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Executive Summary
Peacekeeping is as old as the United Nations (UN). For many decades, it consisted essentially of the interposition of 
lightly armed troops to act as neutral observers of a truce or a peace agreement. The end of the Cold War opened a new 
chapter in the history of peacekeeping. Peacekeeping operations have expanded dramatically in the last two decades and 
are now multidimensional, with complex mandates in increasingly difficult, and often dangerous, environments.

This new era of peacekeeping required fundamental changes in UN peacekeeping policies and practices as well as a myriad 
of administrative reforms over the last 20 years, to enable UN peacekeeping operations to adapt to these new conditions 
and challenges. This paper reviews key peacekeeping reforms implemented by the UN, discussing in particular:

•	 the change in peacekeeping doctrine stemming from the lessons learned from its experiences in Rwanda and the 
former Yugoslavia; 

•	 the changes in organizational structure within the United Nations to improve the administration and management 
of peacekeeping operations; 

•	 the systems put in place to recruit and deploy a vast number of military, police and civilian personnel; 

•	 the improvement in training to adequately prepare people for field duty;

•	 the modifications made to the budgetary and financial rules within the organization to facilitate expenditures for 
the rapid start-up of new missions; and 

•	 the revision in logistics and procurement procedures to provide missions with basic equipment and commercial 
services required for new operations. 

What emerges from the analysis of these reforms is that, while the reform process is often tortuous at the United Nations, 
real progress has been achieved in strengthening the UN machinery’s capacity to implement the complex mandates given 
by the UN Security Council. Serious weaknesses remain, however, and the United Nations must make every effort to 
continue to improve its performance and learn from its experiences, as it has done in the past 20 years of peacekeeping 
reform. This process of transformation is essential for the United Nations to be able to live up fully to its mission of ending 
conflicts and maintaining international peace and security. 

Acronyms
DFS	 Department of Field Support 

DPKO	 Department of Peacekeeping 
Operations

DSRSG	 Deputy Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General

IMTF	 integrated mission task forces 

ITS	 Integrated Training Service 

NGO	 non-governmental organization

PPC	 Pearson Peacekeeping Centre

PRF	 Peacekeeping Reserve Fund

SHIRBRIG 	 Multinational Standby High Readiness 
Brigade 

SRSG	 Special Representative of the Secretary-
General 

UNLB	 United Nations Logistics Base

UNSAS	 UN Standby Arrangements System
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Introduction
UN peacekeeping has been a key instrument of international governance for many decades, but never more so than 
since the end of the Cold War. Although much has been written about UN peacekeeping efforts, most often it has been 
to disparage the problematic experiences in Bosnia, Somalia and, today, in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (the 
Congo) and Haiti, rather than to applaud the many successful missions in places such as Mozambique, Burundi, El 
Salvador, Sierra Leone and Timor Leste. 

Less has been said about the administrative and management underpinnings of the peace missions. Yet, without clear 
policies, adequate command and control structures, efficient recruitment, training and deployment of qualified personnel, 
and without sufficient financial resources and procedures adapted to the complex universe of peacekeeping, it would 
simply be impossible to meet what are often extremely ambitious goals set by the UN Security Council. Peacekeeping 
always presents significant political challenges, but the operational and managerial challenges it entails are just as complex. 

Building up the United Nations’ operational peacekeeping capabilities over the last 20 years has required institutional 
transformation on a colossal scale, made more challenging by the necessity of servicing and supporting an ever-increasing 
number of deployed missions, while also carrying out successive waves of reform and innovation. It is worth looking 
at the “underbelly” of UN peacekeeping in some detail, because it illuminates some of the reasons for the continuing 
weaknesses in UN mission performance, and also provides insights into the tortuous process of reform in the United 
Nations. 
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Peacekeeping for a New Era
Peacekeeping is as old as the United Nations. As early as 1948, a mission composed of unarmed military personnel 
and civilians — United Nations Truce Supervision Organization — was deployed to the Middle East to observe a truce 
between the new state of Israel and the Palestinians and Arab States. The first full-fledged peacekeeping mission was 
established in 1956 as a temporary solution to the Suez crisis. Armed troops were deployed along the ceasefire line to act 
as neutral observers and report any breach of the truce conditions agreed to by the parties. 

Over the next 30 years, a limited number of similar missions were deployed (13 in total until 1988). Although the mandates 
and operations were tailored to respond to each specific set of circumstances, the same basic principles were followed: 
consent of the parties; lightly armed troops; limited observation mandate; use of force only in strict self-defence; and 
absolute neutrality. The sole exception was the 1960 UN mission to the Congo, which was authorized to use force to 
implement the extensive security mandate it had been given. 

Towards the end of the 1980s, three developments converged that transformed the peacekeeping landscape. First, the 
Cold War came to an end. The rivalry between the American and Soviet superpowers that had paralyzed the Security 
Council gave way to a more cooperative climate. The agreement to authorize the use of force to expel Iraq from Kuwait 
in the fall of 1990 signalled the start of a new chapter in the Security Council’s history.

Second, a large number of countries overthrew authoritarian regimes to embrace democracy and human rights. Democratic 
forces took hold of Eastern Europe, the former Soviet Union and parts of Africa and Asia, joining the ranks of the recently 
democratically elected governments in most of Latin America. Together with the traditional group of Western countries, 
these new democracies formed a broad coalition of like-minded countries committed to defending democracy and human 
rights, not only at home, but also outside of their borders.

Third, the ability to travel easily, 24-hour news coverage, the Internet and other features of an increasingly globalized world 
made the reality of conflict and human suffering more vivid to distant observers. Around the world, people responded 
to the shocking images of civilian victims caught up in conflicts by demanding that their governments “do something.”

The impact of these three new trends on peacekeeping practices manifested in two main ways. First, the Security Council 
began to give peacekeeping missions more ambitious mandates than it had previously. The mission that was established 
in Cambodia in 1992, following the conclusion of the Paris Peace Agreement,1 is a good example of the kind of multi-
dimensional, multi-purpose mission that was to become the norm over the next two decades. In Cambodia, the UN 
mission was responsible for maintaining a secure environment, disarming combatants and reintegrating them into 
civilian life, overseeing national elections, providing support to returning refugees, helping to reconstruct the economy 
and overseeing the operations of five key ministries. Over the years, many more tasks, such as training and monitoring 
police and armed forces and reforming judiciary institutions, were added to the mandates of UN peacekeeping missions, 
as different situations required.

Second, the Security Council deployed peacekeeping forces in situations where combat was still raging, for the purpose of 
escorting the delivery of humanitarian relief and deterring, by their presence, abuses against civilian populations. While 
formal consent of the key governmental authorities was obtained, peacekeeping forces met with strong opposition from 
warring parties on the ground. Such was the case in Somalia and the former Yugoslavia from 1992 to 1995.

Between 1989 and 1994, the Security Council created more than 20 new peacekeeping missions. Disenchantment set in, 
however, after the frustrating experiences in Somalia and the former Yugoslavia, where traditional UN peacekeeping 
doctrine proved woefully inadequate to deal with the situation on the ground. The 1994 Rwandan genocide, which unfolded 
under the eyes of a small, impotent UN mission, led many to despair of the effectiveness of UN peacekeeping. But, after a 
few years when few new peacekeeping missions were created, the tempo picked up again, with seven new peacekeeping 
missions launched in 1998 alone. At the end of 2011, there were 15 peacekeeping missions still in operation involving close 
to 120,000 people, of which about 100,000 were uniformed personnel, with a budget of nearly US$8 billion a year.

The dramatic expansion in the number of peacekeeping missions and their more ambitious mandates, severely tested the 
United Nations’ capacity to command, control and manage these new types of missions. At the end of the Cold War, the 
UN Secretariat had only limited capacity among its civilian staff and could only count on the advice of a lone military 
adviser to oversee existing peacekeeping missions. Neither traditional peacekeeping doctrine nor the United Nations’ 

1	  On October 23, 1991, in Paris, France, the Agreements on a Comprehensive Political Settlement of the Cambodia Conflict were signed by Cambodia 
and 18 other nations in the presence of the UN Secretary-General.
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administrative systems — designed to support static, conference-oriented work — were adequate to meet the challenges 
of this new generation of peacekeeping mission. 

