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On January 26th, 2015, the Secretary General chaired a meeting of principals to discuss the report of a
working group set up by DPKO-DFS to strengthen the UN’s response to sexual exploitation and abuse
(SEA).1 This report builds on more than a decade of work on SEA2 that has resulted in a lower number of
allegations, greater responsiveness and communication by the member states of the individuals accused of
abuses, and a significant number of tools that range from training materials to guidelines and compilations
of good practice. However, the number of yearly allegations is still significant and represents a small
fraction of the total number of violations; the number of actual disciplinary or criminal action undertaken
against alleged perpetrators is very small; and the assistance provided by victims continues to be inadequate
or non-existent. This new report contains 48 recommendations (some of them are reiterations of previous
ones) and those that are agreed on by consensus will be forwarded on to the General Assembly. Here is a
sample of the most important ones (particularly the ones that UN can take action on, rather than merely
encouraging member states to act):
•

•

•
•

1

Add protocols to the model memorandum of understanding with troop contributing countries
(TCCs), requiring them to certify that uniformed troops have received pre-deployment training on
SEA, to include national investigations officers within contingents, to acknowledge the right of the
UN to suspend payments to any individual member of a contingent or formed police unit suspected
of SEA, to facilitate paternity claims, among other measures.
Repatriate commanders and entire units without the possibility of further service in missions where
there is a documented pattern of SEA within a contingent (and failure to take action or cooperate
with investigations).
Appoint a Special Representative of the Secretary-General on SEA (heading an SEA Coordination
Office within DFS) and establish a UN Trust Fund for Victims of SEA.
Withhold service medals and individual premiums (like risk premiums, mission subsistence
allowances) from individuals under investigation, as well as key enabler premiums from TCCs).
Staff members who are dismissed because of misconduct will lose their accumulated annual leave,

The term “sexual exploitation” means any actual or attempted abuse of a position of vulnerability, differential power, or trust,
for sexual purposes, including, but not limited to, profiting monetarily, socially or politically from the sexual exploitation of
another.” The term “sexual abuse” means the actual or threatened physical intrusion of a sexual nature, whether by force or
under unequal or coercive conditions.” (ST/SGB/2003/13). The first allegations officially recorded were against the UN mission
in Cambodia in 1992, but the UN did not respond until organizations like Save the Children and UNHCR published accounts of
widespread SEA in West Africa in 2000 and 2002. UN peacekeepers have been accused of sexual assault, rape, sex
trafficking, organized prostitution rings, abduction, the making of child pornography, and sex in exchange for food,
medicine, employment, and protection.
2
This includes the UN Secretary-General’s Bulletin on Special Measures for Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in
2003, the Zeid Report in 2005, the establishment of Conduct and Discipline Units in 2006, the 2007 amendments to the MOU
with TCCs, the work –mainly on tools and guidelines- of the humanitarian entities in the task force on PSEA within the InterAgency Standing Committee, the recommendations of the group of legal experts to the Sixth Committee, and the assessments
conducted in 2013 in four missions with the highest number of allegations.
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and the savings will be channeled to the UN Trust Fund for Victims (along with the revenue from
fines).
Establish an SEA Immediate Response Team in each mission and/or region for preliminary
investigations and to be available to support the investigations led by TCCs and host countries
when requested. UN investigations should be completed within 6 months.
Create a full-time position for a Focal Point for SEA directly under the Resident Coordinator’s
office to coordinate an inter-agency task force and local NGOs who can provide medical, legal,
psychological, and social support.
Establish a working group to share confidential information across the UN system on UN personnel
involved in SEA or other misconduct, covering all staff categories.
Mandatory e-learning on SEA for all field staff, with different modules per staff category.
Develop a UN-wide communications strategy on SEA to increase awareness and clarity,
particularly of complaints reception mechanisms, which should be adaptable to the local context of
each duty station.

