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Themaintenance of international peace and security is the core purpose of

the United Nations. Established in the aftermath of World War II, the

United Nations and its Security Council sought to prevent the scourge

of interstate war from affecting states and their people. Over time, the UN’s

peace and security mandate evolved to focus on intrastate wars involving a state

engaged in war against its own people. The UN Security Council’s seismic shift

following the end of the Cold War in the s—from resolving interstate dis-

putes to intervening in a member state’s sovereign territory in order to stop a

civil war and rebuild the state and society in its aftermath—has led the UN to

save even more lives than it arguably would have otherwise. At the same time,

this shift in focus has created a seemingly unsolvable paradox: the UN is

“owned” by the national governments of its member states and yet it seeks to cre-

ate peace that is owned by the often disenfranchised populations most affected by

intrastate war. In this respect, this essay focuses not so much on peacekeeping and

peacebuilding more generally, but on what might be called the “peace-kept,” or the

people who actually live in the war-affected country and experience the conse-

quences of the war and the effectiveness and ineffectiveness of the UN peace oper-

ation on a daily basis. The UN Security Council has increasingly mandated peace

operations to serve the “peace-kept” by creating “local ownership,” where the term

“local” refers to the citizens, civil society, private sector actors, state authorities,

and even armed actors in the war-affected country. In the section that follows, I

provide a brief overview of the evolution of UN peacekeeping. In the next section,

I look back at past research and discuss its findings about the barriers and enablers
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to local ownership of UN peace operations. I conclude by looking ahead, identifying

potential areas for future reform related to local ownership in UN peacekeeping

and peacebuilding.

The Evolution of UN Peacekeeping

UN peacekeeping has become “one of the most visible symbols of the UN role in

international peace and security.” UN peacekeeping operations are one type of

UN peace operation, which encompass both the political missions that do not

have peacekeepers and the peacekeeping operations that are mandated by the

UN Security Council and managed by the UN Secretariat. Since the UN deployed

its first peacekeeping operation in  to monitor a truce between Israel and

Palestine and, subsequently, the Armistice Agreements between Israel and its

Arab neighbors (Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, and the Syrian Arab Republic), the

UN has deployed over seventy peacekeeping operations in over  countries.

Of these operations, the vast majority—over sixty—have been deployed since

the end of the Cold War.

In the past thirty years, UN peacekeeping operations have evolved from tradi-

tional peacekeeping missions, which interpose forces between warring parties to

support the implementation of a peace agreement or ceasefire, to peace enforce-

ment missions, which aim to “enforce” peace and protect civilians by potentially

engaging in war-fighting with parties to the conflict. In addition to the expansion

in the way that peacekeepers are permitted to use force, UN peacekeeping opera-

tions have also become more multidimensional. Multidimensional peace opera-

tions use nonmilitary personnel to accomplish many of the tasks necessary to

support the implementation of a comprehensive peace agreement, including gov-

ernance reform, demobilization and reintegration of ex-combatants, security sec-

tor reform, and human rights monitoring. In addition to these peacekeeping

missions, the UN also increasingly deploys political missions that lack peacekeep-

ing troops but still aim to accomplish many of these multidimensional tasks that

are often described as post-conflict peacebuilding. Peacebuilding also encompasses

a much broader set of activities that occur before, during, and after the outbreak of

war and are carried out by a wide range of UN agencies, funds, programs, depart-

ments, and offices, as well as other international and national actors. Because of

the breadth of these efforts, the UN often refers to them as efforts to “sustain

peace.”
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Scholarship on international peacekeeping and peacebuilding has increasingly

emphasized the importance of true local ownership for the short- and long-term

success of UN peace operations. Local ownership does not just refer to ownership

by members of a local community; it also refers to the buy-in, support, and strong

involvement of domestic stakeholders that represent the diverse social, economic,

racial and/or ethnic, religious, and gender groups in the host country, including

but also going beyond the host government. Scholars argue that local ownership

is necessary because without it, the UN will just reinforce the authority of an often

violent, discriminatory state. UN policy documents have also repeatedly empha-

sized the importance of focusing on the interests and needs of the conflict-affected

people, not just the state. According to the Report of the Advisory Group of Experts

for the  Review of the United Nations Peacebuilding Architecture:

Sustaining peace is, in essence, about individuals and different groups learning to live
together without resorting to violence to resolve conflicts and disputes. It must be
people-centered and inclusive in approach, and provide a vision of a common future
to domestic stakeholders, public and private. External actors, including the UN, can
accompany and facilitate, but they cannot impose peace. To this end, the UN’s
approach to sustaining peace, in all phases, must be underpinned by a deep commit-
ment to broadening inclusion and ownership on the part of all stakeholders across
the societies where it works. Neither peace agreements nor the implementation pro-
cesses that follow them will likely prosper unless they look beyond the narrow interests
of belligerents to a framework that can engage in a society’s broad and emergent vision
of itself.

To accommodate this focus on local ownership and relevance, one of the four

essential shifts called for in the  High-Level Independent Panel on Peace

Operations on Uniting Our Strengths for Peace report (hereafter the “HIPPO

report”) is to increase the UN’s accountability to the people most affected by vio-

lence and war. Specifically, the report states: “There must be an awakening of

United Nations Headquarters to the distinct and important needs of field mis-

sions, and a renewed resolve on the part of United Nations peace operations per-

sonnel to engage with, serve and protect the people they have been mandated to

assist.”

In spite of the widespread agreement among UN member states that UN peace-

keeping and peacebuilding efforts should be more accountable and responsive to

the populations they are “mandated to assist,” there remains a high degree of

uncertainty as to whether the UN can achieve this goal. Studies of UN
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peacebuilding and peacekeeping effectiveness have revealed numerous barriers to

local ownership: accountability to state authority, difficulty in identifying and

trusting local stakeholders, incompatibility between UN mandates and local pref-

erences and needs, lack of capacity within UN missions and the UN Country

Team, and the pressure to deliver quick results that sidelines more time-intensive

local ownership. But studies have also identified cases of successful local owner-

ship, including two projects implemented by the United Nations Integrated Office

in Burundi. One of these projects, the Cadre de Dialogue, is a multiparty dia-

logue initiative that was run and monitored by Burundian negotiators and partic-

ipants in the dialogue process. Another project, which aimed to help reform the

Burundian intelligence service, contracted a local human rights organization to

evaluate the effectiveness of the reform efforts. In the section that follows,

I look back at past research and discuss what it tells us about the barriers and

enablers to local ownership within the UN. In the conclusion, I look ahead, iden-

tifying potential areas for future reform related to local ownership in UN peace-

keeping and peacebuilding.

What Is Known about the UN and Local Ownership?

Some of the most compelling critiques of the UN’s capacity to engage in local

ownership come from the UN’s own reports. The  report of the Advisory

Group of Experts comments that the focus on peacebuilding and inclusion

often happens at the headquarters in New York and in other grand convening

halls in Europe but that, in practice, UN missions on the ground forget to include

nongovernmental stakeholders in their processes. The  HIPPO report iden-

tifies the numerous challenges that UN peace operations face when engaging with

local communities and civil society actors, resulting from a lack of training and a

template-driven mindset that eschews the importance of community preferences

and relationship building. It says, for example:

Several local community actors and civil society representatives expressed the view to
the Panel that they found it difficult to interact with United Nations personnel, who
appeared remote and aloof. They noted that peacekeepers often lacked training on
how to deal with traumatized people and that communication challenges were often
compounded by language barriers. Some expressed concern that peace operations did
not spend enough time understanding existing capacities for peace and protection or
conflict mitigation mechanisms and simply replaced local structures with exogenous
ones.
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The scholarly literature, discussed below, has echoed these critiques, pointing to the

challenges facing a global organization attempting to gain increasing local relevance.

