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Executive Summary

The air domain is an integral part of UN peacekeeping. Air assets — such as fixed-wing aircraft, 
attack and utility helicopters, and uncrewed aerial systems (UAS) — enable peacekeepers to move 
personnel and materiel, obtain situational awareness and peacekeeping-intelligence, and deter and 
respond to attacks. Characteristics such as speed, elevation, agility, and reach make air assets critical 
enablers in peacekeeping missions. Air power has a fundamental role in supporting the safety and 
security of peacekeepers and positioning them to accomplish their mission mandates. 

Failures in mission settings to effectively utilize the air domain due to host-state restrictions have 
had deadly consequences for peacekeepers. Air assets and the use of the air domain are critical 
to mandate implementation by protecting civilians (e.g., in current contexts such as the Central 
African Republic (CAR) and South Sudan); supporting efforts to observe, monitor, and report 
on cease-fires or buffer zones (e.g., in Cyprus and Western Sahara) and arms embargoes (e.g., 
in Lebanon); enabling peacekeepers to undertake peacebuilding tasks and extend state authority 
through support to the security sector (e.g., in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC)), and 
providing logistical support to regional peace operations or parallel operations (e.g., Somalia). 

Despite the criticality of the air domain to peacekeeping operations, the UN has struggled to 
generate, sustain, use, and operate a range of air assets and capabilities across missions. Strategic 
and operational obstacles have included denial of freedom of movement by host authorities, complex 
command-and-control (C2) processes, restrictions and caveats applied by troop-contributing 
countries, pressures to drive down costs and increase efficiencies, limited expertise and diversity 
to support situational awareness and new technology platforms, and a lack of a gender-responsive 
approach to the air domain. Many of these problems are linked to issues pertaining to force generation, 
both in terms of military air assets and civilian contractors. Such obstacles are not necessarily limited 
to the air domain and are applicable across a range of member state-generated capabilities. The UN 
has historically relied upon a handful of air-contributing countries and commercial providers, but 
the war in Ukraine has highlighted the risks of this approach. Shortcomings pertaining to safety and 
security have contributed to a lack of political will among member states — particularly those with 
high-end capabilities — to commit personnel or air assets to peacekeeping missions. 

In addition to supporting a military objective, air power in a peacekeeping context is also primarily 
deployed in support of a political objective. Unlike the use of air power in support of national 
objectives — where the political realm of decision is often far removed both geographically and 
organizationally from the tactical activities of military forces — air power in a peacekeeping sense 
is more closely entwined with the politics of UN intervention. It relies on extensive civil-military 
coordination, where civilians tend to lead on the management of logistics, while host-country 
authorities provide access to, or in some instances, obstruct, the air space. These considerations, 
where relevant, manifest themselves in vastly different ways than they do in conventional national 
military operations.
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The notion of air power and the use of the air domain in the context of UN peacekeeping missions is quite 
distinct from its use in other contexts. Therefore it requires greater clarity and understanding among 
peacekeeping stakeholders to understand the roles, strengths, and limitations of air power in implementing 
peacekeeping mandates and achieving mission effectiveness. To support a more comprehensive approach 
to air power — one that links roles to the delivery of mission mandates — the UN Secretariat should 
work with member states to bring more clarity and coherence to the use of air power in the context of 
UN peacekeeping. This paper proposes an air power concept for UN peace operations that is guided 
by three core roles: providing mobility, enabling situational awareness, and mobilizing a response to attacks. 
Combined, these roles support military and civilian components within the mission and provide a 
deterrent effect, allowing peacekeepers to more effectively achieve their mandates. 

The conceptualization of air power in UN peacekeeping missions differs significantly from the 
doctrinal approach in many national militaries due to a range of limitations. To start with, use of 
the term air power prompts concerns about the use of excessive force beyond the principles of 
peacekeeping, given the connotation of air strikes. This paper recognizes that peacekeeping missions 
must operate in compliance with the principles of peacekeeping, which notably differs from the 
traditional air power strategy and debates that occur at national command and staff colleges. 
Another key difference in the context of UN peacekeeping is the mandate and budget set by the 
Security Council and Fifth Committee respectively. Thus there is a disconnect between ways and 
means to achieve an end state or support the objectives of the mission. Decisions regarding which 
forms of air assets might be deployed are based on templated approaches (like other approaches to 
force generation), with limited consideration given to the effects that are being sought or the threat 
environment in which the assets might operate. The UN relies upon member states and civilian 
contractors to provide platforms, capabilities, and expertise; it does not have an independent 
capability to plan for and generate these capabilities for the organization. This situation tends to 
stifle innovation and the use of new technologies, which are imperative to adapt to the evolving 
threat environment in the air domain, as well as threats to the domain from other actors. 

The threat environment in the air domain is rapidly evolving, presenting additional challenges to 
peacekeeping missions. The war in Ukraine has demonstrated the susceptibility of aircraft and air 
bases to attacks by cheap commercial drones that have been weaponized. Air power is no longer the 
exclusive domain of advanced militaries. Peacekeeping missions have already witnessed the use of 
UAS by non-state armed actors and spoilers to surveil mission operating bases, prompting questions 
about the need for counter-UAS measures and new doctrinal approaches in missions to prepare 
for and respond to these threats. This requires adaptation to employ the cyber and space domains 
more effectively as tools to gather situational awareness, safeguard communications systems, and 
protect aircraft and personnel from attacks. Peacekeeping must also keep pace with the adaptations 
taking place in other conflict settings within the air domain. For example, mission leaders need to 
reconsider how they plan for air infrastructure and the use of air bases, as well as the use of satellites 
and the electromagnetic spectrum in their operations.

Peacekeeping missions also continue to operate in an environment characterized by geopolitical 
tensions with difficult relationships with host authorities in some mission contexts, as well divisions 
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in the Security Council over the strategic direction of peacekeeping. The authorization of the 
Multinational Security Support mission to Haiti in October 2023, as well as the recent deployment 
of subregional forces led by the East African Community and Southern African Development 
Community in eastern DRC has highlighted the need for greater clarity in terms of coordination, 
command and control, and de-confliction in the air domain. The adoption of Security Council 
resolution 2719 on the application of UN-assessed funding to African Union-led peace support 
operations is prompting further consideration of different models of peace support operations and 
partnerships. These developments have implications for the role of air power and should prompt 
debate about the role and comparative strengths required to enable UN peacekeeping missions to 
fulfill their mandates, as well as tools and reforms required within the UN Secretariat to modernize 
and implement an air power concept.  Greater clarity will also enable a more holistic approach to 
air power as part of UN peace operations and support the maintenance of peace and security in an 
increasingly complex global security environment. 

To address some of these challenges and seize opportunities to support future UN peacekeeping 
operations, this paper recommends that the UN Secretariat work with member states to:

  ɖ Articulate and communicate how air power supports mission effectiveness and mandate 
implementation through the development of a concept of air power for peacekeeping; 
systematically capturing data on when and how air assets contribute to the implementation of 
mission mandates; developing guidance on the integration of gender-responsiveness in the air 
domain; and incorporating concepts of air power into relevant pre-deployment and in-mission 
training programs.

  ɖ Ensure mission planning, procurement and force generation processes are focused on 
delivery of strategic effects in the air domain by developing a force generation framework 
that identifies the expected effect that will be require from a potential air contribution; 
diversifying contributions and supply chains for air assets; establishing a coordination 
mechanism or focal point for air capabilities across the UN secretariat; adopting an integrated 
systems approach to the use of air assets; ensuring aviation procurement mechanisms in the 
UN system are cost efficient and regularly reviewed; and capturing gender disaggregated data 
on personnel serving in aviation units. 

  ɖ Identify capabilities to counter the future threat environment to and from the air domain 
by developing a policy on UAS in peacekeeping missions; developing a defensive counter-air 
policy; and convening discussions with air-contributing countries and civilian contractors, 
among others, to consider lessons from other conflict-settings and the application of emerging 
technologies to enhance force protection and mandates needs in peacekeeping missions.

  ɖ Better prepare for the role of air power in different future models of peace operations 
operating alongside multinational, regional or sub-regional missions by considering the role 
of regional support models and inter-mission cooperation to deliver greater strategic effect; and to 
convene further discussions on the role of air power in different peace support operation settings.
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After staying at the United Nations Mission in South Sudan protection of civilians site in Juba for several years, thirteen internally 
displaced people voluntarily returned to waiting relatives in their hometown Malakal on 25 February. UN Photo/Isaac Billy.
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1. Introduction 

During the last 75 years, UN peacekeeping has demonstrated itself to be a resilient and adaptive 
tool to maintain international peace and security. For almost seven of those decades, missions have 
projected their reach into the air domain to fulfill their mandates. They have drawn on a range of 
capabilities and platforms provided by member states and civilian contractors to move people and 
supplies, surveil the mission terrain, and deter and respond to attacks on personnel and civilians. 
Effective use of the air domain is a core component of modern peacekeeping, particularly during 
times of crisis or the escalation of conflicts. Nonetheless, limited consideration has been given to 
the strategic application of air power as a core dimension of UN peacekeeping.1 Owing to the rapid 
evolution of threats in the air domain during conflict, as well as debates about the future of UN 
peacekeeping, the UN Secretariat and member states can no longer afford to overlook the strategic 
significance of the air domain to UN peacekeeping missions. 

Discussions about the role of the air domain in UN peacekeeping operations have tended to focus 
on assets and capabilities rather than conceptual considerations pertaining to strategic effects 
consistent with the evolution of threats in the air domain. This is in part due to a lack of expertise 
in a predominantly land-focused operating environment. In such environments, the leaders of 
many peacekeeping operations have a strong preference and financial incentive for deploying 
troops and face the costly requirement for significant investments in air infrastructure. In addition, 
misunderstandings and sensitivities revolve around the potential misuse of air power as a tool for 
peacekeeping, where the use of armed air assets is viewed as “escalatory.” Consequently, decision-
makers within the UN system and member states have been reluctant to “exploit the air domain 
to its full potential.” 2 Such challenges have been compounded by bureaucratic stovepipes between 
military planning processes in the UN’s Department of Peace Operations (DPO) and civilian-led 
contracting in its Department of Operational Support (DOS); such stovepiping also extends within 
individual mission mandating and budgeting processes, which devolve to mission C2 processes and 
restrict the use of various assets across missions. 

