4.6 Decision Dilemmas Scenarios

1 set per table group

1. The Government Demand

Country A, a long-standing despotic government, is fighting an exiled dissident group, which has a strong base in a neighbouring country. Six months ago, the dissidents began to target government facilities and army barracks that were based along the border, quickly destabilizing the government’s position in these areas, while respecting the local populace and communities. The dissident leader is British educated and maintains a political base in London.

From the very beginning of the conflict (and after considerable discussion in the UN Country Team) UNICEF has had ongoing discussions with the dissidents. This has been to ensure that services continue along the border areas that have been hard hit by drought for the past three years. These communities are heavily dependent upon UNICEF for the food resources they receive as well as health and educational services. Due to its geographic isolation and somewhat mountainous terrain, few other resources exist in the area.  The dissident group enjoys strong underground support from many in the area; and in the international community it is well known that many NGOs (and UN staff) view the dissident group more positively than the existing government. The group has adhered to all the conditions established by UNICEF. For the most part, staff have felt relatively secure working in the border areas, however one shipment was looted and the driver beaten in the past month by a ‘renegade splinter group’. The dissident leader assured UNICEF that the splinter group is now ‘back in the fold.’

The Minister of the Interior has now demanded that UNICEF immediately cease delivering services in the border areas due to the “increasing activity” and because the dissident activity is “preventing the government from ensuring the safety of aid workers—which is the government’s responsibility”. The Minister is adamant that UNICEF abide by its wishes.

· The Representative has asked for your perspective on the situation based upon what humanitarian principles may be at stake.  Your response is....

2. The Looted Goods 

UNICEF has been providing food and medical supplies to communities in a non state entities (NSE) controlled area knowing that some of the supplies will be looted by the rebel forces for their own use (potentially fuelling and prolonging the bitter and long war between the existing government and the rebels over control of this area). This ‘trade-off’ had been something that UNICEF was willing to accept as the communities involved have few alternative food sources available as fighting prevented the planting of crops and government clinics stopped operating some time ago. Within the past month, at least 40% of the supplies have been looted in the NSE controlled area on their way to the communities. Typically, a group of armed men stop the drivers and any accompanying staff at a roadblock. The leader demands ‘payment’ for travelling along ‘their road’. A portion of the supplies are quickly off-loaded, staff and drivers released unharmed, and the group is urged to continue on their journey. Those staff and drivers involved said it was clear that the men, whoever they were, did not intend to harm them.

The Representative had previously met with rebel leaders and firmly informed them that looting supplies from the trucks was not acceptable. The NSE leaders denied that that they are responsible and have told UNICEF they would take every action to find out who is responsible and stop it. Yet, with each month, the extent of the looting has increased. If UNICEF stops providing the assistance to the area, it would mean desperate hardship for thousands. 

· The Representative has asked for your perspective on the situation based upon what humanitarian principles may be at stake.  Your response is....

3. To Assist or Not to Assist?

A civil war is raging in country A.  The government has started pursuing a policy of forcing people into "regroupement" camps in order to ensure their safety from attacks by the rebels and the military campaign being waged by the government armed forces.  Approximately 500,000 people have so far been forced into these camps, all over the country.  

The government has requested the UN to provide assistance to the people in the camps.  The UN Country Team (UNCT) is divided.  Many agencies believe that if they were to provide assistance to the camps, they would be legitimizing the government's forced "regroupement" policy, which is clearly contrary to international law.  They also allege that any provision of aid will prolong the existence of the camps, create dependency, and even put the camp inhabitants in greater danger, by making them a target for the rebels.  Other members of the UNCT argue that the humanitarian needs in the camps are becoming so dire that assistance must be provided.  The UNCT has been deliberating the matter for 2 weeks; in that time, rapid nutrition assessments indicate that child malnutrition has worsened and is reaching critical levels.  

· The Representative has asked for your perspective on the situation based upon what humanitarian principles may be at stake.  Your response is....