Over the last 20 years, the United Nations has introduced numerous fundamental reforms in the way it carries out its 
peacekeeping responsibilities. Some of these reforms were embodied in comprehensive proposals submitted by the 
Secretary-General for approval by Member States, but many others were the result of incremental improvements that 
did not make headlines, yet made a real difference in the United Nations’ peacekeeping performance. The analysis that 
follows highlights only the key peacekeeping reforms implemented by the organization in the course of the last two 
decades. 

Doctrinal Shift: Learning from Tragedy
The United Nation’s first attempt to reflect the emerging trends in a coherent policy document was An Agenda for Peace: 
Preventative Diplomacy, Peacemaking and Peacekeeping, a seminal report issued by UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-
Ghali on June 17, 1992. The report had been requested by the Security Council at the historic first meeting held at the level 
of heads of state and government on January 31, 1992.

An Agenda for Peace situated peacekeeping on a continuum that included conflict prevention, peacemaking and post-
conflict peace building. On the subject of peacekeeping, Boutros-Ghali stated that the United Nations had adapted flexibly 
to the new demands placed on it, but argued that “basic conditions for success remain unchanged: a clear and practicable 
mandate; the cooperation of the parties in implementing that mandate; the continuing support of the Security Council; 
the readiness of Member States to contribute the military, police and civilian personnel, including specialists, required; 
effective United Nations command at Headquarters and in the field; and adequate financial and logistic support” (UN, 
1992a: 14-15). 

Acknowledging that situations might arise where the UN’s presence would be challenged by hostile forces on the ground, 
the Secretary-General proposed the establishment of so-called “peace enforcement units.” These units would be “available 
on call” and would consist of troops that had “volunteered,” would be “more heavily armed than peacekeeping forces” 
and would require “extensive preparatory training within their national forces” (UN, 1992a: 13). 

An Agenda for Peace was reasonably well received by Member States and the conceptual framework proposed by the 
Secretary-General was widely supported. Many countries were, however, distinctly uneasy with the concept of peace 
enforcement units and the various General Assembly resolutions adopted in response to An Agenda for Peace make no 
mention of them, although Member States recognized “the importance of according special considerations to mechanisms 
and means of deterring a potential aggressor and procedures for a prompt and effective response to acts of aggressions” 
(UN, 1992b: para. 48).

Developments on the ground, particularly in Somalia, Rwanda and the former Yugoslav republics, quickly demonstrated 
the limitations of the general policy framework laid out in An Agenda for Peace. The distinction between peace enforcement 
and peacekeeping proposed by Boutros-Ghali was impossible to maintain when UN forces were under attack, especially 
in the absence of the proposed “peace enforcement units,” which never materialized. Furthermore, An Agenda for Peace, 
with its focus on the parties to a conflict, did not address the question of the responsibility of peacekeeping missions vis-
à-vis civilian populations. The massacre of civilians under the watch of UN peacekeepers in both the Bosnian enclave of 
Srebrenica and the Rwandan genocide, underlined, in the most tragic way possible, the inadequacies of the traditional 
peacekeeping doctrine in such situations.

Two reports, both initiated after Kofi Annan became the UN Secretary-General on January 1, 1997, reviewed in detail these 
two catastrophic events and offered new insights into the doctrine underpinning peacekeeping operations. Both reports 
challenged the United Nations’ aversion to the use of force when innocent civilians were being deliberately targeted. 

The first report, The Fall of Srebrenica, was prepared by the UN Secretariat at the request of the Security Council and 
published in November 1999. It affirmed that “peacekeepers must never again be deployed into an environment in which 
there is no ceasefire or peace agreement” (UN, 1999a: 107), but it also argued forcefully that “a deliberate and systematic 
attempt to terrorize, expel or murder an entire people must be met decisively with all necessary means” (UN, 1999a: 108).

The Report of the Independent Inquiry into the Actions of the United Nations during the 1994 Genocide in Rwanda (also known 
as the Carlsson Report), issued in December 1999, was even more explicit about the dichotomy between peacekeeping 
principles and the protection of civilians at risk. “Faced in Rwanda with the risk of genocide, and later the systematic 
implementation of a genocide, the United Nations had an obligation to act which transcended traditional principles of 
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peacekeeping. In effect, there can be no neutrality in the face of genocide, no impartiality in the face of a campaign to 
exterminate part of the population” (UN, 1999b: 50). 

Upon receipt of these two reports, Secretary-General Annan initiated a comprehensive review of UN peacekeeping policies 
and practices. For this purpose, he assembled a panel of eminent persons under the chairmanship of Lakhdar Brahimi, 
a distinguished diplomat and former UN official of Algerian nationality. The Report of the Panel on United Nations Peace 
Operations (also known as the Brahimi Report), tabled in 2000, echoed the conclusions reached by the reports on Srebenica 
and on Rwanda mentioned above. “Where one party to a peace agreement clearly and incontrovertibly is violating its 
terms, continued equal treatment of all parties by the United Nations can in the best case result in ineffectiveness and, in 
the worst case, may amount to complicity with evil” (UN, 2000: ix). Recalling that, in the past, the United Nations had 
often been unable to respond to challenges to its mandate, the Brahimi Report declared as “a fundamental premise” that 
the organization had to be given the means to do so in the future: “United Nations military units must be capable of 
defending themselves, other mission components and the mission’s mandate. Rules of engagement should be sufficiently 
robust and not force United Nations contingents to cede the initiative to their attackers” (UN, 2000: x). 

The UN’s doctrinal posture on the protection of civilians was developed further in a series of normative Security Council 
resolutions that spelled out general principles and approaches to the protection of civilians in armed conflict. These 
principles found their application in provisions of country-specific peacekeeping mandates, which authorized the use of 
force by UN troops to protect civilian populations within the means at their disposal. 

In 2008, the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) published a comprehensive presentation of modern-day 
peacekeeping doctrine entitled “United Nations Peacekeeping Operations: Principles and Guidelines.” The publication 
corroborates the basic principles of peacekeeping as consent of the parties, impartiality and the non-use of force, except 
for self-defence and defence of the mandate, but each of these principles is defined on the basis of the experience gained 
since the end of the Cold War, confirming the approach promoted by the Brahimi Report. It then defines, in more specific 
terms, what a peacekeeping mission can and cannot do, presenting a comprehensive description of policies and practices 
sanctioned for UN missions, not an easy task since conditions and challenges vary so widely from mission to mission. 

“Robust peacekeeping,” as the new practice was often described, elicited, and continues to elicit, reservations on the part 
of some Member States, particularly in the developing world. Nevertheless, “protection of civilians” clauses can be found 
in the mandates of the majority of current peacekeeping missions.

In July 2009, the UN issued a consultation document, A New Partnership Agenda: Charting a New Horizon for UN Peacekeeping, 
under the authority of Alain Le Roy, Under-Secretary-General for Peacekeeping Operations, and Susana Malcorra, Under-
Secretary-General for Field Support — the two senior officials in charge of peacekeeping within the Secretariat. This 
document has been instrumental in generating much-needed discussion among Member States on the issues facing 
contemporary peacekeeping missions, particularly the protection of civilians.

In early 2011, the Secretariat submitted for consideration by Member States, a draft strategic framework on the protection of 
civilians and developed comprehensive strategies for individual missions, in concert with human rights and humanitarian 
partners.

Work is also underway to clarify, in practice, the concept of a “robust approach” to peacekeeping and Member States have 
indicated a desire to conduct comprehensive discussions on how to enhance the effectiveness of peacekeeping missions. 
In this context, deterrence, the use of force and operational readiness are some of the issues that will be addressed.

The doctrinal architecture of peacekeeping has been informed by the experience gained with peace building, since the 
two activities are closely connected on the ground. In 2006, the creation of the Peacebuilding Commission along with the 
Peacebuilding Support Office and the Peacebuilding Fund has given birth to a new body of principles and practices that guide 
activities in the field. The role of peacekeepers in peace building has been clarified as consisting of three elements: helping 
national authorities to identify priorities; enabling the efforts of others; and implementing directly a limited set of actions.