The Challenge of National Ownership

One of the main barriers facing local ownership is national ownership. The UN is

a member state organization and is governed by states. These states include any

state in which UN peacekeeping and peacebuilding interventions operate. To

maintain its presence in a host country, even under a Chapter VII peacekee-

ping/enforcement mission, the UN must regularly seek and sustain the consent

of the host government. If the host government no longer wishes for a UN mis-

sion to operate in its country, it can declare the head of the mission persona non

grata and force him or her to leave the country, as has recently taken place in

Burundi, the Central African Republic, South Sudan, and Sudan. The host govern-

ment can also apply more subtle pressure by refusing to approve the country pro-

gram that permits UN development agencies to work in the host country and

collaborate with UN peacekeeping missions in the implementation of peacebuild-

ing tasks, or by refusing to grant UN staff access to visit conflict-affected areas.

The host government, not the population, is the UN’s main partner and inter-

locutor on the ground. The UN focuses daily on managing and sustaining its

relationships with host governments, reinforcing their sovereignty and authority.

When the host government is supportive of local ownership, then it is feasible for

the UN to engage with a much broader group of domestic actors, including those

opposed to the ruling political party. But when the host government is not sup-

portive of broader local ownership, it can be extremely difficult for the UN to cre-

ate local ownership with opposition political parties, civil society, or

disenfranchised community members. If UN staff dare to bend or break rules

in order to create local ownership in these contexts, they risk losing their jobs

or being forced to leave the country, as occurred with the UN peace operations

in Burundi in  and .

UN Peacekeeping Is Not Built for Local Ownership

Much of the research on UN peacekeeping focuses on the problems with the UN’s

bureaucracy and organizational structure. Scholars argue that the UN is often

unable to focus on local stakeholders because it is preoccupied with the power

struggles within the international community. Furthermore, peace operations

staff are accountable to UN member states and the Secretariat back in

New York, not to the conflict-affected people that they purport to help. As a result,
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the UN is focused on supplying goods to the conflict-affected people, not on

responding to their needs or preferences. To achieve the societal change outlined

in many of the more recent peacekeeping and peacebuilding mandates, the UN

requires regular feedback, buy-in, and support of people within the

conflict-affected country. In the push to defend its relevance to its member

states, to draw down as quickly as possible, and to demonstrate its contribution

to conflict-affected populations, the UN often pushes for quick “peace dividends”

at the expense of the relationships and local knowledge necessary to create local

ownership.

Who Are “Legitimate” Domestic Stakeholders?

Another barrier to local ownership is the difficulty that many UN staff face when

asked to identify the local stakeholders with whom they should consult, engage,

and facilitate ownership. As the HIPPO report puts it, “It can be challenging to

identify representatives who genuinely speak on behalf of the local population.

There is thus a tendency to engage with a small network of people who speak

English or French and use jargon familiar to the international community but

who may lack a local base.” Conflict polarizes people, leaving them mistrustful

of one another and often wary of trusting foreigners. When UN staff arrive in a

village in several large white  ×  trucks and expect immediate trust and access

to members of the community with diverse perspectives, community members

may be reluctant to engage honestly. Furthermore, different groups in society

have their own interests in UN peacekeeping and peacebuilding missions. For

many, the missions create new economic opportunities—offering jobs in the

“national” UN staff or housing and service-delivery opportunities (both licit

and illicit). From this “peacekeeping as enterprise” perspective, a UN peacekeep-

ing mission creates new winners and losers in the domestic economy, further

complicating a domestic population’s perception of its effectiveness and its will-

ingness to offer a true assessment.

Global Norms Are Misaligned with Local Institutions

Much of the scholarship on international peacebuilding and peacekeeping has

focused on the gulf between the UN’s vision of the post-conflict state that it

wants to create and the reality of the post-conflict state that exists. The critique

is not just that the UN’s peacebuilding aims are too ambitious but that they are

misguided because they ignore deep and strong institutions of state and society

that already exist. Instead, the UN, the World Bank, and Western donors
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have put forward an image of post-conflict success that is manifest in the imme-

diate creation of liberal democratic states grounded in rule of law and a market-

based economy, which largely ignores the long-term and often violent process—

fueled by colonialism and slavery—that was required to create these institutions in

developed countries.

