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the aim of this article1 is to describe Swed-
ish peace support operations and their role 
in national strategy over the long term. The 
main idea is the notion that the operational 
concepts for peace support operations have 
changed radically since the end of the Cold 
War, and that this is due to the change in 
the international system following its end. 
The argument for continued peace support 
operations under new circumstances is sup-
ported by the versatility of the concept. If 
peace support operations are seen in this 
way, they will in all probability remain an 
important tool for international conflict 
management.2

 Although the perspective is one from a 
medium-sized nation in Northern Europe 
– Sweden – it is hoped that the experiences 
gained are at least partly shared with several 
other nations.

Historical background3

International crisis management opera-
tions have a longer history than most 
people are aware of. Although the “mod-
ern” concepts for peace support opera-
tions were developed in response to the 
specific strategic setup that constituted the 
Cold War, the interwar years had also seen 
several attempts at actual international 
peace supp ort operations mandated by the 

League of Nations. The partly new strate-
gic situation after World War One called 
for several international measures to sort 
out the sometimes very complex situations. 
One of the first was undertaken with the 
aim of monitoring the elections in Danzig 
in 1920. There were also attempts at send-
ing a peacekeeping force to help end the 
Polish-Lithuanian war in the early 1920s, 
but that operation never materialized. 
Later, election-monitoring became a more 
common type of operation, and the first 
operation that Sweden took part in was 
the election-monitoring in the Saar region 
from December 1935 to February 1936. 
By that time, Europe was already moving 
towards increased confrontation, and soon 
the international conflicts had put an end 
to this brief experiment with what can be 
called proto-peacekeeping.

Cold War strategic concepts 
for Peace Support Operations
The Cold War concepts for peace support 
operations were developed for several rea-
sons, beginning a few years after the end of 
the Second World War. Firstly, the concepts 
from the interwar years had proved at least 
in part successful, and there was something 
to build new concepts of operations from 
the experiences gained during the interwar 
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curity policy. This at times created tensions 
between the military establishments and the 
foreign policy-makers. But this also meant 
that these operations were not seen as the 
central military task, but rather as a drain 
on scarce resources that was at odds with 
the existential military posture for national 
survival. The foreign-policy elites saw it dif-
ferently: the military resources were a tool 
for strengthening the national negotiating 
position in furthering foreign policy goals. 
At the same time, classical peacekeeping op-
erations were almost the only expeditionary 
military operations that could be undertak-
en, given the strict limits set by the strategic 
situation of the Cold War. It was a see-saw-
like situation that lasted for the duration of 
the Cold War.
 The first modern peacekeeping opera-
tions to be conducted within this Cold War 
framework had a clear starting point: the 
aftermath of the Suez Crisis in 1956. After 
the French and British operations had been 
called off, a United Nations Emergency 
Force (UNEF) was sent to the region to 
try and stabilize the situation. There had 
been UN military personnel sent out be-
fore, but these had been unarmed military 
observers, active in the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict as well as in Kashmir in 1947-48, 
where they still remain today.
 Subsequent operations during the 
1960s at times saw intense action on a 
grander scale in the Congo and on Cy-
prus. Here, the common denominator was 
decolonization and the fear that the two 
great power-blocs would clash. The wars 
in the Middle East in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s had been fought for different 
reasons, but the same underlying Cold 
War logic meant that UN peacekeeping 
forces were dispatched. Later conflicts 
were as violent, but the UN forces were 
usually not involved in heavy fighting as 