4. Is the Risk Worth it?

The far north territory of Country A is a vast highlands, populated mainly by tribes of nomads, who with their families, herd cattle. Since the nomads are a minority ethnic group, and have no one to speak for them in the government, the area receives few services. The population totals about 10,000 families. UNICEF has taken a strong interest in this population, due to their underserved needs, their minority status, as well as the large number of girls, boys and women that comprise the families. UNICEF, WFP, and a few other NGOs, travel frequently to this area to deliver services and food supplies. For the past two years the area has experienced significant flooding, causing cattle to die and large areas to be flooded limiting even more their arable grazing land.  The situation has worsened this year as the rain has continued unabated and families have begun killing their cattle for food, leaving them with even fewer resources to bargain in exchange for necessities. Efforts to relocate the nomads have been unsuccessful.

Within the past two months, cattle rustlers believed to be from the majority ethnic group, have begun to raid the remaining herds, killing family members who intervene. The cattle rustlers are usually sporting AK47s and have been implicated in several hijackings of aid vehicles in which the occupants were badly beaten and one driver shot through the shoulder. Other aid vehicles were shot at as they drove along a main road. The UN Country Team, with the UNICEF Representative dissenting, has taken the formal position that services to this area should cease until security is restored.  The government, however, has little interest in the area and has no motivation to commit its troops to the task.

Three days ago, an NGO truck was looted and burned, the driver shot to death. In the vehicle following, the occupants (who were national staff of a local NGO) were taken hostage, beaten, and released only when the aid workers promised they would deliver a truckload of maize to a site identified by their captors. The hostage takers promised no one would be injured if they ‘held to their word,’ but if they did not, any and all aid workers in the area would be taken captive and held until they delivered on their ‘promise.’ 

· The Representative has asked for your perspective on the situation based upon what humanitarian principles may be at stake.  Your response is....

5. The Donor’s Demand

External NATO forces were finally sent to redress years of humanitarian desperation among the minority civilian population of Country A. Country A’s repressive leader had systematically oppressed the country’s minority groups through what most called a systematic campaign to eliminate them or run them out of the country. For some time, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan had urged international action.  Finally action was taken, however the brunt of the military action was undertaken by a coalition consisting primarily of US, German and Belgium forces. The motivation for their actions was believed to have less to do with the oppressed minority, than that Country A was also considered to be a terrorist haven.

Since it was unsafe for the UN or NGOs to deliver services during the conflict, the coalition forces dropped both bombs, and at other times humanitarian daily rations (HDRs) to trapped populations. The bombing caused substantial civilian deaths and casualties.  

Since the coalition forces were both belligerents in the conflict, as well as major donors, it was not surprising that following the end of actual hostilities and during the discussions on ‘nation building’ that the donors were demanding and quite clear in terms of how they wanted their resources and assistance to be used. The most troubling issue was the supposedly humanitarian response by the donors to generate public support for broader policy uses to counter terrorism. One senior UN official in the country refused an invitation to meet with any of the visiting coalition ambassadors following the end of the hostilities. Other NGOs firmly believe that anyone who accepts funds will be totally compromising themselves. 

Yet, the coalition is the major donor to the region.  Without these donor funds, UNICEF country programmes would be severely curtailed.

· The Representative has asked for your perspective on the situation based upon what humanitarian principles may be at stake.  Your response is....

6. The High Moral Ground  

The government of Country A has been a long time abuser of human rights and has violated them with impunity. The President and other leaders of Country A are suspected of engaging in the sexual exploitation and exportation of young girls and boys to other countries for the purposes of sexual slavery.  The government has conveyed an intolerant and oppressive opposition towards minority groups in the country, including neighbouring refugees escaping their own civil war, and economic migrants. Xenophobia and discrimination toward the refugees and migrants has soared and frequently they endure brutal police round ups which end in their being beaten and imprisoned.

The UNICEF CO tries to defend the interests of the most vulnerable who obviously have no voice in the government, but so far to little real effect. UNICEF has been able to provide basic services to some of the urban refugees as well as to economic migrants, primarily schools and medical services.

