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Executive Summary
This report seeks to analyze the contributions China and Russia make to peace operations in Africa. 
Recognizing the role of the United Nations (U.N.) Security Council in setting the agenda for U.N. 
peace operations, the report uses meeting records of U.N. resolution deliberations and debates since 
1989, as well as interviews with stakeholders, to analyze China’s and Russia’s voting decisions with 
regard to U.N. peace operations in Africa. The report finds the following: 

•	 Global geopolitical considerations extend into Security Council deliberations. These consider-
ations are determined by ideological preferences and serve to project preferred norms. While it is 
generally correct to say that these ideological differences pit the P3 countries (France, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States) against the P2 countries (China and Russia), this report finds that 
voting decisions vary by context.

•	 According to their official statements and voting decisions, China and Russia appear aligned in 
their preferences regarding the Security Council. Yet both states pursue different strategic agendas 
regarding peace operations in Africa.

•	 China and Russia have mostly taken reactive positions on issues before the Security Council per-
taining to peace and security in Africa. Consequently, this restricts their ability to set the council’s 
agenda or raise new issues for debate. However, it compels other states to preemptively consider the 
positions of China and Russia in order to ensure the smooth passage of any resolution. Although 
both China and Russia are still able to shape the content of resolutions, the reactive posture pre-
vents them from wielding more influence on resolutions.

•	 The voting behavior of both states is determined by a complex structure of loose interest-based co-
alitions. As a result, China’s and Russia’s rhetorical advocacy for the inclusion of African positions 
in council debates and resolutions, especially those of the African Union, does not always translate 
to substantive support.

•	 Given the strong rhetorical support for African causes in the Security Council, as well as the in-
creasingly aligned economic and strategic interests between the P2 and the continent, there is a 
substantive opportunity for future cooperation in a systematic and predictable way at both the 
U.N. and the regional levels.
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Introduction
As the main playing field of United Nations (U.N.) peacekeeping and political missions, Africa remains 
a major focus of the U.N.’s global peace and security agenda. Today, seven out of 13 field-based special 
political missions and nine out of 16 peacekeeping missions are taking place on the African continent.1 
In 2016, 82,485 uniformed personnel were deployed to peacekeeping missions in Africa, making up 
more than 80 percent of all U.N. police, mission military expert, and troop contributions for the year.2 

Consequently, Africa has been at the center of the transformations in U.N. peace operations in the post-
Cold-War era. Although a generally optimistic 1992 assessment of U.N. missions by Secretary-General 
Boutros Boutros-Ghali noted that the increasingly complex international security landscape meant 
that peacekeeping operations would likely face new challenges, it was not until the significant failures 
of the U.N. Operation in Somalia II and the U.N. Assistance Mission for Rwanda in the mid-1990s that 
the necessity of a new round of reforms became evident to all. In all subsequent reform processes, the 
complex nature of conflicts has been the premise of the reform agenda, the most recent being the 2015 
High-Level Independent Panel on Peace Operations (HIPPO) report. One of the key recommendations 
of the HIPPO report was a call for stronger global-regional cooperation in peace operations, wherein 
regional partners and the U.N. could “combine their respective comparative advantages” to fill the 
security gaps created by the growth of intrastate conflict (particularly in Africa).3

Recognizing the centrality of the Security Council in shaping the U.N.’s peace agenda, this report from 
the Stimson Center seeks to analyze how China and Russia, as permanent members of the council with 
veto powers, have engaged with peace operations in Africa. The report looks at council decision-mak-
ing processes for individual U.N. missions, as well as council engagement with and reform of peace op-
erations in Africa. The report analyzes Security Council meeting records since 1989 to pull out themes 
and patterns in the actions of both states.4 As permanent members of the Council, China and Russia 
(known as the P2) are often regarded as nontraditional partners with Africa on peace operations, dif-
ferentiated from France, the United Kingdom, and the United States (the P3).5 China and Russia have 
offered rhetorical support for “African solutions to African problems,” a position drawn from their 
broader advocacy for the norms of nonintervention and the primacy of state sovereignty, while playing 
a primarily reactive role in African security affairs addressed by the council. 

The report begins with an overview of the role of the Security Council in setting the global agenda for 
peace operations. In the second section, it examines China’s and Russia’s involvement in peace oper-
ations in Africa. The third section analyzes the decision-making processes of council members using 
minutes of Security Council meetings and other relevant documents. It focuses on agenda-setting, 
interest alliances, and voting behavior by China and Russia regarding peace operations in five states 
in Africa: Sudan, South Sudan, Burundi, Mali, and Libya. The final section provides a summary of the 
research findings.
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The Peace Agenda

Overview
The U.N.’s ambitious global peace and security agenda is conducted in the field using two main tools: 
special political missions (SPMs) and peacekeeping operations. These tools cover the entire breadth 
of the conflict cycle starting from conflict prevention through to building peace at the end of violent 
conflicts. SPMs are civilian missions in the pre-violence and post-violence phases of conflicts,6 usually 
involving special envoys, sanctions panels and monitoring groups, and field missions.7 In the post-
Cold-War era, these diplomatic missions have largely been used for electoral support, the expansion of 
rule of law, and mediation.8 The U.N. currently has 13 field-based SPMs across the world.9 

Peacekeeping operations, by contrast, typically contain military, police, and civilian personnel.10 Owing 
to different contexts in which peacekeeping operations are conducted, this instrument straddles non-
violent and violent environments, with mandates often including support for political processes, like 
election monitoring or supervision of cease-fires; support for state-building processes, like the rule 
of law or security sector reform; and robust measures to defend the missions’ mandates.11 Despite the 
fact that peacekeeping operations are ostensibly deployed only with the consent of the parties to the 
conflict, in some instances some of the parties (including the host-state government) have displayed 
hostility toward and attempted to restrict the actions of some of the U.N.’s 16 peacekeeping missions 
currently deployed.

Initiatives to reform U.N. peace operations date back to the early 1990s, as the inadequacies of tradi-
tional peacekeeping became apparent.12 These reform initiatives resulted in a number of major reports, 
including “An Agenda for Peace” in 1992; the “Supplement to the Agenda” in 1997; the Millennium 
report in 2000; the Brahimi report in 2000; and most recently, the HIPPO report in 2015.13 The HIPPO 
report emphasized the need to place political solutions to conflict at the center of peace operations; 
make full and flexible use of the range of intervention tools available to the U.N.; place greater focus 
on the people affected by the conflict and enable field missions to serve them more effectively; and 
strengthen the U.N.’s cooperation with regional organizations.14 

Setting the Agenda: Security Council Interests and Coalitions 
As the designated U.N. organ entrusted with the “primary responsibility for the maintenance of 
international peace and security,”15 the Security Council’s role is two-pronged. First, it sets the 
U.N.’s agenda for global peace and security. It determines global security needs, establishes and 
oversees all U.N. peace missions, and works with the U.N. Secretariat and the Secretary-General 
to improve the U.N.’s responses to insecurity.16 For instance, in 1992, the Security Council high-
lighted the need for more robust conflict-prevention tools, leading to the creation of a Department 
for Political Affairs charged with managing the U.N.’s political missions.17 In 2001, the Security 
Council established the Working Group on U.N. Peacekeeping Operations to, among other things, 
“address both generic peacekeeping issues … and technical aspects of individual peacekeeping op-
erations.”18 Using such subgroups, the Security Council is able to inf luence the U.N.’s management 
of global security gaps. 
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Key actors within the Security Council individually and collectively set the agenda for U.N. missions 
and determine their trajectories. Member states can use their positions on the council to promote their 
national interests and norms. Members gain prestige and opportunities to partake in decision-making. 
Yet the veto power of the five permanent members (known as the P5) gives them far greater power to 
pursue their interests within the U.N. system. This inequitable distribution of power remains a sore 
point for some states, which criticize it as being “(e)urocentric and rooted in an outdated 1945 balance 
of power,” but states are compelled to continue to work within the institution even when they believe it 
does not meet its own aims of “representativeness, legitimacy, authority, and effectiveness.”19

The second role of the Security Council has to do with its influence over regional institutions. Chapter 
VIII, Article 53(1) of the U.N. Charter mandates that “no enforcement action shall be taken under re-
gional arrangements or by regional agencies without the authorization of the Security Council.”20 This 
ensures that the council contributes to agenda-setting on the regional level as well.

Council members join in formal and informal coalitions to pursue shared interests. Coalition struc-
tures in the Security Council are often described through the dichotomous narrative of P3 versus P2 
countries. In this view, the P3 represent the developed Global North, which emphasizes the principles 
of rule of law and human rights, whereas the P2 represent the developing Global South, which em-
phasizes the principles of sovereignty, independence, and noninterference.21 Very often, these princi-
ples are cited to provide legitimacy to voting decisions. In reality, decision-making by the permanent 
members of the council is often much more complex. The voting behavior and interest coalitions of 
the Security Council can be more accurately understood as a fluid continuum rather than a rigid di-
chotomy. Member states do not necessarily use the same guiding principles across the board and in 
all contexts, with both the domestic politics of member states and their wide-ranging foreign policy 
interests causing deviations.22 O’Neill argues, for example, that “both France and Russia are between 
the extremes of the North/South dimension.”23 Understanding the coalition structure of the Security 
Council provides necessary context for an examination of China’s and Russia’s roles in African peace 
and security.