Adapting Organization and Structure
Up until 1992, peacekeeping operations were managed by a section of what was then the Office for Special Political Affairs, 
which was also responsible for all other UN Secretariat activities related to conflict prevention and management. As one 
of his first acts, UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali transformed the peacekeeping section into the DPKO, a 
separate department. The other political functions were regrouped into the new Department of Political Affairs.
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A number of smaller structural reforms followed over the decade. These included the creation of specialized units 
within the larger department structure — for example, the establishment of the Situation Centre to provide 24-hour 
coverage of peacekeeping missions’ activities and easy access to headquarters in case of an emergency — as well as the 
transfer of pre-existing units into the new department — for example, in September 1993 the Field Operations Division 
was moved from the Office of the Under-Secretary-General for Administration and Management to be incorporated 
into the DPKO. 

Following the release of the Brahimi Report in 2000, a new round of structural reforms were implemented. A significant 
number of new posts — military planners, police, political officers, and logistics and finance experts — were added to the 
DPKO. Military and police functions were separated into distinct units within the DPKO, in recognition of the unique role 
and growing importance of police contingents within peacekeeping missions. In addition, the establishment of a Criminal 
Law and Judicial Advisory Unit was an innovation that became particularly relevant in Kosovo and East Timor, where the 
United Nations had assumed executive authority. The Secretariat also acquired specialized expertise in the crosscutting 
areas of gender, HIV/AIDS, and disarmament, demobilization and reintegration. The creation of a Peacekeeping Best 
Practices Section enhanced the Secretariat’s capacity to gain systematic learning from its experiences. 

The concept of integrated mission task forces (IMTF) also began to develop in the post-Brahimi Report period. These task 
forces were designed to involve all relevant UN entities in the planning and coordination of a peace operation. In 2005, 
the Secretary-General reported that these IMTFs had proven to be useful vehicles for sharing information and improving 
coordination, but had largely failed to provide integrated strategic planning and management — their stated mission. 
There have been improvements in how IMTFs function since 2005, but their record remains mixed, with some IMTFs — 
for the UN Stabilization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and for the UN Integrated Mission in Timor 
Leste, for instance — performing particularly well.

In the field, the authority of the Special Representatives of the Secretary-General (SRSGs) over all aspects of a peacekeeping 
operation was strengthened by the addition of the post of a Deputy (DSRSG), charged with overseeing the activities of 
all UN entities present in a country. The first DSRSG was named in the UN’s first mission to Haiti in the mid-1990s, but 
having a DSRSG only became the standard model with the mission in Sierra Leone in 2000. This arrangement fell short 
of providing full decision-making powers to the SRSGs over the aid and humanitarian programs of the various UN 
agencies, but it nevertheless enhanced their capacity to influence all UN activities in their territory and ensure some 
degree of coherence. 

To further enhance the UN’s ability to manage peace and security operations, and reduce unnecessary duplication, 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon decided, after his arrival in 2007, to split the DPKO into two departments: the Department 
of Peacekeeping Operations and the Department of Field Support (DFS). The DPKO retained responsibility for planning, 
directing and managing peacekeeping operations, as well as for providing political guidance to peacekeeping operations. 
It consists of four pillars reporting to the Under-Secretary-General: the Office of Operations; the Office of Military Affairs; 
the Office of Rule of Law and Security Institutions; and the Policy, Evaluation and Training Division, which is shared with 
the DFS. The DFS became the service provider for all peacekeeping operations, as well as to field offices managed by the 
Department of Political Affairs. It looks after such areas as logistics, personnel, finance and communications, and is also 
responsible for the UN Logistics Base (UNLB) situated in Brindisi, Italy.

Finding the Right People for the Job
With the rapid increase in the number and size of peacekeeping operations, the UN needed to rapidly recruit new 
personnel for both its headquarters in New York and its field missions. 

The increase in the number of posts authorized by the General Assembly could not keep pace with the relentless increase 
in demand at its headquarters. In its early days, the DPKO therefore turned to Member States to obtain personnel on loan, 
in particular, military officers who could help plan and set up the new missions. Given that only developed countries 
could afford to pay the expense involved in lending staff to the United Nations, the DPKO staff primarily comprised 
nationals from those countries, which meant other parts of the world were disproportionately under-represented. This 
practice was dramatically curtailed by the decision of the General Assembly in 1999, which was instigated by developing 
countries. A number of new posts were authorized, so that the Secretariat could make up for the loss of free resources by 
recruiting staff to be paid out of the UN budget. 

The problems of recruitment and staffing at headquarters paled in comparison with the enormous challenge of finding 
the necessary military, police and civilian resources for the many large peacekeeping missions coming on stream after the 
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end of the Cold War. A number of innovations and reforms were introduced over the years to try to improve the capacity 
of the United Nations to obtain high-quality human resources in a timely fashion.

Military Personnel

Ensuring the necessary number of troops are on hand to respond quickly to peacekeeping needs around the globe has 
been a persistent problem for the UN. In December 1989, the UN General Assembly passed a resolution inviting all 
Member States to provide the Secretary-General with detailed information related to personnel, material and technical 
resources, and services that they would be ready to contribute, in principle, to UN peacekeeping operations. The General 
Assembly also requested the Secretary-General set up a registry of the potential resources available for a peacekeeping 
operation, based on the responses of Member States. This registry eventually evolved into the UN Standby Arrangements 
System (UNSAS). 

There is (and never was) no automatic obligation on the part of Member States to provide the resources identified under 
the UNSAS. As of December 31, 1999, eight months prior to the release of the Brahimi Report, there were 87 Member 
States participating in the UNSAS, with approximately 147,500 personnel identified, but this number did not necessarily 
translate into personnel with the appropriate military capabilities being available at the right time and in the right numbers.

Following the publication of the Brahimi Report, new steps were taken to try to improve on the usefulness of the UNSAS. 
Member States were encouraged to work within the UNSAS to form partnerships with other countries to build several 
coherent brigade-size forces, which would be ready to deploy within 30 days for  traditional peacekeeping operations 
or 90 days for more complex peacekeeping operations. Three years later, the Secretary-General reported that no such 
arrangements were in place, although the Multinational Standby High Readiness Brigade (SHIRBRIG), an initiative of the 
Danish government launched in 1996, came closest to what the Secretary-General originally had envisaged. 

Under SHIRBRIG, the 16 countries that signed on to the concept retained their ability to decide whether or not to 
participate in a given operation. The brigade could be deployed in full or in part for a maximum of six months. The 
SHIRBRIG headquarters could be called upon to form the nucleus of a UN force headquarters, and its planning element 
could be used to assist UN headquarters with the start-up of a new peacekeeping mission. Since its creation, SHIRBRIG 
has been called upon to assist in setting up a number of missions, notably in Ethiopia, Eritrea and Sudan. SHIRBRIG 
ceased to be operational in 2010.

In addition to forming units, the UN recruits a large number of officers on an individual basis to serve as military observers 
and in other capacities. Under the UNSAS, a revolving “on-call list” of military officers, who would be available to set 
up a mission headquarters for a new peacekeeping operation, was established. The Secretary-General reported that as 
of January 1, 2003, 32 Member States had offered candidates for such positions, enabling the Secretariat to earmark two 
sources for each of the standard 154 positions required for start-up headquarters.

Police Personnel

Police officers have been a part of peacekeeping missions for many decades. The demand for qualified police personnel 
began to grow rapidly in the late 1990s, as missions in Kosovo and East Timor required the deployment of thousands of 
police officers. Police personnel can be recruited as part of a formed unit or on an individual basis. 

The Brahimi Report recommended that each Member State designate a single point of contact within their government 
structure to be responsible for coordinating the provision of civilian police to UN peace operations. Member States were 
also strongly encouraged to establish a national pool of civilian police officers. These officers would be ready to deploy 
to UN peace operations on short notice, and would be organized through the UNSAS. A roster of on-call civilian police 
officers was established by June 2002.

The concept of compiling national pools of officers continued to evolve and, in 2004, Member States were encouraged by 
the Secretary-General to develop mechanisms that would generate national, skill-based pools of civilian police advisers, 
mentors, trainers, reform and restructuring specialists, as well as specialized crimes, judicial and correctional experts.