These recommendations are still being discussed by the principals from the entities involved in the working
group. Most of them are reflected in protocols that are proposed to be added to the MOUs with troop
contributing countries, and are dependent on member states’ agreement. Many are also included in the
draft of an international convention, recommended by a group of legal experts on the basis of the Zeid
report. This draft convention has stayed under consideration in the Sixth Committee for years, as it does
not enjoy the support of some key member states, including permanent members of the Security Council
and major troop contributing countries.
There is great consensus within the broader literature3 on sexual exploitation and abuse and previous
recommendations of groups of experts on the nature of the problem and its complexities. Major points of
agreement include: a) that this issue does not only concern military personnel, and often not even mainly
military personnel; b) that the UN has made progress in the last decade, as demonstrated by the steady
decline in allegations and the increased responsiveness of member states to following up on those
allegations; c) that the number of allegations –a few dozen a year- nevertheless represents a small
percentage of actual violations; d) that most of its victims are women and girls, but it affects also men and
boys, and the overwhelming majority do not feel safe to report or obtain redress; e) that many allegations
are not properly investigated by member states, are considered unsubstantiated, or are resolved with very
lenient disciplinary measures or criminal sentences; f) and finally, that although there is a widespread
perception that SEA is mainly about field staff taking advantage of the easy availability of transactional or
survival sex in violation of the UN’s zero tolerance policy,4 almost half of all allegations are egregious
crimes ranging from rape to sex with minors.
There is more disagreement about how to resolve the competing intervening jurisdictions of the United
Nations, the host countries, and the troop contributing countries, and the legal and practical complications
that arise. One proposal that has been raised several times since the Zeid Report and within the literature is
3

The literature consists on academic studies on the nature, drivers, or scale of sexual exploitation and abuse, single case studies,
monographs on the UN’s efforts to curb SEA, on its impact on public health or the effectiveness and reputation of the missions,
and on the avenues for legal redress, including proposals exploring the possibility of internationalized hybrid courts, or the ICC.
Selected readings are including at the end of the memo.
4
The zero tolerance policy prohibits the exchange of money, employment, goods, services, and other assistance for sex;
prohibits peacekeepers from engaging in sexual relations with persons under the age of 18 in any circumstances; and strongly
discourages, but does not prohibit, non-transactional sexual relationships between UN personnel and local adults on the grounds
that these relationships “are based on inherently unequal power dynamics” and “undermine the credibility and integrity of the
work of the United Nations.” The Bulletin permits sexual relations between peacekeeping personnel and local civilians in only
two situations: where the local civilian is legally married to the peacekeeper; and where, at the discretion of the Head of the
Mission, it is determined that “the circumstances of the case justify an exception.”
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that of hosting courts-martial administered by the troop contributing country within the territory of the
host country, although it does not seem likely that either country would accept this arrangement.5 Other
recommendations often raised to enhance the enforcement of SEA rules include the collection of a DNA
sample from each UN employee,6 and ensuring the complete independence –not just from interested
member states, but also from the UN presence in the field- of the preliminary investigation team.
Instead of seeking unlikely agreement on new legal obligations between the UN and member states, and
focusing on criminal prosecution,7 there is room to focus on the UN’s enforcement practice over powers it
already has, regardless of member states’ compliance. We do not have systematic information on whether
the UN is already using its enforcement powers to the fullest extent, particularly when it comes to all other
categories of peacekeeping staff beyond the personnel deployed as part of military contingents and formed
police units (civilian staff, civilian police, military experts in missions, volunteers, contractors).
Most importantly, many favor focusing much more strongly on a victims-centered approach. On one
hand, this would entail implementing the victims’ assistance mechanisms that have hitherto failed to
materialize in most contexts. On the other, though this point is much more contentious, this approach would
focus on harm mitigation and empowerment interventions rather than blanket prohibitions regarding sex
work that may create more immediate hardship for the people it is designed to protect.8
Victims assistance mechanisms were called for in 2008 and are meant to consist of medical care –
regardless of the substantiation of the allegations-, emergency shelter, food, clothes, basic necessities, legal
aid, psychological counsel, and assistance pursuing paternity claims. However, missions and country teams
do not seem to set money aside to fund and implement such victims’ assistance mechanisms. One of the
proposals on the table is another trust fund for victims based in headquarters, but this approach has its
drawbacks: given the low number of disciplinary actions against alleged perpetrators, it is unlikely that it
will be sufficiently funded by fines, suspended premium payments, and accumulated annual leave, and it
may compete for donor funding with several other trust funds related to gender equality or women’s rights
that are already under-resourced.9 An alternative could be earmarking pockets of funds at the country
level, like other country-specific pooled funds, and demand that the employers –the UN entities
themselves- of the individuals involved set money aside for this fund.
The complaints mechanisms are neither known, understood, or deemed safe by the community.10 The
instances of SEA that typically come to light have mainly be reported by whistleblowers, rather than
through the complaints channels. To encourage reporting, the senior management of each entity, or the
5