One way these coalitions come into play is via the penholding process. The informal penholding sys-
tem established by the U.N., “whereby one or more Council members (as ‘penholder[s]’) initiate and 
chair the informal drafting process,” was designed to facilitate the process of drafting Security Council 
resolutions, and is, in theory, open to all council members.24 Functions include drafting the resolution, 
leading the negotiations on the resolution with other council members, and submitting the final copy 
of the draft before it is put to the vote. Interested states can also pool resources together to co-draft a 
resolution.25 This has two implications: first, the initiator of the draft gets to set the agenda on the issue, 
leaving other states to react to the prepared text.26 Second, a given draft is susceptible to being framed 
to meet the interests of the penholder, in spite of the fact that the draft is subject to negotiation. (A final 
draft does not always meet the preferences of the contributors.) This is seen in many instances in the 
cases under review. While the textual provisions of drafts are not often a point of contention for the 
P3 since one of the P3 frequently holds the pen, the P2 and nonpermanent members have complained 
about noninclusivity of their contributions in final drafts.27 In some cases, discontent with the content 
or language of the draft has been used as an excuse for a voting decision.28
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China And Russia In African Peace Operations

Overview of U.N. and A.U. Peace Operations in Africa
The African continent has been characterized by persistent violence and conflict for the past several 
decades.29 Since the turn of the 21st century, more than 70 percent of the states in Africa have been in-
volved in violent conflicts,30 and Africa recorded over 20 million members of “populations of concern” 
in 2015 alone.31 In response to violence in the region, the U.N. has launched 31 peacekeeping opera-
tions32 and 23 field-based special political missions on the continent.33 

The first complex/multidimensional U.N. peacekeeping operation deployed in Africa was the U.N. 
Mission in the Congo (ONUC) in 1960. By the time ONUC wound down in 1964, it had cost the U.N. 
250 fatalities and more than $400 million.34 In 2016, Africa dominated Security Council resolutions 
and meetings, accounting for over 50 percent of the country-specific meetings.35 Today, seven out of 
13 field-based SPMs and nine out of 16 peacekeeping missions are taking place on the African conti-
nent, with more than 80 percent of all U.N. police, military experts on mission, and troops deployed in 
peacekeeping missions in the region.36

Although the U.N. has been the primary player in peace operations on the continent, the African 
Union (A.U.) has also increasingly carved out roles for itself. The A.U. emerged in 2002 as a trans-
formed version of the Organization of African Unity (OAU). It was designed to provide a more robust 
mandate pertaining to political cooperation and economic integration than was previously provided 
by the OAU.37 In line with these ambitions, the A.U. Constitutive Act legitimizes intervention in mem-
ber states in situations of “war crimes, genocide, and crimes against humanity.”38 The A.U.’s principle of 
nonindifference in crisis situations in Africa provides the basis for all A.U. peace operations.39 

Since 2003, the A.U. has mandated, authorized, or supported the establishment of 12 missions on the 
continent,40 showing more willingness than the U.N. to deploy to high-intensity operations.41 Despite 
some of the technical, accountability, and financial challenges, as well as mixed results associated with 
these deployments, the organization is increasingly recognized as a key actor in the maintenance of 
Africa’s peace and security. 42

China’s Support for Peace Operations in Africa
Sino-African engagement has a long history, but China’s increased pursuit of global economic oppor-
tunities since the turn of the 21st century has resulted in a significantly expanded relationship with the 
African continent.43 

China engages with African states in four main areas: ideology, economy, politics, and security.44 In 
2000, China held the first Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), a key institution to fos-
tering economic cooperation with the continent, where it laid out a statement of the “Five Principles 
of Peaceful Coexistence” to guide its African relations, with the central tenets being noninterference 
and respect for state sovereignty.45 This rhetoric envisions “win-win,” “friendly and respectful political 
linkages” with Africa untainted by the Western historical baggage of colonialism.46 Beneath this rhet-
oric, however, China’s entry into resource-rich African states is designed to fulfill China’s expanding 
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security and economic interests, with Africa seen as integral to Beijing’s “new security concept” and, 
thus, China’s rise as a global power.47 

In real numbers, in 2015 China’s exports to and imports from sub-Saharan Africa stood at 15 percent 
and 20 percent of Chinese global trade estimates, respectively.48 China also remains Africa’s largest 
investor, with primary interests in mining and oil.49 Although the Sino-African economic relation-
ship remains relatively small compared to China’s dealings with top trading partners like the U.S., the 
European Union (E.U.), and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations,50 this rising investment has 
increasingly drawn China into African security issues, especially through the U.N.’s peace operations.51

China in African Peace Operations

China has come a long way from sitting on the fence on peacekeeping issues in 1971, when it replaced 
Taiwan on the Security Council. In 2016, China contributed thousands of troops, making it the highest 
troop-contributing country (TCC) among the permanent members of the Security Council.52 In the 
early days of its engagement with U.N. peacekeeping between 1971 and 1980, China abstained from 
voting on peacekeeping resolutions and refrained from contributing funds or personnel to missions.53 
It sought to present a strict image of neutrality, a stance that “was characterised by inactivity if not out-
right hostility” to U.N. peace operations.54 China’s justifications for this stance were drawn both from 
a narrow interpretation of the U.N. Charter’s premise of the primacy of state sovereignty and China’s 
broader noninterference principles.55 

The past four decades have brought two significant changes to this stance. First, China has become 
much more directly involved in peacekeeping by contributing greater numbers of personnel in more 
active positions. China’s thawing relationship with U.N. peacekeeping began in 1982 when it started to 
contribute to the U.N.’s assessed funds.56 In 1988, it joined the U.N. Special Committee on Peacekeeping 
Operations.57 Its first direct peacekeeping involvement came in 1989 with the deployment of election 
observers to Namibia. In 1990, China deployed five military observers to the United Nations Truce 
Supervision Organization (UNTSO) in the Middle East, and in 1992 the deployment of 400 experts 
on mission and 49 military observers to the U.N. Transitional Authority in Cambodia marked a fur-
ther significant upturn in China’s involvement.58 Beginning in 2000, China has increasingly deployed 
enabler units such as engineering, logistics, and medical personnel.59 In 2013, China deployed a force 
protection unit for the first time to the U.N. mission in Mali.60 

Second, China has been increasingly flexible regarding its previously strict stance on state sovereignty, 
leading it to be more tolerant of robust U.N. peacekeeping. For instance, although initially resistant 
to it, China endorsed the U.N.’s Responsibility to Protect principle in 2005.61 In 2008, China officially 
adopted a policy of multilateral engagement when the concept of strategic involvement in military op-
erations other than war (MOOTW) was incorporated into its national defense white paper and other 
top-level military guidance.62 China currently appears to selectively uphold or ignore its stated princi-
ple of noninterference on a case-by-case basis. 

In general, China’s position on the U.N.’s special political missions is in line with its preference for po-
litical solutions and emphasis on local ownership. China recognizes the central role played by regional 
organizations, especially in preventive diplomacy and in the post-conflict reconstruction phases of 
conflict management in Africa.63 Similarly, China advocated for a greater involvement of regional or-
ganizations in this regard, speaking in support of the A.U.’s peacebuilding initiatives like the Policy on 
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Post-Conflict Reconstruction and Development.64 At the U.N., China has, for the most part, supported 
Security Council resolutions on political missions. However, it remains wary of the more intrusive 
aspects of such missions. In some instances, political missions have incorporated preventive mandates 
like the protection of civilians.65 Typically, China takes a cautious stance in the Security Council when 
the expansion of political missions is debated. For example, in 2016 China abstained from voting on 
Resolution 2303, which authorized the creation of a police component without a Chapter VII mandate 
to monitor the security situation and human rights violations.66 China argued that Resolution 2303 
did not meet the principles of the respect for sovereignty and independence and did not include a 
“Burundi-led settlement.”67

China’s peacekeeping engagement is largely concentrated in Africa. Today, 83 percent of China’s peace-
keepers serve in seven U.N. missions on the continent. In addition to its financial contributions to the 
U.N., China has supported regional African peacekeeping on an ad hoc basis. For instance, between 
2006 and 2009 China supported A.U. forces in Sudan and Somalia with about $6.3 million at various 
stages of the missions, and in 2012 it presented a $200 million headquarters building to the A.U.68 
China also provides bilateral support for individual states that participate in missions on the conti-
nent.69 In 2015 China made a $100 million pledge to the A.U. Standby Force, a strong indication of its 
commitment to enhance regional-level peacekeeping.70