In addition to the national pools, a revolving on-call list of approximately 100 police officers and related experts was created 
within the UNSAS. Unfortunately, the on-call list did not have as significant an impact in accelerating the deployment 
of police to new peacekeeping operations as originally expected. The Secretary-General determined, in December 2004, 
that there was a need to create a Standing Police Capacity in order to provide the level of expertise for the length of 
time required by UN operations. Introduced in December 2005, the Standing Police Capacity was initially composed 
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of 25 professional experts, serving for a period of two to three years. This group was designed to perform a number of 
functions, including the provision of a rapid start-up of the UN police component in new peacekeeping operations, as 
well as assisting UN police units in existing peace operations, by providing advice and expertise. Just over a year after its 
establishment, the initial Standing Police Capacity was viewed as an achievement. But, the police personnel requirements 
of peace operations had, by that time, already surpassed the initial planning assumptions.

In order to avoid the risk of overwhelming the Standing Police Capacity in its first year of operation, the Secretary-General 
recommended its gradual expansion. By 2009, however, the Standing Police Capacity was still operating with its starting 
capacity of 25 professional officers, and was still unable to respond effectively to all requests for police assistance. The 
continued absence of standing teams to provide parallel capacities, such as the rapid deployment of justice and prisons 
experts, threatens to lead to an imbalanced and disjointed approach to the rule of law in the field. The Standing Police 
Capacity was relocated to Brindisi in mid-2009, in order to be closer to the majority of existing peacekeeping missions. 

Civilian Personnel

The need to identify, recruit and quickly deploy thousands of civilian staff for a variety of specialized functions, such as 
civil administration, human rights and electoral assistance, has been, and continues to be, a major challenge for the United 
Nations. The dramatic increase in the number of civilian personnel in field missions has raised numerous questions with 
respect to their status and conditions of employment, as well as their long-term career prospects within the UN system. 

UN staff rules were designed for a largely static workforce, who were, for the most part, dedicated to supporting the UN’s 
norm-making function. Major changes were necessary to adapt these rules to meet the need for rapid recruitment and 
deployment requirements, and to provide adequate reward for service in hardship conditions.

To build a pool of possible recruits for new peace missions, a roster of civilian experts was created in the early 1990s. 
As of March 1994, the roster of external candidates contained over 5,000 names. The first revision of staff rules allowed 
the United Nations to adapt its short-term recruitment processes to meet the requirements of a peacekeeping operation. 
Following the publication of the Brahimi Report, the expert civilian roster was further refined and integrated within the 
UNSAS.

It was also at that point that the UN developed an Internet-based recruitment system called Galaxy. This new system 
automated UN staff recruitment procedures, including job profiles, vacancy announcements, applications and selection 
processes. Galaxy facilitated applications for UN employment to a much larger community of interested people. Soon 
after its introduction, the Galaxy system required modifications in order to speed-up screening of the almost 150,000 
applications received, on average, every year. By 2006, it still took an average of 174 days to complete the recruitment 
process, leading many qualified applicants to accept other offers. 

The management of human resources for peacekeeping missions was also plagued with a plethora of other problems: 
too many different categories of contracts and conditions of service, leading to inequalities among peers serving in peace 
missions; too many barriers to mobility between field and headquarters, despite a number of changes introduced to 
promote it; and almost non-existent career prospects for civilian peacekeeping staff, the vast majority of whom were 
serving on short-term, less than one-year, contracts. 

In his last comprehensive set of reform proposals in early 2006, Kofi Annan put forward a far reaching program of changes 
in the management of human resources with the aim of breaking the barriers between field-based and headquarters-
based personnel, and putting in place the necessary support systems to facilitate the mobility of all staff. 

One of Annan’s key recommendations was to reduce the number of contract types, to simplify an overly complex system 
that lacked transparency and generated inequalities among staff doing the same kind of work. The General Assembly 
approved the proposed reform of contractual arrangements in December 2008 (UN, 2008b). The resolution created three 
types of contracts — temporary, fixed term and continuing — for all staff, whether they serve on peacekeeping missions 
or not, and the conditions attached to each type of contract are clearly spelled out. This reform allows civilian personnel 
serving in peacekeeping missions to be hired for longer periods than the previous one-year contract that was customary, 
and for them to be more easily redeployed between missions and between UN headquarters and field missions. A system 
of rosters of pre-qualified candidates for different professional categories was also established over the course of 2010–
2012, to shorten the timeframe for recruitment and deployment, and improve the overall quality of staff deployed to the 
field.
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The General Assembly did not, however, approve the full harmonization of field benefits for peacekeeping staff with 
those offered by UN funds and programs (for example, UNICEF and the UN Development Programme), presumably 
because of the financial implications of including provisions such as the possibility of moving family members to a 
peacekeeping mission duty station when security conditions permit. Nevertheless, in mid-2011, a harmonization of 
duty stations (family and non-family) was approved, along with a modest financial compensation for maintaining two 
households when deployed to non-family duty stations (which are the majority of peacekeeping locations). In 2012, the 
Secretariat is developing further incentives to encourage mobility and rotation among its various duty stations, in an 
attempt to attract quality personnel to difficult, hardship postings.

Efforts are also being undertaken to improve the retention rate of qualified personnel. As part of its “Peace Operations 
2010” strategy, the DPKO has implemented programs to: provide career advice to staff in the field; offer career support 
workshops, training and online learning modules; provide information on a broad range of career issues through its 
website; and create career resource centres in the field. 

In 2011, the Secretary-General issued proposals aimed at reinforcing response capacities in peacekeeping and peace 
building, through standby arrangements with external contractors, military support organizations and short-term 
consultants who can be rapidly deployed for a range of different specialized functions.

Preparing People for Field Duty
Training military personnel for peacekeeping service is primarily a responsibility of Member States, with support and 
guidance from the United Nations. The United Nations does not train military contingents, nor do those contingents have 
an opportunity to train with contingents of other nations. The same is true of police contingents and of most civilian staff 
deployed to peacekeeping. Most of them receive only minimal UN training before arriving at their duty station. There is 
now a one-week induction program held in Brindisi for civilians who have not been in the field in the last two years. It 
relates mostly to security procedures and codes of conduct and behaviour.

Canada took an early lead in promoting the better preparation of people destined to serve in peacekeeping missions 
with the creation of the Pearson Peacekeeping Centre (PPC) in 1994. Originally set up to prepare Canadian and foreign 
military personnel for peacekeeping duties, the PPC gradually developed curricula to train police and civilian personnel 
for peacekeeping work as well, pioneering training curricula involving all three types of personnel to prepare them to 
operate as an integrated team.

In 1995, the PPC took the initiative to bring together a broad cross-section of institutions, organizations and agencies from 
around the world to form the Association of Peacekeeping Training Centres. This collaboration among troop contributors, 
with assistance from the DPKO, helped to gradually develop common standards and curricula to prepare officers who 
were being sent to occupy command posts in UN missions. 

The United Nations’ training efforts concentrate on establishing standards and learning materials to be used by individual 
countries, and on conducting pre-deployment training sessions for staff at a mission’s main headquarters. These efforts, 
which were haphazard in their early stages, became more systematic following the publication of the Brahimi Report.

The Brahimi Report recommended that the UN establish minimum training requirements for troops who would be 
taking part in peacekeeping operations. The Secretariat was also called upon to confirm the preparedness of each troop-
contributing country to meet the required level of training prior to any and all deployments. In order to evaluate and 
monitor the results of peacekeeping training, the DPKO developed an evaluation methodology and monitoring system to 
increase peacekeeping training efficiency and success.

In 2004, the General Assembly’s Special Committee on Peacekeeping Operations recommended that the DPKO develop a 
comprehensive training strategy and policy that would act as a foundation for the delivery of police and military training, 
as well as substantive and specialist civilian training. An Integrated Training Service (ITS) was established in November 
2005, and given the responsibility for overseeing all UN peacekeeping training. The ITS comprises the former Civilian 
Training Section of the Office of Mission Support, the Training and Evaluation Service of the Military Division, and other 
components from the Police Division. 