years. Secondly, the de-colonization process 
often called for third-party intervention to 
manage the often complicated and at times 
violent clashes that followed in many newly 
independent states. Thirdly, a new world 
body – the United Nations – created by 
the victorious allies from World War Two, 
provided a framework for decision-mak-
ing and legitimacy. Lastly, non-aligned na-
tions like Sweden came to see themselves, 
and were accepted by the great powers in 
the UN Security Council, as “disinterested 
parties” and could therefore be deployed 
as intervening forces without being seen as 
partial in the conflict. Over time, this stance 
allowed the non-aligned nations to take on 
moral overtones; since these nations had no 
interests or allies, they at times saw them-
selves as having a greater  moral sense than 
the old great powers with their interests and 
balance of power concepts. This tendency 
strengthened as the Cold War developed 
and in Sweden’s case reached a high point 
during the late 1960s. When it came to their 
own central security interests, however, their 
stance and outlook was often much more 
crass. When the survival of the nation was 
at stake,  substantially more hard-line poli-
cies were adopted. A kind of partition devel-
oped; at a distance, the non-aligned nations 
came to see themselves as a force for good 
– a group of progressive nations using con-
siderable efforts to save the world from co-
lonialism. By some of them, the United Na-
tions was  seen as a third force in the world 
that should be supported in order to reach a 
long-term goal: a separate world entity out-
side the two power-blocs of the Cold War. 
In accordance with this, peace support oper-
ations were conducted as support for long-
term international norm-building within the 
UN framework. They were seen as part of 
these nations’ foreign policy goals, but of-
ten lay outside the realm of traditional se-
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 The units were lightly equipped with • 
weapons for self-defence only.
 The task was to “observe and re-• 
port”.
 The units were mostly inserted into • 
the conflict area at the final phase 
of hostilities.
 The units were almost without • 
exception commanded directly by 
the UN.
 Their Rules of Engagement ROEs • 
were to use force only in strict self-
defence.
 The conflicts were, with a few ex-• 
ceptions, interstate ones.
 Impartiality was interpreted as an • 
“equidistance between the par-
ties”.
 Behind the parties to the conflict, • 
the great power blocs exerted their 
influence to prevent local escala-
tion.

The changes in the operational environment 
that came about as the Cold War ended 
made this operational concept largely out-
dated. The “return of history”, where con-
flicts that had been frozen by the Cold War 
now thawed, was part of the change. The 
Balkan Wars in the 1990s were in many 
ways a test case for many of the non-aligned 
nations. Had the old concepts become ob-
solete and could they be adapted to the new 
situation? In the Balkan Wars, the opera-
tional environment changed into something 
very different, much more complicated and 
dynamic. The challenge of this “new” way 
of peace support operations included:

 Intra-state conflicts become the • 
most common – The “Failed 
State” becomes the subject of in-
terventions.

 The parties to the conflict become • 

they  had been at times during the earlier 
decades. 

The end of the Cold War
At the end of the Cold-War, an opening 
from the limits of peacekeeping appeared. 
A UN-veto from the security council was no 
longer seen as automatic and several con-
flicts that had hitherto  not involved UN 
forces were suddenly on the table. In 1988, 
the UN could help broker a peace deal in 
Afghanistan as part of the Soviet with-
drawal and the climax came a few years 
later with the UN mandate in the first Gulf 
War, 1990-1991. This “New World Order” 
presented something of a problem for the 
non-aligned states: they were now asked by 
the UN to take part in war-like operations 
or outright war alongside the great powers. 
Much of their stance had been overtaken 
by historical events and intense domestic 
debates followed. With the Cold War over, 
what role now remained for the non-aligned 
nations? The UN Security Council was now 
no longer frozen. The non-aligned nations, 
which, until that time, would never have 
been called upon to intervene in the really 
difficult or dangerous conflicts with a poten-
tial for escalation, now came to realize that 
participation in real war-like operations had 
become a distinct possibility.

Operational challenges: 
the operational concept  
develops
This development in the strategic environ-
ment coincided with developments in the 
operational environment. After the Yom 
Kippur War in 1973 and until the late 
1980s, the concept of operations for peace-
keeping forces had remained stable. In the 
main, these operations had the following 
generic concept:
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rather than an exception (includ-
ing air power and artillery) be-
come an integrated part of the 
force.

 The mandate comes from the • 
United Nations, but operations 
are not always led directly by the 
UN itself. Command and control 
can be “franchized” to NATO, 
the European Union, the OSCE or 
“coalitions of the willing”.

 The mandate almost always in-• 
cludes the right to the use of force 
with reference to Chapter VII in 
the UN Charter, but this right is 
not always used. 