Four main factors motivate China’s current engagement with African peacekeeping. First, China’s re-
newed engagement has been a training opportunity for its troops. The Chinese People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) has limited international experience with nontraining kinetic operations since the 1979 
Sino-Vietnamese war, and peacekeeping engagement abroad has the potential to provide wider op-
erational knowledge.71 Second, China’s need to protect its economic interests abroad may influence 
its peacekeeping engagement. Unable to ignore the security challenges resulting from its economic 
exposure in fragile states, China’s increasing involvement in peacekeeping in African states may pay 
dividends in the form of a safer investment space for its sizeable diaspora population,72 serving the 
interests of both private Chinese businesses and state-owned enterprises.73 Third, China’s growing par-
ticipation in peace and security issues in Africa helps China distinguish itself as a leader of the devel-
oping world and a champion of South-South cooperation.74 China wishes to position itself in the global 
system as not merely a “norm-taker” but a “norm-setter.”75 China also uses its engagement with Africa 
to repudiate its previous image in the eyes of many as a geopolitical free rider, and to portray itself as 
a responsible power and a legitimate partner in African development and security.76 Finally, China’s 
extensive participation as a TCC provides it with a legitimate claim to assert its support for peacekeep-
ing in general, and in Africa in particular.77 Unlike other P5 members whose support for peacekeeping 
is mostly financial or technical, China currently contributes 2,630 peacekeeping personnel to U.N. 
missions, with France a distant second with 872 personnel and the U.S. in the rear with 72 personnel.78 
As a veto-wielding member of the council, China’s demonstrated commitment to African peace and 
security further gives it a voice in issues relating to the continent.79 
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Russia’s Support for Peace Operations in Africa
Russia had strong engagement with Africa during the Cold War era, which coincided with African 
anti-colonialist movements starting in the late 1950s.80 In this period, the Communist Party institu-
tionalized a policy toward Africa to help in the “irreconcilable struggle against colonialism.”81 Prior 
to the start of the Cold War, Russia’s engagement had involved three African states: Egypt, Ethiopia, 
and South Africa. By the end of the Cold War era, Russia had trade agreements and technical and 
economic assistance agreements with at least 42 states in Africa.82 It also engaged in vast cultural ex-
changes and scholarships, especially in science and medicine (which were distinct from the communist 
indoctrination scholarships of the 1930s), and African students participating in these programs gained 
prominence and leadership positions in the post-colonial years.83 When Russia de-prioritized Africa 
in its foreign policy, it shut down embassies, consulates, trade missions, and cultural centers across the 
continent, in line with the observation that Russia was “declining at home and retreating abroad” as a 
result of the collapse of the Soviet Union.84

Today, unlike China, Russia’s trade engagement with Africa is near negligible. Whereas Chinese exports 
to sub-Saharan Africa in 2015 were estimated at 15 percent of Chinese global estimates, comparable fig-
ures from Russia stood at just under 0.6 percent.85 In the years following the end of the Cold War, China’s 
“going out” strategy caused it to seek access to global markets, including Africa.86 By contrast, Russia 
spent the 1990s and early 2000s grappling with the economic and political decline brought on by the un-
raveling of the Soviet Union.87 The collapse of the Soviet Union also sparked an “inward turn” approach, 
a negative trend in Russian foreign policy in which it “largely abandoned the global south in general and 
Africa in particular.”88 Hence, the post-Cold-War era marked different pathways for the two countries, 
with China broadening its engagement with Africa and Russia withdrawing from the continent. 

Russia’s interests and involvement in Africa have since grown, with the main sectors of cooperation be-
ing natural resources, telecommunications, infrastructure, and arms trade.89 Between 2011 and 2015, 
Africa took up 11 percent of Russia’s arms exports.90 On the strategic level, Russia’s national security 
strategy focuses on its relations with the G8 and G20 countries, and Brazil, India, and China, rather 
than Africa.91 Nonetheless, given the expanding involvement of global contenders like the U.S. and 
China on the continent, Russia sought a re-engagement with Africa beginning in the early 2000s.92 This 
re-engagement has been premised by a reference to Russia’s role in Africa’s anti-colonial movement,93 
but is largely calculated as economically and politically favorable, given Russia’s foreign policy inter-
ests, for a larger role on the global level.94 

Russia in African Peace Operations

Russia’s domestic policy on the use of its mobile forces, which prioritizes “intervention in the near 
abroad and internal security,” determines its participation in global peacekeeping and its involvement 
in peace and security in Africa.95 Therefore, Russia’s primary interest in the use of its military forces 
abroad focuses on the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) or activity “in connection with the 
elimination of conflicts first and foremost in the territory of the former USSR, that is the vicinity of 
Russia’s borders.”96 This focus on Russia’s periphery began in the 1990s, following the dissolution of the 
Soviet Union that left more than 25 million ethnic Russians in the new post-Soviet states.97

Prior to the dissolution of the Soviet Union, its participation in U.N. peacekeeping was negligible.98 In 
1973, for the first time, the Soviet Union deployed military observers to the UNTSO in Egypt, Israel, 
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Jordan, Lebanon, and the Syrian Arab Republic.99 It also supplied minimal logistical support for U.N. 
missions in 1960 and 1973.100 Between 1988 and 1991 Russia’s U.N. peacekeeping personnel consisted 
mostly of mission observers, a practice that it carried on through the post-Cold-War period but ex-
panded to include logistical support like helicopters and transportation units.101 

During this era, Russia engaged in two main types of multinational engagements. First, Russia craft-
ed a distinct form of peacekeeping, deploying mostly to the CIS.102 These Russian-led peacekeeping 
missions involved the use of Russia’s armed forces as “a third party during conflicts on the territory 
of another country based on a bilateral agreement with that country and without a mandate from the 
U.N.”103 Second, Russia participated in special operations in collaboration with NATO in the Balkans, 
particularly after joining the Partnership for Peace program, which allows member states to prioritize 
the basis for cooperation, in 1995.104 The tensions over the Russia-NATO relationship in 1999 contribut-
ed to Russian distrust of multinational peacekeeping, especially with Western states, a factor that con-
tinues to affect its engagement in U.N. peacekeeping today.105 Currently Russia has 105 peacekeeping 
personnel deployed across nine U.N. missions.106 As with the structure in the 1990s, the teams are very 
thin in troop composition (with 59 experts on mission, 41 police officers, and five troops).107 In spite of 
Russia’s minimal troop engagement in U.N. multinational peacekeeping, its substantive logistical en-
gagement has yielded economic benefits for the country, with the U.N. paying for its specialist logistical 
support for U.N. missions. For example, between 2012 and 2016 Russian contractors earned up to $927 
million from U.N. Headquarters contracts, mostly for air transportation services.108 In comparison, 
Chinese contractors earned about $94 million in the same period, mostly for transportation services 
and other administrative services such as translation.109 In general, China’s economic motivation in 
peacekeeping participation is more usefully explained in terms of its interests in ensuring a secure 
working environment for Chinese citizens in the diaspora and for Chinese companies abroad.110 With 
Russia, the economic motivations include the maintenance of these substantive U.N. contracts, which 
have placed Russia as the “second largest supplier of contractor services to U.N. peacekeeping opera-
tions and the main supplier of air transportation services.”111 

Russia’s relative personnel contributions to peacekeeping in Africa are minimal. For instance, Russia’s 
personnel contribution to the United Nations Organization Stabilization Mission in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (MONUSCO), the highest concentration of Russian personnel in any U.N. mission, 
still makes up less than 0.2 percent of the mission’s peacekeeping personnel.112 

As with China, Russia advocates “politico-diplomatic methods” and a central role of African states and 
institutions as viable conflict prevention and peacebuilding approaches for the resolution of conflicts 
on the continent.113 This 2007 statement remains part of Russia’s rhetoric in the Security Council to 
date. In 2011, Russia further registered its full support for the U.N.’s preventive diplomacy efforts, es-
pecially the establishment of regional field offices, making the argument that “modern conflicts have 
no military solutions.”114 In general, Russia has supported all U.N. political missions on the continent, 
and, unlike China, did not object to the 2016 resolution authorizing a police component in Burundi.115

In spite of its minimal participation in peacekeeping, Russia brings its P5 membership privilege to bear 
in Security Council deliberations on peace operations in Africa. Like China, its ideological stance on the 
primacy of state sovereignty is used to legitimize much of its behavior on the council. In general, Russia has 
been very vocal in its support for African states and institutions in the resolution of conflicts on the conti-
nent, often siding with China. In May 2016, the Permanent Representative of Russia to the U.N. supported 
stronger U.N.-A.U. partnership, saying: “It is clear that regional and subregional organizations in Africa 
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know the situation there better than anyone else and have conflict prevention and settlement mechanisms 
that are better adjusted to local situations. We therefore support the principle of African solutions for African 
problems.”116 Russia also expresses its special interest in Africa through its special programs, allocating 800 
Russian state scholarships to train African peacekeeping personnel and specialists.117

China and Russia in African Peacekeeping Reforms
The 2015 HIPPO report marked the latest of the U.N.’s many efforts to reform peace operations. One of 
the four key recommendations, a call for stronger global-regional cooperation, focused on the U.N.’s most 
important regional partner, the A.U.118 The A.U. was designed to provide a more robust mandate pertain-
ing to political cooperation and economic integration than was previously provided by its predecessor, 
the OAU, which was mainly focused on supporting the anti-colonial movements and fostering a united 
Africa.119 As Figure 1 shows, the A.U. is increasingly initiating peace operations on the continent. As man-
dating authorities, the U.N. at the global level or the A.U. or other regional economic communities (RECs) 
at the regional level take the lead in resource mobilization and managing the mission. Unlike the U.N., 
which has a formulaic process for creating mandates and determining personnel strengths, the A.U. is 
more flexible.120 Figure 1 also shows that the U.N. and A.U. are increasingly working together on missions. 
These U.N.-A.U. missions include hybrid missions (e.g., in Darfur), missions with specific U.N. or A.U. 
components (e.g., Abyei, with an exclusively African military contingent), or A.U. missions that have been 
“re-hatted” by the U.N. (e.g., in Central African Republic and Mali).121 However, the A.U.’s deployment of 
peacekeepers into high-intensity conflict zones has brought the capacity and resource inadequacies of the 
organization to the fore.122 The resource inadequacies have also led to calls for “equitable burden sharing 
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between the U.N. and A.U.” on peace operations in Africa.123 Arguing that the A.U. takes on a share of 
the U.N.’s global peace and security responsibilities, the A.U. has pushed for a “flexible, predictable, and 
sustainable” funding arrangement for African-led peace operations.124 However, the A.U.’s capacity to 
manage peace operations through systematic mechanisms has been called into question in some areas, 
including systematic financial accountability; operational readiness with regard to troop preparation and 
equipment certification; international human rights and humanitarian law compliance; and personnel 
conduct with regard to allegations of sexual exploitation and abuse.125