The ITS was later relocated in the Policy, Evaluation and Training Division as a shared capacity between the DPKO and 
the DFS, following the restructuring of the DPKO in 2007, and it “has assumed responsibility for the oversight of all UN 
peacekeeping training and the provision of relevant policy, training standards, guidance and support to field missions, 
Headquarters components and national and regional peacekeeping training partners” (UN, 2009). The creation of the ITS 
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was an important step in ensuring a comprehensive, integrated training policy for all UN peacekeeping personnel. The 
ITS provides policy, training standards, guidance and support to all relevant actors, including: field missions; national and 
regional peacekeeping training partners; and UN headquarters. A new, comprehensive training strategy was completed 
and published in 2008 (UN, 2008a).

In 2006, following reports of serious sexual abuses and exploitations by UN peacekeepers, Secretary-General Kofi Annan 
appointed Zeid Ra’ad Zeid Al-Hussein, then Permanent Representative of Jordan to the United Nations, to conduct a 
comprehensive review. His report found the UN’s capacity to investigate and hold its agents accountable to be seriously 
deficient, particularly in regard to military personnel, since disciplinary authority rests with the contributing Member 
State. As a result of this review, the capacity of the UN to investigate was subsequently reinforced, and standards of 
conduct regarding sexual exploitation and abuses were explicitly included in the memorandum of understanding the 
UN signs with Member States that contribute troops, to ensure that the national disciplinary authority prosecutes the 
offenders. 

Training efforts were also stepped up and management tools put in place to ensure proper oversight of all UN employees. 
The General Assembly adopted two resolutions in 2007 regarding assistance to victims and the criminal accountability of 
UN personnel.2

Managing Growing Financial Resources
The size of the United Nations’ peacekeeping budget has grown dramatically since the end of the Cold War — far 
exceeding that of the UN’s regular budget for many years — thanks to the number of missions established by the Security 
Council and their unprecedented size and complexity. The pace of peacekeeping operations requires the commitment of 
very large sums, often on an emergency basis. To meet these new demands, UN budgetary and financial rules have had 
to be adapted. 

Peacekeeping Support Account

As the number of UN peacekeeping missions began to increase and the costs began to rise, in 1989 Secretary-General 
Javier Pérez de Cuéllar suggested the establishment of a peacekeeping support account to allow for temporary increases 
in headquarters staff and expenditures required to support field missions. Since funding for a new peace mission could 
not be authorized until a formal decision had been made by the Security Council, it was proposed that the support 
account also be used to fund necessary peacekeeping support activities prior to the formal start-up of a new operation. 

In order to procure the funds for the peacekeeping support account, the Secretary-General recommended that a financial 
provision be included in the budgets of all future peacekeeping operations. Pérez de Cuéllar suggested the amount be 
set as a percentage of the total salaries and related costs of the civilian establishment in the respective mission areas. 
Although this method for calculating the budget level for the support account was not accepted, the General Assembly 
nevertheless approved the establishment of the peacekeeping support account in May 1991, effective January 1, 1990. 

The size of the support account has grown significantly, keeping pace with the increase in peacekeeping activities, and 
reflecting the strengthening of peacekeeping management functions at UN headquarters. For example, the support 
account stood at about US$60 million in 2000-2001, but grew to US$90 million the following year, in part, this increase was 
due to the new personnel resources required to implement the Brahimi Report. The support account reached the historic 
high of US$325 million in 2009-2010. 

Steady improvements have been incorporated into the methodology used to establish and justify support account budgets. 
The idea of fixing the level of the support account as a set percentage of total peacekeeping expenditures was revisited in a 
comprehensive review carried out in 2010. This would have significantly simplified the preparation of budgetary support 
documentation that the Secretariat is required to submit annually for approval by Member States. After reviewing the 
results of the 2010 study, however, Member States concluded it was not desirable to move to a fixed percentage system, 
and decided they would continue to base their decision for support account levels on detailed justification submitted by 
the Secretariat, signalling their continued desire to keep tight control over peacekeeping expenditures.

2	 See Comprehensive Review of a Strategy to Eliminate Future Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in United Nations Peacekeeping Operations. (UN, 2007a) and  
Comprehensive Review of a Strategy to Eliminate Future Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in United Nations Peacekeeping Operations (UN, 2007b).
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Peacekeeping Reserve Fund

To provide for the early and rapid expenditures required to start up a new mission, Secretary-General Pérez de Cuéllar 
proposed the establishment of the Peacekeeping Reserve Fund (PRF) in November 1991. This fund, with the proposed 
amount of US$50 million, would be available to cover expenditures while waiting for the assessed contributions to be 
received from Member States. The PRF would also be used to meet start-up costs for new operations from the moment 
the Security Council created a new operation up until the time when the General Assembly approved a full budget and 
appropriations. 

The PRF was established by a General Assembly Resolution on December 23, 1992, and went into effect on January 
1, 1993.3 The General Assembly decided that the fund’s level would be US$150 million, instead of the proposed 
US$50 million, and it would have a US$50 million cap for the initial establishment or expansion of any individual 
peacekeeping operation. The PRF was to be financed by transferring the balance of excess income from the special 
accounts of the UN Transition Assistance Group and the UN Iran-Iraq Military Observer Group, as well as through 
surpluses in the regular budget. While the idea behind the PRF was a good one, it had the immediate problem of 
being short on funds. There was only US$60 million available initially, because the amount that was to be covered 
by regular budget surpluses was used instead to cover Member State arrears in the late 1980s. The missing US$90 
million would only become available to the fund when Member States paid all past arrears. At that time, the costs 
of peacekeeping were hitting US$1.4 billion per year — US$60 million was simply not enough to provide for the 
projected needs.

Attempts were made in the years that followed to establish a much larger fund. In 1993, an Independent Advisory Group 
on UN Financing recommended that the fund be increased to US$400 million. The following year, Secretary-General 
Boutros-Ghali went even further, suggesting US$800 million as the appropriate level. Member States, however, felt that 
any large increase in the PRF would not alleviate the cash flow problems, and more effort was needed to fully capitalize 
on the available existing funds. The General Assembly, therefore, made the decision to maintain the PRF at the level of 
US$150 million, which is still in force today.

Budget Cycles

The budget for each peacekeeping mission is submitted and authorized separately, and the contribution of Member 
States assessed accordingly. An Independent Advisory Group on UN Financing first recommended moving to a single, 
unified annual peacekeeping budget in 1993. A single annual budget would allow the United Nations to deal in a holistic 
manner with the costs common to all peacekeeping missions — for example, training, communications and maintenance 
of equipment stocks. It would also put an end to the need to go to Member States on short notice throughout the year in 
order to fund individual missions, as the annual budget could include projections for costs associated with both on-going 
missions as well as a margin to cover the costs of one or two larger unexpected missions. Member States did not accept 
this proposal, most likely so they could keep close control over budgets of individual missions and prevent budgetary 
fluidity between missions.

Boutros Boutros-Ghali also proposed in 1994 that peacekeeping budgets be delinked from their respective mandate 
periods.4 At the time, financial cycles of all missions were linked to the dates of the peacekeeping mandates approved 
by the Security Council, most of which were for a six-month duration. With a performance report required at the end of 
each mandate period as well as each extension to the mandate, which could be a shorter period than six months, a single 
operation could require that several assessments (notices of contributions due by each Member State) be issued during 
any given year. This process resulted in the budgets for peacekeeping operations coming before the General Assembly 
throughout the year, and the constantly shifting dates made it very difficult to complete the necessary planning.

The General Assembly agreed in 1994 to make the financial cycle for each peacekeeping operation run from July 1 to 
June 30. At the same time, it was decided that those peacekeeping operations considered to be maintaining the status quo 
and, therefore, not subject to a fluctuation in its budgetary requirement, could move to an annual budget cycle. Other 
operations would have their budget estimates considered and approved biannually, for periods running from July 1 to 
December 31, and from January 1 to June 30.5 

3	 See Establishment of a Peacekeeping Reserve Fund (UN, 1992c).

4	 See Improving the Capacity of the United Nations for Peacekeeping (UN, 1994a).

5	 See Administrative and Budgetary Aspects of the Financing of the United Nations Peacekeeping Operations (UN, 1994b). 
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Financial and Commitment Authority

The level of commitment authority given to the Secretary-General (that is, the amount he can commit without prior 
specific authorization by the General Assembly) was set at US$10 million in 1961. As the number of peacekeeping activities 
undertaken by the United Nations grew, Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali proposed in 1994 that the General Assembly 
increase this amount to US$50 million. This increase would help to ensure a timely and effective response before the 
approval of the budget for a new peacekeeping operation by the General Assembly.