Focusing on air assets and capabilities as part of strategic force-generation processes and biennial 
peacekeeping ministerial conferences has been useful to address short-term capability gaps in 
missions. However, such approaches will only partly prepare peacekeepers for future challenges. 
The war in Ukraine has starkly highlighted many of the limitations of the UN’s approach to the air 
domain, most obviously that the UN Secretariat was heavily reliant on a small handful of suppliers 
to provide helicopters and other air assets. The lack of a diverse range of contributors, coupled 
with years of relying on a handful of civilian contractors due to budgetary restrictions, resulted in 
immediate gaps in the supply of air assets to peacekeeping missions at a time when many missions’ 
resources were already under strain. 

Limitations on the supply of air assets have also occurred at a time when the threat environment in 
peacekeeping missions has been rapidly evolving. Missions in the DRC, CAR, and South Sudan are 
overstretched geographically. The reliance on air assets is increasing as the threat environment on 
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the ground becomes more challenging owing to direct attacks on peacekeepers (such as the use of 
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) seen in the recently withdrawn mission in Mali), as well as 
difficulties with ground movement owing to climate-induced events. Such challenges are likely to 
increase in the future. This situation is compounded by restrictions that host authorities are placing 
on some peacekeeping missions around the use of airspace and the employment of UAS platforms, 
limiting the ability of peacekeepers to respond to protect civilians during crises and hampering 
missions in achieving situational awareness of developments on the ground. These restrictions 
have had dire implications for some peacekeepers: some have lost their lives due to delayed casualty 
evacuation by air.3 

The risks presented by these internal challenges are also likely to be intensified by a range of 
external threats within and to the air domain. Some missions are already grappling with the 
threats posed by surface-to-air missiles in their operating theatres, as well as the use of drones 
to gather intelligence or attack infrastructure.4 The proliferation of cheap and easily accessible 
drones by non-state actors is reshaping the way that air campaigns are fought, presenting risks to 
higher-end platforms and traditional basing models that involve large, static airfields from which 
to project air power. Such developments are likely to have profound consequences for the threat 
environment where UN peacekeeping and regional peace support operations deploy in the future. 
Conceptualizing how the air domain can be used to the greatest strategic effect in peacekeeping 
operations is essential to ensure that the air domain will remain a tool fit for its purpose.5 In 
other words, there is an urgent need to address question “how does air power allow us to achieve 
maximum effectiveness in peacekeeping?”’6 

This report examines how the air domain can be utilized to support the effectiveness of UN 
peacekeeping operations. It briefly examines how the air domain has been conceptualized in the 
context of UN peacekeeping and proposes some principles pertaining to the use of air power in UN 
peacekeeping missions, including how such principles can strengthen mission effectiveness. It then 
explores some of the different strategic and operational obstacles to the effective application of air 
power, assesses how air power can support the implementation of mission mandates, considers 
some scenarios where different applications of air power may warrant further consideration by 
the UN and its member states, and offers recommendations to develop a more coherent approach 
to the use of the air domain in UN peacekeeping. The report is intended for officials in the UN 
Secretariat, military and diplomatic representatives of member states, and peacekeeping mission 
personnel, who together have an ability to shape the way air power is conceptualized in the context 
of UN peacekeeping.

This report focuses on air power in the context of UN peacekeeping. It does not explore the 
application of air power more broadly in a range of other UN settings, including the use of UN 
assets for humanitarian purposes (e.g., the World Food Program and UN Humanitarian Air Service), 
special political missions, and logistics support-office type missions operating in parallel with 
regional peace support operations. Nonetheless, the authors of this paper understand that there is 
increasing recognition of a need for more “nimble, adaptable and effective mission models” due to 
the evolving nature of conflict7 as well as interest in regional responses to conflict, particularly on 
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the African continent following the adoption of UN Security Council resolution 2719.8 Many of the 
analyses and wider principles explored in this paper are applicable to the spectrum of various peace 
operations models led by the UN, or in partnership with regional and subregional organizations, as 
anticipated in UN Secretary-General António Guterres’ New Agenda for Peace. 

The report is based on research conducted by the Stimson Center in January-November 2023. It 
draws on extensive desktop research supplemented by interviews with a range of interlocutors 
including UN officials at headquarters, military advisors from troop-contributing countries, and 
peacekeeping mission personnel. The research was further informed by a workshop hosted in 
New York with UN officials, representatives from troop- and police-contributing countries, and 
peacekeeping experts in May 2023. 



12  |  The Role of Air Power in UN PeacekeepingA United Nations MI-26 heavy lift helicopter landing at Monrovia airport. UN Photo.
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2.  Evolution of the Use of the Air Domain  
in UN Peacekeeping

The air domain has been an important part of UN peacekeeping missions since the establishment 
of some of the earliest missions by the UN Security Council. 9 Helicopters and light aircraft were 
employed in the UN Observation Group in Lebanon in 1958, with the core task of supporting 
the mission’s military observation function through surveillance, namely, to “ensure that there 
is no illegal infiltration of personnel or supply of arms or other materiel across the Lebanese 
borders.”10 Long-standing missions in Lebanon and Cyprus continue to rely on air assets to fulfil 
their observation functions to this day. Yet the air domain has also been exploited to support 
peacekeepers’ efforts to deter attacks and act in self-defense, consistent with the mission’s mandate. 
In such mission contexts the risks of flying were often significant owing to the terrain and attacks 
on UN forces by hostile groups, as occurred in the Congo and Angola.11 In the 1960s, in the country 
then known simply as “Congo,” fighter jets and bomber aircraft were used to deter and respond to 
attacks in support of the mission’s mandate to prevent the outbreak of civil war.12 The use of such 
capabilities in UN service has generally been viewed as an outlier, yet member states have authorized 
their use at times, particularly when the threat environment from within and to the air domain has 
warranted a strong response. 

Some important historical studies have been done on the application of the air domain in the context 
of UN peacekeeping.13 Such analyses provide a valuable foundation for assessing some of the risks, 
limitations, and strategic challenges that warrant further analysis and consideration in the current 
context of UN peacekeeping. Important lessons can also be drawn from the doctrine and approaches 
of UN member states to air power or in their respective national military institutions. How best 
to harness the air domain for strategic effect has occupied the minds of scholars and practitioners 
over the last century.14 A perennial problem in these analyses is a fixation on the assets that have 
traditionally delivered air effect. In essence, this has resulted in a strong emphasis on analyzing what 
to use to exploit the air domain, at the expense of broader considerations of why and how an overall 
strategic aim can be achieved. 

Peacekeeping has traditionally considered air capabilities as an enabling function, with limited 
consideration given to how air power might be employed to achieve effects that directly support 
fulfillment of the mission mandate. Such bifurcation of air capabilities into front-line and enabling 
roles creates difficulty in appreciating how so-called support capabilities can independently deliver 
strategic effect and serves to limit the ability to harness the air domain in novel and creative ways. At 
best, this reduces operational flexibility and effectiveness. At worst, it can lead to the establishment 
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of C2 arrangements that significantly constrain the key strengths of operating in the air domain, 
namely reach, flexibility, and speed. The conceptualization of aviation as a mission support function 
is evident in the UN peacekeeping environment, particularly in the complex command-and-control 
framework that governs who can authorize the use of assets assigned to a particular mission. The 
concept of front-line and support capabilities is reflected in the relative distribution of responsibilities 
between a mission’s force commander and director of mission support. 

Furthermore, peacekeeping has traditionally been dominated by the land domain. Earlier missions 
were focused on securing territory or observing buffer zones on the ground, and most personnel 
were from land forces or national armies. Some missions have also required riverine (e.g., the United 
Nations Stabilization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (MONUSCO)) or maritime 
components (e.g., the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL)). But these have not 
dominated force commanders’ thinking regarding mission planning or concepts of operations 
(CONOPS). Although aviation assets have been deployed to peacekeeping missions for decades, 
there has been limited analysis or consideration given to more vertical aspects of peacekeeping and 
the role of air power, despite the visibility and potential controversies that have emerged around 
the use of certain assets. The first use of UAS in MONUSCO in 2013, for example, faced opposition 
from some member states, in part due to concerns about the use and exploitation of information (as 
well as unfounded concerns that the systems would be armed).15 Therefore, the UN has often been 
deliberate in using the terminology unarmed UAS (or uncrewed aerial vehicles, (UAVs)), rather than 
drones.16 Owing to concerns about surveillance, in some cases (e.g., UNMISS) peacekeepers have 
not been allowed to employ UAS because the host government has not authorized their use.17

Air assets and aviation units support a range of mission functions. Each of these is articulated in 
terms of unit type and function in the UN Military Aviation Manual. These missions include armed 
reconnaissance, passenger transportation, cargo transportation, transportation of dangerous goods, 
specialized operations (e.g., air assault and quick reaction), close support missions (to ground or 
maritime forces), aerial patrol, casualty evacuation (CASEVAC), medical evacuation (MEDEVAC), 
search-and-rescue operations, combat search-and-rescue operations, combat immediate extraction 
operations, neutralization/interdiction to protect civilians and friendly forces, helicopter landing 
site reconnaissance operations, and joint/multilateral operations.18 These types of functions are 
further broken down into the different activities that might be undertaken by fixed-wing, rotary-
wing, and UAS platforms. Consequently, the manual is intended for those serving at the operational 
level rather than the strategic level, articulating the requirements of different units and platforms 
rather than their strategic effect to support implementation of the overall mission mandate.

Developing a more coherent and strategic approach to the role of the air domain in UN peacekeeping 
is essential in preparing for the future challenges that peacekeepers are likely to face. In the words 
of one interviewee, the UN does not consider air power, but only thinks of air assets.19 A more air-
minded culture is necessary as peacekeeping forces face more threats from the air domain. This is 
imperative to raise awareness among all stakeholders about the challenges facing UN peacekeeping 
missions in the air domain and to prepare and adapt to future conflict needs and threats. Different 
countries have developed their own air power policies to guide their national approaches to the air 
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domain. As modern conflict evolves, the UN should do the same in order to understand the strategic 
effects it wants to achieve in different types of mission settings and the assets and capabilities that 
might be required to achieve such effects, even more so because military and aviation procurement 
processes can take decades, requiring planning and investment. The UN also differs in how it employs 
military assets, with certain political and legal limitations framing their use. If UN peacekeeping is to 
be fit for purpose to operate in future threat environments and work with partners and contributors, 
it must overcome some of the strategic and operational obstacles that prevent it from maximizing 
the role of the air domain.



