Sanctions retain their threat in face of busters
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When the United Nations Security Council recently raised the possibility of placing international sanctions on Syria, Abdullah Dardari, its deputy prime minister, offered a defiant response. "Sanction busters are everywhere."

He had something of a point. After 15 years of UN sanctions against countries around the world, their record is decidedly mixed. UN sanctions, under article 41 of the charter, are the only real lever of international diplomacy "between words and war". But for precisely that reason, they often appear to be imposed for lack of any other form of pressure, and are far from universally enforced.

"When more than words is required and less than bullets, sanctions are the default option," says Simon Chesterman, head of the Institute for International Law at New York University. "Thus sanctions have tended to be used as a compromise measure, rather than because they are seen as being effective."

The UN currently has eight active sanctions regimes, mostly in Africa, overseen by Security Council committees and small monitoring groups. Although sanctions were envisaged from the UN's foundation, they only really began to be used in earnest after the end of the cold war.

Since then, they have evolved. Total embargoes were slapped on Yugoslavia and Haiti, but as television images of starving babies revealed the devastating side-effects, comprehensive sanctions fell out of favour.

Recent action has been more limited, targeting individuals, or organisations, rather than whole countries, and with clearer time limits.

With Syria in the spotlight, opinions vary on how well this new breed of sanctions works. Two of the most respected experts in the field, David Cortright and George Lopez of the Kroc Institute, suggest their effectiveness is mixed at best.

Sanctions are used to attain one of three things: behaviour change, containment or regime change. But the fact that Security Council members sometimes have different objectives makes their success difficult to measure.

Messrs Cortright and Lopez say comprehensive sanctions against Iraq and the former Yugoslavia had a big impact, respectively helping the UN disarmament mission and pressing Belgrade to negotiate and accept the Dayton peace accords. More targeted sanctions are credited with prompting a change of heart by Libya, and in isolating Charles Taylor's Liberia.

But efforts to stop atrocities in Sudan, as well as measures taken against al-Qaeda, the Democratic Republic of Congo and Ivory Coast have far less to show for them.

With limited enforcement mechanisms, the reality is that sanctions are difficult to implement. Countries such as China often argue that they tend to be imposed on the poor and weak, undermining their legitimacy, while human rights campaigners are concerned about the lack of judicial redress for individuals on a sanctions list.

Yet, experts suggest, sanctions do have other, less appreciated, functions. The simple fact of having them makes it easier to shine a spotlight upon, and elicit information about, a country's activities. And for all the flaws in implementing sanctions, the threat still remains a scary proposition. "People do take notice," says one UN official. "No one wants to be on these lists."

Whether Syria's leaders take the hint and alter their behaviour remains to be seen. What they cannot ignore is that the world has issued a unanimous statement of possible intent, and is watching closely.