Swedish experiences
When looking at Swedish experiences of 
peace support operations, the stable concept 
that had developed during the Cold war can 
in retrospect be seen to have a clear end 
state. When the decision was taken to take 
part in UNPROFOR, the UN-force sent 
to Bosnia-Herzegovina under a mandate 
from the UN Security Council, it outwardly 
seemed like a “normal” peace support op-
eration. However, many things were differ-
ent and this had profound effects at several 
levels. In practice, the operation became a 
military-political watershed. 
 At the tactical level, it was realized early 
on by commanders in the field and later by 
military planners that things were different. 
The parties in the conflict were unpredict-
able, very violent and were only interested 
in keeping agreed truces as long as it suited 
them. Hostage-taking, murdering civilians 
and firing upon the UN force, mines boo-
bytraps and all sorts of harassment was the 
order of the day. When a new force was 
rotated into its area of responsibility it was 
as a rule tested with some kind of provo-

unclear. Return of the warlord, 
non-state actor or proxy.

 Civilians become direct targets in • 
the conflicts. Victims of “ethnic 
cleansing” lead to refugees and 
the worst massacres on unarmed 
civilians in Europe since World 
War Two.

 The United Nations’ credibility is • 
damaged by failure to protect ci-
vilian populations. Declared “Safe 
Areas” are anything but safe.

These changes in the operational envi-
ronment forced a transformation of how 
peacekeeping was done. This change in op-
erational concepts was by no means an easy 
process and took several years of intense 
debate – domestic as well as international. 
The initial failures in the theatres of conflict 
and hard-won experience gradually led to a 
new operational concept that had been es-
tablished by the end of the war in Bosnia-
Herzegovina in 1995 - 96:

 Impartiality is now interpreted as • 
the protection of civilians, own 
forces and the given mandate. 
Whoever tries to prevent the force 
from fulfilling its mandate can be 
met with armed force.

 The use of force now has a sub-• 
stantially increased scope. The 
unit in the field can be tasked with 
upholding escalation dominance.

 The co-operation within the in-• 
ternational coalition is increased 
both quantitatively and qualita-
tively. Complexity of planning 
and staff work increased.

Intelligence co-operation is also • 
increased and becomes a part of 
force protection.

 Heavy weapons systems as a rule • 
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where airpower and artillery was used to 
break the will of the Bosnian-Serb faction 
led to the peace negotiations in Dayton, 
involvement of the United States and that 
NATO through IFOR took over command 
and control of the operation from UNPRO-
FOR. Here came another change: Sweden, 
not a member of NATO, continued to take 
part in a NATO-led operation, mandated by 
the UN. From 1994 and onwards, Sweden 
was also  a member of the Partnership for 
Peace arrangement (PfP) led by NATO.
 At the strategic level, the realization that 
things were now very different permeated 
the system. Swedish forces now actively 
took part in a great power coalition in war-
like circumstances on the European main-
land under an international mandate. The 
last time Sweden did this was in 1813, in the 
7th coalition to defeat Napoleon Bonaparte. 
For a long time, following the developments 
on the European continent had been one 
thing, but to take active part in operations 
placed much higher demands domesti-
cally, not least on the interaction between 
the Swedish political, diplomatic and mili-
tary functions. The systemic changes that 
this meant have been retained and further 
developed and are today an integrated and 
normal part of the system and its day-to-
day operations. Further developments took 
place; the development of “Sovereignty Sup-
port” to the independent Baltic States from 
1991 - 92 and onwards, came to mean the 
transfer of military equipment, instructors 
and advisers as well as political support. In 
2006-2007, Sweden contributed with two 
corvettes in the naval part of UNIFIL after 
the 2006 Lebanese-Israeli war. This was the 
first time since early 1800s that Sweden had 
operated with warships in the Mediterrane-
an. From the spring of 2009, Sweden con-
tributes to the EU-led operation Atalanta to 
counter piracy on the Horn of Africa.