Recently, the Minister for Internal Affairs called the UNICEF Representative into her office and informed UNICEF that the services to schools and clinics provided by UNICEF will be closely supervised by the government to ensure that the refugees and migrants receive no better services than the local population. If so, UNICEF must find a way to ‘equalize’ the services.  Currently, refugees and economic migrants are turned away when they attempt to use government run clinics; and their children are so detested and abused at Country A schools, that many boys and girls would not attend any school if they had to attend a government school.

The situation has become so indefensible, that the Representative has called senior staff together to discuss engaging the strategic use of the media for UNICEF’s purposes. 

· The Representative has asked for your perspective on the situation based upon what humanitarian principles may be at stake.  Your response is....

7. Should UNICEF Go Against the Wishes of the UN Country Team (UNCT)?

When armed conflict broke out in Country A as the manifestation of a regional geopolitical conflict, 250,000 refugees streamed across the borders into Country B.  Most fled with only the clothes on their backs, and in the chaotic rush to cross the border, at least 5,000 children were separated from their families.  Within days, at least 100 NGOs had entered the country to assist in the humanitarian effort. 

While the armed conflict was expected, what was not anticipated was the active resistance that emerged within Country B to the refugees. Country A and Country B both consisted of dominant ethnic groups who had previously fought their own bitter war some years before. Within days, bombs were being set off at NGO headquarters’ around the country.  In rapid succession, 6 NGO international staff members were killed. Within 48 hours, many of the NGOs evacuated the country. UNSECOORD, unsure of what was happening and who was behind the bombings, ordered the UN offices to be evacuated to the regional headquarters. 

The HC/RC strongly felt that no UN agency should provide assistance to the refugees until the government was able to ensure the NGOs/UN security. Additionally, she believed that quick action to alleviate the geopolitical regional issues would be a quicker road to peace.  Her solution was to leave the refugees to their own devices in Country B while a peace was negotiated (& the UN agency/NGO staff were safe). There was some validation to her comments as leaders within the immediate region and the US/EU swung into action to keep the conflict from spreading. Peace talks were already scheduled.

UNICEF and UNHCR had a long history together in Country B. The heads of these two agencies got along well together and had worked together in previous crises. They felt that possibly, just maybe, they could ‘hold the fort’ and alleviate some of the human devastation they were witnessing. These discussions received no support from the other members of the UNCT. Meanwhile, CNN was showing graphic film of children sitting alone, hungry and crying by the roadsides; people with fear on their faces scrounging for food; and the airport filled with evacuating NGO and UN staff members. 

· The Representative has asked for your perspective on the situation based upon what humanitarian principles may be at stake.  Your response is....

8. The Use of Armed Escorts

A civil war has been on-going in country A for over 10 years.  The war is concentrated in the west of the country, where a rebel group has been attacking villages, IDP camps, and other civilian settlements.  The rebels burn homes down, abduct children and women, and kill anyone who gets in their way. They have a reputation for being ruthless and indiscriminate in their tactics.  The government army is now engaged in a major military offensive the rebels, which has caused the rebels to become even more brutal and bold in their attacks on civilians.  The government army itself has not been effective in protecting civilians from attacks by the rebels, and indeed, have also committed atrocities against women and children (rape, attacks, violence against those perceived to be rebel-sympathisers).

The rest of country A is very much in "development" mode.  The country is very positively seen by major development donors, and is managing to significantly increase the number of girls in schools and has increased its HIV/AIDS prevention efforts as well.  For this, it has been applauded by donors.  It has recently been allowed a modest (1%) increase in its defense spending by the World Bank and major donors, who have in the past strongly encouraged the government to devote more resources to basic social services and less to defense.  With the war in the west escalating, however, the government made a compelling case for increasing its defense budget.

