build a secure environment without ending the war and 

they cannot end the war by military means. 

 

How can the war be ended?  

 

Without a decisive victory by one side or the other, history tells us that the only way to 

end such internal conflicts is through a negotiated settlement.2  

 

The optimum time to negotiate with the Taliban was when they were defeated and routed 

by the USA military action in late 2001, a strategy that would have had the added benefit 

of separating them from Al Qaida, rather than pushing them closer together. 

 

Now they are infinitely stronger, whatever short term tactical gains – at such human cost 

- are made by ISAF and by the OEF on the battlefield. 

 

President Karzai, an array of Afghan Parliamentarians and even former high-profile 

members of the Taliban have realized there is no other way forward but, incredibly, the 

Harper government first opposed and ridiculed negotiations and then as, ad hoc efforts 

began to increase, became utterly silent about them – surely the most powerful evidence 

ever that Canada had become part of the problem, not the solution. 

 

But let me be clear, what is needed in Afghanistan is not yet another backroom deal 

forged by elites to save their political hides.  Yet this is what will happen, indeed, what is 

already underway, if a new direction is not taken by the international community. 

 

 
2 See the 2008 study by the Rand Corporation, How Terror Groups End, which analyzed 
648 groups in existence in the period 1968 to 2006.  They found that “…a transition to a 
political process is the most common way in which terrorist groups ended…) and, 
conversely, that military force has rarely been the primary reason for the end of such 
groups. 
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What is urgently needed is a UN-led broadly-based political dialogue in Afghanistan 

engaging all sectors of society and communities of interest. And Canada has a key role to 

play –one we have bought with the blood of young Canadians - in securing support 

within NATO for a comprehensive peace process to build the political consensus that is 

now absent. 

 

Let us now turn to the Manley Panel Report3 to see what contribution it has made, if any, 

to a fundamental rethinking of Canada’s failing Afghanistan strategy. 

 

What is new in the Manley Report is more honesty in the narrative than we have seen 

from the Harper Government on how bad the situation really is in Afghanistan, 

particularly in the South.  On page 12 of the report there is a recognition that the security 

situation is getting worse not better.  There is an admission on page 17 that the current 

fighting is a continuation of the thirty-year civil war and a grudging acknowledgement of 

the need for an “eventual political reconciliation” and for Canada to support ad hoc 

efforts to this end4.  On page 27, there is recognition of the key role of regional actors and 

of the many complexities of the situation:  

 
Beyond its own borders, Afghanistan is surrounded by a violence-prone region.  
The mountainous western reaches of Pakistan, along the boundary with  
Afghanistan, harbour Afghan insurgents who are reinforced by recruits from  
countries around the Gulf and further abroad. Pakistan’s own domestic political  
upheavals and recurring crises—and its concerns about India’s growing economic  
and political presence in Afghanistan—complicate the region’s geopolitics. Iran, to  
Afghanistan’s West, has been a source of arms trafficking into Afghanistan. The  
actions of regional powers require focused consideration as policy-making  
proceeds. Canada, in concert with key allies, should adopt a coherent diplomatic  
strategy that addresses regional risks and engages all the region’s actors, in  
particular Pakistan, to establish a more stable security environment.  
 

 
And on page 33 there is a call for a “comprehensive political-military strategy”. 
 
So all of this seems promising. 
 

 
3 “Independent Panel on Canada’s Future Role in Afghanistan”, January 2008.  
4 Why “ad hoc” efforts instead of concerted, systematic, coordinated efforts? 
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But what of the recommendations contained in the Manley Report.  Having concluded 

that more of the same will lead to failure in Afghanistan, what do they urge Canada to do 

next? 

 

They call for more frankness from the Harper government about the difficulties the 

mission is facing as well as for clear “benchmarks” and “criteria” to evaluate progress.  

They also say NATO must provide 1000 more soldiers and some medium-lift helicopters 

if Canada is to extend its current military role until the job is done.5 As for their earlier 

call for a comprehensive strategy, apparently they didn’t actually mean a new strategy, 

just better coordination of the existing one, with the head of the UN political mission in 

Afghanistan to be given the lead role in such coordination.  WFM- Canada President 

Warren Allmand, while welcoming the Panel’s call for a high-level civilian 

representative of the UN to take the lead, went on to say that, “…[h]e or she should be 

tasked with more than ensuring civilian-military coherence.  The UN is best suited to 

galvanize international support for a truly inclusive peace process.”   

