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FACTFILE:
GCSE 
GOVERNMENT & POLITICS
Additional Fact File: United Nations (UN) 
and NATO Actions

Policies
There are existing Fact Files on both the UN and NATO, available on the CCEA GCSE Politics microsite. 
That on the United Nations provides information on the structure, roles and methods of the UN. It also 
provides details on the UN operations in Somalia and Sierra Leone.  The Fact File on NATO provides 
information on the purpose, structure and methods of NATO. It provides detail on actions taken by 
NATO in Afghanistan (since 2015) and Kosovo.

Since their formation both the United Nations Security Council and NATO have been involved in what 
have been termed “actions”. The stated objective of these actions was to prevent conflict and to 
resolve conflicts where they have already broken out.

This Fact File will provide some further examples of actions taken by the UN and NATO. Students may 
use these examples in answering examination questions about the UN and NATO operations and their 
effectiveness.

In relation to the UN, the Specification for Unit 2 of the GCSE refers to:
•  Different ways in which the UN Security Council attempts to establish and maintain peace and 

stability
•  The effectiveness of the UN in resolving conflict

In relation to NATO, the Specification refers to: 
•  NATO actions to manage conflict
•  The effectiveness of NATO in managing conflict.

The United Nations
In pursuing its goal of maintaining peace and security, the UN can use mediation, can impose 
sanctions, may deploy a peacekeeping force and can also use military force. Two conflicts where the 
UN sought to intervene are:
•  Rwanda
•  Liberia

The Purpose of this Fact File
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The UN in Rwanda
•  Rwanda is a central African country with 

a major ethnic division between two main 
tribes. In 1993, reports suggested that a 
serious outbreak of inter-ethnic conflict 
between the two tribes was very likely. 
Observers suggested that the UN should 
act to prevent an escalation.

•  The UN Security Council failed to agree 
on what should be done in Rwanda. 
Violence erupted and quickly escalated 
into a genocide in which between 500,000 
and 1 million members of the Tutsi tribe 
were murdered in the space of 5 months. 
This was up to 70% of the entire Tutsi 
population.

•  The UN continued to delay in sending 
troops. When 10 Belgian peacekeepers 
were killed, Belgium withdrew the rest of its troops. The number of peacekeeping troops was inadequate 
given the scale of the conflict.

•  The UN’s action in Rwanda is considered to have been a total failure in preventing and stopping conflict. 
Its reaction was too slow and inadequate. 

Further information on the Rwanda genocide can be found in the BBC documentary available on  
https://vimeo.com/107867605. A fictional account is available in the film Hotel Rwanda.

The UN in Liberia
•  Liberia is a west African state that 

was in a continuous cycle of conflict 
from the late 1980s. Several different 
factions fought over control of the 
government and there was a high level 
of civilian deaths and refugees fled into 
neighbouring countries.

•  Throughout the 1990s the UN was 
involved in Liberia. It sought to stop the 
conflict between the competing factions 
using mediation, organising negotiations 
between warring groups and imposing a 
ban on the sale of weapons to Liberia.

•  None of these actions proved successful 
and the conflict escalated with growing civilian deaths and an increase in war crimes and atrocities. The 
war was infamous for the high number of Child Soldiers involved in the factions.

•  In 1997, the Civil War came to a temporary end. It was neighbouring African states that contributed 
most to this brief end to violence, not the UN. The war resumed in 1999 and continued to 2003. By this 
time over 250,000 had been killed, nearly 1 in 15 of the population.

•  It was in 2003 that the UN Security Council agreed to the sending of a large peacekeeping force of 
15,000 to Liberia. Since 2003, Liberia has been relatively peaceful and the level of civilian and other 
deaths has declined dramatically. The UN peace keepers are due to be withdrawn in 2018. 
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https://vimeo.com/107867605
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Was UN action in Liberia successful? No, when only mediation and an arms ban were used. Yes, when a large 
peacekeeping force was sent in and then remained for many years. 
For further information see the documentary Liberia: An Uncivil War www.imdb.com/title/tt0433409

Conclusion on UN Actions
The evidence is that when the UN Security Council is in agreement and acts quickly and in a determined 
way, this can help to prevent conflicts escalating. The UN has failed when the Security Council is divided: the 
inaction of the UN over the Civil War in Syria is a perfect example.