The General Assembly agreed to authorize the Secretary-General to enter into commitments, not to exceed US$50 million 
per decision of the Security Council. The cumulative total of outstanding commitment authority given to the Secretary-
General was not to exceed US$150 million at any one time. It was also decided that, should a decision of the Security Council 
result in the need for the Secretary-General to enter into commitments related to peacekeeping activities exceeding US$50 
million, or exceeding the total amount of US$150 million, the matter would then be brought to the General Assembly for 
a decision. 

A 2002 Secretary-General report, The Concept of Strategic Deployment Stocks and Its Implementation, proposed to extend the 
spending authority of the Secretary-General of $50 million to engage funds prior to a Security Council decision when it was 
determined that a new peacekeeping operation requiring rapid deployment was imminent (UN, 2002). The cumulative 
total of outstanding commitment authority would continue to be limited to US$150 million. The Member States did not 
accept this recommendation, reflecting again their desire to keep close control of peacekeeping spending, rather than 
delegating authority to the Secretary-General. 

As part of the 2010 Global Field Support Strategy, further steps were proposed to improve the usefulness and adaptability 
of the PRF to address rapid deployment needs. On June 24, 2010, the General Assembly finally agreed to authorize the 
Secretary-General to enter into commitments of up to US$100 million from the PRF, as well as commitments of up to 
US$50 million of the available balance of the stores available from the organization’s strategic deployment stocks. This 
decision has enhanced the Secretariat’s ability to access start-up funding for the deployment of a new operation, prior to 
the development and approval of a fully-fledged budget.

Reimbursement of Troop Contributors’ Costs

Member States that contribute troops are reimbursed for their costs per soldier deployed according to a set scale. They 
are also reimbursed for the depreciation of the equipment they bring to the field. In the early 1990s, the General Assembly 
agreed on a methodology to standardize the assessed value of depreciated equipment for reimbursement purposes. This 
system seems to be working satisfactorily. The main bone of contention concerns the rate of reimbursement for troops, 
giving rise to acrimonious negotiations within the General Assembly at regular intervals. A special Senior Advisory 
Group, composed of 15 individuals named by Members States and five individuals chosen by the Secretary-General for 
their personal experience, was formed in late 2011 to come up with proposals for the possible solutions to compensation 
for troop contribution going forward.6

Providing Material Support for UN Operations
One of the biggest challenges facing the United Nations has been, and continues to be, the need to deploy the required 
personnel and equipment quickly and in sufficient numbers along with the appropriate support systems needed to 
allow them to operate. The Brahimi Report defined “rapid and effective deployment” as “the ability, from an operational 
perspective, to fully deploy traditional peacekeeping operations within 30 days after the adoption of a Security Council 
resolution, and within 90 days in the case of complex peacekeeping operations” (UN, 2000: 16). This was, and remains, a 
very tall order, rarely satisfied up to now.

It is hard to exaggerate the magnitude of organization and logistics involved in procuring, transporting and maintaining 
equipment, and the other material requirements for operations in countries devastated by war, with little or no capacity to 
provide basic services such as electricity, clean water, adequate supplies of food, banking services, public transportation 
and so on. Numerous reforms and innovations have been introduced with a view to accelerating deployment times and 
improving the logistics involved in planning and executing a new peacekeeping operation.

6	  Louise Fréchette is Chair of the Senior Advisory Group on reimbursement to troop contributing countries.
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Peacekeeping Reserve Stocks

The call to establish a peacekeeping reserve stock began with a Secretary-General report7 released in 1989.  It was hoped 
that the establishment of a reserve stock of UN-owned equipment and supplies common to peacekeeping operations 
would help improve the response capabilities of new peacekeeping operations. New operations were commonly bogged 
down by long lead times in the procurement of commonly used equipment and supplies. The Secretary-General felt that 
establishing a peacekeeping reserve stock would relieve these delays to a significant degree.

Mission Start-up Kits

The strategic reserve stock, approved by the General Assembly on December 22, 1995, took the form of mission “start-
up kits,” which, by the mid-1990s, seemed to be the fastest and most efficient solution for providing missions with the 
basic equipment and commercial services necessary for new operations. Each start-up kit would be packed and ready to 
deploy at a moment’s notice, and include the equipment needed to establish a 100-person mission for 100 days, while the 
remaining items needed would go through the procurement process. These kits were intended to cut down on extensive 
lead times — some as long as 27 weeks — before equipment such as heavy vehicles, generators and communications 
equipment would reach the mission area.  

A memorandum of understanding was signed on November 23, 1994 between the Secretary-General and the Republic of 
Italy, leading to the creation of the UNLB at Brindisi, Italy. This was the first permanent logistics base set up to support 
UN peacekeeping operations, and the UN was able to acquire the premises of the base at no cost. The memorandum of 
agreement was amended on December 7, 2001.8

The UNLB is used to store the start-up kits and other provisions. The budgets of new missions are used to replenish the 
UNLB start-up kits if they have already received the kits stored at the UNLB. Durable and non-disposable equipment are 
returned and held at Brindisi. 

Since its creation, the UNLB has expanded its operations beyond a simple logistics base. By 2010, it was also being used as the 
hub for: all peacekeeping communications and IT operations; the location for pre-deployment training; and certain centralized 
personnel management functions. It is now the home of the Standing Police Capacity.

Strategic Deployment Stocks

The start-up kit system worked very well for the smaller missions deployed in the mid- to late-1990s. By the turn of 
the century, however, demand for this equipment greatly outpaced supply, and the UNLB was completely depleted 
of its resources, with no budgetary tools in place to replenish them. A critical review of pre-deployment resources was 
undertaken, culminating in the March 2002 Secretary-General’s report, The Concept of Strategic Deployment Stocks and its 
Implementation, proposing the creation of strategic deployment stocks (UN, 2002). 

Under the strategic deployment stocks concept, the UN would acquire and warehouse, at the Brindisi base, a reserve of 
key pieces of equipment — vehicles, communications and engineering equipment, accommodation and ablution units 
— for rapid deployment to new peace missions. Other basic requirements, such as strategic lift, fuel, rations and water, 
would be met through standing contractual arrangements. The role of the Brindisi base would be expanded to include 
responsibility for maintenance, shipment and inspection of reserve equipment. The General Assembly was asked to 
approve the one-time cost of creating the reserve, after which a number of replenishment policies would come into effect 
to, hopefully, prevent the depletion in resources that had occurred with the mission start-up kits.

Of particular concern was the United Nations’ ability to keep up with the constant change in technology. To keep 
the stocks up to date in light of these advances, the composition of the strategic deployment stocks would have to 
continuously be updated when more advanced models are released and other models become obsolete. As was the 
case with the mission start-up kits, the strategic deployment stocks would be replenished through the budgets of 
receiving missions, which would cover both the equipment replacement costs as well as the cost of shipping from 
the provider to the UNLB. 

7	  See Administrative and Budgetary Aspects of the Financing of United Nations Peacekeeping Operations (UN, 1989).

8	  See UN Logistics Base. “History UNLB.” Available at: www.unlb.org/history_unlb.asp.
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The Secretary-General’s proposal was approved by the General Assembly on July 18, 2002. To guard against the risk of 
stockpiling large quantities of high-tech equipment that would become obsolete in a short period of time, it was agreed 
that the Strategic Deployment Reserve would be established for only one complex mission, with the one-time cost of 
US$146.2 million.

By 2004, Secretary-General Kofi Annan reported that the stocks were once again severely depleted, and a search was under 
way for a new funding mechanism to provide for rapid replenishment, as the stocks were in great demand. As a result, 
the DPKO conducted a review of the equipment lists and holding levels, due to the continued need for replenishment of 
stocks. 