16  |  The Role of Air Power in UN PeacekeepingUgandan police officers on their way to board an aircraft at Aden Abdulle International Airport in Mogadishu, Somalia. UN Photo/Stuart Price.
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3.  Concept of Air Power in UN  
Peacekeeping

 

This report seeks to build understanding about the contribution of the air domain to the 
implementation of peacekeeping mandates (the ends or objectives), articulate the different roles that 
can be used in the air domain (the ways) by enhancing understanding of the different effects that 
air power can provide to peacekeeping in delivery of the mandate, and identify the instruments for 
delivering on these effects through various resources, policies, processes, and enablers (the means).20 
The different ways and means are explored in more detail in this chapter through examination of the 
core and enabling roles of air power. 

3.1  Fundamentals of Air Power

The conceptualization of air power and strategy is articulated differently in different national 
military doctrines and policy statements; nonetheless, it is generally underpinned by core roles that 
support air strategy in the context of national defense. These traditional air power roles include 
mobility; intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance; counter air; and strike or attack.21 

Many of the traditional concepts of air power are applicable to peacekeeping mission settings, although 
they are differentiated by certain limitations (e.g., the principles of peacekeeping), guided by carefully 
negotiated mandates, and adapted to an integrated civil-military environment. Some traditional 
concepts of air power (e.g., control of the air) might have less relevance in peacekeeping settings, given 
that they are based on the consent of the host authorities, who generally have control of air space.22 
However, this control of the air is not guaranteed. Non-state actors may have access to weapons that 
can threaten mission air assets, or have the capacity and potential intent to use weaponized commercial 
UAV platforms in the air domain, threatening not only assets, but mission infrastructure, personnel, 
and civilians. Furthermore, the host-nation authorities can impose various operational and tactical 
obstructions (e.g., flight safety assurances) on the mission to prevent effective use of the air domain, 
despite the agreement with host governments for missions to have freedom of movement as part of 
status of forces agreements.23 Thus peacekeeping missions have been unable to rely on the assumption 
that they will be operating in permissive air space. Such situations are further complicated in contexts 
where peacekeeping missions are operating in parallel with bilateral security partners that are using 
military air assets or resources for their own national purposes. 
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Recognizing the unique limitations, principles, and settings where UN peacekeeping missions 
operate, this report builds on traditional concepts of air power and proposes the development of a 
coherent air power concept, uniquely for UN peacekeeping to form the basis of subsequent policies 
and guidance to harmonize the approach to employment of the air domain in UN peacekeeping. The 
concept should include three core roles: mobility, situational awareness, and response.

MOBILITY

Peacekeeping missions are frequently deployed in geographical locations that have limited 
infrastructure (including a lack of air transport and poor roads), and that may be vulnerable to 
climate events such as flooding during certain seasons. The mobility from air assets such as fixed-
wing aircraft and utility helicopters enables peacekeepers to maneuver across geographical terrain, 
conduct theatre-level airlift across more than one UN mission, undertake aeromedical evacuations 
of UN and in some cases, non-UN personnel, and act as a deterrent force (e.g., through airborne 
(via parachute) insertion of troops and equipment). Most important, air assets can also provide 
enhanced security to move people and goods when there is a significant threat of attack by road.

Some core functions include:

  ɖ Access to remote areas of mission environments that are inaccessible by road due to 
geography, a lack of infrastructure, climate events or security concerns.24  

  ɖ MEDEVAC and CASEVAC when peacekeepers and mandated uniformed partners come  
under attack and need to be moved for medical treatment.25 

  ɖ Heavy and tactical lift to move troops, people, equipment, and goods into and across  
mission settings.

SITUATIONAL AWARENESS 

Peacekeeping missions are increasingly relying on the air domain to inform their understanding of the 
threat environment. Aircraft can support the gathering of information that informs peacekeeping-
intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (PKISR). This can be enabled through crewed PKISR 
airborne units (military rotary-wing and military fixed-wing units) and UAS platforms.26 If there are 
effective communications links, these operations can provide real-time data. Moreover, there is no 
need for crewed aircraft for observation if this can be done by a UAS.27

Some core functions include:

  ɖ Gathering real-time aerial photographic or video imagery to support peacekeeping-intelligence, 
which may enable reporting on violation of human rights, arms embargoes, or cease-fires.
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  ɖ Ongoing systematic observation of an area of territory to understand the evolving threat 
environment (e.g., movement of armed groups or geographic changes that may indicate 
IEDs) to support force protection of personnel and protect civilians. 

  ɖ Overwatch of a road convoy (e.g., through small tactical UAS).

RESPONSE

Traditional concepts of air power include roles for strike or attack. This can include responding to 
attacks on peacekeepers and civilians by employing the use of weapons and force in exceptional 
circumstances. Mandates and rules of engagement (ROEs) anticipate the need for peacekeeping 
missions to use force to stop or deter spoilers in order to fulfill the mission mandate.28 The role of 
response generally applies to armed helicopters or fixed-wing aircraft that are equipped with offensive 
capabilities and designed to carry weapons.29 Aircraft may engage hostile groups as part of armed 
reconnaissance activities, close support missions (accompanying ground forces that may come into 
direct contact with armed groups), and combat search-and-rescue operations. Most important, this 
role does not currently apply to the use of UAS in peacekeeping missions. Other aspects of response 
could include information operations undertaken from the air (e.g., dropping of leaflets, or radio/
television broadcast from airborne assets), or the psychological impact of operations (e.g., the sight 
or sound of air assets). Enemies can be deterred simply by the sight or sound of air assets, which can 
create doubt when they may be considering new operations.30 

Some core functions include:31

  ɖ Providing fire support to deployed ground forces.

  ɖ Deterring hostile groups or reducing their capabilities through attacks on weaponry  
or facilities for the purposes of self-defense or to protect civilians.32 

  ɖ Providing armed escorts to ground forces.

3.2  Enablers to and Investments in Air Power 

To use air power effectively, air assets and units are also supported by a range of enablers, which 
are long-term investments necessary to yield the strategic effects delivered by core air power roles. 
In the case of peacekeeping missions, this includes the establishment of bases, sustainment, C2,  
communications, and force protection.
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BASING 

Owing to the transient nature of aviation assets, such assets require somewhere to land and take off, 
in order to be stored and maintained. In the case of peacekeeping missions, this generally takes place 
at operating bases, within mission settings, although some aircraft may be based in a regional hub, 
such as that located in Entebbe. In missions, bases are hubs for mission operations, logistics, and 
medical support. The establishment of operating bases often underpins the UN presence in the field 
but also requires a high level of protection to enable operations (detracting from other operational 
requirements in a mission), both from potential adversaries but increasingly also climate-related 
events. Recent experience suggests that large, fixed bases will increasingly be vulnerable targets for 
armed drones and loitering munitions.33

SUSTAINMENT 

To effectively harness air power, peacekeeping missions require personnel who have the skills 
and training to generate air operations. This includes everything from assessment and planning 
processes for missions and the development of guidance and training materials to strategic force-
generation and aircraft maintenance. Sustainment requires engagement and cooperation between 
DOS and DPO to ensure that the right mix of military and civilian assets are identified and deployed 
to support missions, including personnel with expertise in integrating gender considerations into 
the air operations. It also requires political support from member states to provide the necessary 
resources and capabilities to enable peacekeeping forces to deliver on their mandates. As the threat 
environment in the air domain continues to evolve, sustainment roles are also likely to incorporate 
considerations pertaining to future technologies and their application to peacekeeping missions. 

COMMAND AND CONTROL

Although C2 processes cover the spectrum of mission operations, certain aspects require specific 
consideration and expertise to enable the efficacious employment of air power. Effective C2 
requires close coordination with the host-country authorities or other partners who may have 
control of the air space to ensure the mission can effectively deploy its aircraft to undertake tasks 
in the mission. Air assets are frequently in high demand in operational settings and require ongoing 
cooperation among stakeholders (e.g., director of mission support and the force commander, or 
sector designates) to support their prioritization and effective use. Future consideration for C2 may 
involve a wider spectrum of tools to deploy and use in the air domain to protect the force or carry 
out tactical operations against adversaries if the threat environment in the air continues to evolve 
(e.g., electromagnetic defensive measures). 
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COMMUNICATIONS 

Effective, ongoing air operations require connectivity with a range of platforms across missions to 
ensure that the aircraft crew are coordinating properly in carrying out their tasks. Exchange of such 
information can be critical for situational awareness and the operation of other mission components. 
Limited interoperability between different troop-contributing countries can be a constraint on 
effective communication, despite requirements within the UN to standardize processes and 
equipment. UN peacekeeping missions also rely on external satellite communications providers in 
missions, which is a vulnerability.

FORCE PROTECTION

Peacekeeping missions cannot conduct air operations without ongoing force protection. Air assets 
and bases have come under attack in a range of missions. Force protection measures may include 
defense of air bases and air assets on the ground, as well as defensive measures to protect aircraft 
undertaking operations. The use of UAS by adversaries raises new considerations for missions in 
terms of force protection, including the deployment of counter-UAS capabilities. 
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Stimson Center  |  23  

 

4. Strategic and Operational Obstacles 

A range of strategic and operational obstacles restrict the ability of UN peacekeeping missions to 
effectively employ air power. Mandates are established by the Security Council, but they might 
not be supported adequately to achieve the desired end state or effect on the ground for a number 
of reasons. Several of these obstacles are more likely to exist in mission settings where there is a 
lack of so-called “advanced” military contributors and the security environment is hostile to the 
peacekeeping mission.34 

4.1  Denial of Freedom of Movement of Air Assets by Host Authorities

One of the key principles of UN peacekeeping is the requirement for the consent of the parties.35 In 
multidimensional peacekeeping missions that are deployed to support peace in contexts of intra-
state conflict, this has generally meant the consent and invitation of the host government to deploy 
a UN mission. Thus UN missions should have “the necessary freedom of action, both political and 
physical, to carry out its mandated tasks.”36 This is articulated in each mission’s status of forces 
agreement (SOFA), which, in the context of the air domain, provides that the peacekeeping mission’s 
aircraft should enjoy freedom of movement throughout the host country or territory.37

Despite agreements with host-country authorities that peacekeeping missions should have freedom 
of movement, obstruction of the use of air assets in peacekeeping missions has increased, particularly 
in the last decade. This has included:

  ɖ Mission-wide grounding of aircraft. This was the case in MINUSMA in January 2022, when the 
Malian authorities grounded all flights following the application of sanctions on the miliary 
junta.38 Even though the grounding was temporary, the Malian authorities continued to apply 
restrictions following the grounding by denying or not responding to flight requests.39 

