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Successes and Failures of UNTAC in Cambodia

Introduction

As a case study of the UN peacekeeping operations, I would like to focus on the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNATC), which is often referred to as a successful case of the UN peacekeeping operations. Even so, the case contains two aspects of success and failure. It also tells us the essential difficulty of the UN peacekeeping operations. The purpose of this essay is to examine the successes and failures of UNTAC. 

The Fact

UNTAC was established to ensure the implementation of the Agreement on the Comprehensive Political Settlement of the Cambodia Conflict, which is signed in Paris on 23rd October 1991. The mission, with approximately 22,000
 military and civilian personnel,
 had a wide rage of mandate that included the issues relating to human rights, the organization and conduct of elections, military arrangements, civil administration, maintenance of law and order, repatriation and resettlement of refugees and displaced persons and rehabilitation of Cambodian infrastructure. The mission became operational in March 1992 and ended in September 1993, During the span of eighteen months, the operation cost over $ 2.8 billion.
 UNTAC is one of the largest UN peacekeeping operations in terms of the number of personnel engaged, the budget, and its mandate. 

The Success of the mission

Facing enormous difficulty, the mission organized an electoral process that inspired great public enthusiasm. Despite threats by the Khmer Rouge to the elections, nearly 90 percent of those eligible cast their votes. It produced an internationally recognized government and helped to end Cambodia's isolation from the rest of the world, assisting in the unification of factional armies, aiding a major realignment of domestic political power while the Khmer Rouge was left out of the process. It also promoted reconciliation between Indochina and the ASEAN states. On the humanitarian aspect, the operation repatriated more than 37,000 refugees 
 and contributed to open up Cambodia's society. 
The Failure of the mission

The Cambodian peace process by UNTAC, which was unable to resort to force, was repeatedly endangered by violent confrontations between the Khmer Rouge and government forces, and caused as many as 78 fatalities 
 in the mission. Although UNTAC was charged with conducting a free and fair election in a neutral political environment, it operated the election process within its timetable in the deteriorating situation with the non-cooperating government and unilateral withdrawal of the Khmer Rouge from the electoral process. It is debatable whether the election held in such a situation could be regarded as free and fair, raising serious doubts whether peace could be restored through the election. The injection of political pluralism in an unstable atmosphere left a possibility of an upsurge in violence. Also, the withdrawal of UNTAC after the election left the Khmer Rouge as a potentially serious threat to peace in the region.   

Conclusion

The case of UNTAC is a good example to see how the UN mission with a vast range of mandate utilizes the limited amount of time and resources in a difficult situation. As is seen, UNTAC was charged with state building and rehabilitation, which became a significant role of the UN peacekeeping operation. What the international community should learn from this case is the essential difficulty in coping with uncertainty of transitional situation, how to maximize its resources in such an environment, and how to establish legitimacy and credibility of the operation. 
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