Predefined Modules and Service Packages

Proposals put forward by Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon in his 2010 Global Field Support Strategy, were aimed at 
improving the speed, quality and cost-effectiveness of deploying missions to difficult locations, through the development 
of predefined modules and service packages. The General Assembly agreed to an initial first phase, developed from 
existing strategic deployment stocks, which involved the design of a 200-person camp including accommodations, a 
medical facility, a rapidly deployable security perimeter system, water treatment, waste management and energy systems, 
along with on-call technical support. At the same time, the composition of the strategic deployment stocks was to be 
reviewed to ensure that the requirements for modularization would be met.

Establishment of a Regional Service Centre at Entebbe

Another element of the 2010 Global Field Support Strategy was the development of a service hub in Entebbe, Uganda, 
to provide centralized support services to the four different peacekeeping missions in that region. The key justification 
for this innovation was to improve efficiency and overall delivery of support services, by combining expertise, reducing 
support infrastructure and staffing in individual missions, and optimizing the use of high-value assets such as aircraft 
and ground transportation through centralized management. This concept is still under close review, but the possibility 
of developing other regional service hubs is currently under consideration.

Triggering Change in Other UN Policies and Systems
There are a number of UN policies and systems affected by the rapid and dramatic increase in the number of people 
deployed in peace operations in addition to those discussed in this paper. These include:

•	 The United Nations’ procurement rules and procedures had to be revised and tightened to avoid the greatly 
increased risks of abuse, favouritism and corruption, given the volume of procurement required for peacekeeping 
missions and the conditions under which some procurement has to take place. 

•	 Audit and inspection functions were significantly strengthened starting in the early 1990s. The post of Inspector 
General was created in 1993, and this office has seen its staff and capacities steadily expanded.

•	 The United Nations’ disciplinary system was also challenged by the rapid expansion of the UN workforce. It was 
thoroughly overhauled in 2007. 

The expansion of peacekeeping also had a profound impact on staff security. Starting in the early 1990s, the number of 
UN fatalities increased dramatically — 70 percent of UN casualties have been incurred after 1990. Following 9/11, the 
United Nations embarked on a major program aimed at strengthening security at its headquarters, particularly in New 
York. Many security posts were added both at headquarters and in field missions. In 2001, the job of coordinating the UN 
security in New York, which had until then been occupied on a part-time basis, was changed to a full-time post. A formal 
coordination mechanism — the Inter-Agency Security Management Network — was established, and considerable efforts 
were made to strengthen the capacity of security services through recruitment and training.

The 2003 attack against UN headquarters in Baghdad, which killed 22 people including the head of the mission and 
injured hundreds, triggered a second round of reform aimed at correcting the weaknesses revealed in the subsequent 
investigation. The UN staff security system was found to be overly fragmented, under-resourced and poorly managed. 
Furthermore, the essential premise upon which the system had evolved needed to be revisited. The United Nations had 
assumed that its mission headquarters was protected by its flag, and the increased number of UN casualties was not due 
to violence directed at the United Nations itself, but simply that UN victims were “in the wrong place at the wrong time.” 
The explosion in Baghdad put this assumption to rest.
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The first package of measures was submitted to the General Assembly for approval in April 2004.9 The total cost was 
US$92.4 million, US$70 million of which was for one-time expenditures such as upgrading physical and security 
infrastructures of headquarters and field missions, and for acquiring related equipment. The second phase of the reforms 
was submitted to Member States in October of the same year, with the aim of improving and simplifying the organization 
and management of security services and to bring real professional expertise into the system. Secretary-General Kofi 
Annan proposed the establishment of a Department of Safety and Security, headed by an Under-Secretary-General, the 
highest echelon in the UN bureaucracy, reporting directly to him. This new department would regroup the office of field 
security coordination and the previously separate corps of headquarters security guards and security services of the 
peacekeeping department under a single authority. The Department of Safety and Security would acquire significant 
new capabilities to conduct threat and risk assessments, provide operational support in the field, establish policies and 
standards, monitor compliance, and recruit and train a cadre of professional security experts. The General Assembly 
accepted the proposed reform and authorized another significant increase in the number of security personnel. 

Following further security incidents involving UN facilities in high-risk locations in recent years (for example, United 
Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan guest houses in Kabul and UN facilities in Algeria), a new Security Level 
System was introduced in 2011 to assign a security level to each area where the United Nations operates. This reform 
seeks to achieve a more objective, globally comparable and responsive system, based on a structured assessment of 
different types of threats — armed conflict, terrorism, crime, civil unrest and hazards — to enable staff and managers to 
develop mitigation measures accordingly.

Navigating the Tortuous Process of Reform
This survey of two decades of UN peacekeeping reform illustrates that the United Nations has learned from its experiences, 
both good and bad, in carrying out its peacekeeping responsibilities. Deficiencies were recognized and serious efforts were 
made to address them. A number of remarkably introspective studies — all except one initiated by the UN Secretariat 
itself — suggest a genuine commitment on the part of the UN bureaucracy to improve performance.

Almost all of the proposals for reform originated with the Secretary-General. A close examination of the debates within the 
Special Committee on Peacekeeping and the Fifth Committee (budget and finance) of the General Assembly reveals that 
interventions by Member States were more apt to focus on identifying weaknesses in performance than to put forward 
specific remedies. While the formal relationship between the Secretariat and Member States consigned the latter to a more 
reactive role, there often was very productive informal interaction between the Secretariat and interested Member States, 
with many countries bringing forward reform ideas and offering expert advice.

Reforms were also shaped by numerous informal encounters organized under the aegis of think tanks, research institutes 
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) as well as Member States. These meetings provided a neutral space for 
government officials, academics, NGO representatives and UN bureaucrats to explore innovative ideas, free from the 
political constraints that are inherent in formal UN meetings. Such informal meetings were an unacknowledged, but 
essential, phase in building consensus for change.

Post-Cold War UN Secretaries-General have often called on eminent persons and outside experts to advise on reform. 
This has proven to be enormously beneficial for the organization. The recommendations crafted by these panels and 
commissions have invariably served to push the envelope further than a Secretary-General could have done on his own, 
and have contributed to raising the political profile of reform proposals. Although political leaders constantly call for 
reform, the subject does not actually receive a great deal of political attention. Reform proposals, particularly those of a 
more technical or managerial nature, can easily get bogged down in bureaucratic considerations. Reform proposals that 
are backed by well-known personalities attract greater political and public attention, helping to generate the necessary 
momentum in the decision-making organs of the United Nations. 

Reaching agreement on reform takes time at the United Nations. The history of peacekeeping reform suggests that while 
Member States will, on occasion, react quickly to reform proposals, the standard pattern is for several years to elapse 
before decisions are reached — preceded by seemingly endless debates among Member States and requests for additional 
information from the Secretariat. Consensus is, however, eventually reached, and major reform measures are approved. 
Although they may not reflect fully the original proposals, they nevertheless bring about real improvements to UN 
operational systems. Whether on peacekeeping or on other issues, reforms, at least those of a practical nature, are entirely 
possible within the United Nations. 

9	 See Strengthening the Security and Safety of United Nations Operations, Staff and Premises (UN, 2004).
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The test of any reform does not end with the design of reform proposals and their final endorsement by the powers that 
be. The next step, implementation, is the most difficult in many respects. Any change to the status quo upsets staff and 
their routine, and can, at times, threaten job security, a particularly acute concern at the UN, where staff often live away 
from their home base for many years and may not be able to find employment readily if they are forced to return home. 
Seeing reform through to the end requires firm leadership from the top and strong managerial capacity. When both have 
been present within the peacekeeping department and outside, reform has progressed well. When it has been lacking, the 
pace of reform has suffered. Built-in rigidities in the system — a poor tradition of performance evaluation and resistance 
from staff associations — as well as managerial weaknesses, have often diluted the impact of reform. 

The defence by Member States of what they perceive to be their national interests is never far below the surface. 
Modifications to staffing and promotion procedures, staff cuts or reorganizations, for instance, may meet resistance from 
certain Members States if there is a risk that these changes will affect the posts occupied by one of their nationals in the 
Secretariat. Commercial or financial interests can often be at the root of a Member State’s opposition to changes in, for 
example, procurement procedures or budgetary allocations.