A key priority of the A.U.’s reform agenda is to establish an institutionalized strategic partnership 
with the U.N. on peace operations, to replace the current ad hoc arrangement.126 The A.U. has three 
comparative advantages. First, it is nearer to the conflict zones given that more than 80 percent of U.N. 
peacekeeping personnel are deployed to the continent.127 Second, the A.U. can more easily intervene 
in the early stages of conflict, i.e., the prevention stage.128 The A.U.’s unique advantage in this stage is 
local ownership of the mediation process.129 For example, the A.U. has developed, as part of the African 
peace and security architecture, the Continental Early Warning System and the Panel of the Wise, a 
high-level mediation panel made up of serving and former heads of state.130 Third, the A.U.’s principle 
of nonindifference, which mandates it to intervene in member states in crisis situations, provides a 
normative framework for intervention that exceeds the U.N.’s typical peacekeeping doctrine.131 This 
framework has provided the A.U. with the needed authorization for enforcement operations, which are 
in demand on the continent.132 Reform of peace operations in Africa, however, remains a cogent subject 
in the U.N. and forms a key part of Security Council debates today.

The first key U.N. resolution on U.N.-A.U. partnership was a 2005 General Assembly resolution, which 
led to the 10-Year Capacity Building Program for the A.U.133 Subsequently, the Security Council held 
some debates on the issue. These debates, held between 2009 and 2011, provide insight into the emerg-
ing thoughts of the council members, especially China and Russia. (Both states expressed enthusiasm 
for the partnership.)134 In 2012, the Security Council unanimously adopted Resolution 2033 to establish 
a more effective U.N.-A.U. partnership. The council’s latest push for reforms in this partnership was 
in 2016 with Resolution 2320, with Senegal and the U.S. as penholders. Although the council unani-
mously adopted the resolution, member states’ concerns were well enunciated. Four key themes may be 
deduced from China’s and Russia’s reactions. 

•	 Support for the involvement of key African actors in peace operations. In endorsing Resolution 
2320, China expressed effusive support for U.N.-A.U. cooperation, and Russia also acknowledged 
the role of the regional body in addressing conflict on the continent, with both states emphasizing 
the strength of the A.U. in proffering political solutions.135

•	 Support for political and diplomatic solutions to conflicts. China and Russia emphasized the cen-
trality of African involvement in dealing with conflict prevention and mediation, with Russia 
pointing to the need for cooperation on new conflict themes such as “international terrorism, 
transnational organized crime, piracy and illegal trafficking in weapons and narcotics.”136

•	 The challenges of creating a predictable funding structure for U.N.-A.U. cooperation on peace and 
security. Egypt expressed reservations on the resolution insofar as it had not established an agree-
ment on a cost-sharing structure, especially regarding the A.U.’s proposal to finance 25 percent of 
peace operations from 2020.137 This point was reiterated by Russia, which further emphasized the 
nonunited front of the African representatives on the Security Council, known as the A3.
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•	 The discrepancy between A.U. and U.N. peacekeeping doctrines. In what appeared to be a reference 
to the A.U.’s doctrine of nonindifference, which may be interpreted to be at odds with U.N. peace-
keeping requirements of host-state consent, Russia expressed concerns with the implication of the 
resolution’s text regarding the peacekeeping requirements of impartiality and host-state consent.138 
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African Peace Operations:  
China and Russia on the Security Council

Actions on the Security Council
This section examines the factors that affect China’s and Russia’s actions on the Security Council with 
respect to peace operations. The formulation of, deliberations on, and adoption of Security Council 
resolutions are a consequence of the alignment of the different interests of the relevant parties. Given 
these interests, the P5 can behave in three ways with regard to a resolution on a peace operation: vote 
yes, abstain, or vote no. In most cases, member states’ voting behavior is accompanied by official state-
ments that provide insight into voting decisions. A yes vote or an abstention does not always imply an 
embrace of the entire content of the resolution, and statements provide important context about reser-
vations or concerns. When the P5 use their veto, they can use statements to explain their decision and 
emphasize their position on the issue. This section therefore looks at China’s and Russia’s actions on the 
Security Council using both voting decisions and statements.

The P2’s voting decisions on peace operations are made taking into consideration the interests of and 
coalitions among host states, the P3, the A3, and relevant regional organizations. China’s and Russia’s 
official statements provide another perspective through which we can analyze Security Council be-
havior. Statements provide an opportunity to state a position for historical records or to frame the dis-
course following the P2’s voting decisions, especially in controversial resolutions. In the U.N. missions 
analyzed in this section, China and Russia have been very vocal in expressing their discontent with 
specific provisions or the entirety of resolutions. 

This report analyzes the voting behavior and official statements of the P2 in U.N. peace operations in 
five states in Africa: Sudan, South Sudan, Burundi, Mali, and Libya. The primary sources of data are 
Security Council meeting records and interviews.
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Sudan

Security Council Resolutions and Votes on Sudan

U.N. Resolution Security Council (S.C.) Issue/Controversy Votes

A3 China Russia P3

Res. 1044 (1996) First S.C. meeting over Sudan; S.C. calls for Sudan to  
extradite Egyptian criminals

YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 1054 (1996) S.C. threatens sanctions on Sudan YYY A A YYY

Res. 1547 (2004) S.C. endorses advance team for U.N. peace operation  
in Sudan

YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 1556 (2004) S.C. endorses A.U. protection force in Darfur YYY A Y YYY

Res. 1564 (2004) S.C. establishes commission of inquiry on genocide,  
threatens more sanctions

AYY A A YYY

Res. 1590 (2005) S.C. establishes U.N. mission (UNMIS) YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 1591 (2005) S.C. imposes travel bans/assets freeze AYY A A YYY

Res. 1593 (2005) S.C. refers situation to the ICC AYY A Y AYY

Res. 1672 (2006) S.C. imposes sanctions (travel/economic)  
on Sudanese officials

YYY A A YYY

Res. 1706 (2006) S.C. expands UNMIS mandate to include Darfur YYY A A YYY

Res. 1769 (2007) S.C. creates hybrid mission YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2035 (2012) More targeted sanctions YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2296 (2016) UNAMID exit strategy YYY Y Y YYY

Key Resolutions and Votes139

The U.N.’s entry into Sudan began when Ethiopia sought the extradition of Egyptian citizens accused 
of an assassination attempt on the Egyptian president. In 1996, the A3 (Botswana, Egypt, and Guinea-
Bissau) joined other states to sponsor Resolution 1044, which called on Sudan to extradite the accused 
people who had taken refuge there.140 This resolution passed unanimously.141 In addition to the A3’s 
front-row role, the OAU (which would later be transformed to the A.U.) and the Intergovernmental 
Authority on Development (IGAD) led the mediation process to urge the Sudanese government to 
cooperate with their Egyptian counterparts.142 The involvement of key African actors via the A3, the 
IGAD, and the OAU gave much legitimacy to this first resolution. In spite of its successful outcome, 
the P2 resisted the second resolution on Sudan, Resolution 1054, which threatened sanctions on the 
government of Sudan for reneging on previous agreements. This voting pattern by the P2 in peacetime 
set the tone for their subsequent behaviors when the conflict in Sudan erupted, leading to the establish-
ment of multiple U.N. peace operations. 

In January 2002, following a series of negotiations, the IGAD, the A.U., and the U.S. facilitated a cease-
fire between the Sudanese government and the southern rebel group, the Sudanese People’s Liberation 
Movement (SPLM).143 The negotiations culminated in a 2005 comprehensive peace agreement and the 
first U.N. peace mission, the Advance Mission in Sudan (UNAMIS), which was endorsed in 2004 in 
anticipation of the peace accord.144 China and Russia both endorsed UNAMIS in 2004 and UNMIS 
in 2005.145 Sudan’s complex conflict layers extended beyond the conflict between the government in 
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Khartoum and the southern rebels, which had its roots in political contestations. In western Sudan, the 
conflict between nomads and farmers provided the context within which the Sudanese government en-
gaged the help of local militias, known as Janjaweed, to fight new rebel groups in Darfur.146 This conflict 
grew into a full-fledged civil war between 2003 and 2004, leaving more than 80,000 people dead and 
leading to accusations of genocide leveled against the government of Sudan.147 The U.N. described the 
conflict, with 4 million people displaced, as “the worst worldwide.”148 In response, the African Union 
Mission in Sudan (AMIS) was deployed in 2004 and was subsumed by a hybrid mission, the A.U.–U.N. 
hybrid operation in Darfur (UNAMID) in 2007.149

Security Council resolutions were acrimonious between 2004 and 2006 as the council sought to man-
age the two streams of conflict in Sudan. The P2 abstained from voting in seven instances between 
1996 and 2006. In general, these voting behaviors hinged on the council’s decision or threat to impose 
targeted sanctions and, in one instance, a referral to the International Criminal Court (ICC).150 Unlike 
the earlier days, however, the P2’s stance on sanctions took a different turn with Resolution 2035, which 
placed more sanctions on the Sudanese government in 2012. Why did China and Russia vote in favor 
of sanctions in 2012 but not in 1996, 2004, 2005, or 2006? 

