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Introduction 

Allegations of misconduct, especially sexual misconduct, committed by 
United Nations peacekeepers have arisen with persistent regularity in the past 
and may continue to arise in future missions. These incidents are particularly 
unacceptable as the United Nations, and personnel associated with it, are held to 
the highest standards of conduct in their personal and professional behaviour. 
Such allegations also present a serious public information problem and challenge 
not only to field missions, but also to United Nations Headquarters and ultimately 
to the Secretary-General. Even if the number of actual incidents is small, the 
negative publicity these cases generate tarnishes the image of the United 
Nations in general and of peacekeeping in particular, and temporarily 
overshadows, in the public consciousness, the many successes and 
achievements of the missions themselves. 

 
Among the local population, an absence of visible accountability gives rise 

to the perception that those accused may get away with their crimes. For a larger 
international audience, the regularity of these allegations generates a perception 
that the United Nations is not doing enough to prevent misconduct, including 
sexual misconduct, among personnel serving in peacekeeping and other field 
operations.  
 

Public interest and media interest in such allegations will remain strong 
and broad media coverage must be anticipated when such allegations come to 
light. Public information personnel in field missions must work with local and 
international media representatives to project the key messages as outlined 
below. 
 
Strategic Objectives 
 The public information strategy to deal with such cases must have the 
following objectives: 
 

• To convey the message of “zero tolerance” and that all allegations will 
be promptly investigated and appropriate action will be taken against 
those found guilty; 

• To provide information to victims and their families on what action is being 
taken by the mission, thus demonstrating transparency on the part of the 
mission, without compromising any investigation that is being undertaken 
and divulging details; 

• To dispel rumours and damaging gossip with facts, so that the media and 
the local population sees the mission as trustworthy; and 

• To encourage accurate reporting of incidents by the media. 
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Guidance on Dealing with Cases of Misconduct 

In order to handle queries from the public and the media on cases of 
misconduct, public information personnel should refer to the following guidance: 

  
• Be well prepared on all the policies and procedures in place within the 

mission to deal with allegations of misconduct. These will vary from 
component to component. (See below for more details on immunities and 
United Nations jurisdiction over different categories of personnel.)  

• Be aware of what preventive steps the mission may have taken, such as 
existing codes of conduct, promulgation of mission-specific directives or 
other issuances on behaviour in the mission area, designation of “off-
limits” sites etc., any monitoring mechanisms that may be in place, training 
initiatives, among others    

• Be clear about the facts of the allegation in order to dispel rumours, but 
use that information advisedly, without prejudging any preliminary 
investigation or Board of Inquiry review (for reasons of confidentiality, you 
may not have access to all the facts, but you may be able to state what 
did not happen)  

• Be aware of extenuating circumstances or other factors that may have 
contributed to a particular incident occurring (these may not justify any 
misconduct, but may contribute to a common understanding of what 
occurred) 

 
Other Do’s and Don’ts   

• Do say what steps the mission has taken and what the status is 
(preliminary investigation under way, or Board of Inquiry review, alleged 
perpetrator detained or temporarily suspended from duties, reassigned to 
another location etc.); 

• Do not comment on the details of any investigation currently under way 
(premature statements to the press could result in damages being paid to 
the individual accused); 

• Do emphasize the presumption of innocence; 
• Do acknowledge any assistance provided to the investigation by both 

external experts (local military or police) and internal (child protection 
advisers or the Personnel Conduct Officer); 

• Do clarify the limits of United Nations or mission jurisdiction and do 
emphasize that immunity (if applicable) does not imply impunity. The 
perpetrator is liable for appropriate action in his/her own country and 
under his/her own national or military law (if applicable); 

• Do clarify that while the United Nations itself cannot take any legal action 
against military members of national contingents, it does have a strong 
interest in seeing that justice is served (only in the very special 
circumstance where a United Nations mission has executive and 
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governance authority and law enforcement powers, can the mission itself 
initiate a prosecution); 

• If it is established that misconduct occurred, do explain that the United 
Nations will take whatever administrative and disciplinary action deemed 
appropriate within its competence and will follow up, as necessary; 

• Do explain that repatriation is an administrative measure that the mission 
can use. Repatriation, however, does not mean the perpetrator is getting 
off free, but that (s)he will be subject to the jurisdiction, due process and 
penalties of his/her national authorities; 

• Do explain that the United Nations will follow up with national authorities, 
on a regular basis, to monitor action taken in cases of serious misconduct; 

• Do point out that anybody guilty of misconduct is not eligible to work with a 
United Nations peacekeeping operation again; 

• Do draw attention to training that reinforces adherence to the Code of 
Conduct and other mission directives and issuances; 

• Do draw attention to the on-going work of human rights and child 
protection advisers, the mission Personnel Conduct Officer and other 
mission personnel working on these issues; 

• If appropriate, do draw attention to the HIV/AIDS awareness training that 
all peacekeepers must undergo; and 

• Most importantly, do point out that acts of serious misconduct are rare and 
that all but a very few peacekeepers work hard to support the mandate, 
the mission and the peace process. 