  ɖ Requirement for prior authorization and/or supervision of flights. Following the grounding of 
aircraft in Mali, the authorities implemented a requirement for “prior authorization by the 
competent aviation authorities,” which “is part of the management of Malian airspace.”40 

  ɖ Restrictions on night flights. In MINUSCA, the Central African government imposed night-flight 
restrictions that prevented the mission from operating air assets at night. These were only 



24  |  The Role of Air Power in UN Peacekeeping

lifted in December 2022 for medical and casualty evacuations and for MINUSCA to support the 
national defense and security forces on operations.41 

  ɖ Restrictions on the use of UAS platforms. Several host nations have denied peacekeeping missions 
the ability to deploy or use UAS platforms. South Sudan has long opposed the use of UAS as 
part of UNMISS.42 More recently, the use of UAS was suspended by the minister of national 
defence and reconstruction in the Central African Republic (restricting the use in MINUSCA) 
following an attack by an uncrewed aircraft on a helicopter.43 Those restrictions were recently 
lifted with a notification system put in place.44 Most of the flight requests that were denied or 
received no response in MINUSMA in late 2022 pertained to uncrewed systems.45

  ɖ Requirement for flight safety assurances (FSAs). In UNMISS, the mission has had a policy of flight 
safety assurances in place since the shooting down of mission aircraft in 2012 and 2014.46 This 
mechanism has provided the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement and opposition actors with 
the de facto ability to restrict peacekeepers’ access to certain areas in the country by failing to 
acknowledge the requests at the national or local levels.47

  ɖ Denying access to land for the construction of airfields. For example, in Mali, MINUSMA 
peacekeepers were waiting for authorization from the Malian authorities to build critical air 
infrastructure on a 5-hectare piece of land.48 As a result, an ISR unit that had been pledged for 
deployment to Timbuktu in 2020 was unable to deploy.

By denying the mission freedom of movement in the air, host-country authorities can restrict the 
ability of the mission to protect civilians, monitor human rights abuses, and enable humanitarian 
access in locations where it may be inconvenient for the host authorities to have the mission 
operate.49 This may be due to the movement of host-country security forces; the activities of private 
military or security companies (e.g., Russia’s Wagner Group), which may be in violation of UN 
sanctions regimes;50 or the possible implication of those actors in human rights abuses. In many 
instances, these environments are inaccessible by road and peacekeeping missions are overstretched 
geographically, therefore the only means for obtaining situational awareness is via the air. 

But restrictions on the use of the air domain also have unintended consequences. Limitations on 
the force’s freedom of movement directly impact the safety and security of peacekeepers by eroding 
the UN’s ability to achieve its 10-1-2 response time frame for mission casualties.51 The death of 
two Bangladeshi peacekeepers in the Central African Republic in October 2022 was directly linked 
to the inability of MINUSCA to responsively launch an air asset to achieve the 10-1-2 timeline.52 
The UN Secretary-General subsequently called upon the CAR authorities to lift restrictions on 
night flights due to the negative impact on the safety and security of peacekeepers.53 The Security 
Council attempted to address this issue through the inclusion of language in the revised mandate for 
MINUSCA which urged the parties in CAR to enable freedom of movement “by air and at night” in 
compliance with the SOFA.54 
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The denial of freedom of movement by air also has implications for the ability of missions to move 
by ground, where convoy movement in areas of IED threats with UAS overwatch represents global 
military best practice. For instance, in MINUSMA, without ISR support from the air, some troop-
contributing countries were unwilling to move owing to safety and security concerns, with each road 
convoy requiring its own negotiation.55 Troop-contributing countries had become accustomed to 
UAS flights when Operation Barkhane was deployed and the French were controlling the air space, 
but that situation shifted when the Malian authorities took control.56 

A more systemic effect of restrictions on the freedom of air movement is the inability to undertake 
routine training flights to maintain mandated currency requirements for aircrews.57 Pilots are 
required to maintain a wide range of competencies in airborne events, many of which are not easily 
conducted during operational missions. For instance, pilots and crew members might need to log a 
certain number of night landings or conduct instrument-landing procedures each month for their 
experience to be considered “current.” The frequency of these events is tied to the complexity of the 
activity, thus flight restrictions imposed by host-country authorities can have significant safety-of-
flight implications if they affect the ability of aircrews to practice flight events requiring the precision 
borne of frequent repetition. Such restrictions also render pilots that have deployed to missions 
unable to fly if they cannot maintain currency in the mission setting.

4.2  Limited Supply of Required Assets and Capabilities

The lack of available assets is a key factor complicating the UN’s ability to effectively harness the 
air domain.58 The UN relies on a combination of military and commercial aircraft to conduct air 
operations in peacekeeping missions. Unlike other UN settings, which rely primarily on commercially 
contracted aircraft (e.g., World Food Program, UN Humanitarian Air Service), peacekeeping 
missions need a diverse combination of military air assets to operate with deployed personnel and 
provide a range of effects fit for hostile operating environments (e.g., helicopters that are armed and 
equipped with ISR capabilities, or mobility aircraft fitted with countermeasures to mitigate the risk 
of surface-to-air attacks). 

The UN’s Office of Military Affairs (OMA) and DPO have made considerable efforts during the 
last decade to strengthen force-generation efforts and better match capabilities with mission 
requirements. This was one of the reasons for the establishment of the Strategic Force Generation 
and Capability Planning Cell, which works with troop-contributing countries to address mission 
gaps. Such initiatives have been supported by more frequent circulation of Uniformed Capability 
Gap lists,59 the establishment of the Peacekeeping Capability Readiness System (PCRS),60 and, 
since 2015, regular peacekeeping ministerial events where member states are encouraged to make 
practical pledges to meet peacekeeping mission needs.61 Despite these efforts, the scarcity of 
aviation assets has persisted.62
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One of the primary reasons for these gaps pertains to a lack of political will among current and 
potential troop-contributing countries. Expensive military aircraft equipped with self-protection 
measures are often required for national support tasking and take priority over UN commitments 
(which, in part, explains the absence of many Western and European contributors to aviation in 
peacekeeping). Air assets are expensive, and military procurement processes can take years. This 
has resulted in a reluctance on the part of some countries to pledge platforms, particularly in Mali,63 
where Germany’s Heron UAVs were not fully utilized. Notwithstanding restrictions imposed by 
host-country authorities, such platforms were not considered to be the right tool for combat support 
operations64 which, for some, sent a clear message indicating a lack of strategic view on the use of air 
assets in peacekeeping operations.65 

Although supply-side constraints help to explain part of the puzzle, the complex bureaucracy 
of the UN makes it difficult to effectively and efficiently use capabilities that are made available, 
making member states even more reluctant to offer high-value military capabilities to peacekeeping 
missions. The UN has acknowledged that airlift aircraft could potentially serve multiple missions.66 
In several cases, aviation units and aircraft have served across missions as part of more formal 
inter-mission cooperation arrangements.67 However, the use of such assets has at times proven 
challenging in practice. One example is Canada’s experience during Operation PRESENCE.68 
An important component of the operation was the episodic deployment of a C-130J Hercules to 
Entebbe, Uganda, in support of the UN’s Regional Support Centre. Conceptually, the aircraft was 
provided — at minimal cost to the UN69 — to support UN operations in Africa; however this plan 
to service multiple UN missions soon became complex. Of particular concern were administrative 
arrangements associated with the aircrews, concerns pertaining to budget line items, and even visas 
— all of which significantly impacted the UN’s use of a valuable asset. 70 More broadly, inter-mission 
cooperation remains underexplored given the geographic proximity of many current missions.71 This 
may be due in part to the prerequisites required to reassign assets across missions (e.g., troop- and 
police-contributing country support, host-country approval, and Security Council authorization). 
Nonetheless, there is scope for a more strategic approach to the use of air assets, particularly where 
missions are in geographic proximity to one another. 

Many of these challenges extend into the use of aircraft that are deployed to missions. The UN rents 
the “service” of military air assets by agreeing to pay for hours flown (except attack helicopters),72 
and the organization needs to go through a procurement process for each air asset because there are 
no standardized rates for air assets provided by member states. This means that a disparity exists 
regarding what is paid to various aviation contributors.73 Furthermore, some troop-contributing 
countries have been reluctant to provide air assets under letters of assist that do not provide 
compensation for damage when an air asset is attacked in the mission. 74 Such situations have 
generally arisen when the member state has not had insurance for the aircraft; thus the member 
state has borne the direct cost when it is damaged and no longer in use.75 

There is also no effort to define aviation requirements for peacekeeping missions in a consistent 
manner; some aviation experts are concerned that the Statement(s) of Unit Requirements (SURs) 
are old and unresponsive to the current threat environment of missions.76 For instance, some assets 
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pledged on the PCRS may lack nighttime flying capabilities.77 Further, there are different approaches 
to military and civilian air assets, despite their combined contribution to strategic effect. For 
instance, there might be a SUR in terms of a military contribution, but there no assessment has been 
undertaken to see whether those needs could be met commercially.78 

Commercial assets have generally been more reliable to source for missions, but they can be more 
costly. Efforts to tap commercial air assets for peacekeeping missions have also been affected by 
the war in Ukraine: Prior to the war, the UN had predominantly relied on Ukrainian and Russian 
commercial contractors to support its air fleet in peacekeeping missions. Owing to cost constraints 
and geopolitics, the UN was willing to rely on a small number of contractors rather than diversify 
the fleet and risk increasing costs. The war in Ukraine and Russia’s lack of compliance with ICAO 
regulations dramatically reduced the UN air fleet. In addition, in the case of military air assets, some 
troop-contributing countries use Soviet-era aircraft, which require parts that have been impacted by 
sanctions.79 The UN’s approach to contracting civilian air assets highlights the difficulty it faces in 
balancing different types of risks. Although the financial risk of diversifying the contracted fleet could 
result in short-term increased costs,80 such a move might result in an overall reduction in systemic risk 
to operational effectiveness because events such as ICAO identifying a significant safety concern with 
a particular operator or member state would be less likely to affect the entire peacekeeping enterprise.

