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In September 2000 the Canadian government set up aninternational Commission to study the complex
problem of interventionism in the context of the many humanitarian disastersaround theworld today. The
Commission received the support of important governmentsand institutions, and itsresultswere published
inn December 2001inm acomprehensive report which suggested anew approach to action—"the
responsibility to protect”. The central proposal can be summarizedinthisway: “whenapopulationis
suffering seriousharm asaresult of aninternal war, insurgency, repression or failure of the State, and the
Stateinvolved hasnowill or capacity to contain or prevent it, the principle of non-intervention ceaseto
apply inthefact of theinternational responsibility to protect”!

The content of thereport ismost evidently relevant to Colombia, The FARC smost recent atrocity in El
Choco, where morethan one hundred people, including avery large number of children, werethevictimsof
indiscriminate attacksagaingt thecivil population,

could bethe sort of situation which the Commission”sreport had in mind. Theappalling dimensionsof the
FARC’scrimeunderlinesthemoredreadful features of aconflict whichisincreasingly moving towardsthe
center of world concern. Beforewe examinetheimplications of the Commission”sproposalsfor Colombia,
however, wewould haveto study the contents of thisinteresting report with care.

Thework of the Commissionisanother responseto the growing problem of internal conflict, whichas
proliferated around theworld, especially sincetheend of the Cold War. Gareth Evans, aformer Ministerin
the Australian government and co-Director of the Commission, said, “interna conflict continuesto bethe
normin casesof seriousviolence. Of the 56 armed conflictsarising between 1990 and 2000 —-53 were
intra-State.’2 Onereaction on the part of the " international community” to such conflictshasbeen
“humanitarianintervention”, afigure surrounded by controversy; but it hasbeen equally controversia todo
nothing (asinthe Rwandan crisis), with such disastrousresults. For some, asthereport says, the
international community isnot intervening asit should: and for others, it intervenestoo often. The
sovereignty of Statesliesat the heart of thisdebate, and the Commission wasgiven thetask of reconciling
the dilemmabetween protectiveintervention and sovereignty.

Perhapsthe most difficult aspect of the problem —and onewhichisnot always properly recognized—isthe
enormous complexity of these many conflictswhichtend to be classified under asingleheading. Not all of
them aredtrictly intra-State. Very few areanything likethe classic civil warsof the past. Inthetermsof
history and the law, many of them devel op moreasformsof crimethan of war.

The Commission”sreport shedslittlelight on the point, but it does suggest that the phenomenonisdiverse
and it recogni zesthe existence of complex characterigtics. Inbroad terms, it describesthreetypesof
conflict (1) ethnicwars(2) internal warsoccurring in the aftermath of theend of the Cold War, with greater
demandsfor rights previoudy repressed; and (3) conflict driven by economic pillaging, wherethe State
structureisweak, and horrendous kinds of violence have broken out for control of productssuch as
diamonds, timber or narcotics.

All these conflictsfeed off theready availability of relatively cheap but extremely destructivearms. . Many
of them take placein societies stricken by poverty. Wherever they break out, “ violence becomesaform of
lifewith catastrophic consequencesfor ordinary peopletrappedinthecross-fire’. Accordingtothe



Commission, these conflictsand the problems of Statestoday in many partsof theworld aretwo sides of
thesame coin. “What ishappening isaconvulsion, afragmentation of the State and theformation of the
Statewhichischanging theentireworld order.”

Therich countriesare part and parcel of thesituation,. They often feed off thearmsmadeintheir factories.
Their bankshold hugeamountsof “dirty” money earned fromthesewars. Thedestabilizing effect of the
conflictsmakethemselvesfelt beyond national borders, “from theworl dwide network of terrorismto the
streams of refugees, theexport of drugs, the proliferation of contagiousdisease and organized crime,.» In
aninterconnected world, saysthereport, the existence of feeble, failed or oppressive States* may bea
threat to everyone’.

The Commission specifically warns, however, that what isprimarily at stakeisnot theinterest of the
industrialized world but of *“ millionsof human beingswho remain a themercy of civil wars, insurgency,
Staterepression or collapse of the State” . What isneeded is* practical protection for ordinary people
whoselivesareat risk, sincetheir own States have no will or no capacity to protect them.”

Itismost important to notethat the* responsibility to protect” suggested by the Commissionwould bea
subsidiary principle, that is, recourseto betaken in the absence of action by a Statewhich hasceased to
offer or guarantee safety. Thusthe Commission recognizesthat States still have aprimary duty to protect
their citizens. Their proposalshavetwin purposes. “to strengthen and not to weaken the sovereignty of
Statesand toimprovethe capacity of theinternational community to react decisively when Statesdo not
havethewill or the capacity to protection their own people.”

Thispoint —the understanding of “theresponsibility to protect” asasubsidiary principle—seemsfundamen-
tal andis| believethe premise on which we should appreciate the proposals. The Commission explicitly
expressesthissubsidiarity inseveral partsof thereport, and it recognizesthat in practice States—their
authorities, and their people—arel theright sources of understanding of their own problems, andintheface
of large.-scale humanitarian disastersasaresult of their absence—lack of will to act, deliberaterepressive
action, inability toface up to the problems—the“responsibility to protect” would becomeamatter for the
international community to decide.

Itisasoimportant to be clear about the meaning of the Commission”sproposal, particularly inrelation to
thetypeof intervention suggested, the breadth of response considered and the conditionsinwhichit would
takeplace. On such principles, therewould be abasisfor the need for action “ against aState or itsleaders,
without their consent” . Such actionswould cover three areas of the* responsibility to protect” —prevention,
reaction and reconstruction. Military intervention would bejustified only asalast resort “ whenal non-
military optionsfor prevention or for peaceful solution of the crisishave been explored”.

Inthislimited spaceit would beimpossibleto cover dl aspectsof thislong report, which makesadetailed
examination of theappropriateinternationa authority for theimplementation of this* responsibility to
protect”, and the operating principlesinvol ved. We should add that the Commission was composed of
distinguished figuresfrom al over theworld, and that their working sessionsincluded lengthy consultations
inall continents: Peking, Cairo, Geneva.. London, Maputo, New Delhi, Ottawa, New York, Paris, St.
Petersburg, Santiago and Washington.

Onemay or may not agreewith the proposa sof the International Commission on | ntervention and State
Sovereignty. Whatever the case, they must be examined and discussed. In Colombia, they are especialy
relevant sincethe country has made greet effortstoinvolvetheinternational community inthequest for a
solution to our armed conflict. Some may hasten to conclude that the Commission”sreport containsthe



bas sfor ahumanitarian intervention in thiscountry. Othersmay morereasonably concludethat the States
havethe primary responsbility to protect. Thereport offers plenty of reasonsto arguethat the Colombian
State should justly demand the greatest possible solidarity on the part of theinternational community inits
intent to strengthen and moderni zeitself in order to guaranteethe security of itspeople.
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