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During the 1990s, the UN got involved in ever more complex crisis 
situations in which humanitarian, security and development issues 
were deeply intertwined. The term “peacebuilding” was integral to 
this development, signalling a commitment to both immediate relief 
and peacekeeping tasks and to long-term development assistance. 
While progress is noticeable in some areas, member states and the 
UN bureaucracy alike are still trying to come to terms with how 
best to address these multi-dimensional challenges in an effective 
way. The High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change 
noted that the way the UN deals with civilian crisis management 
and peacebuilding is inadequate and overly fragmented. It proposed 
several measures to rectify this problem, including the establish-
ment of an intergovernmental Peacebuilding Commission as well 
as a Peacebuilding Support Office in the Secretariat. The on-going 
debates about this proposal and the larger question about the role 
of the UN in building peace are critically important. It is therefore 
a pleasure to introduce this report, which has been commissioned 
by the Permanent Mission of Denmark to the United Nations. The 
report seeks to capture the field perspective, and it is intended to 
inform debates about how to make the UN more effective in  peace-
building and civilian crisis management.

Foreword
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Building peace in a war-torn society is a daunting task that requires 
the re-building and transformation of institutions and socio-eco-
nomic structures. Measured against the challenge of peacebuilding, 
the UN has yet to develop a sufficiently robust and comprehensive 
mode of intervention. The UN often acts too late and with limited 
resources. When the UN gets involved, its efforts are often ham-
pered by incoherent peacebuilding strategies and by ineffective 
implementation. The report identifies four major reasons for these 
limitations of UN peacebuilding. 

The first is the lack of integration at headquarters level, which 
invariably trickles down to the field. This makes formulation of 
an overall strategy defective, and consequently makes it difficult 
to effectively implement peacebuilding policies at country level. 
The UN’s reliance on “coordination” as a method for ensuring 
strategic coherence is not effective, and often produces a self-de-
feating tendency to devote too much time and resources to internal 
coordination. More integration between the UN’s peacekeeping, 
humanitarian, development and political sides at headquarters level 
is needed to get more coherent and effective peacebuilding policies 
at country level. 

The second is the lack of predictable funding for critical as-
sistance in post-conflict settings. The establishment of separate 
evaluation criteria for countries in special circumstances is one way 
forward. Lack of funding for critical post-conflict reconstruction 
efforts, such as reintegration of ex-combatants, often undermines 
long-term peacebuilding strategies. Donors’ tendency to fund spe-
cific programs directly undercuts the ability to establish a coherent 
peacebuilding policy, and it exacerbates turf battles between dif-
ferent UN actors. Trust fund mechanisms are one way of resolving 
this deficiency, giving the UN the necessary discretion to actually 
implement the tasks that member states identify as crucial. 

Executive Summary 
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The third is the existence of a plethora of planning-, program- 
and assessment tools, none of which are systematically understood 
and applied, and many of which are counter-productive in ensur-
ing cooperation from key UN actors, let alone buy-in from local 
participants. Fewer and simpler tools for planning and assessments 
should be established.

The fourth is the lack of commitment to, and understanding of, 
the central goals of building local capacity and ensuring local own-
ership. Securing ownership and building capacity seem to require 
more delegation of authority to UN presence in a country, enabling 
decisions to be made as close as possible to those in need. 

This report’s overall conclusion can be summarized in the claim 
that the UN should delegate more authority to the field, but for this 
to happen more integration is required at headquarters. Coordination 
alone does not ensure the type of coherence that is required for UN 
peacebuilding efforts. Integration implies functional centralization 
through a streamlining of mandates, budgets and decision-making 
authority. Moreover, geographical decentralization could serve as 
means to sensitise UN strategies and planning to local contexts and 
developments on the ground. 

In the spirit of functional centralization, an intergovernmental 
body should assist in ensuring that UN planning and funding un-
derpin overall peacebuilding objectives. Similarly, a secretariat 
function in charge of formulating strategy and planning should 
be given the appropriate authority to guarantee cooperation from 
relevant departments, funds and programs. 

Geographical decentralization implies requires that regional 
sub-offices be strengthened to backstop country-level operations. 
Moreover, the UN should establish mechanisms whereby issues 
requiring local involvement and ownership are included in the 
planning of UN peacebuilding efforts.
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The challenges of civilian crisis management and peacebuild-
ing concern nothing less than a comprehensive re-structuring of 
institutions in a given country.2 This is a daunting task even for a 
legitimate and capable national government. Attempting to do so in 
a post-conflict context, through intervention from the outside, often 
without a functioning state, would appear an impossible challenge. 
And yet, this is precisely what the UN has been increasingly called 
upon to do after the Cold War. Recognizing the high potential for a 
relapse into conflict after a peace agreement has been signed, the UN 
today often intervenes on the basis of complex mandates that extend 
well beyond responding to humanitarian needs and the monitoring 
of a peace agreement. At heart, the emergence of complex civilian 
crisis management and peacebuilding as a central activity for the 
UN is based on the recognition that securing the peace and building 
lasting structures conducive to development require a more robust 
and comprehensive intervention that borders on “state building”. 

The UN was established in 1945 principally to prevent inter-state 
war. Issues pertaining to “security” were politically and institution-
ally separated from the emerging policy field of “development” 
within the UN. This policy field, moreover, was functionally or-
ganized according to specific issue areas, with different and semi-
autonomous specialized funds and agencies. This organizational 
set-up was a reflection of the then-prevalent notion that states may 
come to cooperate more easily with each other when cooperation 
was confined to clearly defined technical issues.3 This structure 
may have been conducive to creating good conditions for inter-state 
cooperation. It has become increasingly clear, however, that this 
does not sit well with the tasks that the UN has set itself in the field 
of peacebuilding and crisis management. 