The P2’s voting behaviors in Sudan from 1996 to date reflect both their historical engagement with 
Sudan and their evolving engagement with U.N. peace operations. In the early days, both states ex-
panded their economic engagements with Sudan following the vacuum created by the comprehensive 
sanctions imposed by some Western states.151 This is the backdrop against which Chinese investments 
in Sudan expanded, especially from the late 1990s.152 Congruently, the 1996 abstentions on Resolution 
1054 reflect the P2’s default positions on sanctions. Based on the shared principles of the primacy of 
state sovereignty and noninterference, both states protested the punitive measures and urged for dip-
lomatic approaches, with Russia protesting what it alleged to be an attempt to isolate Sudan interna-
tionally.153 The P2 offered similar excuses when it abstained from voting on Resolution 1564 in 2004, 
insisting on diplomatic approaches.154 However, the P2’s positions on sanctions took a significant turn 
from the late 2000s. Both states endorsed the creation of a peacekeeping mission, moving away from 
their insistence on a diplomatic solution. A stronger reflection of this change in position is seen in the 
P2’s 2012 accession to targeted sanctions on Sudan. The P2’s Security Council behavior in Sudan may 
be seen within the given contexts under which the voting decision was made. Four main dynamics help 
explain these voting decisions between 1996 and 2012. 

First, the P2’s diplomatic and economic interests in Sudan can explain why their early voting behav-
iors appeared to support Sudan. Diplomatic ties between Russia and Sudan go back to the Cold War 
era, with Sudan as a member of the Casablanca Bloc formed in 1962.155 Similarly, China and Sudan 
celebrated 50 years of diplomatic relations in 2009.156 Both states maintained relations with Sudan after 
the coup d’état by Omar al-Bashir’s National Islamic Front in 1989. In addition, China’s and Russia’s 
economic ties with Sudan follow from the existing diplomatic relations. The arms trade between Russia 
and Sudan, which began in the Cold War era, spiked between 2001 and 2004, peaking at $277 million 
in 2004.157 The heightened sales coincided with the civil war between 2003 and 2004. China’s arms 
trade with Sudan between 1990 and 2015 is estimated at $492 million, and, as in Russia, these sales 
spiked between 2001 and 2004.158 More significantly, China and Russia are the only P5 members who 
have sold arms to Khartoum since 1989.159 China holds significant investments in Sudan’s oil section. 
Based on a projected production of 10 million tons of oil per year, a Chinese state-owned company 
constructed a 992-mile pipeline, a refinery, and two oil wells in Sudan in 1999.160 Other economic 



24  |  STIMSON

Nontraditional Actors: China and Russia in African Peace Operations

considerations include investments by China in Sudan, estimated at $100 million in 2005 but currently 
estimated at $7.52 billion.161 

Second, external geopolitical factors helped constrain the P2’s actions on Sudan. Eager to protect their 
dwindling reputations in the face of growing international condemnation that followed their support 
for Khartoum during the 2003-2004 conflicts, China and Russia reconsidered their rigid stances on 
state sovereignty. For China, this was pertinent because negative international public opinion could 
have marred the 2008 Beijing Olympics.162 In addition, China found it could no longer ignore the do-
mestic crisis in Sudan as Chinese citizens working in the African state became targets.163 By November 
2006, China became a broker in the crisis, facilitating Sudan’s consent to expand the existing A.U. 
mission into an A.U.–U.N. collaboration with an expanded mandate and the subsequent emergence of 
a peace agreement.164

Third, the P2’s principles of noninterference and state sovereignty are often cited as the bases for voting 
decisions. It is logical to expect that matters of national interest – for example, economic or strategic 
interests – are factored into voting behaviors on the Security Council. However, official statements of 
the P2, as well as the P5, following Security Council votes do not name interest calculations as reasons 
for specific decisions. Rather, drawing from these principles, the P2 advocate for state consent and a 
central role for relevant regional arrangements. In Sudan, one deduction that can be made from the 
official statements of the P2 points to the central role played by the OAU, and later the A.U., in shaping 
the trajectories of the resolutions and the P2’s voting behaviors. Between 2004 and 2011 the A.U. and 
U.N. created five peace operations in Sudan,165 in response to complex layers of conflicts in the north-
ern, western, and southern regions of the state. In spite of the failures of the A.U.’s mediation process, 
which necessitated the creation and expansion of AMIS,166 China and Russia cited the existence of the 
A.U. mission to explain why they abstained from voting on the Security Council inquiry into the al-
leged genocide in 2004 and proposed sanctions in 2005.167 The relevance of the A.U. also informed the 
P2’s enthusiastic assent to Resolution 1769 to create the hybrid mission UNAMID.168

Fourth, the Security Council deliberations on Sudan also revealed the contention within the P5, no-
tably the P2’s resentments over the privileged position of the lead states that draft council resolutions, 
i.e., the penholders. The U.K. and the U.S. are the official penholders for Sudan.169 In spite of the ne-
gotiation process that ensures that other council members contribute to every draft resolution, the P2 
frequently expressed dissatisfaction with the final drafts of certain resolutions. In explaining its first 
abstention in 1996, Russia said it opposed the sanctions proposed by Resolution 1054 and attempts to 
“punish certain régimes or in order to attain other political goals of one or more Member States.”170 In 
2015, Russia accused the penholder, the U.S., of ignoring the concerns of other council members when 
it presented a final draft of Resolution 1591.171 According to the official statements of both states, the 
dissatisfaction with the textual provisions of the draft resolutions contributed, in some instances, to 
their voting decisions.172 
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South Sudan

Security Council Resolutions and Votes on South Sudan

U.N. Resolution Security Council (S.C.) Issue/Controversy Votes 

 A3 China Russia P3

Res. 1996 (2011) S.C. establishes mission YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2206 (2015) S.C. creates system for sanctions YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2241 (2015) S.C. extends mission mandate; text provisions;  
use of UAVs; hybrid court

YYY Y A YYY

Res. 2252 (2015) S.C. increases troops/police; sanctions; UAVs YYY Y A YYY

Res. 2302 (2016) S.C. extends mission mandate YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2304 (2016) S.C. adds regional protection force; expands  
POC mandate; sanctions

YYA A A YYY

S/2016/1085 (failed) S.C. proposed targeted sanctions/arms embargo AAA A A YYY

Key Resolutions and Votes

South Sudan was created in 2011 following a 2005 peace agreement between the Sudanese government 
and the SPLM. The Security Council created the U.N. Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS) even before 
formally admitting the new state into the U.N.173 The fragile peace in South Sudan was not to last, how-
ever, with the resurgence of violence in 2013. In December 2013, Resolution 2132 expanded the military 
component of UNMISS.174

As with Sudan, the P2’s voting behavior in South Sudan exhibits familiar Security Council dynamics, 
with China and Russia generally voting in the same pattern. The voting behavior is also a reflection, es-
pecially on the part of China, of growing sophistication and pragmatism in international engagement. 
China’s initial behavior was minimally more congenial than Russia’s, but it voted alongside Russia 
with two abstentions on proposed sanctions in 2016. However, China has demonstrated far more en-
gagement than Russia in both global and regional level peace processes in South Sudan. China’s com-
mitment as a TCC is exemplified in South Sudan, where, as of this writing, it deploys 1,068 personnel, 
its highest number in any U.N. peace operation.175 On the regional level, China has also been highly 
involved in regional mediation efforts with the government of South Sudan, led by the IGAD and the 
A.U. In addition to the financial support it has lent to the mediation effort, China has also been in-
volved in mediation processes to halt violence in South Sudan.176

As it does in Sudan, China has considerable diplomatic and economic interests in South Sudan. In 2014, 
China attributed its involvement in mediation in South Sudan to its interests in the African country.177 
At the time of South Sudanese independence in 2011, China held 75 percent of the new state’s oil fields, 
with investments valued at more than $20 billion.178 China’s National Petroleum Company currently 
holds a 40 percent stake in South Sudan’s oil fields, with many private Chinese businesses established 
in the country.179 In 2014, unconfirmed reports alleged that China had sought to deploy U.N. peace-
keepers to protect its oil installments in South Sudan.180 Although less invested than China, Russia’s 
interests in South Sudan are noteworthy. As it does in Sudan, Russia has a stake in South Sudanese 
arms trade.181 At the end of 2016, Russia had 34 peacekeeping personnel, including four troops with 
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UNMISS.182 (As noted earlier, Russia’s primary focus in peacekeeping is in areas close to its periph-
ery.) In spite of personal losses by the P2 in South Sudan, both states continue to support the mission 
with their peacekeepers. In 2012, the Sudan People’s Liberation Army shot down a Russian helicopter, 
leading to the deaths of four Russians.183 Following the tragic loss of two peacekeepers in 2016, China 
reaffirmed its commitment to international peacekeeping.184 