Reform often requires the jolt supplied by crisis and emergencies. Neither the Secretariat nor Member States are particularly 
good at pressing for reforms that anticipate future needs. They are, however, much more willing to contemplate radical 
change when a crisis threatens and disaster strikes. The United Nations is not unique in this respect.

Reform also requires that political stars be aligned. The United Nations is an intensely political institution and the state 
of relations among its key members sets the tone for even the most mundane debates. When there are deep tensions 
within its membership, making progress on any kind of reform can be agonizingly slow and difficult. For instance, the 
polarization in the General Assembly after the US invasion of Iraq produced an unreceptive environment for considering 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s last package of managerial reform in 2006. The Brahimi Report, in contrast, owes 
its success in achieving reform, in part, to the particularly positive political atmosphere prevailing at the time of the 
Millennium Summit.

The Never-ending Reform
UN peacekeeping has come a very long way from the immediate, post-Cold War days when both the Secretariat and 
Member States were experimenting with new forms of intervention. If the missions in Somalia, Bosnia and Rwanda 
gave the impression of improvisation, it was because all involved were indeed improvising — making the rules and 
developing the operational tools as they went. Today, the United Nations conducts its peace missions in a much more 
professional way and does so with a relatively small amount of resources: US$8 billion per year is not an insignificant 
amount of money, but considering that amount sustains close to 120,000 soldiers, police and civilian officers deployed 
in the field, it is in fact quite a modest amount. Time and again, peacekeeping has proved to be a cost-effective response 
to human and political crisis and, for all its flaws, it is still the best tool available to the international community to help 
countries emerging from conflict. 

Although the UN capacity to command, control and manage its peacekeeping missions has improved considerably 
over the years, it remains underdeveloped and fragile compared to that of modern, capable military organizations. The 
mandates set for peace missions have become extraordinarily complex and demanding, often entailing significant levels 
of risk for troops. Yet, peacekeeping missions often lack the necessary military capabilities to effectively implement their 
mandate. UN missions continue to be assembled on an ad hoc basis, often without the benefit of fully integrated battalions 
and adequate equipment. Joint pre-deployment training remains minimal, and involves only headquarters staff. While 
many peacekeeping contingents perform admirably, there continue to be recurring problems of conduct and discipline, 
over which the United Nations has limited control.

There are also significant challenges in the non-military dimensions of peace missions. Achieving a consistent and high-
quality performance from civilian police, who are drawn from dozens of different countries and often do not master the 
local language where they are stationed, presents an almost insurmountable problem. The recruitment of civilian staff 
continues to be slow and cumbersome in spite of the many reforms implemented to improve this situation. Coordination 
among the numerous players on the ground, both within and outside of the missions, still leaves much to be desired.

The United Nations — including not only the Secretariat but also the Member States acting through the Security Council 
and the General Assembly — should critically assess the strengths and weaknesses of the peacekeeping approaches and 
strategies developed over the last two decades. It must be ready to contemplate new, far-reaching changes to ensure that 
peace operations produce optimum results. Peacekeeping is the most visible part of the United Nations’ raison d’être, 
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and public support is greatly affected by its perception of how peacekeepers are performing — both within the country in 
which they are deployed and through the global media. Expectations are extremely high, often unreasonably so, and even 
the best and most comprehensive reforms will not provide instant solutions to the intractable problems facing countries 
emerging from conflict. But the United Nations must make every effort to continue to improve its performance and learn 
from its experiences, as it has done in the past 20 years of peacekeeping reform. This process of transformation is essential 
for the UN to be able to live up fully to its mission of ending conflicts and maintaining international peace and security.

Works Cited
UN (1989). Administrative and Budgetary Aspects of the Financing of United Nations Peace-keeping Operations. Report of the Secretary-General. A/44/605. 

October 11.

UN (1992a). An Agenda for Peace: Preventative Diplomacy, Peacemaking and Peace-keeping. Report of the Secretary-General on the Work of the Organization. 
A/47/277. June 17.

UN (1992b). Comprehensive Review of the Whole Question of Peace-keeping Operations in all Their Aspects. A/RES/47/71. December 14.

UN (1992c). Establishment of a Peacekeeping Reserve Fund. A/RES/47/217. December 23.

UN (1994a). Improving the Capacity of the United Nations for Peace-keeping. Report of the Secretary-General. A/48/403. March 14.

UN (1994b). Administrative and Budgetary Aspects of the Financing of the United Nations Peace-keeping Operations. A/RES/49/233. December 23.

UN (1999a). The Fall of Srebrenica. Report of the Secretary-General pursuant to General Assembly Resolution 53/35. A/54/549. November 15.

UN (1999b). The Report of the Independent Inquiry into the Actions of the United Nations during the 1994 Genocide in Rwanda. S/1999/1257. December 15.

UN (2000). Report of the Panel on United Nations Peace Operations. A/55/305. August 21.

UN (2002). The Concept of Strategic Deployment Stocks and Its Implementation. Report of the Secretary-General. A/56/870. March 11.

UN (2004). Strengthening the Security and Safety of United Nations Operations, Staff and Premises. Report of the Secretary-General. A/58/756. April.

UN (2007a). Comprehensive Review of a Strategy to Eliminate Future Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in United Nations Peacekeeping Operations. A/RES/61/267A. 
May 16.

UN (2007b). Comprehensive Review of a Strategy to Eliminate Future Sexual Exploitation and Abuse in United Nations Peacekeeping Operations. A/RES/61/267B. 
July 24.

UN (2008a). UN Peacekeeping Training Strategy. May. Available at: www.peacekeepingbestpractices.unlb.org/PBPS/Library/PK%20Training%20
Strategy%20FINAL.pdf.

UN (2008b). Human Resources Management. Resolution adopted by the General Assembly. A/RES/63/250. December 24.

UN (2009). Strengthening the Capacity of the United Nations to Manage and Sustain Peacekeeping Operations. Report of the Secretary-General. A/63/702. 
February 3.



UN Peacekeeping: 20 Years of Reform

Louise FrÉchette • 21

About CIGI
The Centre for International Governance Innovation is an independent, non-partisan think tank on international 
governance. Led by experienced practitioners and distinguished academics, CIGI supports research, forms networks, 
advances policy debate and generates ideas for multilateral governance improvements. Conducting an active agenda 
of research, events and publications, CIGI’s interdisciplinary work includes collaboration with policy, business and 
academic communities around the world.

CIGI’s research programs focus on four themes: the global economy; the environment and energy; global development; 
and global security. 

CIGI was founded in 2001 by Jim Balsillie, then co-CEO of RIM (Research In Motion) and collaborates with and gratefully 
acknowledges support from a number of strategic partners, in particular the Government of Canada and the Government 
of Ontario.

Le CIGI a été fondé en 2001 par Jim Balsillie, co-chef de la direction de RIM (Research In Motion). Il collabore avec de 
nombreux partenaires stratégiques et exprime sa reconnaissance du soutien reçu de ceux-ci, notamment de l’appui reçu 
du gouvernement du Canada et de celui du gouvernement de l’Ontario. 

For more information, please visit www.cigionline.org.



CIGI Papers no. 2 — April 2012

22 • The Centre for International Governance Innovation

CIGI Masthead
Managing Editor, Publications 	 Carol Bonnett

Senior Publications Adviser	 Max Brem

Publications Editor	 Jennifer Goyder

Media Designer	 Steve Cross

COMMUNICATIONS

Communications Specialist	 Kevin Dias	 kdias@cigionline.org (1 519 885 2444 x 238)

Public Affairs Coordinator	 Kelly Lorimer	 klorimer@cigionline.org (1 519 885 2444 x 265)

EXECUTIVE

Executive Director	 Thomas A. Bernes

Vice President of Programs	 David Dewitt

Vice President of Government Affairs	 Mohamed Hamoodi

Vice President of Public Affairs	 Fred Kuntz









CIGI PaPers
no. 2 — aPrIl 2012

UN PEACEKEEPING:
20 YEARS OF REFORM
louise fréchette
with the assistance of amanda kristensen