Against this background, a loose consensus has emerged about 
the need to bring the political, developmental and humanitarian 

Introduction1
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sides of the UN closer together in an effort to make peacebuilding 
efforts more coherent. The challenge has been defined in terms of 
how best to harness the expertise and resources in these respective 
policy fields – all of which are critical to the task of preventing 
violent conflict and rebuilding war-torn societies.4 Given the cur-
rent political and institutional structure of the UN, however, the 
formulation and implementation of an effective peacebuilding 
policy have proved difficult. 

As noted by the High Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and 
Change, there is no institutional home for peacebuilding activities in 
the UN system, as there exists an intergovernmental policy vacuum 
between the Security Council and ECOSOC, and a concomitant 
program vacuum between the UN Secretariat and the UN special-
ized funds and agencies in the field of development and humani-
tarian work. This formed the context for the proposal to establish 
a Peacebuilding Commission and a Peacebuilding Support Office. 
Commissioned by the Permanent Mission of Denmark to the United 
Nations, this report seeks to contribute to the on-going dialogue on 
these and other reform proposals in the Secretary General’s report 
In Larger Freedom, involving the UN’s capacity to respond to the 
challenges of peacebuilding and other complex emergencies. 

The reform proposals in the SG’s report concern principally UN 
bodies at headquarters level, not how the UN operates in the field, 
which is arguably one of its main weaknesses. This report attempts 
to provide a snapshot analysis of the UN in the “field”, in particular 
two countries where the UN is involved in peacebuilding efforts - 
Burundi (ONUB) and the Sudan (UNMIS). The study furthermore 
builds on a recently completed study of “Integrated Missions”.5

The European Union security strategy6 broadly defines the task 
of civilian crisis management as helping to restore civil government 
after crises. Peacebuilding can thus be seen as interchangeable with 
civilian crisis management.7 In this study, focus is very much on 
what is arguably the core issue of peacebuilding and civilian crisis 
management, namely the immediate and long-term challenges in 
a post-conflict situation. The study focuses on the extent to which 
the UN is able to effectively formulate a common strategy and to 
harness the different units, funds and agencies of the UN to work 
coherently towards that end. 

The study thus pays particular attention to coordination between 
UNCT and UN missions, to integrated planning, to needs assess-
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ments and to funding mechanisms. We also discuss in some detail 
two policy concepts that appear to be critical for ensuring a degree 
of success in terms of building a stable peace. These are the con-
cepts of “ownership” and “capacity building”. While frequently 
mentioned in key policy documents, it is not clear what the concepts 
mean in practical terms, and there appears to be little strategic think-
ing on ways of adapting them to differing circumstances.

When analyzing the role and effectiveness of the UN in peace-
building it is important to bear in mind the inherent difficulties 
involved in preventing the outbreak or re-emergence of violent 
conflict through outside intervention. There are limits to what 
outside actors can do, however effectively these interventions are 
organized. In short, the standard against which the UN’s efforts are 
to be measured must be sensitive to the complexity of the problem 
and the inherent limits of state building by external actors. 

The structure of the report is as follows: Section 2 covers UN 
coherence, focusing on planning, strategy, and coordination. Sec-
tion 3 deals with donor coherence and discusses in some detail 
the problems of, and possible solutions to, funding for complex 
peacebuilding and humanitarian activities. Section 4 focuses on 
two critically important factors for all peacebuilding efforts, namely 
“ownership” and “capacity-building”, and Section 5 provides con-
cluding remarks. 



Anja T. Kaspersen and Ole Jacob Sending12

NUPI  MAY  05



The United Nations and Civilian Crisis Management 

NUPI  MAY  05

13

Strategy and planning
Providing assistance in rebuilding a war-torn society requires a 
comprehensive strategy. As noted in several studies8, however, 
there is today no overall strategy for UN peacebuilding activi-
ties. Peacebuilding involves elements of already institutionalized 
activities of peacekeeping, humanitarian relief, and long-term 
development. However, there is no centre for the formulation of a 
peacebuilding strategy that can bring these together. Typically, the 
UN Security Council formulates a mandate that identifies a number 
of goals, but includes no description of how these goals are to be 
achieved or the sequencing or prioritisation of goals. Moreover, the 
Council formulates a broad range of goals to be achieved without 
due consideration to the funding required to achieve them through 
consultation with the General Assembly and the ACABQ.9 At the 
bureaucratic level, the formulation of what is called a peacebuilding 
“strategy” is often a “shopping list” of tasks reflecting the interests of 
different departments, funds and programs. Thus, it appears to be a 
strategic policy vacuum at HQ level with respect to the formulation 
of a comprehensive strategy for peacebuilding – a gap also reflected 
in humanitarian and development activities.10 

At country level, the existence of a comprehensive and coher-
ent strategy is important for ensuring consistency between peace 
agreements and their implementation. Such consistency is crucial 
as it reduces the possibility that potential spoilers take advantage of 
delays and ambiguities. Moreover, as one study notes, the lack of a 
consistent strategy between mediation and implementation opens 
up space for “bureaucratic politics and institutional rivalry [that] 
can disrupt a smooth transition between lead institutions.”11 A key 
ingredient for successful peacebuilding efforts is thus the existence 
of an institutional mechanism that can ensure both consistency be-
tween different phases of a peace process and a crucially important 

UN coherence 
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involvement of the UNCT and local stakeholders. However, to the 
extent that current UN peace operations have an overall strategy 
formulated through extensive consultations with UNCT and local 
participants, this is more to the credit of the initiative and qualities 
of specific individuals than to institutionalized mechanisms within 
the UN. 

Although so-called “integrated missions” are intended to im-
prove UN coherence, there is no mechanism to ensure that this 
translates into an effective and country-specific strategy containing 
priorities, and that division of labour and accountability is formu-
lated and implemented. In light of the importance of these proposed 
bodies, the following presents some findings on the overall question 
of UN coherence in the field. 