For example, major criminal offences, such as rape or serious assault may be reserved for trial by the civilian courts of the
participating state rather than military justice; other states may be unable to exercise jurisdiction extraterritorially; and host states
may object to the establishment of foreign investigations and judicial procedures in their territory. However, on-site courts
martial have happened a handful of times since 2006, including in 2013 in Haiti.
6
The recommendations of the working report include a proposed study on the feasibility of universal DNA collection across staff
categories in the field. The DNA would be collected by a swab at the time of medical clearance and disposed of at separation, and
as a pilot initiative it could be introduced as a voluntary measure instead of mandatory.
7
Criminal prosecution has proven difficult even in the rare instances when there has been DNA evidence and/or video evidence.
8
Reviewing the 2003 SG’s Bulletin on Special Measures, which outlines the zero tolerance policy, has been proposed in the past
but is unlikely to be a possibility in the near future, given the strong division among member states over sex work. Even within
the feminist literature, there are many voices that claim that when these sex workers are given a voice, they demonstrate more
agency than assumed. On the other hand, even consensual, transactional sex among adults risks spreading HIV and exposing sex
workers to unwanted pregnancies and being ostracized or abused by their families and communities. An empowerment approach
focuses on alternative livelihoods, education on safe sex practices, HIV prevention, access to medical care, improved negotiating
skills and ability to refuse clients, demand the use of condoms, and organize with other sex workers.
9
For example, the ICC Trust Fund for Victims, the UN Trust Fund to End Violence Against Women, UN Action Trust Fund, the
Fund for Gender Equality, and prospective plans for trust funds for civil society on implementation of 1325.
10
In the few instances in which complaints mechanisms have been established, there have been issues with setting up unattended
complaints boxes, or making the complaints mechanism exclusively about sexual abuse, rather than all kinds of misconduct.
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senior leadership of the mission or the country team, should send periodic, organization-wide reports of
all complaints and how they are being handled by the organization, without revealing confidential
information. These and other policy recommendations and parallel conversations should be taken into
account by the peace operations panel in their deliberations.
FURTHER READING
Agathangelou, Anna M. and L.H.M. Ling. (2003) Desire Industries: Sex Trafficking, UN Peacekeeping, and the Neo-Liberal
World Order. Brown Journal of World Affairs X(1):133–148.
Allred, Keith J. (2006) Peacekeepers and Prostitutes: How Deployment Forces Fuel the Demand for Trafficked Women and New
Hope for Stopping It. Armed Forces & Society 33(1):5–23.
Burke, Róisín, SEXUAL EXPLOITATION AND ABUSE BY UN MILITARY CONTINGENTS: MOVING BEYOND THE CURRENT STATUS QUO AND
RESPONSIBILITY UNDER INTERNATIONAL LAW (Brill Nijhoff, London: June 2014).
Clark, Roger S. "Peacekeeping Forces, Jurisdiction And Immunity: A Tribute To George Barton." Victoria University Of
Wellington Law Review 43.1 (2012): 77-102.
Cockburn, Cynthia, and Meliha Hibic. (2002) Gender and the Peacekeeping Military: A View From Bosnian Women’s
Organizations. In The Postwar Moment: Militaries, Masculinities and International Peacekeeping, edited by C. Cockburn and M.
Hibic. London: Lawrence & Wishart.
Csaky, Corinna. (2008) No One to Turn To: The Under-reporting of Child Sexual Exploitation and Abuse by Aid Workers and
Peacekeepers. London: Save the Children.
De Groot, Gerard J. (2001) A Few Good Women: Gender Stereotypes, the Military and Peacekeeping. International
Peacekeeping 8(2):23–38.
Deen-Racsmány, Zsuzsanna, 'Exclusive' Criminal Jurisdiction over UN Peacekeepers and the UN Project(s) on Criminal
Accountability: A Self-Fulfilling Prophecy? (August 22, 2014). Forthcoming in Issues 1-2 of The Military Law and the Law of
War Review (2014); Grotius Centre Working Paper 2014/029-PSL: http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2488424
Deen-Racsmány, Zsuzsanna. "The Amended UN Model Memorandum Of Understanding: A New Incentive For States To
Discipline And Prosecute Military Members Of National Peacekeeping Contingents?." Journal Of Conflict & Security Law 16.2
(2011): 321-355.
Denov, Myriam, and Christine Gervais. (2007) Negotiating (In)Security: Agency, Resistance, and Resourcefulness among Girls
Formerly Associated with Sierra Leone’s Revolutionary United Front. Signs 32(4):885–910.
Ferstman, Carla. “Criminalizing Sexual Exploitation and Abuse by Peacekeepers.” USIP. September 2013 at
http://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/SR335Criminalizing%20Sexual%20Exploitation%20and%20Abuse%20by%20Peacekeepers.pdf
Gillard, Natalie. (2011) Peacekeepers or Perpetrators? An Analysis of Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (SEA) by UN Personnel in
the Democratic Republic of Congo. Mapping Politics 3(2011):27–35.
Gorur, Aditi. “Community Protection Strategies: How Peacekeepers Can Help or Harm.” Civilians in Conflict, Issue Brief No. 1
August 2013. Stimson Center: http://www.stimson.org/images/uploads/research-pdfs/Stimson_Community_SelfProtection_Issue_Brief_Aug_2013_1.pdf
Grady, Kate. (2010) Sexual Exploitation and Abuse by UN Peacekeepers: A Threat to Impartiality. International Peacekeeping
17(2):215–228.
Grenfell, Katarina. "Accountability In International Policing." Journal Of International Peacekeeping 15.1 (2011): 92-117.
International Security & Counter Terrorism Reference Center.
Higate, Paul, and Marsha Henry. (2004) Engendering (In)security in Peace Support Operations. Security Dialogue 35(4):481–
498.