cation involving the use of force. Tank bat-
tles occurred between Nordic and Serbian 
forces. The parties in the conflict had a 
well-developed sense for when the UN force 
could be circumvented or confronted with 
force and when it was best to back down. 
The peacekeeping force itself realized that 
a demonstrated will and ability to use force 
– sometimes lethal force – was a necessary 
element of the operational concept. Intense 
debates about Rules of Engagement (ROEs) 
and whether the inclusion of main battle 
tanks and heavy mortars in the units and 
whether this would work to dampen the 
flames of conflict or aggravate them raged 
for many months. The realization that these 
operations were much more demanding 
than anything seen since the early 1960s in 
the Congo, gradually led to several changes 
in planning and procurement. Tactical doc-
trines were also re-written or updated as a 
follow on.
 At the operational level, the strain put 
upon the UN-led command structure was 
severe for the duration of the operation. The 
lack of a properly designed UN command 
and control structure, was used by the par-
ties in the conflict to a detrimental effect 
for unity of effort. Moreover, it was evident 
that the European great powers had reached 
differing conclusions on how the conflict in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina should be ended. The 
political rifts in the transatlantic relations 
were at times severe and even threatened the 
otherwise well-developed alliance relation-
ships between the US and UK governments. 
As the civil war progressed, the UN force 
came to be seen as more and more hapless. 
The slippery slope ended with the massacre 
in Srebrenica in eastern Bosnia-Herzegovina 
in the summer of 1995. The worst atrocity 
in Europe since World War Two happened 
with the UN force present in a designated 
“Safe Area”. The subsequent dynamic 
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ployment there in the near future. For the 
first time ever, a contingent of Marines was 
deployed to Chad during 2008 as part of 
the EU-led peace support force there.
 The main development that came out 
of the experiences of the 1990s peace sup-
port missions was the European Union Bat-
tlegroup Concept.4 This was designed to 
be something bigger than a battalion but 
smaller than a brigade, and had the plan-
ning directive to have the ability to deploy 
within a 6 000 kilometre radius from Brus-
sels and be able to start its mission within 
ten days after an order had been given. 
In the set of tasks included were those of 
“Separation of Parties by Force”, a clear 
reference that peace enforcement could be 
undertaken if necessary. The EU’s Member 
States agreed on having two Battlegroups in 
readiness at all times, and the responsibility 
shifts every six months over a list agreed on 
beforehand. The Swedish-led Nordic Bat-
tlegroup consisted of five nations: Sweden, 
Finland, Ireland, Estonia and Norway. In-
terestingly, Norway, being outside the EU, 
did take part without any protest from the 
other EU Member States. The Nordic Bat-
tlegroup has implied an effective boost for 
Swedish and European military reform. If 
the decision to deploy the Battlegroup had 
been taken during the readiness period in 
the first six months of 2008, the effect of 
military reform efforts would have been 
even stronger.

Strategic change as impulse to 
military reform
After the end of the Cold War, the priority 
for defence postures shifted for all European 
nations. The catchphrase “peace dividend”, 
the notion that no longer would there be a 
need for large military establishments held at 
high readiness, caught the attention of poli-

 The partly new circumstances in which 
Sweden took part in the European theatre 
from the mid1990s were also instrumental 
in other political areas. The mission to Bos-
nia-Herzegovina coincided with the start of 
negotiations for Sweden’s terms of member-
ship in the European Union. The participa-
tion in the operation in Bosnia-Herzegovina 
was instrumental in these negotiations. Ini-
tial apprehension from continental powers 
that these “neutrals” would not make good 
Europeans could be effectively refuted, and 
the negotiations on Swedish terms for mem-
bership into the European Union could then 
continue on more favourable terms.
 In retrospect, it is an understatement to 
say that the years in the early to mid-1990s 
truly were a watershed in Swedish foreign 
and security policy. In some ways, this can 
be seen as a break with a long-standing his-
torical pattern. Sweden, a non-aligned na-
tion since the end of the Napoleonic era, 
now played an active role in shaping the 
new Europe that emerged out of the Cold 
War. The earlier focus on de-colonization 
and the Third World remained on the for-
eign-policy agenda, but was no longer at the 
top of it.
 During the course of the ten years from 
mid 1990 to mid 2000, the trend towards 
a wider scope of operations and deploy-
ment of more types of different specialist 
units diversified. It came to include Swedish 
Special Forces, deployed both in the Congo 
and later in Afghanistan as well as locating 
airbase units to Africa. In the early years of 
the new century, new stand-by units with 
varying degrees of readiness were organ-
ized and new tactical units, Military Ob-
server Teams (MOT) and Observer Military 
Liaison Teams (OMLT) were deployed to 
Afghanistan. Helicopters for medical evacu-
ation (MEDEVAC) and C-130 transport 
planes are currently being discussed for de-
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tion we are in today. Of the two, the Nordic 
Battlegroup provided a stronger and more 
coherent impulse for military reform, since 
almost all sectors within the Swedish Armed 
forces as well as the political and diplomatic 
apparatus became involved. In addition, the 
unit was multinational and had a chain of 
command which improved international 
contacts, in particular with other European 
nations.