Formulating a strategy aiming at the formation of a legitimate 
and effective state that can provide security and other basic public 
goods must start with a thorough analysis of the country in ques-
tion. Today, the primary planning unit for peace operations – the 
DPKO – certainly outperforms other UN entities in some aspects 
of mission planning. However, it is not set up to devise a strategy 
for long-term peacebuilding. Neither is that the case for the cur-
rent “focal point” for peacebuilding, the Department of Political 
Affairs (DPA).12 

A recurrent theme from field visits, echoed in existing research, 
is the lack of an institutional mechanism for ensuring broader 
participation in the strategy and planning formulation for UN 
peacebuilding. For example, DPKO-formulated strategies are not 
sufficiently informed by the experience of counterparts involved 
in peace talks or with already present UN actors in a country, both 
of which are critically important. Moreover, senior personnel in 
different UN missions, including SRSGs and DSRSGs, noted that 
they received little in the way of strategic guidance before assuming 
their posts, in particular concerning concrete issues evolving from 
broad peacebuilding mandates, thus revealing a gap in the strategy 
and planning of different phases of UN operations.

UN agencies on the ground repeatedly stressed that the UN 
country team are there before, during and after the mission, yet are 
left out of critical planning and strategy formulation. The exclusion 
of UNCT in these processes undermines the overall coherence of 
UN activities for at least two reasons. First, the UNCT possesses 
knowledge not only about the country in question, but also, evident-
ly, of the existing program activities. Ensuring that this knowledge 
is fed into the planning process on the ground is essential for the 
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formulation of country relevant strategies. Second, the overall goal 
of “integration” cannot be attained unless all parts of the UN are 
committed to the same overall strategy. That is: true commitment 
to a common strategy cannot be established by dictate, but requires 
consultation and dialogue between all actors involved. 

There is arguably a risk that an inclusive planning and strat-
egy-formulating process could become too supply-driven when 
performed at the country level.13 One way to limit such organi-
zational inclinations is for an intergovernmental body such as the 
Peacebuilding Commission to define a set of parameters within 
which the country-based strategies must operate. Such an arrange-
ment would guarantee control of overall peacebuilding policy, while 
at the same time ensuring that those involved in the formulation 
of country-specific strategies and plans should also be involved in 
implementing them. 

The principle of proximity between strategy formulation and 
implementation sums up what emerged as a common theme in the 
field: strategies and plans developed in New York, with little or no 
consideration for either on-going country programs or contingencies 
on the ground, run the risk of becoming obsolete. 

To ensure that key strategies and plans are attuned to the chang-
ing conditions and “owned” by implementing actors, they should be 
formulated as closely as possible to these actors. This is an argument 
for decentralization aimed at making UN strategies less textbook 
driven and adaptable to local contexts. 

Such a model of decentralization finds support in organizational 
theory: The theory posits that decentralization is generally the pre-
ferred option if the challenges to be addressed by different parts of 
an organization are diverse. Peacebuilding would clearly fall in this 
category. While there are certain common themes and challenges, 
and certainly a need to formulate overall strategy at headquarters, 
the concrete problems and challenges on the ground vary consider-
ably. It makes sense to decentralize decisions that are best made on 
the basis of hands-on involvement and in-depth knowledge of the 
situation on the ground. The World Bank is a case in point as it has 
sought to address the challenges of ownership, local knowledge 
and hands-on strategy formulation by delegating decision-making 
authority to their country Directors. 
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The problem of duplication
As peace operations have become increasingly complex, they have 
come to take on a wider range of civilian functions pertinent to both 
immediate recovery and long-term development efforts. Many of 
these functions are already performed by UNCT, albeit in a different 
way and with a different mandate. Civil Affairs and Rule of Law are 
a case in point. Both of these functions were integrated into mission 
structures in the “executive missions” in Kosovo and East Timor, but 
this model has now been adopted also in non-executive missions, 
such as in Sudan (UNMIS), Burundi (ONUB) and others.14 In Bu-
rundi, ONUB has a gender task force, while UNFPA has long since 
been working in this area in Burundi. Similarly, both ONUB and 
UNDP run programs on justice and security sector reform (JSSR). 
This feature of UN operations reinforces the image of a fragmented 
organization without a clear strategy for its operations. 

A central challenge is how to produce a coherent UN policy by 
bringing together the activities of different parts of the UN. While 
integrated missions now emerge as the key model for establish-
ing coherence, there is still the problem of how to assess which 
programs should be continued as part of an overall peacebuilding 
strategy. Today, the UN has no mechanisms by which to perform 
such a critical task. The UNDG recently noted, for example, that 
“There is currently no feedback mechanism for assessing contri-
butions of individual organisations to the overall United Nations 
country team performance.”15

Representatives of UNCT have argued that the mission should 
be seen as adding political clout to the established programs of 
UNCT. In this way, the long-term work of the UNCT and the alleged 
trust built up over years to host governments are not, it is argued, 
disrupted by a peace operation that will invariably have a differ-
ent relation with the government. These concerns reflect a more 
general question about the appropriate relation between the UN’s 
political, developmental and humanitarian activities. The UNCT 
will resume responsibility for the UN’s efforts to build institutions 
to safeguard the peace after the peacekeeping component exits. 
Thus, the work of the UNCT is critical to manage the transition 
from war to peace. While these are valid points, the challenges in 
a post-conflict situation are qualitatively different, and the demands 
for UN effectiveness point in the direction of integration under 
overall political leadership exercised by the SRSG and Deputy 
SRSGs where appropriate. 
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To avoid duplication, some have suggested that the existence 
of a UNSC mandate and the arrival of a peace operation should 
be used as an opportunity to evaluate the performance of different 
programs and agencies within the UNCT. Such an evaluation could, 
it is held, serve as a platform to decide which programs should be 
continued and which other programs and tasks should be established 
within the mission. Such assessments would have to identify the 
most effective form of integration given the central function or goal 
of the mission.16 This proposal has a lot of merit. However, given 
the current institutional structure, where members of UNCT have 
separate mandates and budgets, it is of critical importance that this 
evaluation includes members of the UNCT and is perceived as fair 
and objective.

