
BACKGROUNDER

CODEBLUECAMPAIGN.COM  |  AIDSFREEWORLD.ORG  |  TEL. +212-729 -5084  |  INFO@AIDSFREEWORLD.ORG

CODE  B LUE  CAMPA IGN

– 1 of 3 –

On May 13, 2014, AIDS-Free World, joined by international luminaries Graça Machel, Lt. General Romeo 
Dallaire, Theo Sowa, head of the African Women’s Development Fund, and Ambassador Anwarul Chowdhury, 
announced the launch of Code Blue, a campaign to end immunity for sexual exploitation and abuse by 
UN peacekeepers. 

AIDS-Free World declared that Code Blue will seek to end that immunity with measures that begin by  
addressing sexual offenses by non-military peacekeepers and then move to military peacekeepers. In  
addition, Code Blue will call for an independent, external Commission of Inquiry into the handling of 
sexual exploitation and abuse throughout the UN’s peacekeeping operations. 

There can be no denying the problem or ignoring the UN system’s dysfunctional response to it. This was 
made painfully clear when allegations of ongoing child sexual abuse in the Central African Republic — 
perpetrated by French and other bi-lateral peacekeepers, and brought to the UN’s attention in May 2014 
— were revealed by AIDS-Free World through the Guardian newspaper just weeks before the launch 
of Code Blue. The immediate global media attention demonstrated the revulsion felt worldwide when 
those commissioned to protect civilians in crisis turn against the world’s most vulnerable people. The 
public’s moral sensibilities were equally offended by evidence that the UN did not attempt to stop the 
ongoing sexual abuse, choosing to protect its own reputation instead of protecting past and future victims 
and coming to their aid. While these particular troops were not part of a UN peacekeeping mission at 
the time, the UN was alerted to the abuse and called upon to stop it and assist the victims. It failed to do 
either. The tragic reality is that what happened in the Central African Republic is not unique; it is indicative 
of the systemic failure in the way the UN deals with sexual exploitation and abuse in conflict and post-
conflict countries.

Code Blue is determined to change that. The first crucial steps of the global campaign will: seek an end to 
immunity for all non-military peacekeepers — UN staff, police, and experts on mission — who are immune 
from prosecution under the 1946 Convention on the Privileges and Immunities of the United Nations, 
and call for an independent, external Commission of Inquiry to probe every facet of sexual exploitation 
and abuse in peacekeeping missions, and thoroughly investigate the way the United Nations system is 
handling the ongoing crisis, at every level and in every department of the organization.

Why will Code Blue focus first on non-military personnel? While the term “peacekeeper” conjures up an 
image of soldiers in blue helmets, thousands of UN non-military personnel are deployed on peacekeeping  
missions around the world. A little-known fact is that on a per capita basis these non-military staff are 
accused of sexual offenses at a higher rate than military peacekeepers. Yet, unlike military peacekeepers 
who can be held accountable by their own countries for crimes they commit while on mission, non-military 
personnel enjoy immunity under international law. Their immunity creates the worldwide perception that 
anyone operating under the UN banner is untouchable, free to commit sex crimes with no fear of arrest 
or prosecution. The UN’s reaction to allegations of sexual abuse only perpetuates this perception. 
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While UN leadership points to its policy of “zero tolerance” and claims that the Secretary-General  
waives immunity for any sexual offenses brought to his attention, that policy fails miserably in practice. 
The presumption that accused peacekeeping personnel may be immune from legal process creates a 
chain reaction. Instead of immediate action, reports of abuse are caught in a tangle of red tape while the 
Secretary-General decides whether to waive immunity. Meanwhile, suspects and their accomplices have 
time to destroy evidence, silence witnesses, and threaten or pay off victims, making justice for the victims 
virtually unattainable. An appalling number of all peacekeeper sexual exploitation and abuse cases that are 
reported to the United Nations each year are marked “unsubstantiated” and closed by the UN because 
any evidence that might have led to a conviction has disappeared. Sexual abusers among UN staff, 
experts, and police remain in the system, eligible for posting to the next peacekeeping mission. 

The first, crucial objective of Code Blue is the official removal, by UN Member States, of any possibility 
of immunity for UN staff, experts, or police who are implicated in sexual exploitation or abuse. With that 
objective achieved, Code Blue will then call on the United Nations to convey a message throughout the 
world — to peacekeepers, both military and non-military, to the civilians they serve, and particularly to 
countries that contribute troops to peacekeeping missions — that “zero tolerance” is a serious standard 
and will be enforced. Once sexual violence is exempt from the protections afforded by UN immunity, the 
protective cloak that only the Secretary-General can lift will no longer cover United Nations peacekeeping 
personnel accused of sexual offenses.  

Code Blue begins at a point when the UN itself acknowledges that it cannot even estimate the true 
extent of sexual exploitation and abuse by peacekeepers, military or non-military. This is borne out in a 
2013 Expert Team’s report, commissioned by Ban Ki-moon, which found that: “…the official numbers 
mask what appears to be significant amounts of underreporting,” and that “UN personnel in all the 
missions we visited could point to numerous suspected or quite visible cases of [sexual exploitation and 
abuse] that are not being counted or investigated.”

Yet even this commissioned report was withheld from Member States and the public until AIDS-Free 
World obtained a copy. That lack of transparency, focus on damage control, and the absence of checks 
and balances point to systemic failures where sexual exploitation and abuse is concerned – failures that 
jeopardize civilians and threaten the world’s multi-billion dollar annual investment in peacekeeping. Internal 
UN panels and high-level reviews will not solve the problem. That is why Code Blue is demanding that a 
truly independent Commission of Inquiry be struck by Member States — a commission with unobstructed 
access to UN records and correspondence, and with full subpoena power — to investigate the way in 
which every branch of the United Nations, at headquarters and in the field, handles sexual exploitation 
and abuse in peacekeeping missions. No member of the UN staff, no matter how exalted his or her 
position, should be exempt from the inquiry.  

The Code Blue campaign will rush to resuscitate a system in cardiac arrest. We will formally engage  
campaigners and supporters around the world, enlist a high-level and expert Advisory Council, and 
mobilize partner organizations — those with long experience on these issues, as well as newcomers. We 
will apply the same rigorous advocacy that resulted in the establishment of UN Women, appealing directly 
to individual Member States. Campaigners will advocate with governments that contribute troops, those 
that provide funding, and those that face conflict. We will engage regional bodies and the Security Council,  
including the Permanent Five members. Code Blue will enlist the UN’s Special Rapporteurs and the 
legions of knowledgeable, devoted UN personnel who are committed to making their organization as 
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effective and accountable as possible. Campaigners will collect the views and declarations of civilian 
populations who have most to gain from a revived, strengthened, and responsive UN peacekeeping system. 
It will involve people whose countries have descended into conflict, and who deserve protection, not abuse. 

The UN has long acknowledged that sexual violence within its own peacekeeping ranks is a serious problem, 
but the pace of change has been far too slow, particularly for the women and children around the world 
who continue to suffer. Peacekeeping missions are essential to the protection of people in conflict and 
post-conflict zones. The Code Blue campaign will be a collective intervention by concerned people 
worldwide who recognize the crucial importance of peacekeeping and are committed to ensuring its 
strength and effectiveness. 
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