Access to the populations in the west is impossible by road.  Attacks on humanitarian staff and convoys are common.  Air travel is not possible due to the absence of any airstrips in these remote areas.  Therefore, some humanitarian agencies have been using armed escorts provided by the government army for humanitarian convoys, primarily of food aid.  The armed escorts are provided by the government only on the condition that the humanitarian organization pay for the cost of DSA (lunch) for the soldiers escorting the convoy and the cost of fuel for the military vehicles used.  Many humanitarian agencies have chosen not to use the escorts, given these conditions.  Others have decided to use them, regardless of the conditions or costs attached.

· The Representative has asked for your perspective on the situation based upon what humanitarian principles may be at stake.  Your response is....

9. Women and Girls Under Attack
Country A has been under the control of an extremist government which overthrew the democratically elected government by force several years ago.  This government is now recognised by the international community as the de facto authority in the country.  This extremist government has outlawed all other parties, suspended Parliament, and rules by absolute decree.  It has instituted governance based on a strict and faulty interpretation of religious law.  The country is facing extreme food shortages, due to poor management by government and inadequate rains for the past 2 years.  Education enrolment is at an all-time low, access to health care and clean water is dropping due to the growing poverty caused by the government's extreme policies.  A humanitarian crisis already exists, and with winter coming, it will only get worse.

In March this year, it was decreed that women would no longer have access to a number of administrative and social services or to the education system in the Northern part of the country. In October, a decree was adopted which prohibited women from working anywhere other than in the medical profession. Even then, their work was subjected to numerous restrictions. For example, female nurses were discouraged from working alongside male doctors and male doctors could not attend to female patients. Between 30,000 and 40,000 working women were estimated to be affected by these measures. In addition, the government decreed that humanitarian organisations could not hire local women on their staff - international women staff were permitted, but had to be escorted at all times, like local women.

A serious crisis occurred several months later. The Ministry of Public Health decreed that all women patients and female medical staff would be transferred to a special hospital, which was completely inadequate as a medical facility. It had no running water, no operating room and just enough electricity to make a few light bulbs glow. The religious police ordered female patients at the main hospital in the capital city to go to the special facility set up for women only. At most of the city's 22 hospitals, female patients were systematically refused admission.

The government of country A insists that humanitarian organisations operating in the country must abide by their decrees, laws and customs.  Humanitarian organisations are divided over the issue.  Many have pulled out, saying they won't allow their presence to condone the blatant discrimination against women and girls being perpetrated by the government.  Others have chosen to remain, agreeing to follow the strict requirements of the current regime.

· The Representative has asked for your perspective on the situation based upon what humanitarian principles may be at stake.  Your response is....

10. Powerful Friends


The breakaway region of A is receiving the full brunt of Country B’s anger at its actions. Region A has fought for its independence for years, but never has it reached the level of conflict that is currently being experienced. Country B is violating with impunity the human rights of Region A’s citizens. Men and boys are being rounded up and enlisted in Country B’s army or interred in camps. The women and girls are routinely and systematically being raped. Region A’s communities and homes are being bombed or burned down. In retaliation, suicide bombers from Region A have begun to infiltrate into Country B, randomly blowing themselves up within civilian centres, successfully killing Country B citizens. Country B citizens are divided as to what to do—whether to pull out completely or intensify the conflict. Thousands of Region A citizens have fled to neighbouring countries or have taken to hiding in the nearby mountains. Country B is a powerful member of the Security Council. 

The UNICEF CO has advocated tirelessly for the rights of the citizens of region A and has a large programme providing an array of services. This has not made UNICEF popular with the government of County B. Another Security Council member has approached the UNICEF Representative, requesting that UNICEF ‘tone down’ its rhetoric and criticism of Country B both within Region A and in the UN.  The Member told you that UNICEF’s actions are implicitly encouraging suicide bombers to act as well as supporting other acts of civil disobedience against Country B, and that UNICEF is violating its own Humanitarian Principles. The Member has intimated that if UNICEF does not cease its criticism of Country B and advocacy of rights for Region A, that ‘there could be consequences’.

· The Representative has asked for your perspective on the situation based upon what humanitarian principles may be at stake.  Your response is....
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