Leadership and management
Many studies have noted that the SRSG in a country is crucially 
important for ensuring overall coherence and integration.17 In in-
terviews with UN staff in the field, a common theme was that much 
hinged upon the quality and personality of the SRSG and other 
key staff, and that, in general, overall coherence and cooperation 
between UNCT and the mission depended on personalities. This is 
undoubtedly true. The quality and personalities of leaders and staff 
matter crucially. But this should not be seen as the correct problem 
description of the UN. In fact, a crucial argument here is that the 
central challenge of every organization is precisely to ensure that 
its success does not depend on the qualities of individuals, but 
rather on the quality of the organizational mechanisms that guide 
individuals’ behaviour. Improving the process by which SRSGs are 
appointed is important, but this should not detract attention from the 
underlying organizational challenges facing the UN. Currently, the 
degree of integration pivots crucially on how the SRSG manages 
the challenge of forging a coherent UN operation from a fragmented 
UN organizational structure. 

A commonly shared view in the field of the importance of lead-
ership says that it depended on where respondents worked, with 
whom and for whom. For some, the SRSG was seen as having too 
little authority over the programs and funds of UNCT. Conversely, 
SRSGs were viewed by members of the UNCT as being too power-
ful in both designing and running missions. For them, the problem 
was not so much lack of power, but the lack of accountability of the 
SRSG to the full spectrum of UN actors. As we will discuss in some 
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detail later, one way to rectify these limitations is to strengthen and 
clarify the authority of the SRSG in relation to the UNCT, while 
at the same time strengthening the accountability of the SRSG to 
UNCT senior management at HQ-level.

The limits of coordination 
The UN must, in some way, deal with the problem of duplication. 
Given the lack of a clear division of responsibility, authority and 
accountability between different parts of the UN, such problems 
today are addressed through “integrated missions”, and through the 
method of “coordination”. As noted by the ECHA-UNDG study 
on transition, there is a potential for improved coherence when 
the DSRSG assumes the dual role as Resident Coordinator and 
Humanitarian Coordinator, yet this has limited impact when “there 
is no similar mechanism at senior working level at HQ to provide 
coherent support to the RC/HC and the UNCT.”18 A close observer 
of the UN made this point by saying that “Whatever happens in the 
field, it all starts here (in New York).” Lack of political-institutional 
integration at HQ level, in other words, can never be fully rectified 
by country-level integration or coordination. 

The reliance on “coordination” as the central mechanisms of 
ensuring coherence of the UN in a country is a concrete expression 
of this institutional lacuna. The practice of “coordination” quite 
simply falls short of the task of ensuring overall UN coherence. The 
problem with coordination is that it does not ensure responsibility, 
authority or accountability. In fact, it is a recipe for continued bu-
reaucratic infighting and turf battles over scarce resources, which 
is encouraged by donors’ tendency to earmark funding for specific 
agencies and projects rather than pooling resources to a central 
trust-fund mechanism managed by the UN.19 

Perhaps more disturbingly, the current emphasis on coordina-
tion between different parts of the UN has produced an inward-
looking organization that devotes far too much time and energy to 
coordination meetings and inter-agency needs assessments. This 
was a recurrent theme in talks with UN personnel as there was 
frustration about the time spent on internal coordination. A former 
senior UN official with broad experience both from HQ and peace 
operations expressed this frustration by noting that “the way UN 
does business” is characterized by “too much attention to paper”. 
Several respondents mentioned the need for a body to coordinate 
all the coordination and the fact that most agencies do not have the 
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personnel resources required to be able to attend all the coordina-
tion meetings, as many take place in parallel. Similarly, a member 
of UNCT pointed out that a workday of ten hours could easily 
be filled by participating in different coordination meetings. The 
overall impression was perhaps best summed up in the comment 
by an NGO representative about how “coordination has become 
an end in itself”. This is serious problem for the UN, as energy and 
resources spent on internal coordination detract attention from the 
reasoning behind their presence in a given country.

 Against this backdrop, a central goal for UN reform should be 
the establishment of a more thoroughly integrated structure. A func-
tionally centralized UN would significantly reduce supply-driven 
programming and turf battles, and it would make it possible to 
formulate and implement a peacebuilding strategy that would draw 
effectively on the full spectrum of the tools and expertise of the UN 
system. There are certainly pros and cons to such a systemic reform, 
but it is nevertheless instructive to revisit the central conclusion 
from the so-called “Capacity Study” of the UN development system. 
The report, published in 1969, held that “In the past, governments 
have consistently postponed making major decisions bearing on 
the organization of the UN system. Even the fundamental problem 
of overlapping responsibilities has not been faced squarely, let 
alone addressed. It is not only governments that have side-stepped 
difficult issues. On their part, the Specialized Agencies have also 
resisted change, for perfectly understandable reasons. Today, there 
is agreement on all sides that changes must be far-reaching if the 
UN development system is to expand effectively and the Third World 
is to receive the service to which it is entitled.”20

It should be recalled that the functional decentralization that 
came to characterize the formation of the UN was a direct result 
of then-prevailing functionalist ideas about how states could be 
encouraged to cooperate by focusing on clearly defined technical 
issues, thus reducing the threat of interstate war. Today, when the 
central challenge for the UN is to formulate and deliver coherent 
development and peacebuilding policies, such a functional decen-
tralization severely impair the UN’s performance. 