4.3  Restrictions and Caveats Applied by Troop-Contributing Countries

Even when countries have the political will to deploy air assets to a mission, an enduring challenge 
to the UN’s ability to raise and deploy member-state military capabilities is the application of 
caveats.81 In general, caveats are seen as undesirable in the UN system due to the perception that 
they “break the equality between contingents and damage the integration required to maintain 
security,”82 but undeclared caveats have the additional potential to introduce friction and complexity 
to the operational environment at crucial moments if contingent commanders refuse orders from 
senior mission staff during time-critical contingencies. The Shared Declaration for the Action for 
Peacekeeping Agenda agreed to by member states in 2018 included a commitment to avoiding 
caveats or communicating them if they applied,83 which was also articulated in the Fifth Committee’s 
crosscutting peacekeeping resolution adopted in June 2022.84

Despite the undesirability of caveats, the UN is often confronted with a choice between having no 
air asset or accepting one with restrictions. Some troop-contributing countries place restrictions 
on where they will deploy air assets or the types of operations that they are willing to conduct.85 
This can present challenges when air assets are required in extremis situations and have implications 
not only for the safety and security of personnel, but also for the reputation of the mission. Such 
restrictions can also affect the mindsets of peacekeepers.86 

The application of caveats or lack of specialist capabilities (for example, night-vision capabilities, 
which allow for a broader range of utility in low-light environments) has led the UN to rely on 
commercially contracted civilian aircraft to fill aviation gaps, particularly for medical evacuations.87 
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4.4  Contested Command-and-Control Processes

Unlike national militaries, control of most aviation assets within peacekeeping missions is delegated 
to a civilian lead. The UN Policy on Authority, Command and Control notes that the director/chief 
of mission support (DMS/CMS) “is responsible and accountable for the effective utilization and 
tasking of all United Nations commercial/military mission enabling assets,” with the head of the 
military component (e.g., the force commander) exercising “sole tasking authority over all combat 
units i.e., attack helicopters and combat engineers.”88 

The policy has long been a source of contention among troop- and police-contributing countries, 
who expect that the military will have control over military assets in the mission. For them, this 
serves to complicate the risk calculus for force commanders because they do not directly control 
contingency-response aircraft such as utility helicopters, which are often required for CASEVAC. 
However, the utility helicopters are often under the command of the DMS because they can be 
used for nonmilitary purposes (e.g., scheduled flights). Some measures have been implemented 
that offer greater flexibility in extremis contingencies in the C2 policy, including standing approval 
procedures for tasking of mission assets on short notice (e.g., deployment of Quick Reaction 
Forces and CASEVAC). Similarly, the policy stipulates that large missions should decentralize 
and delegate to the field-office level where appropriate. However, this has not mitigated concerns 
among some troop-contributing countries that assigning command and control of mission 
aviation assets to personnel outside the military chain of command creates the potential for 
misaligned incentives, despite evidence from the UN that force commanders generally underuse 
their allotment of flight hours.89

Force commanders’ direct command responsibility for the uniformed peacekeepers drives their 
decision calculus. For example, a military commander might consider the risk to a convoy movement 
high enough to warrant further consideration of the options for the execution of the mission. Absent 
operational control of the air assets, the only options available to the commander within their span 
of responsibility are to increase the force protection assigned to the convoy (and, by extension, 
expose more peacekeepers to the risk), or decide not to proceed with the mission. By comparison, 
the DMS is incentivized to focus more on the management of air assets as a resource cognizant of the 
mission’s budgets and resources, rather than a vehicle to achieve mission effects. Both perspectives 
are required when making decisions about the use of air assets given the geopolitics, security 
concerns, and financial considerations underpinning the nature of multilateral peacekeeping, but 
the weight of these considerations can differ depending on the context, operational requirements, 
and risks to the safety and security of personnel, or the protection needs of civilians. In the words 
of one senior UN military official, there is a need to understand what the expectations of others are, 
with a “mix of humility and responsibility.”90 
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4.5  Cost Efficiencies Driving Force-Generation and  
Procurement Processes

Cost efficiencies remain a key driver in assessing whether certain platforms are engaged for 
UN missions. In the words of one interviewee from a troop-contributing country “it’s all about 
money, not a warfighting concept.”91 Air operations are one of the more expensive line items in 
the peacekeeping support account. For instance, the approved resources for air operations in the 
2023-2024 budget were $571,557,200.92 Air operations amounted to approximately 9% of the overall 
peacekeeping budget of nearly $6.1 billion. There are strong incentives for identifying areas to save 
money in a geopolitical environment in which government officials are always looking for ways to 
reduce the peacekeeping budget. However, there are also inherent risks associated with basing force-
generation and procurement decisions on narrow assessments of the lowest-cost provider. 

The UN seeks to control these costs through cost-effective contract mechanisms, and until 
recently, this meant most contracts for civilian air support were awarded to Russian and Ukrainian 
companies. However, this approach has risks, as demonstrated by ICAO’s issuance of a significant 
safety concern to the Russian Federation for infractions of the Chicago Convention, which governs 
international aviation.93 UN procurement rules require “[t]he State of Registry of aircraft [to] have 
no unresolved ICAO Significant Safety Concern[s],”94 thus the UN was forced to risk-manage and 
effectively ground Russian-registered aircraft. These developments demonstrate the importance of a 
comprehensive, risk-based calculus when assessing the value-for-the-money of a contract. 

There is currently no mechanism to ascertain whether apparently cost-effective contracts are worth 
the money spent by the UN.95 Military aircraft are engaged under letters of assist on a per-flight-
hour basis. Despite the expense associated with aviation, the budget for air operations is subject to 
significant fluctuation due to varying costs across missions.96 There is a need to look at what is being 
spent and where available funds are being underspent and underused in mission settings. There is 
also no systemic assessment of the impact that the deployment of certain air assets or capabilities 
has on the implementation of mission mandates. The use of air assets is not currently tracked 
through mechanisms such as the Comprehensive Planning and Assessment System, although hours 
flown and quantitative measures are captured as part of Result-Based Budgeting processes.

Cost reimbursement based on usage does not necessarily capture the value of idle air assets that may 
be in place to support strategic effects, nor the importance of utilizing a certain asset in specific mission 
settings that differ from the immediate tasking. The one exception here is attack helicopters, which are 
reimbursed on a monthly rental basis, recognizing that their “availability alone serves as a deterrent 
and show of force.”97 But generally these are in short supply, even though there can be a psychological 
value in using certain armed helicopters (e.g., Apache) over other assets when there is a need to deter.98 
Through an accounting lens, the procurement of assets for contingency purposes may not represent 
value for the money spent. However, similar to the cost/benefit analyses that underpin a city’s decision 
to fund emergency services such as fire and police, the financial risk of latent capabilities should be 
weighed against the overwhelming benefit of having the assets on hand for contingency purposes.99



30  |  The Role of Air Power in UN Peacekeeping

Finally, criteria that guide decisions around force generation and procurement also do not 
comprehensively consider carbon footprints and the environmental impacts of certain aircraft. 
According to some of those interviewed, these conversations are starting to shift, particularly as 
member states request a greater focus on the environmental impact of peacekeeping100 and missions 
are required to comply with environmental policies.101 

4.6  Limited Expertise and Diversity to Fully Employ Air Assets

The evolving nature of technology in the air domain requires personnel that are skilled in the 
operation and management of air assets. In addition to personnel and flight crews, for missions to 
fully employ air assets and the air domain, there is a requirement for specialized personnel who can 
process and analyze imagery. Several missions have UAS and imagery officers supporting the use 
of UAS platforms in the missions. For example, the MINUSCA mission has three UAS specialists 
and four imagery specialists.102 But there is no guarantee that personnel being deployed to those 
positions will necessarily have the required background, particularly in intelligence. Technical 
challenges may also arise with the use of data obtained by platforms. For instance, some troop-
contributing countries do not have the expertise to download data from different UAS platforms.103 

That expertise also extends into a requirement to understand and integrate human considerations 
— such as gender — into the use of air power. There are several DPO policies on gender-responsive 
peacekeeping.104 More recently, the UN has developed clear guidance on the expectations of 
military components for integrating a gender perspective into operations, detailing the different 
responsibilities for the U2 (intelligence) and U3 (operations) sections of the military component 
for gender-responsive conflict analysis as part of peacekeeping-intelligence processes, as well as 
planning, activities, and operations that can include air operations.105 Nonetheless, gaps remain 
on systemic guidance for military and civilian aviation units in terms of planning or operations. 
Without explicit direction for these units to be gender-responsive, these concerns are unlikely to be 
integrated consistently. Given UN peacekeeping’s leadership on gender-responsive operations, such 
expertise should inform a clear gender-responsive approach to the air domain.106 

Although a concerted effort is under way to track the number of women serving at various levels 
across missions, including in contingents and as experts on missions as part of the Uniformed Gender 
Parity Strategy, this effort is not taking place in different military and civilian aviation components, 
which could illustrate potential gaps in the air domain. Peacekeeping missions should capture gender-
disaggregated data in aviation units and report on it to identify gaps and areas for improvement in the 
sector. Barrier assessments undertaken within troop- and police-contributing countries should also 
seek to identify why gaps exist in air units in deploying countries because these might require more 
targeted reforms in relation to basing and infrastructure in missions, as well as institutional support 
while on deployment. Furthermore, adapting terminology in the Aviation Manual (which uses “him”) 
would be a helpful starting point to strengthen inclusivity within the air domain.
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5.  Enabling Safety and Security and  
Mandate Implementation

 

In the same way that national security strategies tend to guide the role of air power in domestic 
contexts, the Security Council mandates set the strategic objectives of peacekeeping missions. 
These are translated to the military component through the development of military CONOPS 
and rules of engagement, as well as statements of unit requirements that articulate the uniformed 
capability needs of a mission to deliver on a particular mandate, often based on earlier planning 
missions that have been undertaken. However, throughout these processes, the role of the air 
domain is rarely conceptualized in its entirety to consider how it might deliver effects based on the 
overall objectives of a mandate. 

Before even considering how the air domain can advance mandate implementation in UN 
peacekeeping missions, it is essential to consider the centrality of air power to the safety and 
security of personnel because without it, peacekeeping forces are unable to deliver on their 
mandates. Although most of the threats to peacekeepers currently emanate from land,107 in some 
instances local security forces have been subject to attacks from UAS in the air.108

The evolving exploitation of the air domain in other conflict settings has implications for the ability 
of peacekeeping forces to protect civilians. Conflicts in the Middle East, Africa, and more recently, 
Ukraine, have demonstrated the spread of commercial and military-grade drones.109 Peacekeeping 
missions have already reported observing UAS flying over bases. Although it is not clear at this 
stage whether any have been weaponized with IEDs, peacekeeping forces need to be prepared for 
IED use against civilians and a potential threat to their own safety and security.110 As noted earlier, 
peacekeepers have died as a consequence of being shot down in air frames, and air assets have 
recently been attacked by surface-to-air missiles. 