China’s and Russia’s official statements on Security Council votes in South Sudan reflect three main 
themes. First, the votes show the P2’s preferences for domestic consent and the involvement of regional 
actors. In abstaining from voting on Resolution 2304, China and Russia lauded the involvement of the 
A.U. and IGAD and, pointing to Juba’s discontent with the existing mandate, urged the Security Council 
to pursue political solutions.185 A similar position was taken when the P2 abstained from voting on the 
failed December 23, 2016, resolution.186 In addition, Russia abstained from voting on Resolution 2241, 
citing the South Sudanese government’s objections to the use of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs).187 
Second, the P2’s votes in South Sudan reflect their wariness over sanctions. The P2 and many non-
permanent members of the council, including the A3, rejected the December 23 resolution, which 
proposed further sanctions.188 Although the penholder, the U.S., said the resolution was necessitated 
given worsening conditions that had resulted in a mass migration from South Sudan to neighboring 
Uganda at an average of 3,000 people daily, the P2 insisted that regional efforts be carried through.189 
China further stated that it opposed the use of “sanctions on developing countries.”190 Third, the P2’s 
votes also reflect their discontent with the distribution of penholding privileges within the council. The 
P2 continued to show their discontent with the textual provisions of the Security Council resolutions 
and alleged the misuse of penholding privilege. On resolutions 2241 and 2252, both drafted by the U.S., 
Russia said the penholder had ignored the concerns of other council member states in pursuit of its 
national interests.191 China voted in the affirmative in both instances but complained about the textual 
provisions in Resolution 2252.192 In abstaining from voting on Resolution 2304, China also cited the 
noninclusion of its concerns and that of other regional actors, among other factors.193



STIMSON  |  27 

Elor Nkereuwem

Burundi

Security Council Resolutions and Votes on Burundi

U.N. Resolution Security Council (S.C.) Issue/Controversy Votes

A3 China Russia P3

Res. 2137 (2014) S.C. ends old mission (BNUB), establishes new mis-
sion (MENUB)

YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2248 (2015) S.C. condemns violence, considers “additional mea-
sures”

YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2279 (2016) S.C. proposes police presence to support A.U./EAC 
efforts

YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2303 (2016) Secretary General requests police component AAY A Y YYY

Key Resolutions and Votes

Long-standing tensions between Hutu and Tutsi communities contributed to the establishment of 
the U.N. Operation in Burundi (ONUB) in 2004, deployed to support the 2000 Arusha Peace and 
Reconciliation Agreement for Burundi.194 The mission was replaced by a political mission, the U.N. 
Integrated Office in Burundi (BINUB), at the end of 2006.195 Another political mission, the U.N. Office 
in Burundi (BNUB), replaced BINUB at the end of 2010.196 Finally, Resolution 2137 (2014) wound down 
BNUB and established a new mission, the U.N. Electoral Observation Mission in Burundi (MENUB).197

The resolution to create the new election observation mission was drafted by France and Nigeria, 
and was unanimously adopted with no complaints or concerns by members of the council.198 A sub-
sequent Resolution 2248 (2015), drafted by France, to consider “additional measures” in the face of 
rising violence, was also unanimously adopted,199 as was Resolution 2279, which sought options for 
police presence to support the efforts of regional actors.200 Members of the A3, Egypt and Senegal, 
lauded the resolution as a support for the mediation roles played by the A.U. and the East African 
Commission (EAC).201 Resolution 2303, to deploy U.N. police observers to monitor the situation, was 
adopted but not unanimously accepted. China abstained from voting, as did two members of the A3, 
Angola and Egypt.202

China and Russia appear to be interested in building long-term diplomatic relations with Burundi. In 
the case of China, both states have exchanged high-level visits since 2004, according to the Chinese 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The earliest records show that Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao met with the 
vice president of Burundi in 2004, and in 2014, Burundian President Pierre Nkurunziza met with 
Chinese President Xi Jinping in China.203 China and Russia also sent high-level officials to the swear-
ing-in ceremony of President Nkurunziza as he began a controversial third term in office in August 
2015, despite international condemnation of the violent elections.204 Although foreign direct invest-
ment in Burundi was ‘‘non-existent in 2007,” 2015 figures show a great improvement at $70.2 million, 
with Russia as one of the country’s major investors.205 Although China and Burundi are trade partners, 
the enduring conflict has limited China’s economic involvement in the African state.206

Notwithstanding these interests, as the official statements of the council members show, three main 
reasons were proffered for China’s abstention: the principles of state sovereignty, a preference for 
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regional-level involvement, and the problem of textual provisions and the overreach of penholders. 
China can make a valid argument that its position aligned with the actions of the A.U., which backed 
down after threatening sanctions against the Burundian government, and the A3, whose members 
abstained from voting on Resolution 2303.207 Although the penholder, the U.S., argued that police pres-
ence in Burundi was a preventive measure, China focused on the need for state consent, arguing that 
“political missions should be deployed on the basis of full consultation with the country concerned and 
follow the principle of the consent of the host country,” a point supported by Russia, which nonetheless 
voted in the affirmative.208 Two of the A3 member states abstained on the basis of the noninclusion of 
their concerns in the final draft of the resolution.209

Mali

Security Council Resolutions and Votes on Mali

U.N. Resolution Security Council (S.C.) Issue/Controversy Votes 

 A3 China Russia P3

Res. 2056 (2012) S.C. establishes support for ECOWAS/A.U. action YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2071 (2012) U.N. to give military support to ECOWAS/A.U. YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2085 (2012) S.C. authorizes African-led mission (AFISMA) YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2100 (2013) S.C. votes for U.N. mission (MINUSMA)  
to subsume AFISMA

YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2295 (2016) Mandate to adopt more robust posture YYY Y Y YYY

Key Resolutions and Votes

The impetus for a peacekeeping mission in Mali began as the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS) Mission in Mali sought a military plan to tackle the complex security crisis in 
Mali.210 The ECOWAS plan, which began with political negotiations in March 2012, was subsumed 
by the A.U.’s plan in June 2015.211 Security Council Resolution 2071 called on states to provide inter-
national assistance, and Resolution 2085 authorized the deployment of the African-led International 
Support Mission in Mali (AFISMA), with a mandate to support the Malian Defense and Security Forces 
(MSDF).212 The draft proposals prepared by several countries including Colombia, France, Germany, 
India, Luxembourg, Morocco, Portugal, South Africa, Togo, the U.K., and the U.S., were both unani-
mously adopted with no registrations of concern with the content of the resolutions.213 

The situation in Mali took a twist with the January 2013 deployment of Operation Serval, a French-
led military operation to support the MSDF against terrorist groups linked to Al-Qaida in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM) in the face of the A.U.’s fledgling peace enforcement mission.214 The operation lasted 
for just about three months, but helped stop the advancement of the terrorist group into Bamako.215 

One month after obtaining the Security Council’s consent, the A.U. conducted a funding drive to 
support AFISMA.216 It is not clear whether Russia made any financial or logistical pledges to support 
the drive, and compared to commitments by the U.S. ($96 million) and France ($63 million), China 
made a modest $1 million pledge.217 Although African states and the A.U. in total contributed just 16 
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percent of the total $460 million raised for AFISMA, certain states, such as South Africa, Nigeria, and 
Ethiopia, made comparatively substantial pledges, and many African states also pledged troop sup-
port to the mission.218 In July 2013, the Security Council passed Resolution 2100 to establish the U.N. 
Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA), which subsumed AFISMA.219

Although the P2’s voting decisions on Mali do not vary compared to other permanent members of the 
Security Council, Mali provides a good example of how geopolitical considerations can constrain or 
influence the actions of the P2 in the Security Council. It also gives a good example of the changing 
security dynamics in contemporary peacekeeping and how the P2 have responded to these dynamics. 
In Mali, two main themes feature in the P2’s support for the U.N. resolutions. First, the P2’s preference 
for host-state consent and local ownership of the peace process was largely satisfied. The Malian gov-
ernment welcomed the Security Council authorization of AFISMA.220 In addition, the French-led mili-
tary operation in Mali was in response to a direct request from Mali.221 Furthermore, relevant regional 
actors (ECOWAS and the A.U.) were central in the move to establish the regional mission, which was 
later subsumed by the U.N. mission. Following the vote to establish MINUSMA, Russia attributed its 
assenting vote to the gravity of the complex situation, the consent of the host state, and the involvement 
of relevant regional organizations.222 