The UN faces a dual challenge. It must, on the one hand, for-
mulate more long-term and clear peacebuilding strategies drawing 
on different parts of the UN. The strategy should emanate from the 
UN’s principal organs and be applied consistently if peacebuilding 
is to succeed. This cannot be achieved solely through coordination, 
but requires functional centralization, whereby relevant actors 
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within different sectors work together. On the other hand, the UN 
must, as we will discuss in more detail below, become more sensi-
tive to country specific issues and challenges and join efforts on 
critical issues of capacity building and ownership. To ensure this, 
however, geographical decentralization is necessary for planning 
and decisions to happen with due regard to the ever-evolving situ-
ation on the ground. 

Today, the UN is arguably functionally decentralized and geo-
graphically too centralized, resulting in incoherent peacebuilding 
policies and insufficient attention to any given country specifics. 
Functional centralization and geographical de-centralization go 
hand in hand precisely because the latter depends on there being 
unity and consistency at headquarters level. Absent such a funda-
mental change in how the UN is organized, however, coordination 
will remain a central feature of UN operations. The following 
section thus identifies potential ways of improving coordination-
mechanisms.

Making coordination work 
Typically, organisations commit to coordinate when there are clear 
benefits. Current UN structures provide few such incentives. Allan 
Doss has summed up this tendency by noting that “most organiza-
tions subscribe to the theory but not the practice of coordination, 
in particular when they have a preponderant share of financial 
resources”.21 The central challenge of coordination is getting all 
participating actors to commit themselves to an overall strategy and 
plan. A central theme emerging from interviews is that coordination 
cannot be achieved by dictate but requires genuine participation 
and influence of all relevant actors. One practical step would be 
to co-locate all actors. The full inclusion of OCHA into the wider 
mission structure, e.g. Liberia, Burundi and partly in the Sudan, 
has been tested, yet with mixed feedback. The coordinating func-
tions of OCHA seem, on balance, to be working quite well given 
the larger structure within which it operates. Criticism was voiced 
against OCHA assuming operational responsibilities as this was 
seen to create an imbalance in terms of its coordination functions 
of the UN system. The office in charge of coordination should not 
be operational, it was held, because it renders the coordinating actor 
biased in favour of own programming activities. 

The same criticism was frequently voiced against the UNDP. If 
the UNDP is to have a coordinating function, it was held, it should 
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not be operational and run programs. In many cases, the UNDP 
present itself as an actor with competence in virtually all sectors, 
ranging from the environment and HIV/AIDS to crisis prevention, 
rule of law and governance.22 The urge to expand programs and 
budgets is common to all organizations. It is, however, a question 
beyond the scope of this report whether UNDP has successfully 
identified its core competence and most valuable contribution to 
overall effectiveness in taking on a role as both coordinator and 
operator in so many issue areas. 

Another area in which coordination can be improved is the iden-
tification of “comparative advantages”. This cannot be performed 
by the agency in question, as it only serves to perpetuate the already 
destructive practice of each actor seeking to broaden its own turf. 
This could be rectified by establishing a peer-review mechanism 
involving local participants, NGOs and IFIs to lay the ground for 
a more objective assessment of each actor’s respective strengths 
(and weaknesses). 

Joint programming and inter-agency needs assess-
ments
The Secretary General’s agenda for UN reform called for “increased 
joint programming and pooling of resources to further enhance the 
effectiveness of the UN to ensure the system’s combined resources 
are put to best use.”23 Responding to this call the United Nations 
Development Groups Office issued a definition and a guidance note 
on joint programming: “Joint programming contributes to making 
the UN support to reaching the national goals more coherent, effec-
tive, and efficient. It is meant to avoid duplication, reduce transac-
tion costs and maximise synergies among the national partners and 
the differing contributions of the UN system organisations – be it 
in terms of the normative framework and technical expertise, or of 
expertise in programme areas and strategies.”24 

This definition illustrates a problem of establishing effective 
inter-agency collaboration as it does not say what joint program-
ming is, only what it is meant to achieve. The UN relies heavily on 
different planning and coordination tools to ensure coherence and 
effectiveness in the field. Among these are CCA/UNDAF, CAP, 
CHAP, AWP, CPAP, CCPP and CPD.25 It is difficult to see how 
these fit together and why there is a need to have so many, and so 
complex, planning, coordination and programming tools. When the 
same impression emerged from interviews with individuals sup-



Anja T. Kaspersen and Ole Jacob Sending22

NUPI  MAY  05

posedly involved or responsible for using these tools, it is indeed 
worrisome. In Sudan, these established mechanisms have been 
complemented and to some extent substituted by the production of 
a Work Plan intended to guide the overall UN effort.26 In Burundi, 
the UNDAF has not taken off due, according to centrally placed 
actors in the UNCT, to a lack of political will and funding, but also 
the perception that UNDAF is “too much of a UNDP exercise.” 
Furthermore, in the case of Burundi, the CAP is reported to be a 
largely “project-based system” where allocations are not based on 
an overall strategy, but very much on “the influence of agencies 
and the interests of individual donors”.27 

Some of the tools are simply too complicated and do not clarify 
and simplify tasks and responsibilities. The example of plans for 
how to act and coordinate with respect to refugees and displaced 
persons was mentioned by field respondents as an example where 
the plans emerging from different UN tools were so complex that 
they do not assist in simplifying and guiding programmatic activi-
ties. One conclusion is thus that the planning and coordination tools 
should be fewer, simpler (allowing their use in different circum-
stances) and better institutionalized within UN organizations. 

Additionally, the filter of bureaucratization and “inward-look-
ing” mechanisms detracts attention from identifying the needs of 
people in the country. One senior UN official noted that the UN 
identifies and interprets the needs of people through the lenses of 
UN agencies’ interests, thus exacerbating the lack of sensitivity to 
local needs that emanates from bureaucratic and pre-formulated 
categories of needs assessments. Needs assessment should be under-
taken jointly with all stakeholders within an analytical framework, 
yet it is important to stress that jointly does not mean simultaneously 
in this context. More focus needs to be given to sequential needs 
assessments that are better attuned to address potentially fluid situa-
tions on the ground. Moreover, inter-agency needs assessment must 
be coupled with a parallel process whereby inter-agency monitoring 
and evaluation processes are strengthened to ensure that actions 
and decisions are in accordance with identified needs. The actors’ 
comparative advantage should thus be determined by the context 
and by identifying the actual needs on the ground rather than current 
practices whereby the UN’s bureaucratic delineation of tasks sets 
the agenda. In other words, “form should follow function”28. 