 

Incredibly then, the only advice in the Manley Report on the central challenge of 

moving towards a sustainable political solution in Afghanistan is for Canada to 

pursue “ad hoc” efforts towards “eventual political reconciliation”. 

 

With respect to the need to address the complex regional dimensions of the conflict, the 

Panel recommends that Canada, in concert with key allies, should press for: “[f]orceful 

representations with Afghanistan’s neighbours, in particular with Pakistan, to reduce the 

risks posed to regional stability and security by recent developments in that country”. 

In other words, the incredibly complex nexus of regional issues bedeviling the Afghan 

conflict is to be addressed through increased diplomatic pressure on Pakistan to solve its 

 
5 Nothing demonstrates the fundamentally political character of this document more than 
the absurd recommendation that 1000 additional soldiers from other NATO countries 
should be a key determinant in whether Canada extends its combat mission beyond the 
February 2009 deadline.  Did the Panel actually believe that this tiny number of 
additional forces would turn the tide and, if so, why wouldn’t they urge Canada to come 
up with the additional soldiers so we could save the day for NATO and Afghanistan? 
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security problems.  Clearly, such empty exhortations must be replaced with international 

support for processes that address the deep democratic deficit that is at the root of 

Pakistan’s insecurity but the Manley Panel Report is silent on any meaningful diplomatic 

engagement with Afghanistan’s neighbours.6 

 

What about the strategic review of Afghanistan policy still ongoing in NATO at the time 

of the Manley Report’s release, the results of which were to be announced at the 

Bucharest Summit in April 2008? 

 

The Manley Report is silent on any inputs by Canada to this review other than to push for 

greater military-civilian coherence (an impossibility without a comprehensive strategy to 

align with), focusing instead on the idea that the Harper government should concentrate 

its efforts on getting NATO to agree to the additional soldiers and helicopters as a 

condition for Canada’s continued participation in the South. 

 

Rather than caving in to the Conservative government’s motion to extend the Canadian 

combat mission, what Parliament should have done was to issue a strong call to the 

Harper government to actively and creatively engage in the NATO strategic review, 

using Canada’s hard won influence and credibility to convince the Alliance’s 26 member 

states (comprising many of the key donor countries and troop contributors in 

Afghanistan) of the need for a new, overarching political framework for international 

engagement in Afghanistan under a UN leadership that is mandated to begin the urgent 

work of creating the conditions for a comprehensive peace process.7 

(March 2008)  

 

Update/Addendum in February 2009 

 

 
6 A call for such diplomatic engagement was included in a joint press release from a 
range of non-governmental organizations including Peacebuild, which Peggy Mason 
chairs, in response to the release of the Manley Report. 
7 NATO, as a military alliance can only review its own strategy.  The UN Security 
Council would have to mandate any new UN role.  
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After seven years in Afghanistan, the Western coalition does not have much to show in 
terms of progress. All available data indicate a general failure in security and state 
building: increased civilian and military casualties, expansion of the guerillas, 
unfavorable perceptions of foreign troops by the local population, absence of functioning 
national institutions, and growing destabilization of the Pakistani border, which threatens 
NATO’s logistical roads, essential for resupplying NATO forces. Most of the two 
provinces south of Kabul are under the control of the Taliban.8 

 

Against this backdrop of continuing failure and the sad milestone of over 100 Canadian 

soldiers having died in the Afghanistan conflict along with thousands of Afghan civilians, 

there is one small piece of good news.  The new Obama administration has instituted a 

“root and branch” review of its Afghanistan policy with the stated intention of putting 

more emphasis on diplomacy and a regional strategy.  At the same time, however, 

America has announced its intention to deploy a further 17,000 American soldiers to 

Southern Afghanistan.  Secretary of Defense Robert Gates used the February meeting of 