Trends, problems and issues 
for research on Peace Support 
Operations
The trends in the international security en-
vironment during the past decade indicate 
that peace support operations are still rel-
evant for international security. The main 
trend of globalization has led to a situation 
with great advantages for trade and an in-
ternational division of labour that can help 
lift many developing nations from poverty. 
In combination with technological devel-
opments, this has led to a degree of “in-
terconnectedness” that is a genuinely new 
situation. We are all more and more inter-
dependent on each other. But this insight 
also led to the realization that a globalized 
world can also be used for other ends. The 
“ungoverned spaces” or black holes, which 
existed in earlier periods too, are now con-
nected to the rest of the world. If left to 
themselves, they might become bases for 
terrorist movements with milleniaristic or 
apocalyptic goals or large-scale organized 
international criminal organizations. These 
organizations are attracted by and thrive 
in the ungoverned spaces and their goals 
and markets are in the rest of the world. 
Passively leaving these “black holes” or 
failed states to themselves is not an option 
in an interconnected world. Distance from 

cymakers. The fact that state funds could 
now be used for other purposes caught the 
attention of treasuries all over Europe. Far 
away, there would be conflicts that would 
need to be managed, but this was a much 
easier and smaller task compared to the ex-
istential threat of the Cold War. It was a time 
of optimism and declining defence budgets.
 The focus on peace support operations 
was in Sweden accompanied by a wish for 
military reform. This was focused on tech-
nical developments that would supposedly  
clear the fog of war. Everything on the bat-
tlefield could now be seen, and everything 
that could be seen could also be targeted 
and hit with a high probability. Almost all 
the know-how on how military force was 
to be employed had thus been rendered 
obsolete, was the optimistic view in many 
quarters. The Network-Centric Warfare 
concepts (NCW) became the catchphrase 
for this development. Sweden, being a high-
technology nation with a large and suc-
cessful defence industry, came to see this as 
the way forward for military reform. The 
combination of a more peaceful world and 
NCW allowed new and radical development 
of concepts for warfare. The problem was, 
of course, firstly that the relatively peaceful 
world was not as peaceful after all. Secondly, 
NCW concepts are not a strategy in them-
selves. They are a means to an end and have 
to be complemented with a proper strategic 
concept. This realization gradually led to 
less ambitious plans for NCW in Sweden. 
Instead, the main thrust of force develop-
ment was directed towards EU Battlegroups 
with the five-nation Nordic Battlegroup in 
focus.
 These two phases in concept develop-
ment – NCW and Battlegroups – of the 
Swedish Armed Forces, from the beginning 
of the new century and until today, both 
provided an important input into the situa-
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intervention and the consequences 
of not intervening would be so 
grave that an intervention even 
without a mandate by a naion or 
group of nations can still be justi-
fied?

Full circle? Not quite
The trend in Europe during the 1990s away 
from territorial defence designed as a last re-
sort for national survival and towards an al-
most exclusive focus on international peace 
support operations was strong and evident. 
This came about as a result of the end of 
the Cold War. The Swedish example, briefly 
described above, had an additional trend – 
NCW-concepts were prioritized alongside 
PSOs.
 But the international security climate 
is again changing. The optimism of recent 
years has vaned, and we can see a number 
of regional problems re-emerging, also in 
and around Europe. The realization that 
not only PSOs far away, where an element 
of choice of whether to participate or not 
is involved, are possible but also many and 
more difficult military tasks closer to home 
raise several questions. The emerging situ-
ation is one where the “new” agenda of 
PSOs still remains, but added to this is the 
fact that parts of the “old” issues of territo-
rial integrity and defence are returning. Dif-
ficult questions will have to be formulated 
and asked. For instance, how do we balance 
our resources between PSO operations far 
away and territorial and regional operations 
closer to home? The demand for resources 
for expeditionary operations are today 
more demanding and costly than before – in 
what way do we structure our forces to be 
cost-effective? Are the resources allocated to 
defence and security adequate or is it a ques-
tion of a peace dividend in reverse?