The need for effective integration mechanisms has been stressed 
repeatedly by such organizations as OECD-DAC.29 Such integration 
seem to require not only an overall strategy, but also clear identifica-
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tion of responsibility, coupled with common needs assessments and 
appropriate tools for evaluation and monitoring.30 While coordina-
tion is sometimes an effective tool for ensuring coherence at the 
country level, these efforts are often undermined by a lack of clear 
commitment by implementing partners.31 For example, the current 
UNDAF for Burundi is organized around four thematic groups 
with responsible agencies for each theme (peace and reconciliation, 
rehabilitation and social services, poverty-reduction, environment 
and agriculture, and HIV/AIDS). It looks clear and simple on pa-
per, but centrally placed actors noted that only the thematic group 
on HIV/AIDS really worked, and it did work because it had been 
established as a thematic group long before the current UNDAF 
was set up. 

Funding demands and priorities, not an overall UN strategy, tend 
to drive programming activities in the field. A recent study noted 
that “Often, needs-assessments performed by various agencies are 
confused with mobilisation of resources for the specific agency.”32 
Without a common standard to define needs, which in turn could be 
applied in different crisis, it is difficult to assess what an adequate or 
proportionate response would be. At a recent donor conference33 this 
was recognised as a central problem, and the urgency of getting both 
the planning and the funding for transition right was stressed. 

The problems identified above are primarily due to how the UN 
is organized, as discussed in previous sections. However, if there 
is one major cause of these problems it is the perpetual problem 
of lack of reliable funding and the lack of authority at the country 
level to disperse of existing funds. Even perfect planning -, needs 
assessments - and coordinating tools will fail unless this problem 
is addressed. Against this background, the next section discusses 
funding and donor coherence.
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One point that is being reiterated time and again is that UN coher-
ence and effectiveness crucially depend on reliable funding. A 
consistent message from the field was, not surprisingly, that the 
appropriate leaders – SRSG, DSRSG/HC/RC – need to have access 
to and decision-making power over budgets. Entrusting SRSGs and 
DSRSGs with overall responsibility without allowing them to make 
decisions on funding, seriously undermines their effectiveness. 
With regard to integrated missions, the current budgetary processes 
and funding mechanism are not designed to effectively backstop 
an integrated approach in the field.34 Donors plead to support in-
tegrated missions and non-UN humanitarian actors, but it tends to 
be more rhetoric than action. Current practices of earmarking and 
channelling funds through specific projects run by specified ac-
tors and state-to-state bilateral funding could undermine the UN’s 
overall impact and contribution to peace and development. The 
UN could, with predictable funding for critical transition phases 
and with the ability to make decisions on funding, be immensely 
more effective. 

There are few examples of truly collective financing of an agreed-
upon action plan, although an interesting experiment is underway in 
Sudan, where the DSRSG in his HC capacity has been given discre-
tion over a trust fund to underpin the overall mission action plan. 
However, donors seem generally hesitant to channel aid through 
collective trust funds. Similarly, many UN agencies and non-gov-
ernmental organisations (NGOs) are sceptical to trust funds, as their 
scope to determine their own programmes would be constrained. In 
view of the problems of duplication and lack of coherence discussed 
above, however, the benefits of trust-fund mechanisms outweigh by 
far the potential negative impact on specialized agencies and funds 
independence. Trust funds could potentially provide incentives for 
all actors to think more strategically about their involvement and 

Funding and donor 
coherence
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about their comparative advantages. Most importantly, it could 
contribute to a more output-oriented approach. 

Development aid is often delivered with scant attention to the 
local capacity to both absorb and make effective use of funding.35 
This places a heavy burden on countries emerging out of conflict, 
with weak or sometimes lacking administrative capacities to handle 
the demands that follow, and could at worst serve counterproduc-
tive to sustaining and building capacity. A local government official 
interviewed in the DRC noted that the foreign assistance provided 
(mostly technical and basic goods) was too expensive for the local 
market, making it difficult for the local government to absorb and 
sustain. The government representative also raised issues deriv-
ing from the lack of consultations and involvement when projects 
and programmes were initiated and run both by UN agencies and 
international NGOs. A central challenge for the UN is therefore to 
establish mechanisms that better capture local needs and to use these 
as guidelines for making strategic funding decisions. 

Most fundamentally, however, UN peacebuilding is undermined 
by the lack of predictable sources of funding36 and donors’ reluc-
tance to coordinate assistance. Donors are clearly attempting to deal 
with the issue of resource coordination judging from the number of 
studies and evaluations, and the development of new coordination 
tools and funding mechanism.37 

The SG’s proposal to establish a Peacebuilding Commission is 
undoubtedly a step in the right direction as it would help to co-locate 
responsibility of funding issues with overall strategic priorities. As 
proposed by the SG, the Peacebuilding Commission could perform 
the central function of guaranteeing “predictable financing for early 
recovery activities, in part by providing an overview of assessed, 
voluntary and standing funding mechanisms”.38 Discussing the 
proposed Peacebuilding Commission in the field, some respond-
ents put it bluntly, saying that if the Peacebuilding Commission 
is not given authority over budgets, it should not be established 
at all”, as it would then be unable to perform its suggested duties. 
While many will contest such a position because it would reduce 
the autonomy of funds, programs and agencies, this is in our view 
not a substantive argument against giving a Peacebuilding Com-
mission an appropriate level of influence with regard to funding. A 
Peacebuilding Commission could, for example, have a key advisory 
function similar to that of the ACABQ.