NATO Defense Ministers in a largely futile attempt to persuade other NATO members to 

deploy greater numbers of combat troops.  Some analysts like Paul Rogers believe that 

the US “surge” is less to seek outright military victory than to exert sufficient force to 

bring cooperative elements of a weakened Taliban into negotiations.  Yet, the addition of 

more foreign troops may, in itself, provoke increased Afghan resistance as well as 

encouraging yet more foreign fighters from Iraq and elsewhere to join the fray.9 

 

The new head of the UN mission in Afghanistan, Kai Eide of Norway, an extremely able 

and experienced diplomat with both UN peacekeeping and NATO postings under his 

belt, has pushed his coordination mandate to the limit, asserting what is needed is a 

“political” surge.  When asked in a press conference if that meant talking to the Taliban, 

he responded, “If you want an agreement that matters, then you have to talk to who 

matters.”  The beleagured President Zidari of Pakistan is doing just that, desperately 

trying to reach local agreements to stabilize the border areas at whatever cost to good 

governance and human rights.  This demonstrates once again that the choice has 

always been between backroom deals and a comprehensive political solution. 
 

8 “Focus and Exit: an Alternative Strategy for the Afghan War”, Report of the Carneigie 
Endowment for International Peace, page 2 (January 2009). 
9 The Carnegie report, op cit, makes this observation as does Paul Rogers in his always 
cogent analysis at < www.opendemocracy.net >. 

http://www.opendemocracy.net/
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President Obama has appointed Ambassador Richard Holbrooke as his special envoy for 

Afghanistan and Pakistan.  Let us fervently hope that he has at long last learned from his 

many, many past mistakes, not the least of which was his strong support for redirecting 

American military and intelligence assets away from the region in 2002-2003 in order to 

invade and occupy Iraq.10 

 

Canada in the meantime is still holding to its latest deadline of February 2011 for the 

withdrawal of its combat forces, while pledging further increases in our development 

efforts.   

 

Without improvements in security, increased development will be impossible.  

Without a new political strategy, there will be no improvements in security.   

 

Michael Ignatieff, Leader of the Liberal Party of Canada, told reporters shortly before the 

American President’s arrival in Ottawa on February 19th, that he believed Obama would 

listen to what Canada had to say about Afghanistan.  After his short meeting with the 

President, he said that he had welcomed the American review of its Afghanistan strategy 

since it was clearly “adrift” and he had urged more attention to diplomatic efforts.  If Mr. 

Ignatieff meant to imply by these comments that he supports greater efforts towards a 

political resolution of the long and bloody conflict in Afghanistan, then why did he not 

just say so. 

 

Why is it so hard for Canadian leaders to forthrightly champion what used to be 

our bread and butter - creative, committed efforts to build a just and lasting peace 

through sustained, impartial, inspired diplomatic engagement. 

 

Some closing thoughts:  

 
10 For a sobering analysis of Richard Holbrooke’s career, see “Holbrooke: Insensitive 
Choice for a Sensitive Region”, FPIF Commentary, Jan. 29, 2009 at 
http://www.fpif.org/fpiftxt/5826.  

http://www.fpif.org/fpiftxt/5826
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To be an effective peacemaker, Canada must situate its efforts at resolving conflict and 

helping build a sustainable peace within a whole-of-government peacebuilding policy 

that is itself embedded in a UN-led international strategic framework; 

 

This is where Canada should be focusing its efforts. 

 

And this means, in turn, giving pride of place in our foreign policy – together with the 

eradication of poverty and the promotion of fair trade – to the peaceful resolution of 

disputes, to the prevention of conflict through “deep prevention” efforts focused on 

systemic change and the promotion of human security, and to a sustained commitment to 

post-conflict peacebuilding.   

 

Embedding Canadian peacebuilding activity in a UN-led international strategic 

framework also means a rededication by Canada to the principles of the UN Charter, to 

one set of rules for all, fairly applied to all, to the principle that the security of each state 

is equally important and can only be truly safeguarded and enhanced by means of the 

twin objectives of human and common security– and therefore to the paramount need for 

Canada to work tirelessly to support and strengthen UN institutions and capacities for 

peacebuilding. 

 


