


The invasion, code named “Operation Litani,” 
was a blitzkrieg attack, also strategically 
aimed at driving the armed Palestinian fighters 
who had orchestrated the attack in Israel, 
northwards from the Litani River. It was a move 
to help ensure that the Israeli coastal towns, 
including Haifa and Nahariya, were outside 
the range of the Katyusia rockets, which had 
become a regular danger to the residents.

Following the adoption of the Security Council 
resolution 425 on 19 March, establishing 
the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), 
French engineers were among the very first 
contingent to arrive to UNIFIL.  

I personally met and welcomed them at the 
Beirut International Airport on 23 March 

followed by the Norwegians on 25 March. 
Ghanaian Engineers joined the mission in 
August 1979. 

The contribution by the Engineers in helping 
to restore life to normalcy in south Lebanon 
was highly commendable.

As the First Force Commander, I had the 
onerous duty of pioneering the reconstruction 
of south Lebanon and performing the tasks 
to achieve the four thematic objectives 
set out in the Security Council Resolution 
425, including the strict territorial integrity 
of Lebanon, the withdrawal of Israeli forces, 
and restoring peace.

The then UN Secretary General, Dr. Kurt 
Waldheim of Austria, appointed me initially 

as the Acting Force Commander. That was 
later confirmed as the Substantive Force 
Commander - thereby becoming UNIFIL’s 
first head.

One of UNIFIL’s singular achievements is 
the introduction of humanitarian programme 
as an integral component of its intervention 
in south Lebanon and this has become 
part of subsequent peacekeeping missions 
undertaken by both the UN and other sub-
regional organizations, such as the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS). 

I am very proud of this innovative achievement. 
UNIFIL, as I have always maintained, has 
become an integral component of the Middle 
East peace process. 

As a result of the Israeli invasion of south Lebanon on 14-15 March 1978, following the killing 
of Israelis near the coastal town of Hertzliya four days earlier, a large number of the villages 
and homes of the south Lebanese were reduced to rubble. In addition, farms were infested 
with unexploded ordnances and improvised explosive devices (IEDs), mostly bombs and 
landmines, thereby depriving the local Lebanese of their means of livelihood. Water pumps 
and electric poles had equally been destroyed by the constant shelling of mortars, artillery 
pieces and airstrikes.

40 years on it’s helping to keep the calm in south Lebanon
By General Emmanuel A. Erskine, UNIFIL’s first Force Commander, from March 1978 to February 1981

UNIFIL was born 
out of crisis in 1978

Separately, Al Janoub’s Andrea 
Tenenti, Tilak Pokharel and Rania 
Bdeir spoke to General Erskine 
by phone to learn more about 
his personal reflections from 
the early days of UNIFIL. Here 
are the excerpts:

UNIFIL’s first mandate: Look at the word 
“interim” in the United Nations Interim Force in 
Lebanon. It was not expected to go beyond 
its first mandate of six months (when it was 
established on 19 March 1978). Just before 
the extension of the mandate, I was invited by 
Secretary General Kurt Waldheim to be at the 
consultative session of the Security Council. 
That was when questions were asked and 
I could assist in answering them. He had 
invited me to his office on the 38th floor (of the 
Secretariat Building in New York). I was there 
having a discussion with him, briefing him on 
the situation in Lebanon, when he called the 
French President of the time (Valéry Giscard 
d'Estaing), virtually appealing to him to support 
the extension of the mandate for its full second 
term of six months. After 10-15 minutes of 
discussion the President agreed to a four-
month extension. So the first mandate was 
extended for four months (until 19 January  
1979). The second mandate was extended for 
five months (until 19 June 1979). Subsequent 
mandates were all authorized for their full term  
of six months. The Force was not expected 
to go beyond six months. It’s now 40 years. 

Talking to the parties: If you look at the mandate, 
it talks about contacting the parties to determine 
the area of operation for UNIFIL, and also 
to seek their support. On the 21st (of March 
1978), I went to Beirut. I went, together 
with a senior officer from the Secretariat, 
to meet with (Yasser) Arafat (the leader of the 
PLO at the time). Even though the Israelis, 
the Palestinians and Arafat said they were 
ready to support us, talking about support 
and really getting that support was not easy. 
There were a lot of difficulties. The final Israeli 
withdrawal happened on 14 June 1978.

Situation on the ground: There were restrictions 
of movement and moving was not all that 
easy. There were a lot of mines on the 
ground. Most south Lebanese are farmers 
but they couldn’t till their land, didn’t have 
water and electricity. Our presence was a 
sort of inducement to return for the displaced 
Lebanese. They started coming back. There 
was a lot of sadness. There were no homes 
to go back to. Medicals, hospitals - all 
destroyed. Our contingents had water, food 
and medicines. There was so much work 
to do, including reconstruction. The locals 

had to depend on us for everything. Mine 
clearance was another massive undertaking.

The presence of UNIFIL gave them hope of 
life. There was so much destruction. There 
was nothing. But we came with everything. 
It was not meant for them, but how can you 
eat when others are hungry? This explains 
the significance of UNIFIL embarking on 
extensive humanitarian programmes although 
there was no humanitarian component in 
our mandate. Later, the Secretary-General 
and international community agreed to my 
proposal of including humanitarian elements 
in the mandate. All of them helped because 
it was a humanitarian crisis.

UNIFIL casualties: The first casualty was a 
Swedish peacekeeper in Khardala Bridge. 
Then, we had Senegalese, French and Irish 
soldiers – all killed by landmines within 24 
hours of their arrivals in the area.

At Tiri crisis: We had a major armed confrontation 
with the De Facto Forces (DFF) in At Tiri in 1980. 
We could not allow them (DFF) to control the 
area. It would have jeopardized the operations of 
the Irish and the Dutch, who were responsible for 
the area. DFF also lost men; we also lost men. 
As revenge, they got hold of two Irish soldiers 
and murdered them in cold blood. The soldiers 
were defending the mandate in At Tiri. That was 
a major crisis. This shocked the world. In the 
aftermath, the Dublin Summit was convened 
where we had all the troop contributing countries 
attending. It was a show of political force, it 
was a very good morale booster for us. They 
demonstrated solidarity with UNIFIL.

Helicopter attacked: I had got my helicopter 
attacked twice. Once, I was flying from Naqoura 
to Qana. There were gunshot holes in the 
helicopter. I don’t know the details but we 
managed to land. The other flight attack I 

had was while flying from Beirut to Naqoura. 
When just off Tyre, we had a bang in the 
helicopter. When we landed in Naqoura, 
Italians came to open the door but there was 
no door to open. That’s when I got frightened 
because I was not a good swimmer. 

Last words: Let me end up by conveying my 
very best wishes and congratulations to the 
Force Commander, his troops, commanders 
at all levels, civilians staff and the contributing 
governments for all that they have done to 
assist UNIFIL, and through UNIFIL to assist 
the Lebanese people.
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     There were a 
lot of mines on the 
ground. Most south 
Lebanese are farmers 
but they couldn’t till 
their land, didn’t have 
water and electricity. 
Our presence was a 
sort of inducement to 
return for the displaced 
Lebanese. 

Yasser Arafat with UN officials making a press statement, after his acceptance of the Secretary-General's call for a 
general cease-fire in southern Lebanon
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