Beyond the critical issues discussed above, there is a more 
general trend in aid allocation that is worrisome in terms of fund-
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ing for peacebuilding activities: In many conflict and post-conflict 
situations, donors are reluctant to provide funding because the situ-
ation is unstable. In Burundi, it was reported that it was difficult 
to get funding for key projects because Burundi has a transitional 
government, making donors await elections before committing more 
funds. Meanwhile, the recognized problem of return of displaced 
persons and re-integration of ex-combatants is seriously under-
funded, which may easily undermine the fragile political situation 
in the country. The same problem was recently reported for Cote 
d’Ivoire, where donors’ interest in funding badly needed health 
services and programs for children at the risk of being recruited to 
warring factions is said to wane.39 And in Sierra Leone, the lack of 
sufficient donor support for the DD&R process was a central cause 
of the breakdown in the peace process both in 1997 and 2000.40 

Although there are some promising signs of a momentum in sup-
port of “reintegration” also being funded over assessed budgets (i.e. 
Liberia and most recently, however with restrictions, Sudan), the 
overall picture is that there is a discrepancy between the demands 
of peacebuilding activities and current priorities for aid allocation. 
Increasingly, donors seem to resort to “result-based” or “perform-
ance-based” development aid. The US Government’s “Millennium 
Challenge Account” is a case in point, where those countries that 
do perform well on a set of indicators measuring economic devel-
opment and political reform, receive progressively more funding. 
Whereas there are good reasons to adopt such a policy so as to pro-
vide incentives for much needed reforms in recipient countries, this 
very same principle has in several cases worked against the needs of 
populations whose countries are either in conflict, or are otherwise 
under heavy strain by insecurity and political instability. 

A senior policy advisor at the World Bank referred to this prob-
lem as the “80/20” problem: 80% of the political debate in the UN 
and elsewhere is focused on those countries that are under stress 
and risk (re-)falling into violent conflict, but these same countries 
receive only about 20% of development aid. The World Bank has 
partly launched its initiative on “Low Income Countries Under 
Stress” (LICUS) based on the insight that these countries will 
have to be judged and treated differently than other developing 
countries that are stable and more secure.41 A recent OECD-DAC 
initiative to formulate “Principles for Good International Engage-
ment in Fragile States” is here a positive development and should 
be encouraged.42 
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When the Millennium Declaration was formulated five years 
ago, it contained some crucial goals pertaining to peace and se-
curity. The Millennium Development Goals, however, contain no 
reference to the challenges of seeking to reduce violent conflicts, 
thereby also making it easier to attain other MDGs. One suggestion 
would be to include one goal in the MDGs that refers specifically 
to transition and post-conflict situations. Some claim that the work 
to attain the MDGs is by definition “conflict prevention” as they 
address “root causes” of violent conflicts. This claim is, however, 
mainly a “rhetorical re-packaging” aimed at creating an additional 
and security-based justification for development aid. The substan-
tive argument for the inclusion of a new MDG related to conflict and 
post-conflict situations is precisely that the current trend in overall 
development aid works against the huge needs of the countries that 
are either emerging from, or are at the brink of, violent conflict. 
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Coherence and effectiveness of peacebuilding efforts is important, 
but risk becoming irrelevant if they are not explicitly formulated in 
a way that encourages local ownership and assist in building local 
capacity. External involvement in a conflict-ridden country is, after 
all, ultimately aimed at rendering itself obsolete. Herein, the twin 
concepts of ownership and capacity building sum up the histori-
cally established fact that successful socio-political and economic 
change cannot be dictated by external interventions, but must be 
sensitive to local contexts and must ultimately be driven and owned 
by internal forces. 

Against this background, UN peacebuilding strategies appear 
overly idealized. Too often, it seems, the idea of ideal end state 
dictates policies and decisions more than concrete challenges on 
the ground. Other times the UN fails to define an end state – transi-
tioning into what? While concrete programs are sought adapted to 
local contexts and needs, these are often add-ons to pre-formulated 
templates and goals. A recent review of peacebuilding policies thus 
pointed to “the chronic inability of international actors to adapt 
their assistance to the political dynamics of the war-torn societies 
they seek to support”.43 

This feature of UN policies and programs illuminates on what 
emerged as a central theme in many of the field interviews under-
taken for this report, namely, the frustration with, and lack of clear 
understanding of, what “ownership” and “capacity-building” imply 
for the content and focus of concrete programs. For some, capac-
ity building must go before ownership. The argument frequently 
put forward was that genuine ownership, and by implication the 
responsibility that comes with it, requires the establishment of suf-
ficient capacity. Issues of sequencing and timing of the handover 
of responsibilities to local actors are critical. For others, the key 
challenge was establishing accountability. And yet others again 

Ownership and capacity 
building
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mentioned that although capacity building is important, “you don’t 
want to capacity-build a state apparatus in the hands of authoritarian 
political leaders.” Finally, building capacity and securing ownership 
is inherently difficult when dealing with a transitional government. 
Echoing a recent study of the UN’s role in transitional administra-
tion, some noted that “ownership” is the end, not the means, of UN 
involvement.”44 