Second, Mali provides an example of multinational cooperation on international terrorism in the post-
9/11 world, and speaks to one of the contexts in which U.N. resolutions are likely to draw consensus 
within the Security Council, especially on the part of the P2. The 2001 terrorist attacks in New York 
and Washington, D.C., have helped forge a more united front between the P2 and P3 in peace oper-
ations on the continent, especially when the conflict has elements of international terrorism.223 The 
complex security crisis in Mali resulted from a combination of international terrorism, a coup d’état, 
and general failure of governance.224 The French-led operation was also in immediate response to the 
threats posed by three terrorist groups: Movement for Unity and Jihad in West Africa, Ansar Dine, 
and AQIM.225 Given this context, the P2 consented to all council resolutions, rarely making statements 
or commenting on textual preferences.226 This broader context may also explain why the P2 raised no 
tangible objections in the Security Council over the untidy re-hatting of A.U. peacekeepers with the 
establishment of MINUSMA. The timing and process of the handover from the A.U. to the U.N. in 
Mali was not generally acceptable to the regional body, and the process exposed gaps that endangered 
the U.N.’s peacekeepers.227 This constraint posed by asymmetric conflicts on U.N. mandates was noted 
by Russia in 2013 and 2016 even as it assented to both resolutions.228

Russia’s concerns did not result in an abstention or a veto. Moreover, even though it is argued that 
China was not enthusiastic about the French-led mission,229 China’s support for MINUSMA shows its 
endorsement for the mission with no objections to the Chapter VII mandate and no rhetoric urging 
political solutions, which have come to be expected from China. And while Russia has no peacekeeping 
personnel in Mali, in 2013 China deployed combat troops, which it called “protection units,” for the 
first time to a U.N. mission, and still had 401 troops deployed with MINUSMA at the end of 2016.230 
This move indicates a more tolerant stance to interventionist processes, at least in Mali, and also pro-
vides an opportunity for Chinese peacekeepers to gain field experience in counterterrorism military 
operations in Africa.231 
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Libya

Security Council Resolutions and Votes on Libya

U.N. Resolution Security Council (S.C.) Issue/Controversy Votes

 A3 China Russia P3

Res. 1970 (2011) S.C. imposes sanctions on Libya; calls for 
humanitarian aid; refers case to the ICC

YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 1973 (2011) S.C. establishes no-fly zone; more sanctions YYY A A YYY

Res. 2009 (2011) S.C. establishes U.N. mission (UNSMIL) YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2017  (2011) S.C. acts to stop proliferation of portable 
surface-to-air missiles, other arms 

YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2146  (2014) S.C. bans illicit export of crude oil from Libya YYY Y Y YYY

Res. 2298  (2016) S.C. authorizes member states to destroy 
Libya’s chemical weapons

YYY Y Y YYY

Key Resolutions and Votes

The conflict in Libya, which had its roots in the so-called Arab Spring that swept through neighbor-
ing North African states Tunisia and Egypt, led to the deployment of a NATO-led intervention in 
2011.232 Driven by the heavy-handed crackdown on civilian protesters by the authoritarian regime 
of Muammar Gaddafi, the Security Council passed Resolution 1970, which effected a travel ban and 
assets freeze on the dictator’s family and close officials, citing “the gross and systematic violation of 
human rights” by the regime.233 The resolution was unanimously adopted, and framed in language 
aimed at the protection of civilians.234 Less than one month later, consensus on Resolution 1973 proved 
more difficult to obtain. The P2 and three other states abstained from voting on the resolution, which 
established a no-fly zone over Libya and authorized member states to “take all necessary measures to 
protect civilians.”235 Subsequent resolutions on Libya, including Resolution 2009, which established a 
political mission – the U.N. Support Mission in Libya (UNSMIL) – were unanimously adopted.236

In Libya, the Security Council dynamics that led up to the establishment of UNSMIL show more varia-
tion and difference in opinion between the P2 and the P3 than resolutions to adjust the mission’s man-
dates in subsequent years. The P2 abstained from voting just once in 2011. Nevertheless, resolutions 
1970 and 1973 are succinct examples of the dynamics and contradictions inherent in Security Council 
resolutions, which make behavior of the P2 often unpredictable. By abstaining on Resolution 1973, 
the P2 followed their principles of noninterference and local ownership. Acceding on Resolution 1970, 
however, was less clear. The P2 embraced the Responsibility to Protect agenda of the draft resolution 
and did not oppose the proposed sanctions or the invocation of an ICC referral, as they had regarding 
Sudan and South Sudan (discussed earlier in this paper).

One factor that may provide insight into the P2’s voting decisions on both resolutions has to do with 
the particular interests of both states at specific stages of the conflict. Despite Libya’s difficult histo-
ry with the West, it maintained diplomatic and economic relations with China and Russia. By 2011, 
Chinese companies had investments in Libya valued at $18 billion, with about 36,000 Chinese work-
ers.237 Like China, Russia also had considerable investments in Libya, and lost up to $4 billion as a result 
of canceled arms deals and a postponed railway project following the crisis.238 In supporting Resolution 
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1970, China’s concern for its citizens and assets was a key factor, and it argued that “safety and interests 
of foreign nationals in Libya must be assured.”239 An affirmative vote, therefore, was in line with its 
interests to prevent possible harm to its citizens by the Libyan government. By March 17, 2011, howev-
er, when resolution 1973 was put to vote, China had completed “the largest and the most complicated 
overseas evacuation ever conducted by the Chinese government since the People’s Republic of China 
was founded,” removing 35,860 Chinese nationals from Libya.240 Russia had also evacuated its citizens, 
who numbered fewer than 2,000.241 Two years after this, China adopted a formal policy influenced 
by this experience. In its 2013 defense white paper, China institutionalized the use of MOOTWs to 
“strengthen overseas operational capabilities such as emergency response and rescue, merchant vessel 
protection at sea and evacuation of Chinese nationals, and provide reliable security support for China’s 
interests overseas.”242 

China’s and Russia’s attitudes toward the roles of regional organizations changed as the Libya interven-
tion was debated in the council. Early on in Libya’s crisis, both Russia and China advocated policies of 
support to regional organizations, consistent with their usual rhetoric.243 These policies were first chal-
lenged during the negotiation of Resolution 1973 in March 2011, when Russia viewed the Arab League’s 
plan to establish a no-fly zone over Libya and subsequent request for Security Council assistance as 
having been coopted by the P3.244 Russia’s statement explaining its abstention from Resolution 1973 ex-
pressed concern that the “initial concept as stated by the League of Arab States” had been transformed 
into a quite different kind of intervention.245 Russia submitted its own draft resolution to the Security 
Council that “would have backed relevant efforts by the Special Envoy of the Secretary-General, the 
Human Rights Council and the African Union.”246 China also “attached great importance” to the po-
sition of the A.U. when it abstained from Resolution 1973.247

However, by May 2011, the A.U.’s efforts had proved ineffective and lost credibility among the relevant 
stakeholders.248 This was due to several factors, including divisions between A.U. member states and 
a lack of political and financial support from NATO countries.249 By the time the establishment of 
UNSMIL was introduced in Resolution 2009, options for addressing the crisis by regional organiza-
tions had been exhausted. In this geopolitical context, Russia shifted its approach away from support 
to regional organizations and sought to address the crisis “exclusively under the auspices of the United 
Nations and the Security Council.”250 China too expressed a desire that “the United Nations and the 
Security Council should play a leading role” in assisting Libyan reconstruction.251 

UNSMIL’s facilitation efforts resulted in the Libyan Political Agreement in December 2015.252 Russia 
expressed support for these efforts and called on all Libyan political parties to support the agreement.253 
Despite this rhetoric, Russian actions have at times undermined the mission’s political progress. 
Most importantly, Russia has provided political, financial, and military support to Khalifa Haftar, a 
high-profile militia leader who currently threatens the authority of the Government of National Accord 
– the government supported by UNSMIL and formed as a result of the political process facilitated by 
the mission. Analysts have speculated that Russia’s support for Haftar may be motivated by several na-
tional interest considerations such as a desire to increase Russian influence and presence in the Middle 
East; a global objective to support the installation of governments that are authoritarian in character; 
and the prospect of forming new weapons and oil deals with Haftar to replace previous lucrative deals 
with the Gaddafi government. 254

China’s actions with regard to Libya in recent years have also sometimes conflicted with its stated 
support for UNSMIL. While China continues to support UNSMIL’s political process and the Libyan 
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Political Agreement rhetorically,255 ties between China and Tobruk, the stronghold of Haftar’s rival 
government, are apparent. Chinese companies have been in negotiations with the Tobruk government 
for infrastructure projects and contracts,256 and the Tobruk government even welcomed the prospect 
of Chinese military assistance in fighting extremists.257 In October 2016, a Chinese consortium an-
nounced a plan to invest $36 billion in infrastructure projects in Tobruk.258 

Libya also provides the only case under review where a member of the P2 initiated a Security Council 
resolution. Concerned with the possibility of arms from Libya “falling into the hands of terrorist 
groups,” Russia drafted Resolution 2017 to stem arms proliferation in Libya.259 This move came after 
Russia had accused other contributors of distorting the original text drafted by Lebanon, the primary 
penholder for Resolution 1973 – a position it continues to hold on this issue.260 The P2’s concerns about 
the proliferation of arms (in particular, chemical weapons) and their possible transfer to international 
terrorists influenced their support for Resolution 2298.261

China and Russia in African Peace Operations: A Summary

Personnel Contributions to Select U.N. Missions

U.N. Mission Police Military Experts On Mission Troops

China Russia China Russia China Russia

UNAMID 0 0 0 0 231 0

UNMISS 2 27 3 3 1,050 4

MINUSMA 0 0 0 0 401 0

Military and Police Contributions to Select Missions262

China and Russia are regarded as Africa’s nontraditional security partners.263 In some instances their 
behaviors on the Security Council align, but they have different economic, strategic, and cultural inter-
ests on the continent. Each country’s voting decisions are based on a complex calculation of domestic 
interests, which are expected to continue to change with time. The cases reviewed in this report show 
that the voting decisions and the official statements of the P2 can help map the decision-making pro-
cess within the Security Council. While these cases are not necessarily predictive, they provide a broad 
perspective on patterns that we can expect from the P2 on the Security Council going forward. 