Inputs for the High-Level Independent Panel on Peace Operations
Sexual Exploitation and Abuse – Summary of Latest Policy Recommendations - UN Women 2015
Higate, Paul. (2004) Gender and Peacekeeping. Case Studies: The Democratic Republic of the Congo and Sierra Leone. Pretoria:
Institute for Security Studies.
Jennings, Kathleen. (2008) Protecting Whom? Approaches to Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in UN Peacekeeping Operations.
Oslo: FAFO.
Jiminian, J.M.C. "Allocating Individual Criminal Responsibility To Peacekeepers For International Crimes And Other Wrongful
Acts Committed During Peace Operations." Tilburg Law Review 17.1 (2012): 104-132.
Kanetake, Machiko. (2010) Whose Zero Tolerance Counts? Reassessing a Zero Tolerance Policy Against Sexual Exploitation
and Abuse by UN Peacekeepers. International Peacekeeping 17(2):200–214.
Kent, Vanessa. (2007) Protecting Civilians from UN Peacekeepers and Humanitarian Workers: Sexual Exploitation and Abuse.
In Unintended Consequences of Peacekeeping Operations, edited by C. Aoi, C. de Coning, and R. C. Thakur. New York: United
Nations University Press.
Lutz, Catherine, Matthew Gutmann, and Keith Brown. (2009) Conduct and Discipline in UN Peacekeeping Operations: Culture,
Political Economy and Gender. Providence: Watson Institute for International Studies.
Martin, Sarah. (2005) Must Boys Be Boys? Ending Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in UN Peacekeeping Missions. Washington,
DC: Refugees International.
Mazurana, Dyan, Angela Raven-Roberts, and Jane Parpart, eds. (2005) Gender, Conflict, and Peacekeeping. Lanham: Rowman
& Littlefield.
Mcgill, Jenna. “Survival Sex in Peacekeeping Economies: Re-reading the Zero Tolerance Approach to Sexual Exploitation and
Sexual Abuse in United Nations Peace Support Operations. Journal of International Peacekeeping 18 (2014): 1-44:
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2456759
Miller, Anthony J. (2006) Legal Aspects of Stopping Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in U.N. Peacekeeping Operations. Cornell
International Law Journal 39(Winter):71–96.
Morris, Claire. (2010) Peacekeeping and the Sexual Exploitation of Women and Girls in Post-Conflict Societies: A Serious
Enigma to Establishing the Rule of Law. Journal of International Peacekeeping 14(1–2):184–212.
Moser, Caroline O.N., and Fiona C. Clark, eds. (2001) Victims, Perpetrators or Actors? Gender, Armed Conflict and Political
Violence. New York: Zed.
Murphy, Ray. (2006) An Assessment of UN Efforts to Address Sexual Misconduct by Peacekeeping Personnel. International
Peacekeeping 13(4):531–546.
Ndulo, Muna. (2009) The United Nations Responses To The Sexual Abuse And Exploitation Of Women And Girls By
Peacekeepers During Peacekeeping Missions. Berkeley Journal of International Law. 27(1):127–161.
Neudorfer, Kelly “Reducing Sexual Exploitation and Abuse: Does Deterrence Work to Prevent SEAs in UN Peacekeeping
Missions?” International Peacekeeping 21:5 (2014): 623-641.
Notar, Susan A. (2006) Peacekeepers as Perpetrators: Sexual Exploitation and Abuse of Women and Children in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo. Journal of Gender, Social Policy & the Law 14(2):413–429.
O’Brien, Melanie. "Prosecutorial Discretion As An Obstacle To Prosecution Of United Nations Peacekeepers By The
International Criminal Court." Journal Of International Criminal Justice 10.3 (2012): 525-545.
O’Brien, Melanie. (2011) Sexual Exploitation and Beyond: Using the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court to
Prosecute UN Peacekeepers for Genderbased Crimes. International Criminal Law Review 11(4):803–827.
Olsson, Louise. (2009) Gender Equality and United Nations Peace Operations in Timor Leste. Leiden: Martinus Nijhoff.
Otto, Diane and Gina Heathcote, Rethinking Peacekeeping, Gender Equality and Collective Security (Palgrave, 2014).
Quenivet, Noelle. (2007) The Dissonance between the United Nations Zero- Tolerance Policy and the Criminalization of Sexual
Offences on the International Level. International Criminal Law Review 7(4):657–676.