By way of example, rule of law programs are notorious for 
adopting what one author calls a “mechanistic approach” based 
on the idea that “a country achieves the rule of law by reshaping 
its key institutions to match those of countries that are considered 
to have the rule of law”.45 Rule of law remains a central feature of 
contemporary UN operations. The UN is increasingly engaged in 
efforts to rid impunity by establishing rule of law. Assistance in 
this regard includes a wide array of issues ranging from providing 
equipment, technical assistance, police, and judiciary and prison 
reform. However, it was reported by several respondents in the field 
that in some cases specific programs aimed at capacity building 
and ownership amounted to nothing more than seminars and brief 
training courses. The reason, it was said, are poor understanding of 
how to build trust in and loyalty to certain processes and institutions 
– a task that requires long-term efforts and investments which take 
seriously the content and political import of local structures. As 
one interviewee put it: “It does not matter whether you know the 
institutions you seek to install are right. What matters is whether you 
are able to get others to see this too and to feel ownership to these 
institutions.” Such long-term requirements often suffer from the 
short attention span of most donors. A similar point has been made 
in a recent article on ownership, where ownership is highlighted as 
a process and an outcome, both of which are critically important. As 
a process, ownership implies local involvement in defining goals 
and priorities, and as an outcome, ownership implies the de facto 
commitment by local actors to certain practices and institutions (i.e. 
rule of law, policing).46

A long time observer noted that “The entire corpus of learning 
about how to leave behind a functioning state and consolidate a 
peace is in conflict with decisions taken and with little or no rela-
tion to developments at the country level”.47 This conforms to the 
experiences emerging from the field: there appears to be a lack of 
commitment to secure local ownership in UN programming, as 
the self-understanding of the UN in the field seems to be that it is 
better to “do” than to “enable”.48 The UN has to learn how to bet-
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ter synchronise its activities with the developments on the ground 
rather than with pre-set timetables. 

The fundamental question to be raised here is not whether the 
UN should promote liberal values and institutions. It should. The 
question is how it can adjust and sensitize its policies to ensure 
that they are effective and sustainable given the challenges on the 
ground. Four issues stand out as critical in this regard. First, it must 
be recognized that ownership and capacity building are something 
that should be applied as overall principles at the earliest possible 
stage, including relief efforts. Promoting national ownership at 
central and community level in this stage is fundamental to a suc-
cessful transition.49 Again, decisions about whether the UN should 
“do” or “enable” are difficult, but the latter should be the rule to 
the extent possible, also in relief efforts and in transition from relief 
to development.50 

Second, “ownership” is no panacea for ensuring peace and 
stability. In some cases, it may be necessary for the UN to regard 
ownership as the end, not the principal means, of its presence in a 
country. Typically, this would apply when insecurity demands the 
UN to assume state-like functions, and when state structures are so 
fragile that they are incapable of taking on the responsibility that 
follows with ownership. Clarity as to why and when the UN does 
assume such functions is crucial, and guidelines should be devel-
oped to this effect. In such situations, the UN must communicate 
clearly to the population the rationale for the UN’s decisions in this 
regard. The concept of “shared sovereignty” suggests a way forward 
in this regard: the UN may share authority with the state in question 
over certain issues for which the state has not sufficient capacity to 
deal with. To “ground” such temporal authority in local needs and 
concerns, however, it is important that local actors are involved in 
formulating the goals and parameters of the UN operations.51

Third, there are no inherent reasons why the UN should not 
make more use of secondment mechanisms to ensure local owner-
ship. Today, the UN employs this method to ensure that particular 
expertise is placed in the relevant organization rather than serv-
ing as an outside expert that provides guidance and advice, and 
it should be used more extensively. Seconding UN personnel to 
assist local governance institutions would ensure that ownership 
and responsibility are placed with local actors, not with the UN. It 
moreover serves to “embed” overall UN presence within established 
institutions, and thus reducing the image of the UN “descending” 
upon the country. 
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 Fourth, the “one size fits all” that characterizes much of UN 
peacebuilding policies would benefit by being adapted in light of 
recent findings about how to tailor peacebuilding strategies to the 
specific types of political problems facing a country. In a recent 
review of the dilemmas of “state building”, for example, the impact 
of differences in party systems, electoral systems and constitutions 
can provide some guidance for decisions regarding both which ac-
tors and which types of political system to advance in a country.52 In 
sum, a key challenge is to know which actors and which institutions 
to support and capacity-build to institutionalize the peace.53

While such guidelines must be treated with caution, they do 
point to the importance of coupling detailed knowledge about the 
history and political dynamics of a country to some general guide-
lines about what type of political system to promote at the national 
level. Guidelines can help make decisions about ownership and 
capacity building integral to an overall peacebuilding strategy. In 
this context, ensuring that the UN has sufficient country-specific 
knowledge and a communication strategy that fits in with a political 
strategy is important. Because: When expectations exceed perform-
ance, trust and legitimacy are undermined, and the work of UN 
actors becomes much more difficult. 
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The UN has yet to develop a sufficiently robust and comprehensive 
mode of intervention in response to the challenge of peacekeeping, 
and its efforts are often hampered by incoherent peacebuilding 
strategies, limited funding and ineffective implementation. The 
report identifies four major reasons for these limitations of UN 
peacebuilding. The first is the lack of integration at HQ level, which 
invariably trickles down to the field. The second is the perpetual 
lack of predictable funding for critical assistance in post-conflict 
settings, and the trend of “performance-based” aid, which reduces 
the effectiveness of funding for post-conflict peacebuilding strate-
gies. The third is the existence of a host of coordination and needs 
assessment tools and mechanisms that appear unable to forge a 
common approach and are not sufficiently attuned to local needs. 
The fourth is the lack of understanding of and commitment to the 
central principles of “local ownership” and “capacity building”

This report’s overall conclusion suggests that in the absence of 
integration at HQ level, the strategic coherence and effectiveness of 
UN peacebuilding policies at the country level can only be margin-
ally improved. The UN should thus aim at becoming functionally 
more centralized and geographically more decentralized. Func-
tional centralization could facilitate more consistency in developing 
strategies, planning and budgets. Moreover, functional centraliza-
tion is needed to make possible geographical decentralization in 
the form of delegation of appropriate decisions about planning and 
operations to the regional and country level. Geographical decen-
tralization allows the UN more flexibility, ensuring that responses 
are well attuned to the realities on the ground. 

Conclusion
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