NATO
Two major actions that NATO has been involved in are:
•  The war in Afghanistan up to 2014
•  The action against Islamic State

The War in Afghanistan
•  Following the 9/11 attacks on the USA in 2001, the US persuaded NATO to send a military force to 

Afghanistan. Its goal was to overthrow the government of the country which was controlled by an 
Islamic Fundamentalist group called the Taliban.

•  The US managed to persuade other NATO members that the Taliban was training and supplying Islamic 
Terrorists who were responsible for 9/11 and other attacks.

•  Between 2001 and 2014, the US and UK led NATO coalition engaged in direct military conflict with the 
Taliban; sought to sustain a democratically elected government; trained the Afghan army and police 
and launched a major economic and social investment programme in the country.

•  The cost to the US alone of the Afghan war was $1.07 trillion: that is over 1000 billion dollars.

Was the Afghan War a Success?
•  Over 150,000 civilians lost their lives
•  NATO troop casualties were over 3,400
•  Huge destruction of Afghan institutions
•  High levels of corruption in the Afghan government
•  Most importantly, the Taliban has not been defeated and continues to control large parts of the country. 

Some argue it will gain control of the government in the future.

However, NATO argues that the action was successful in:
•  Slowing the spread of terrorism
•  Giving the Afghans the opportunity to create a democratic system of government.
•  The Afghan military and police are now able to control the country.

More information on the Afghan conflict can be found in the BBC 
https://www.bing.com/Videos/search?q=bbc+documentaries+on+afghan+war&view=detail 
&mid=169029E489A8DFF706CF169029E489A8DFF706CF&FORM=VIRE

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0433409
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=bbc+documentaries+on+afghan+war&view=detail&mid=169029E489A8DFF706CF169029E489A8DFF706CF&FORM=VIRE
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=bbc+documentaries+on+afghan+war&view=detail&mid=169029E489A8DFF706CF169029E489A8DFF706CF&FORM=VIRE
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NATO Action against Islamic State in Iraq and Syria
•  NATO forces have been engaged in an action against ISIS or Islamic State (IS) since 2017.
•  ISIS is a fundamentalist Islamic movement that wishes to create an Islamic state in the Middle East and 

to spread Islam to the rest of the world.
•  ISIS was successful in conquering large chunks of territory in Iraq and Syria, exploiting the instability in 

those countries.
•  ISIS established an Islamic “Caliphate” in the area it controlled. It imposed Islamic rules on everyone 

in the territory it controlled. It committed human rights abuses and encouraged foreign fighters to join 
with them.

•  NATO believed that ISIS was behind terrorist attacks throughout the world and was creating further 
instability in the Middle East, one of the world’s most unstable regions.

•  NATO action does not consist of ground troops. Using air bombing of ISIS targets with conventional 
aircraft and drone strikes has been the approach.

•  The “ground war” against ISIS has been fought by the Iraqi and Syrian armies and by a range of other 
forces. NATO has acted in support of these ground forces. The RAF has been a significant part of the 
action and has flown over 1000 bombing missions attacking ISIS targets.

Has the action against ISIS been a success?
•  If the objective was to overthrow the IS Caliphate and to regain the territory they controlled, then the 

NATO action has been a success. All the territory has now been regained. ISIS military capability has 
been very seriously damaged. So, yes, a success.

•  However, critics argue that the bombing campaign caused many, unnecessary civilian deaths. It is also 
argued that thousands of ISIS fighters have returned to their own countries, including the UK. ISIS will 
continue to exist and carry out terrorist attacks. So, no, not a total success.

Further Information on ISIS and the conflict with NATO can be found in the Channel 4 documentary:  
Isis: The Origins of Violence available on All4.

NATO Actions: Conclusion
NATO has enormous military strength, especially when US military forces 
are involved. This enables it to militarily defeat opponents. However, 
building peace and security often require more than just military success.

http://ccea.org.uk/qualifications/revision/gcse/specifications_support