Inputs for the High-Level Independent Panel on Peace Operations
Sexual Exploitation and Abuse – Summary of Latest Policy Recommendations - UN Women 2015

Ragnhild Nordås & Siri C. A. Rustad. “Sexual Exploitation and Abuse by Peacekeepers: Understanding Variation.” International
Interactions: Empirical and Theoretical Research in International Relations 39.4 (2014): 511-534.
Rehn, Elisabeth, and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf. (2002) Women, War and Peace: The Independent Experts’ Assessment on the Impact
of Armed Conflict on Women and Women’s Role in Peace-building. New York: UNIFEM
Simic, Olivera. "Does the Presence of Women really Matter? Towards Combating Male Sexual Violence in Peacekeeping
Operations." International Peacekeeping 17.2 (2010): 188.
Spencer, Sarah W. (2005) Making Peace: Preventing and Responding to Sexual Exploitation and Abuse by United National
Peacekeepers. Journal of Public and International Affairs 16(Spring):167–181.
UNITED NATIONS Conduct and Discipline Unit. SEA Status of Investigation Statistics (2007-2012) – available by year,
category of personnel and mission at https://cdu.unlb.org/Statistics/StatusofInvestigationsSexualExploitationandAbuse.aspx
UNITED NATIONS. Inter-Agency Standing Committee Task Team on PSEA. Guidelines to implement the Minimum Operating
Standards for Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse by UN and non-UN Personnel. March 2013
UNITED NATIONS. Special Measures for Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Sexual Abuse. Report of the Secretary
General. 14 February 2014.
UNITED NATIONS. Zeid, Price Ra’ad Zeid Al-Hussein. (2005) A Comprehensive Strategy to Eliminate Future Sexual
Exploitation and Abuse in United Nations Peacekeeping
Utas, Mats. (2005) Victimcy, Girlfriending, Soldiering: Tactic Agency in a Young Woman’s Social Navigation of the Liberian
War Zone. Anthropological Quarterly 78(2):403–430.
Walden, Shelley & Bea Edwards. “Tipping the Scales: Is the United Nations Justice System Promoting Accountability in the
Peacekeeping Missions or Undermining it?.” Government Accountability Project. September 2012:
http://whistleblower.org/sites/default/files/FinalTippingTheScales.pdf
Whitworth, Sandra. (2004) Men, Militarism & UN Peacekeeping. A Gendered Analysis. New York: Lynne Rienner.
Wills, Siobhán. “Continuing Impunity of Peacekeepers: The Need for Convention.” Journal of International Humanitarian Legal
Studies 4.1: http://eprints.ulster.ac.uk/28306/1/Wills,_S.pdf

