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The Responsibility to Protect: 
Principles for Military Intervention

(1) The Just Cause Threshold
Military intervention for human protection purposes is an exceptional and extraord-
inary measure. To be warranted, there must be serious and irreparable harm occurring
to human beings, or imminently likely to occur, of the following kind: 

A. large scale loss of life, actual or apprehended, with genocidal intent or not, which
is the product either of deliberate state action, or state neglect or inability to act, or
a failed state situation; or

B. large scale ‘ethnic cleansing’, actual or apprehended, whether carried out by killing,
forced expulsion, acts of terror or rape.

(2) The Precautionary Principles
A. Right intention: The primary purpose of the intervention, whatever other motives

intervening states may have, must be to halt or avert human suffering. Right
intention is better assured with multilateral operations, clearly supported by
regional opinion and the victims concerned. 

B. Last resort: Military intervention can only be justified when every non-military
option for the prevention or peaceful resolution of the crisis has been explored,
with reasonable grounds for believing lesser measures would not have succeeded.

C. Proportional means: The scale, duration and intensity of the planned military
intervention should be the minimum necessary to secure the defined human
protection objective.

D. Reasonable prospects: There must be a reasonable chance of success in halting or
averting the suffering which has justified the intervention, with the consequences of
action not likely to be worse than the consequences of inaction.

(3) Right Authority
A. There is no better or more appropriate body than the United Nations Security

Council to authorize military intervention for human protection purposes. The task
is not to find alternatives to the Security Council as a source of authority, but to
make the Security Council work better than it has.

B. Security Council authorization should in all cases be sought prior to any military
intervention action being carried out. Those calling for an intervention should
formally request such authorization, or have the Council raise the matter on its own
initiative, or have the Secretary-General raise it under Article 99 of the UN Charter.

C. The Security Council should deal promptly with any request for authority to
intervene where there are allegations of large scale loss of human life or ethnic
cleansing. It should in this context seek adequate verification of facts or conditions
on the ground that might support a military intervention.
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D. The Permanent Five members of the Security Council should agree not to apply
their veto power, in matters where their vital state interests are not involved, to
obstruct the passage of resolutions authorizing military intervention for human
protection purposes for which there is otherwise majority support.

E. If the Security Council rejects a proposal or fails to deal with it in a reasonable time,
alternative options are:

I. consideration of the matter by the General Assembly in Emergency Special
Session under the “Uniting for Peace” procedure; and

II. action within area of jurisdiction by regional or sub-regional organizations
under Chapter VIII of the Charter, subject to their seeking subsequent authori-
zation from the Security Council.

F. The Security Council should take into account in all its deliberations that, if it fails
to discharge its responsibility to protect in conscience-shocking situations crying
out for action, concerned states may not rule out other means to meet the gravity
and urgency of that situation – and that the stature and credibility of the United
Nations may suffer thereby.

(4) Operational Principles
A. Clear objectives; clear and unambiguous mandate at all times; and resources 

to match.

B. Common military approach among involved partners; unity of command; clear
and unequivocal communications and chain of command.

C. Acceptance of limitations, incrementalism and gradualism in the application of
force, the objective being protection of a population, not defeat of a state.

D. Rules of engagement which fit the operational concept; are precise; reflect the
principle of proportionality; and involve total adherence to international
humanitarian law.

E. Acceptance that force protection cannot become the principal objective.

F. Maximum possible coordination with humanitarian organizations. 