The use of air assets has historically provided a means for missions to mitigate the threat to land 
convoys in mission settings by providing mobility. For example, in Mali, it could take up to four weeks 
for a convoy to reach the farthest location of the mission at considerable risk of ambush or IED 
attack.111 Such risks prompted some troop-contributing countries (such as Egypt) to suspend their 
activities in MINUSMA in July 2022 following the death of seven peacekeepers.112 This consequently 
required a surge in air operations to maintain supply chains, which proved unsustainable in the 
longer-term, despite the fact that doing so effectively removed the risk of IED attack, thereby 
significantly improving the safety and security of deployed forces.113 The use of air assets including 
fixed-wing and UAS can also provide important situational awareness and ISR capabilities in support 
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of mission ground movements, thereby providing another layer of force protection.114 The loss 
of such situational awareness due to flight denials for UAS in MINUSMA prompted some troop-
contributing countries to withdraw from the mission.115 Similarly, air assets — particularly armed 
military helicopters — can provide an important deterrent effect and response if peacekeepers are 
attacked and are required to use force in self-defense.116

As noted earlier, the effective employment of air power in peacekeeping contexts affects the mindsets 
of peacekeepers and their contributing countries, and therefore impacts sustainment. Peacekeepers 
cannot be dedicated to their mission if they are not convinced they will be rescued. If peacekeepers 
believe they will be rescued, they are more likely to be committed to the mission, which leads to 
operational success. There is a strong link between efficient and effective medical evacuation and 
the commitment of peacekeepers.117 Effective use of air power can therefore contribute to more 
positive mindsets to deliver on the mission mandate.118 

In addition to its clear utility in enhancing the safety and security of personnel, air power can advance 
mandate implementation at a strategic level in four ways: by protecting civilians (including through 
the facilitation of humanitarian assistance and monitoring violations to human rights); supporting 
cease-fires and political processes through observation, monitoring, and reporting (including arms 
interdictions and buffer zones); undertaking peacebuilding activities (including electoral support); 
and providing logistical and enabling support to host authorities and other partners (e.g., African 
Union (AU) missions).

5.1  Protection of Civilians

Protection of civilians (POC) has been a core component of UN peacekeeping missions for over 
two decades. This requires a whole-of-mission response, with the military component assuming 
significant responsibility for actions under the UN’s “Tier II Provision of Physical Protection.” 
Although there is no explicit reference to aviation capabilities in the current DPO Policy on the 
Protection of Civilians in United Nations Peacekeeping, the policy does explicitly note that assets 
“should be mobilized to implement the POC mandate, as necessary.”119  Several mandates refer 
to the importance of the mission maintaining proactive deployments that have a “mobile, flexible, 
robust and effective posture, including by conducting active patrolling by foot and by vehicle.”120 
Some are even quite explicit on the use of air assets when it comes to protection of civilians. The 
mandate for MINUSMA called upon the mission to protect civilians with the support of the Malian 
authorities by “prioritizing the deployment of ground and air assets, as available, in areas where 
civilians are most at risk.”121

Geographical overstretch and limited resources mean that the mobility, situational awareness, 
and response provided by air assets is essential in ensuring that missions can deliver on their POC 
mandates. Air assets such as helicopters enable the movement of military and civilian personnel to 
remote locations to undertake patrols and engage with communities; the heavy lift provided by a 
range of fixed-wing aircraft can support the evacuation of civilians that might be under threat.122 The 
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presence of air assets can act as a deterrent to potential armed groups or aggressors, even if they do 
not conduct any offensive operations.123 And when required, missions have relied on armed military 
helicopters to deter and respond to aggressors from attacking civilians.124 

The deployment of UAS has also revolutionized the ability of missions to gather information 
about threats to civilians during the last decade and monitor potential human rights abuses in 
locations that peacekeeping missions might find difficult to access. For instance, UAS can loiter — 
at relatively low risk, compared to crewed systems — where armed elements operate and gather 
imagery about patterns of life.125 Nonetheless, their deployment has been limited in several missions 
owing to restrictions on their use in the mission in certain areas (e.g., not across borders) or at 
different times of day by the host government. Many of these restrictions have been characterized 
as concerns about intrusions over state authority, but restrictions are increasingly being applied 
in contexts where there are multiple security actors and allegations of human rights abuses.126 As 
a result, the multiplier effect that could be delivered through the information gathered by UAS 
in terms of mobilizing other resources to prevent and respond to attacks on civilians is severely 
limited in some mission contexts.

Furthermore, in instances where air assets such as armed military helicopters are required to respond 
and use firepower to protect civilians, consideration will need to be given to the application of 
civilian harm mitigation in the application of air power. If there is more use of air assets to deter 
and respond to attacks, then measures need to be put in place to ensure any increased likelihood for 
civilian harm is mitigated.127 

Ultimately, there are limits to what air power can achieve in supporting efforts by peacekeeping 
missions to protect civilians. Any effective use of the air domain will rely upon the activities of 
other mission components including the military, police and civilians working on the ground (e.g., 
political affairs, civil affairs) to understand the threats to civilians, provide early warning, and 
support and enable a joint mission response. Efforts to protect civilians in the air domain will need 
to be gender-responsive and factor in the intersecting vulnerabilities and needs of different groups. 
It will require consideration of the second and third order impacts resulting from the use of air 
power to deter attacks on civilians.128 Furthermore, such efforts will require ongoing engagement 
and cooperation with the local population to understand their perception of threats and needs. 
These limitations need to be clearly articulated in the development of any operational plans to 
employ air power to protect civilians.

5.2  Observe, Monitor, and Report

Traditional peacekeeping missions — also referred to as “one dimensional missions” 129— include 
mandates with functions to observe, monitor, and report.130 This can include observations of 
cease-fires (e.g., MINURSO), buffer zones (e.g., the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus 
(UNFICYP)), or monitoring of the implementation of arms embargoes (e.g., UNIFIL). 
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The use of air assets often complements the deployment of military observers in missions or 
other surveillance and monitoring technologies that might be providing situational awareness and 
deterring illegal activities by the parties to the conflict. In Western Sahara, air patrols are deployed 
to monitor compliance with cease-fire arrangements in the mission.131 In Cyprus, the mission uses 
the aviation unit to support its mandates to supervise the cease-fire line and maintain a buffer zone. 
The aviation unit “enables the force to identify violations by air in both sensitive areas and areas that 
are inaccessible owing to terrain.”132 Video footage from air patrols may be shared with the parties 
to demonstrate violations of the buffer zone.133 Even when flights are undertaken for transport or 
medical evacuation, they can provide an opportunity to observe suspicious anomalies. 

5.3  Peacebuilding Activities and Extension of State Authority

The mobility provided by using air assets can be an important enabler to facilitate implementation 
of peacebuilding tasks in a peacekeeping mission mandate. For example, peacekeeping missions are 
frequently mandated — usually at the invitation of the host government — to facilitate and support 
the conduct of free-and-fair elections. Elections are an enormous logistical undertaking in countries 
that lack infrastructure, roads, and transport. In the DRC, MONUSCO provided logistical “support 
to the Independent National Electoral Commission by airlifting 50 tons of electoral material from 
Goma to Bunia and Beni.”134 Air assets have therefore played a critical role in providing support for 
the conduct of elections, including through the movement of ballots. 

Similarly, air assets have supported the movement of people and materials to support government-
led reform activities. For example, in Mali, MINUSMA “provided air transport to 213 individuals and 
2 tons of electoral materials in support of Government-led activities on political and institutional 
reforms.”135 If employed effectively, mission air assets can enable the wider implementation of 
mission mandates — for instance, in support of civil society engagement and women’s political 
participation — by ensuring that marginalized groups are transported to take part in political 
dialogues and engagement activities. 

Peacekeeping missions frequently support and enable the host state to extend its authority through 
presence, capacity, and legitimacy.136 Logistical support is often essential to extend the physical reach 
of certain government services as well as the security forces. Missions can facilitate the movement of 
people and commerce in contexts where infrastructure is lacking or there are no reliable air services 
(e.g., the DRC, South Sudan). Furthermore, missions can be mandated to undertake joint operations 
with security forces (in compliance with the Human Rights Due Diligence Policy). All these activities 
rely upon the mobility provided by air assets. When peacekeeping missions withdraw, this can result 
in an acute gap for a follow-on mission presence or the UN country team, as well as host countries, 
which may have become reliant upon the logistical support provided by the UN assets, particularly 
for extending state authority in remote areas. 
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5.4  Support to Regional and Parallel Operations 

Some UN peacekeeping missions have also been mandated to provide logistical air support to 
partners operating in parallel with them. For example, when MINUSMA was deployed, its mandate 
included provisions for the mission to provide MEDEVAC and CASEVAC and access to life-support 
consumables to the G5 Sahel Force (FC-G5S), among other tasks.137 Such support required the 
use of MINUSMA aviation assets to provide logistics and movement of goods and to intervene as 
required if personnel needed transport for medical reasons.138 More recently, the Secretary-General 
asked the Security Council to consider giving MONUSCO a mandate to provide ISR and aviation 
support for air and ground movement to the East African Community regional force in the DRC 
as part of the mission transition process.139 This has been superseded with the deployment of the 
Southern African Development Community regional force, however the Council is expecting the 
Secretary-General to report on “possible logistical and operational support” to “regional forces 
present in DRC” in June.140

The UN has operated alongside a range of partners during the last three decades, with some of those 
partners providing air power supporting the mission to fulfill its mandate, whereas in other cases 
the UN has been in the lead providing logistical support.141 The New Agenda for Peace acknowledges 
that the UN might be operating alongside other regional and multinational partners in supporting or 
enabling peace enforcement activities in the future.142 With the recent adoption of Security Council 
resolution 2719 authorizing the use of UN-assessed funds for AU-led peace support operations, 
more consideration of the implications of these mission models and partnerships for air power 
will be required. This could be through a range of different mission models, including through 
logistical support packages, for instance. This has been the case in the UN Nations Support Office 
in Somalia (UNSOS). Although not a peacekeeping mission, the operation relies on many of the 
same mission templates in delivering support to the AU-led peace operation in Somalia (ATMIS). 
This has included deploying its aviation fleet (which includes eight fixed-wing and 17 rotary-wing 
aircraft) to move critical supplies, providing oversight of the aviation safety standards in UNSOM 
(ATMIS’s predecessor mission), training and mentoring ATMIS personnel on aviation security, and 
establishing airfields for Somali Security Forces.143 The Secretary-General recently recommended 
the deployment of a logistical support package to support a potential multinational force in Haiti 
(excluding strategic airlift).144 

These developments demonstrate a need for more comprehensive consideration of the different 
UN mission needs (e.g., peacekeeping, special political missions, logistical support packages) when 
working alongside multinational, regional, and bilateral partners — and how they can cooperate, 
coordinate, and de-conflict in delivering strategic effects from the air domain. 
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BOX 1. THE FUTURE OF UN AIR POWER: MISSION MODELS AND THE ROLES OF 
AIR POWER 

Several different types of future mission settings will rely on the total utilization of the air 
domain to deliver on mission mandates, but these may vary in the types of assets they require 
to achieve this effect due to the footprint of the mission (in terms of size and geography), 
the type of mandate, and whether they are operating with or alongside any other partners on 
the ground (e.g., regional or bilateral forces). Some potential scenarios include:

 ɖ Multidimensional UN peacekeeping missions with a POC mandate operating 
in hostile environments with a Chapter VII mandate (e.g., South Sudan, 
the DRC, CAR). Such UN missions are likely to require a sophisticated 
range of air assets to support heavy mobility, armed attack helicopters 
to provide deterrence and response, UAS platforms to support key ISR 
activities such as peacekeeping-intelligence, as well as countermeasures to 
mitigate potential attacks on bases or contingents from the air. Further, close 
integration through robust C2 mechanisms, would be necessary to ensure 
effective cohesion of operational effects.