For instance, their differing strategic interests may be deduced from the table above. Russia continues 
to limit the use of its mobile forces to its region’s periphery, whereas China is increasingly softening its 
stance on noninterference and broadening its strategic engagements on the African continent.264As seen 
in the distribution of peacekeeping personnel and their voting behaviors and official statements in the 
more recent peace operations in Mali and Burundi, China and Russia may take similar positions with the 
Security Council but pursue distinct agendas in Africa. For instance, China’s large troop presence in Mali 
allows the PLA to gain combat experience in a conflict with elements of international terrorism. Russia, 
on the other hand, clearly does not see African conflicts as an opportunity for gaining combat experience 
given its primary focus on its own region. This report has also highlighted China’s impetus for evolving 
strategic interests in Africa, which is more targeted at protecting its economic interests on the continent, 
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as well as ensuring safety for its growing diaspora doing business in Africa; this is distinct from Russia’s 
interest in providing specialized logistical support for peace operations in Africa.265

Nevertheless, the P2’s foreign policy agendas align in certain dimensions. Both states share a pref-
erence for a multipolar global order and a repudiation of perceived Western norms.266 The Security 
Council, therefore, provides both states with a platform for assertion and an opportunity to push for 
their preferred norms of nonintervention and the primacy of state sovereignty, even though China 
appears increasingly more flexible in its stance.267 This united front provides a window into possible 
opportunities to enhance or align the P2’s support for local ownership of peace processes in Africa. 

This report identifies the following themes that are common to the P2’s decision-making processes on 
the Security Council. In general, these factors contributed to or determined the voting decisions of the 
P2 on peace operations in Africa. 

1. China and Russia hinged their voting decisions on the principles of noninterference, support for 
host-state consent, and a preference for local ownership or the involvement of relevant regional bodies 
in peace processes on the continent. Even when there are interest calculations, which contribute to 
the decision-making yet are not generally acknowledged, these principles serve to legitimize the P2’s 
behavior on the Security Council. In all the instances under review, China and Russia made a case for 
local ownership and placed emphases on the importance of host-state consent. While a negative vote 
represents a more definite repudiation of a given resolution, an abstention withholds legitimacy from 

FIGURE 2: Factors that Contribute to the P2’s Security Council Voting Behaviors
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the resolution and presents a nonunited image of the Security Council.268 In the cases of Sudan, South 
Sudan, and Burundi, the P2 framed their abstentions as consequences of the nonconsenting host state. 
Furthermore, the P2’s resistance to sanctions stems from this principle of noninterference and a pref-
erence for political solutions. For instance, Russia abstained on Resolution 2241 in South Sudan, saying 
that council resolutions should not seek “to frighten the parties with the ‘club’ of sanctions.”269 

This stance is often narrow, and, in some instances, fails to acknowledge the delicate balance between 
the U.N.’s provisions for pacific settlement of disputes and the use of sanctions or force. A blanket op-
position to the use of sanctions may inadvertently grant support to a host state, even when its actions 
do not support the peace mission.270 The support for political solutions, particularly the support for 
regional institutions, has, in some instances, failed to take into account the success or failures of those 
mediation processes.271 

2. Notwithstanding the official statements, voting behaviors serve to fulfill domestic interests of the P2. 
When the principles of noninterference clash with domestic interests, China and Russia are likely to 
lay aside the principles and make voting decisions to help meet domestic needs. This is observable in 
Sudan, South Sudan, and Libya. 

3. China and Russia have refrained from initiating draft resolutions on peace operations in Africa. 
There are two factors here: first, common domestic interests within the council provide an opportunity 
for formal and informal coalitions on specific issues. Hence, it is not uncommon to see the P3 taking a 
common position on particular issues, as the P2 does. A common theme with the P2’s Security Council 
behavior is derived from a preference for multipolarity and an assertion of their “great power” status.272 
Yet the common goal of asserting this position has often pitched the P2 against Western powers or the 
P3 within the Security Council. Hence the repudiation of Western influence is often seen in expres-
sions of discontent with council resolutions, which are mostly drafted by the P3. 

Second, penholding is a source of contention for the P2 and nonpermanent members of the Security 
Council. This contention arises from both the resolution-drafting process and the textual provisions 
of the draft resolution. In many instances, China and Russia have cited discontent with textual provi-
sions of the resolution as the reason for a vote abstention. Similarly, both states have attributed voting 
decisions to a noninclusive negotiation process or a draft that ignores the common position of relevant 
regional actors like the A3. The P2 is at liberty to initiate a draft resolution, and it is unclear why China 
and Russia refrain from doing so, especially given the multiple times that both states complain about 
the noninclusion of their contributions to final drafts. In Resolution 2017 on Libya, Russia was able to 
co-opt the P3 as co-drafters, resulting in less acrimony within the Security Council. 

4. Prevailing geopolitical constraints contribute to the P2’s decision-making. These constraints mainly 
refer to exogenous factors that give contexts to P2 behaviors. Some examples are domestic or interna-
tional public opinion, as in the case with China in the months leading up to the Beijing Olympics; and 
global incidents that cause change in security calculations, such as the impact of 9/11 on P5 attitudes 
to international terrorism or the wider Arab Spring, which impacted the particular trajectory of the 
Libyan crisis. In general, the P2 has shown flexibility and cooperation in dealing with terrorism and 
other transnational organized crime in Africa.273 When international terrorism is a primary factor in 
a conflict, as in Sudan (in the early days), Mali, and Libya, the P2 has shown a tendency for consensus 
in Security Council votes. 
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Conclusions

This report analyzed formal Security Council debates and votes on U.N. missions in five states in 
Africa: Sudan, South Sudan, Burundi, Mali, and Libya. It also built on interviews with key players 
and considered meeting records on general issues pertaining to peace operations reforms in Africa. It 
sought to extract themes from these documents to understand the informal or formal coalition struc-
tures and factors that contribute to voting decisions in the Security Council. 

The rationale for this approach was to find out how two Security Council members, China and Russia, 
frame and act with regard to supporting peace operations in Africa. While not attempting to use these 
to predict future behavior, the aim was to examine patterns of behavior that can provide a general 
framework of how both states have acted in the past with a view to understanding future possibilities. 
The analysis has led to the following conclusions:

•	 Going by their official statements and voting decisions, China and Russia appear to be aligned 
in their preferences on the Security Council. Yet both states pursue different strategic agendas 
regarding peace operations in Africa. For instance, China’s troop contributions point to its need 
to gain combat experience; whereas Russia earned $927 million from U.N. peacekeeping logisti-
cal services, especially air transportation, between 2012 and 2016, although it prefers to keep its 
troops in regions nearer to its periphery.

•	 Global power divisions are extended into Security Council deliberations. These divisions, deter-
mined by ideological preferences, shape agendas, determine the trajectories of, and inform support 
for Security Council resolutions. While it is generally correct to say that these ideological differenc-
es pit the P3 against the P2, this report finds that voting decisions vary by context. 

•	 In Security Council agenda-setting, China and Russia have mostly chosen to be reactive, contrib-
uting to agendas set by the P3 through the Security Council’s penholding system. 

•	 The P2’s rhetorical support for African peace operations is consistently framed in terms of support 
for political solutions and as an extension of their noninterference principle. This position also 
plays a crucial role, often elevating the positions of key African actors, especially the A.U. and 
African members of the Security Council, to council-level debates. 

•	 Notwithstanding this rhetorical support, actual voting behavior is often determined by domestic 
interests and bilateral relationships. 

Given the strong rhetorical support for African causes in the Security Council, and given the increas-
ingly aligned economic and strategic interests of the P2 and the continent, there is a substantive oppor-
tunity for future cooperation in a systematic and predictable way both within the council and on the 
regional level. China and Russia could better serve their interests and those of their African partners 
by taking a more proactive role on the Security Council, especially with regard to penholding as an 
opportunity to set council agendas.
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PROTECTING CIVILIANS IN CONFLICT

Nontraditional Actors
CHINA AND RUSSIA IN AFRICAN  

PEACE OPERATIONS

As permanent members of the United Nations Security Council, China and 
Russia have presented themselves as supporters of the principle of “African 
solutions to African problems.” Yet their voting behavior at the Security 
Council, and their support for U.N. peace operations in Africa, have not 
always been consistent with this rhetoric.

 

This report analyzes how these two nontraditional actors have engaged 
with peace operations in Africa. It examines how China and Russia have 
responded to controversial U.N. missions in five African states: Sudan, South 
Sudan, Burundi, Mali, and Libya. It uses meeting records of U.N. resolution 
deliberations and debates since 1989, as well as interviews with stakeholders, 
to characterize how both states have behaved in the past, with a view to 
understanding how they may engage on peace operations in the future.
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