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 Consultative Workshop on  

“USIP Handbook of Guiding Principles  

for Peace Operations” 

13 October 2008 

The Geneva Peacebuilding Platform was created in March 2008 to promote the existing 

expertise within the Geneva peacebuilding community and make it available to peacebuilding 

stakeholders worldwide. It was in this capacity that the United States Institute of Peace (USIP) 

approached the GPP to host a consultative workshop on the draft text of their Handbook for 

Peace Operations, which was duly held on the 14 October 2008 at GCSP. Copies of the draft – 

which is currently being revised prior to publication next year - had been circulated in advance, 

and three members of USIP came to present their work and hear the views and suggestions of 

Geneva-based peacebuilding stakeholders. 

The initial presentation outlined the genesis of the Handbook and its overall structure. The project 

was born from the recognition that civilian peacebuilders lacked the kind of guidance offered 

to military operations in the form of ‘operational doctrine'. However, the term ‘handbook' was 

eventually chosen due to the discomfort of many peacebuilders with perceived military 

terminology. Although the USIP document is primarily aimed at senior US decision makers and 

strategic planners, it is hoped that it will also be of use and relevance to a wider audience – 

though as several participants pointed out, the exact nature of this audience is unclear. 

The workshop was attended by a good number of high-level participants, from UN agencies, 

academic institutions and NGOs. The participants had carefully prepared their participation and 

some organizations had consulted internally on the text. All participants – whilst commending 

the effort and expertise that had gone into producing the draft Handbook - came with 

thoughtful and serious comments on the text, ranging from relatively minor changes to its layout 

and design, up to a fundamental critique of the Handbook's conceptual underpinnings. 

Structurally, the Handbook is built around 5 core ‘end states' or objectives of peacebuilding. 

These are a Safe and Secure Environment, the Rule of Law, Stable Governance, a Sustainable 

Economy and Social Well-Being. In addition, USIP identified a number of ‘cross-cutting principles' 

that are vital to every end state, namely legitimacy, unity of effort, security, host nation 

ownership and conflict transformation. A general concern was raised around the design of the 

diagram of end-states that suggested a linear or priority relationship between them, which, 

according to USIP, was not intended. A circular design was suggested instead. 

Several commentators pointed out a lack of clarity regarding specific terms or concepts. 

Refugee organizations pointed out that there was a certain level of misunderstanding in the use 

of terms such as ‘resettlement' and ‘relocation', and their different implications related to the 

distinct legal statuses of refugees and IDPs. Available resources that explain these technicalities 

were recommended to USIP. Although Human Rights language is used in the draft Handbook, 

several Human Rights organizations felt that it was insufficiently clear what frameworks were 

being used for this, and that this issue should be considered. 

Similarly, UN agencies and NGOs involved in peace work suggested that the role of Armed Non-

State Actors was underplayed in the document, and that strategies for dealing with such entities 
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were critical to lasting peace. Likewise, the role of private security firms, and the private sector 

more generally, was seen to need further elaboration in the draft 

On a more political note, one participant felt that the Handbook was a missed opportunity for a 

US based institution to make a strong statement on the role of force, politics and economics in 

peacebuilding. The text of the draft was described as too ‘careful', for example avoiding the use 

of the word ‘democracy' in the section on political systems. Politics, as was pointed out by NGO 

and UN participants, is central to peacebuilding, and ignoring it reduces the manual to a 

technical, rather than possibly transformative, document. USIP explained that this reticence was 

in part due to the perceived standpoints of the Handbook's intended audience in US 

policymaking circles. 

In addition to the above-mentioned lack of clarity about the possible non-US audiences of the 

Handbook, academic participants highlighted the lack of a clear definition of the ‘peace 

operations' that the draft Handbook is intended to support. USIP felt that the term was generally 

intended to refer to long-term civilian peacebuilding, but for several participants the term 

‘operations' implied a shorter-term military approach, and in several parts of the document what 

is being described seemed closer to peace enforcement. 

Legitimacy – which the Handbook sees as a vital cross-cutting principle – was another source of 

conceptual confusion. NGO and academic participants pointed out that the complexities of 

the relationship between government and operational legitimacy – for example in situations 

such as Sudan – were ignored, as was the importance of the UNSC as a source of legitimacy. 

Several participants felt that the general tone of the document was rather top-down, building as 

it does on military doctrine, with its associated styles and patterns. In particular, despite ‘host 

nation ownership' being a cross-cutting principle, several people said that it was too buried in 

the text. One NGO went further, however, positing a basic contradiction between ‘host nation 

ownership', and the concept of a Handbook offering such detailed recommendations and 

‘end-states'. It was pointed out that if decisions about – for example – the desirability of a market 

economic system had already been made, local decision-making and ownership were severely 

constrained. 

In several of the areas outlined above, specific resources were recommended for USIP's 

attention. In addition, UN agency participants suggested that recent UN reports and policies on 

post-conflict economic policy, employment in post-conflict zones and the integration of DDR 

with economic reconstruction, should be used to strengthen the Handbook. 

USIP came to the workshop looking for guidance in the redrafting of the Handbook, and in this 

regard were pleased to receive constructive criticism and suggested resources from the 

participants. This consultative workshop thus represented an example of the Geneva based 

peacebuilding community contributing in a substantive and influential way to work which is 

taking place primarily in the US to frame and shape future American contributions to 

peacebuilding worldwide. These kinds of fora help to build the interface between Geneva and 

the wider peacebuilding world that the GPP hopes to foster. 

 