 
Legal Status and Jurisdiction 

Military members of national contingents (i.e. most members of the 
military component, except military observers) remain under the exclusive 
criminal jurisdiction of their own national authorities and, therefore, have 
immunity from local criminal prosecution. However, immunity does not and 
should not imply impunity. Military members of national contingents are subject to 
the laws of their own national authorities, who are expected to take appropriate 
action, including punitive sanctions. In their own countries, military members of 
national contingents are subject to national military law and can face a court-
martial.  

 
 Military observers and civilian police officers enjoy the status of 
“experts performing missions” for the United Nations, under Article VI of the 1946 
Convention on the Privileges and Immunities of the United Nations. In 
accordance with that status, they enjoy inter alia immunity for the purposes of the 
official acts they perform. This “functional immunity” is granted solely to enable 
them to perform their official functions. They are subject to local civil and criminal 
jurisdiction for acts committed by them in the host country that do not form part of 
their official functions. These privileges and immunities are granted in the 
interests of the United Nations and not for the personal benefit of the individuals  
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themselves. The Secretary-General has the right and the duty to waive the 
immunity of any individual in any case where, in the Secretary-General’s opinion, 
the immunity would impede the course of justice. 
 

United Nations civilian staff are bound by the Charter of the United 
Nations (Art.101), United Nations Staff Rules and Regulations, and all other 
administrative instructions and issuances. They are required to observe the 
standards of conduct expected of international civil servants and to live up to the 
highest standards of integrity. The Secretary-General’s Bulletin entitled Status, 
Basic Rights and Duties of United Nations Staff Members, issued on 1 
November 2002 (ST/SGB/2002/13), provides a commentary on these rules and 
also contains the International Civil Service Commission standards of conduct. 
Some uniformed personnel are under United Nations contracts, hence fall under 
this category of United Nations civilian staff. The United Nations Staff Rules and 
Regulations, and all other administrative instructions and issuances apply to 
them in full.  

 
All mission personnel are required to respect local laws and customs and 

not to discredit the United Nations by their actions. 
 

Procedures and Policies for Various Categories of Personnel 
The Directives for Disciplinary Matters Involving Military Members of 

National Contingents is the applicable instruction for serious misconduct 
committed by military members of national contingents. These Directives also 
contain the standards of conduct expected of military personnel in a United 
Nations peacekeeping or other field mission, their legal status, and the procedure 
for investigating allegations of misconduct. Other relevant mission-specific 
directives, standard operating and administrative procedures or issuances may 
also contain information on various issues relating to conduct, prohibitions, 
discipline or legal issues. All troop contributing countries have agreed to abide by 
the Ten Rules: Code of Personal Conduct for Blue Helmets and We are the  
United Nations Peacekeepers, which also provide guidance on standards of 
personal behaviour. 

 
For military observers and civilian police officers, the Directives for 

Disciplinary Matters Involving Civilian Police Officers and Military 
Observers is the relevant instruction. Other relevant mission-specific directives, 
standard operating and administrative procedures or issuances may also contain 
information on various issues relating to conduct, prohibitions, discipline or legal 
issues. The Ten Rules: Code of Personal Conduct for Blue Helmets and We 
are the United Nations Peacekeepers, applies equally to this category of 
personnel. Civilian police officers, additionally, sign an undertaking to abide by all 
policies and directives laid down by the Head of Mission and to live up to the 
highest standards of integrity while in service for the United Nations. 
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In addition, the Directive on Sexual Harassment in United Nations 

Peacekeeping and Other Field Missions for Military Members of National 
Contingents, Military Observers and Civilian Police Officers provides 
guidance on dealing with sexual harassment complaints. 

  
 For civilian staff, the Administrative Instruction entitled Revised 
Disciplinary Measures and Procedures (ST/AI/371) of 2 August 1991 and 
relevant provisions of the Staff Rules and Regulations detail the disciplinary 
process for all United Nations staff, local and international. In addition, the 
Administrative Instruction entitled Procedures for Dealing with Sexual 
Harassment (ST/AI/379) of 29 October 1992 provides guidance on dealing with 
sexual harassment allegations. 
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