a conflict such as for instance in Somalia, 
Colombia, Sudan or Bosnia-Herzegovina 
is in itself no longer an automatic protec-
tion. The argument for intervention with 
legitimacy in these areas therefore remains 
strong, and in fact stronger than before. 
Both the humanitarian argument as well 
as that of “enlightened self-interest” both 
point to why peace support operations are 
relevant today.
 The circumstances outlined above pose 
a number of problems for all nations that 
consider taking part in peace support opera-
tions:

 P• articipation in the higher end of 
operations entails higher costs and 
risks of casualties. Are these justi-
fied?

 How should the prioritization be • 
done? Should a nation take part 
in many small operations or in 
fewer and bigger ones? How does 
one develop criteria for choosing 
where to take part?

 The post-conflict phase. Aid • 
projects need an adequate level of 
security to be effective and a secu-
rity force needs aid projects and 
reconstruction to be able to with-
draw. How does one coordinate 
this better than today?

 How can legitimacy for PSOs be • 
improved? As a general rule, all 
PSOs must have a legitimate in-
ternational mandate and are un-
dertaken in a coalition of nations 
where the same rules must apply 
to all. A strong international le-
gitimacy is always a requisite and 
must  be sought for international 
intervention. But are there circum-
stances when the international 
community is unable to agree on 
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ficult, costly and sometimes bloody and 
destructive. If the powers with the most in-
fluence in the world today and those with 
influence tomorrow are unable to manage 
the inevitable frictions and conflicts, we will 
all lose out. A less predictable international 
security climate in handling the inevitable 
frictions and conflicts would at worst then 
be the result. Peace support operations are 
not the only solution to the German 18th 
century philosopher Immanuel Kant’s ques-
tion on the Eternal Peace, but well managed 
and adaptable to shifting circumstances, 
they will remain an important, legitimate 
and versatile tool for a better international 
security environment today and into an un-
certain future. 

The author is a Deputy Director of Studies, 
at the Swedish Defence Research Agency, 
Stockholm, and a member of the Academy.

Do PSOs have a future?

Peace support operations have gone through 
several iterations since their modern incep-
tion after World War One. International 
trends are currently towards bigger opera-
tions in increasingly difficult operational 
environments. Many of them are more 
akin to colonial wars of an older era, low-
intensity conflicts and counter-insurgency 
campaigns. In addition, some operations 
are often also long-term undertakings and 
open-ended ones. The trend of increased 
global “interconnectedness” will make op-
erations in ungoverned spaces necessary. 
Whether these will be effective or not is, at 
least in part, dependent on whether the in-
ternational community can agree on these 
operations. International power and influ-
ence is unevenly distributed and is currently 
shifting. A new pattern may emerge, and 
such historical processes are usually dif-

Notes
1. This article is based on a presentation made at the 

international symposium “Military Reform: Practi-
ces and Lessons”, held in Beijing 19-21 September 
2008. The Symposium was arranged jointly by the 
International Military Studies Branch of the China 
Association for Military Science and the Institute for 
Security and Development Policy (ISDP), Sweden.

2. The views and opinions in this paper are those of 
the author alone and do not necessarily represent 
the policies of the Government of the Kingdom of 
Sweden.

3. In the following, the term  peace support opera-
tions (PSOs) is used to include  peacekeeping ope-
rations as well as  peace enforcement operations 
under The United Nations Charter, Chapters VI 
and VII, respectively.

4. The European Union Battlegroup Concept means 
that the two Battlegroups held at ten-day readiness 
are rotated every  six months.