 ɖ Lighter-footprinted UN peacekeeping mission operating under Chapter VI 
providing support for human rights monitoring and/or political processes 
or special political missions. Such missions are likely to have significant 
mobility requirements but rely less heavily on ISR activities to support 
peacekeeping-intelligence and deterrence/response given that their 
mandates are focused on political processes and that their forces will have 
been deployed into a setting where there is less fighting.145 Mobility of 
mission personnel essential to facilitate engagement and good offices roles, 
particularly if the mission is deployed across large geographic areas and there 
is a need to access the population. 

 ɖ UN peace operations mission operating in parallel to a regional, bilateral 
or coalition force providing air power. In some instances, a UN mission 
might be operating alongside a parallel force engaged in counterterrorism 
operations or peace-enforcement activities, and reliant on that external 
support to provide a strategic effect on the ground (e.g., Operation Barkhane, 
International Force East Timor (INTERFET)).146 Similarly, there are 
historical examples of where UN peacekeeping missions have relied on the 
application of no-fly zones by parallel forces to produce a deterrent effect in 
support of UN mission activities. The UN will need to consider what strategic 
effect different types of parallel forces could bring to supporting the work of 
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UN peacekeeping, particularly if there is a reluctance of some contributors to 
provide their air assets and capabilities under UN command and control.

 ɖ UN mission operating in parallel provides logistical support to another 
parallel force (e.g., United Nations Support Office for the African Union 
in Somalia (UNSOS) in parallel with the African Union Mission in Somalia 
(AMISOM)). In these instances, the strategic effect required of the mission 
differs from that of other peace operations, given the focus on logistical 
support (e.g., through mobility) to move other forces, equipment, and 
personnel into theater. 
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6.  The Future: Pathways to Modernize and 
Develop an Air Power Concept

 

As the UN marks 75 years of peacekeeping, the threat environment where peacekeeping missions 
are deployed is more complex than ever. Peacekeeping missions continue to adapt to “increasingly 
perilous threat environments.”147 The different types of threats to peacekeeping missions can have a 
range of implications for the delivery of mission mandates. First, attacks on personnel not only result 
in a tragic loss of life but are likely to compel contributing countries to continue to apply caveats to 
the movement of personnel and use of air assets, which may in turn diminish mission mobility and 
any deterrence effect. Second, if the mission is unable to protect civilians from attack — either on 
land or through the air — the local population’s trust in the mission will be undermined. Third, 
attacks could result in damage to current air capability through damage to air assets or airfields,148 
thereby restricting mission operations and the ability to deliver on the mandate. 

The nature of modern conflict requires an ability to undertake civil-military operations across a 
spectrum of domains, as spoilers and armed groups leverage digital and commercial tools rather 
than high-end military platforms to wage conflict.149 An air power concept in UN peacekeeping will 
therefore need to consider a multidomain approach that factors in and assesses the likely threats 
emerging from land, sea, cyber space, and climate change, as well as the air, when planning for and 
implementing mission mandates. 

AIR DOMAIN

The evolving exploitation of the air domain in modern conflict settings has important and 
immediate lessons for UN peacekeeping missions. Conflicts in the Middle East, Africa, and, more 
recently, Ukraine, Nagorno-Karabakh, and attacks on shipping in the Red Sea have demonstrated 
the proliferation of commercial and military-grade drones.150 Peacekeeping missions have already 
reported observing UAS flying over bases, with some interviewees expressing concerns that it is only 
a matter of time before armed drones are used against missions by belligerents. 151  Some missions 
have already sighted micro-UAS from unknown sources.152 

Peacekeeping missions will need to be prepared for the use of armed drones against civilians and a 
potential threat to the safety and security of peacekeepers.153 This will require further consideration 
of the potential benefits and risks of counter-UAS systems. According to one interviewee, the SUR 
for the MINUSMA mission was beginning to require counter-UAS capabilities.154 Some of those 
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interviewed for this paper suggested that the UN needs a more explicit policy on drones, which 
explores countermeasures, including the capacity to jam the frequency of drones.155 Despite the 
overwhelming focus on potential threats, UAS platforms also have the potential to be used for 
mobility and logistics within missions (e.g., movement of blood and cargo);156 this idea would 
benefit from further exploration.

BOX 2. THE FUTURE OF UN AIR POWER: MOVING AWAY FROM THE AIR  
BASE MODEL

Peacekeeping operations have traditionally relied on crewed fixed- and rotary-wing 
capabilities to deliver mission effects through the air domain. A weakness of these 
traditional capabilities is a reliance on large, fixed air base infrastructure to support and 
sustain operations. Moreover, the price of entry for armed groups to deliver asymmetric 
effects against this fixed infrastructure has been declining, and disruptive capabilities are 
becoming increasingly available to non-state actors.157 

Although a level of fixed air base infrastructure will always be needed — particularly for 
inter-theatre lift — technological advances in autonomous uncrewed, swarming, and 
expendable one-way systems offer opportunities for peacekeeping operations to untether 
from a complete dependency on intra-theatre static infrastructure. This would provide 
operational commanders with the ability to negate the impact of emerging threats through 
dislocation rather than just through overmatch by resourcing the protection of fixed bases 
and infrastructure. 

Meanwhile, increasing opportunities are emerging with uncrewed platforms in the fields of 
air logistics, battlefield resupply, and casualty evacuation. Commercial entities are already 
well advanced in small-package delivery, and as payloads increase, the utility and applications 
will also expand commensurately for peacekeeping applications. Although crewed fixed and 
rotary-wing aircraft will conceivably continue to play a vital role in support of peacekeeping 
operations, as technology continues to evolve further experimentation, analysis, and 
comparison are warranted to understand how low-cost/high-volume autonomous uncrewed 
and runway-independent systems could be employed in peacekeeping operations to deliver 
increased flexibility in support of the mission’s mandate.



Stimson Center  |  41  

LAND DOMAIN

Peacekeeping missions have faced threats to air assets and capabilities from land for decades, from 
hostile ground fire, through to the use of so-called man-portable air-defense systems (MANPADS) 
or potential damage to aircraft on the ground from indirect fire such as mortars.158 MINUSMA, for 
instance, relied on a partnership with France to provide perimeter and counter-rocket, artillery, 
mortar radar to warn personnel in Kidal camp about potential threats.159 

Furthermore, threats on land such as IEDs lead to a heavy reliance on air mobility to move personnel 
between bases. These requirements have placed such significant demands on mission resources 
that it can take up to a week for flights to move people across locations, hampering operational 
effectiveness within the mission.160 Some interviewees indicated there was a need for the UN to 
rethink its whole approach to air assets with the development of a mission movement concept 
that would consolidate planning across UN departments and identify the different transport and 
logistical requirements across a mission.161 The requirements of peacekeeping missions in landlocked 
settings differ greatly from the requirements for missions in areas that have access to the sea and 
infrastructure with suitable roads and different threat footprints.

MARITIME DOMAIN

Threats to the air domain can also emerge from the maritime or riverine environment. Although 
this is less likely to occur given the dominance of land-based operations, some missions (e.g., 
UNIFIL) have maritime components, or have relied on their ability to provide logistical support 
in maritime domains. These missions need to be prepared to defend assets (such as ships) 
from potential attacks. The recent attacks by Houthi rebels on civilian shipping in the Red Sea 
demonstrate the asymmetric capabilities of cheap UAS. Moreover, there is the potential for 
maritime platforms to be used to launch missiles, etc., into the air domain. Given strategic global 
concerns about the deteriorating maritime security in some parts of the world, this potential 
threat scenario will need to be considered. 

CYBER AND SPACE DOMAINS

Aviation assets rely heavily on the communications systems to carry out their operations. 
However, these systems are increasingly vulnerable to interference from a range of tools that 
can jam communications or disrupt the electromagnetic spectrum.162 These tools can cripple 
communications, and render weapons guidance systems useless. This has not been a significant 
issue for peacekeeping missions to date. However, because threats from the air domain evolve 
and barriers to entry to access ground-to-air and UAS platforms proliferate in the hands of armed 
groups, peacekeeping missions will need to consider such capabilities, particularly as part of force-
protection measures because they have a significant impact on air-power functions within missions.
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Similarly, further consideration will need to be given to the role of space, particularly as more 
member states and private companies seek to exploit the space domain. Commercially available 
satellite imagery can provide important information to mission planners; however, information is 
often not available in real time. If peacekeeping is to utilize the air domain to its greatest effect, it will 
need to consider the tools and technologies that will enable it to implement its mission mandates 
more effectively, in a way that complies with the principles of peacekeeping. Although the use of 
open-source imagery may sidestep restrictions by host states, it may challenge the relationship by 
reinforcing the suspicion of the UN as gathering intelligence on host nations.163 More important, 
modern aviation is heavily dependent on access to satellites for positioning, navigation and timing, 
and the UN should consider how it could continue to deliver air-power effects in situations where 
satellite access is degraded or defeated through jamming, access restrictions, or equipment failure.