Other scholars contend that the problem is not the UN’s norms or vision of

post-conflict success but the fact that it does not abide by the norms that it

espouses, particularly those of local ownership. The UN uses local ownership

as a discursive tool of self-legitimation, but its behavior focuses on national, not

local, ownership. Local people, in turn, see this contradiction between the UN’s

discourse and its behavior, which leads its efforts at local ownership to reduce,

rather than augment, the UN’s legitimacy.

Conclusion

As the literature and policy reports summarized here reveal, the UN has made a

significant commitment to local ownership and, yet, has often fallen short of this

commitment because of its focus on national ownership (rather than local own-

ership); the challenge of identifying and creating trust with local actors who rep-

resent diverse perspectives; the supply-driven nature of UN intervention; and the

potential misalignment between global peacebuilding ideals and the institutional

reality of conflict-affected countries.

My own experience as a UN staff person and evaluator of the UN Peacebuilding

Fund supports these conclusions. When I first worked for UNICEF in Burundi

during the civil war, I was amazed by the number of difficult decisions we

faced on a daily basis—decisions that often did not have a clear or easy answer.

In an impoverished, war-torn country, we had to figure out how and where to

allocate our limited resources, often with highly inadequate information about

the real needs of the local population. We had to navigate the difficult task of

simultaneously trying to appease the Burundian government so that they would

allow us to operate in the country and pressuring this same government to protect

the rights of its citizens. We struggled to figure out how to strengthen the govern-

ment’s capacity to deliver goods and services while still ensuring that these goods

and services reached the children most in need. We lived with the daily contradic-

tion that one of the parties to the civil war, the Burundian military, was respon-

sible for ensuring our security at the same time as we were responsible for
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protecting the rights of vulnerable children, many of whom lived in communities

run by rebel groups. It was a huge challenge to build local ownership with a diverse

group of Burundian civil society, military and rebel leaders, government officials,

and communities at a time when the Burundian population viewed the UN with

mistrust and international and national UN staff feared for their own safety.

Assessments of UN peacekeeping and peacebuilding success and failure often

fail to capture the complexity of the task. Scholars have found that, on average,

UN peacekeeping operations reduce the incidence of violence. But we still do

not fully understand how UN peace operations actually contribute to these out-

comes. My experience and research points to a more nuanced story of how indi-

vidual staff and leadership navigate difficult decisions such as the ones that I

describe above. Improved local ownership aids this decision-making process

because it means that UN staff are better informed about the potential costs

and benefits of their decisions.

Improving local ownership requires empowering peace operation staff to be

locally accountable, not simply accountable to the headquarters in New York.

Local accountability does not just refer to conversations with community mem-

bers. It can involve contracting local NGOs to evaluate UN projects; creating mon-

itoring units made up of a representative group of participants in a dialogue

workshop; establishing an independent research unit of local scholars who can

monitor and evaluate UN interventions; or integrating local stakeholders through-

out the preparation, implementation, evaluation, and duration of the

intervention.

For UN staff to engage more effectively with diverse local stakeholders and use

the information they receive to make difficult decisions, the UN will also most

likely need to empower its staff to innovate and take risks in response to feedback

from the context. This will require a shift from a bureaucratic approach that

focuses on implementing a set of activities that are agreed upon in advance to a

focus on entrepreneurial engagement with the complex problems that UN peace-

keeping and peacebuilding missions face on a daily basis. The UN has created

local accountability and fostered innovation in the past, but these efforts often

took place in spite of, rather than because of, existing UN incentives. For the

UN to continue improving the local ownership of its peacekeeping and peace-

building missions, and thus their rates of success, it needs to see its staff as its

greatest asset. Future reforms should consider how to create real incentives for

local accountability and risk-taking by these staff.
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