BOX 3. THE FUTURE OF UN AIR POWER: MORE COMPREHENSIVE  
PEACEKEEPING ISR

Although beyond the scope of this paper, it is useful to consider options to strengthen 
ISR capabilities in peacekeeping missions through space-based and terrestrial (crewed 
and uncrewed) systems. Commercial Low Earth Orbit ISR systems with flexible and high-
resolution systems are becoming increasingly accessible and offer significant utility for ISR 
support to UN peacekeeping operations, both now and into the future. Further, commercial 
systems offer the ability to share information across broad-spectrum communities 
of interest because they are not as hampered by security classifications and national 
release criteria, nor are they constrained by the same airspace restrictions as military ISR 
(although such uses of technology may not be viewed favorably by host authorities). The 
use of commercial space could harness strategic partnerships and contracts to deliver 
mission effects rather than requiring troop-contributing nations to deliver physical assets 
— much the same as many member states are already doing at an individual level. The data 
and imagery gathered would still require analysis and interpretation by trained personnel 
to gain trusted operational insights and actionable intelligence prior to dissemination. 

Although the ability to force-generate some highly capable, exquisite airborne ISR 
capabilities will almost certainly remain important in some mission settings, there 
would also be merit in understanding how a much larger array of lower-cost/high-volume 
capabilities could generate an ISR mission effect. Similar to how an adversary could 
leverage the proliferation of low-entry and accessible technologies, the UN could adopt an 
approach to overhead ISR that generates synergies across multiple mission mandates and 
operational theatres. 
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CLIMATE DOMAIN

Although climate is not traditionally considered a “‘military domain,” it has significant impact on 
the air domain and the role of air power in peacekeeping. Air assets can be constrained by climate 
conditions such as extreme heat, which can render them unable to operate during certain weather 
events. Airborne ISR platforms might have limited effectiveness in environments with excessive 
cloud cover. Moreover, air infrastructure on the ground, such as parked aircraft and those at bases, 
could be susceptible to fires or flooding caused by climate-related events. 

Whether it is the impact of the rainy season and flooding on missions, or the arid heat and significant 
high temperatures, weather events can limit the employability of air power. Air assets can also 
contribute significantly to carbon footprints. Force commanders and other decisionmakers will need 
to increasingly factor in climate impacts when planning air operations and making procurement 
decisions. For instance, this might mean reducing the carbon footprint through the application of 
new technologies (e.g., Shark Film that reduces drag and fuel consumption).164 The UN is starting 
to consider the environmental footprint of various air assets and is re-examining relevant clauses in 
new-generation contracts.165 Upstream and downstream issues will also need to be considered, as 
well as how to utilize positioning and de-positioning legs to minimize the frequency of sectors where 
an aircraft is empty.166

The role of air power also varies throughout the lifecycle of a peacekeeping mission. During the 
startup phase, significant heavy airlift is likely to be required to move personnel and equipment into 
mission settings, and bases or airfields might need to be built or established. During transitions and 
exits, peacekeepers are focused on how to ensure they depart while avoiding harm and sustaining 
gains. This can be challenging when the host government refuses to provide authorization to use 
airspace for the evacuation and repatriation of personnel and equipment, as was the case when 
MINUSMA withdrew its personnel from Kidal in Mali in October and November 2023.167 In the case 
of MONUSCO’s ongoing transition, discussions are under way within the Security Council to ensure 
the transition takes place in a manner that is sustainable and does not leave gaps in the capability 
of security forces to protect civilians. The handover to regional and national security forces in this 
context will require key mobility assets including air transport, as well as UAS and ISR capabilities to 
respond to the threat environment.168 
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BOX 4. THE FUTURE OF UN AIR POWER: MISSION PLANNING AND OPERATIONS 
CONSIDERATIONS 

The development of a coherent concept of UN air power in support of peacekeeping would 
assist mission planning processes and the development of military CONOPs to more 
clearly articulate the potential strategic effect of air power in a mission context. 

Key considerations should include: 

 ɖ An assessment of the threat environment in and to the air from various domains 
informed by a gender-responsive conflict analysis.

 ɖ The different requirements for strategic effects and possible aviation assets and 
countermeasures during different stages of the mission lifecycle, particularly during 
startup and transitions and exit.

 ɖ A clear articulation of the different strategic effects necessary to deliver on the 
mission mandate, including the identified roles as part of the mission’s air power 
requirements (e.g., mobility, situational awareness, response).

 ɖ Detailed measures of effectiveness in the air domain, including how the mission will 
measure the impact of aviation assets and countermeasures in supporting the 
mission mandate (e.g., protection of civilians, safety and security etc.).

 ɖ Clearly identified roles and responsibilities for the UN peacekeeping mission 
pertaining to the air domain, to de-conflict the mission’s use of air assets and 
capabilities with that of other deployed military partners, multinational forces, 
and/or regional or subregional forces. 
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7.  Recommendations: Developing a More 
Comprehensive Use of Air Power in UN 
Peace Operations

Delivering a more comprehensive and modern use of the air domain in UN peacekeeping missions 
will require a coherent strategic approach to the generation and employment of air power. For air 
power to deliver effects in mission settings and in support of UN peacekeeping more broadly, the 
UN and member states need to focus on ensuring that current missions are fit for their purpose in 
addressing current and future threats, while also addressing the strategic political challenges that 
create obstacles hindering the use of the air domain in UN peacekeeping.

To deliver on a more strategic approach to air power in UN peacekeeping and peace operations more 
broadly, the authors of this study make the following recommendations:

1.  To articulate and communicate how air power supports mission effectiveness and mandate 
implementation, the UN Secretariat, in consultation with member states and missions, should:

 
  ɖ Develop and articulate a concept of air power for peacekeeping. Developing and 
communicating a clearer conceptual framing of the capabilities and the delivery of strategic 
effects by different air assets and systems would better inform those member states that 
authorize peacekeeping missions (through the Security Council), determine their budgets 
(through the Fifth Committee) and provide air assets and capabilities (through force 
generation and procurement processes). This could include a set of guiding principles that 
articulate the unique characteristics of air power and how they support the implementation of 
peacekeeping mandates throughout the lifecycle of a mission.

  ɖ Systematically capture data on when and how air assets contribute to the implementation of 
mission mandates in order to capture the strategic effects delivered from and within the air domain. 
Doing so could include routine capturing of specific data pertaining to the deployment and use 
of air assets and potential counter-measures in peacekeeping missions, including those affecting 
protection of civilians, safety and security of personnel, and support to political processes. 

  ɖ Develop guidance on the integration of gender-responsiveness in the air domain in peace 
operations, articulating specific considerations in terms of mobility, situational awareness 
and response, considering factors such as threat and conflict analysis, planning, procurement, 
resourcing and the effect of operations on the local population. 
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  ɖ Incorporate concepts of air power into relevant pre-deployment and in-mission training 
programs to sensitize mission personnel to the role and strategic effects of air assets and 
approach to the air domain in peacekeeping missions.

2.  To ensure mission planning, procurement, and force-generation processes are focused on 
delivery of strategic effects in missions, the UN Secretariat and member states should:

  ɖ Develop a framework as part of the force-generation processes that identifies the 
expected effect that will be required from a potential contributor or contractor in the air 
domain rather than building on identification of potential platforms, and foster a conversation 
with potential contributors about their ability to address that mission gaps. Such an 
approach by the UN’s DPO and DOS could also provide more flexibility in terms of costs and 
procurement.

  ɖ Diversify contributors and supply chains for air assets and platforms in peacekeeping 
missions. The UN should continue to engage in concerted efforts to diversify the range of 
countries and platforms required in peacekeeping missions. 

  ɖ Establish a coordination mechanism or focal point shared across the Department of 
Political and Peacebuilding Affairs, DPO, and DOS that focuses on developing and managing 
the network of relationships with member state militaries and commercial providers that 
would ensure coherence of procurement and force generation, contracting, and letters of 
assist related to air capabilities. This coordination mechanism could also strengthen efforts 
to support and enable regional, subregional and multinational forces that may be deploying 
alongside the UN with air capabilities, or reliant on the UN for logistical support in the air 
domain. 

  ɖ Adopt an integrated, systems approach to the use of air assets across the UN Secretariat. 
Doing so would foster more of a military mindset in DOS as well as an understanding of how 
different air assets contribute to strategic effects, and similarly, a more thorough understanding 
of the budget by the force commander.169 

  ɖ Ensure that aviation procurement mechanisms in the UN system are underpinned by 
detailed projections of cost that are regularly reviewed to ensure a contract with an air 
operator continues to provide the expected value for money. Consideration should be given 
to alternative methods of contracting air mobility services (determined by mission outcomes, 
such as cargo volume/weight carried, rather than simply time in the air) and whether these 
could provide a more effective and efficient use of resources.

  ɖ Capture gender disaggregated data on the personnel serving in aviation units to inform 
understanding on women’s participation and efforts to address barriers across missions.
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3.  To identify capabilities to counter the future threat environment to and from the air domain, 
the UN Secretariat and member states should: 

  ɖ Develop a policy on UAS in peacekeeping missions. This should clearly articulate the 
different uses and roles of unarmed UAS by missions to achieve strategic effects and how they 
support mandate implementation. 

  ɖ Develop a defensive counter-air policy that identifies mitigation measures and responses to 
the emerging threats from the air domain. This should include a focus on potential threats to 
mission infrastructure, personnel, and air operations, as well as a comprehensive assessment of 
counter-UAS measures that can be adopted by peacekeeping missions to address the emerging 
threat of small commercial weaponized UAS platforms, airborne loitering munitions, and 
offensive electromagnetic measures.  

  ɖ Convene discussions with a coalition of aviation-contributing countries, civilian 
contracting companies, and air strategists, as well as with force commanders and directors 
of mission support to consider the application of emerging technologies in the air domain in 
order to enhance force protection and mandate needs in peacekeeping missions. This should 
include comprehensive consideration of lessons from other conflict settings; opportunities 
offered by the space and cyber domains; and implications for procurement, force generation, 
and command and control of such platforms in missions. 

4.  To better prepare for different future models of peace operations operating alongside 
multinational, regional or subregional missions, the UN Secretariat, Security Council, and 
member states should: 

  ɖ As part of member state consultations on the limits and future of peacekeeping, consider the 
role of regional support models and inter-mission cooperation — including the application 
of air power across multiple peacekeeping mission settings — to deliver greater strategic effect 
in the air domain across UN peace operations. 

  ɖ Convene a dialogue with regional and subregional organizations — including the AU — to 
discuss the role of air power in different peace support operation settings to inform future 
operational partnerships and the UN’s approach to air power in parallel operations.
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