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Abstract

The United Nations (UN) is going through a historically critical phase, as a new era of
great-power rivalry undermines its authority. Paralyzed by the veto rights of the major pow-
ers in conflicts such as those in Ukraine and Gaza, the Security Council is degenerating
into an echo chamber of international crises. Meanwhile, substantial funding cuts and the
establishment of alternative political forums by the Trump administration are jeopardizing
the UN'’s fundamental mission to protect world peace. Against this backdrop, this working
paper reviews the current state of the United Nations’ work on peace and security. It trac-
es the evolution of the UN’s policy instruments across peacemaking, peacekeeping, and
peacebuilding; surveys major academic and policy debates on UN reform; and assesses
the implications of these developments for the organization’s role in maintaining interna-
tional peace and security.

Zusammenfassung

Die Vereinten Nationen (VN) durchleben eine historisch kritische Phase, da eine neue Ara
der GroRmachtrivalitat ihre Autoritat untergrabt. Durch das Vetorecht der GroRmaéchte in
Konflikten wie in der Ukraine und in Gaza lahmgelegt, verkiimmert der Sicherheitsrat zur
Echokammer internationaler Krisen. Gleichzeitig bedrohen die massiven Finanzkiirzungen
und die Schaffung alter nativer politischer Foren durch die Trump Regierung das Kernman-
dat der VN, den Weltfrieden zu sichern. Vor diesem Hintergrund diskutiert das Working
Paper den aktuellen Stand der Initiativen der Vereinten Nationen im Bereich Frieden und Si-
cherheit. Es zeichnet die Entwicklung der politischen Instrumente der VN in den Bereichen
Friedensschaffung (Peacemaking), Friedenssicherung (Peacekeeping) und Friedenskon-
solidierung (Peacebuilding) nach, gibt einen Uberblick iiber die wichtigsten wissenschaft-
lichen und politischen Debatten zur VN-Reform und bewertet die Auswirkungen dieser
Entwicklungen auf die Rolle der Organisation bei der Wahrung des Weltfriedens und der
internationalen Sicherheit.
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1. INTRODUCTION'

The United Nations (UN) has played an indispensable role in promoting peace globally
since its establishment in 1945. Yet, as the UN prepares for a new Secretary-General and
leadership transition in 2026, it confronts an increasingly complex international environ-
ment in which multiple crises converge to test its relevance and effectiveness.

From intensifying great-power rivalries, the rise of ecological and technological threats, to
shrinking political space for implementing peace mandates and deepening financial crises
that place UN operations under severe strain, these challenges unfold against the backdrop
of devastating armed conflicts that continue to exact an immense human toll while eroding
confidence in international law and the multilateral system.

Against this backdrop, this working paper reviews the current state of the United Nations’
work on peace and security. It traces the evolution of the UN’s policy instruments across
peacemaking, peacekeeping, and peacebuilding; surveys major academic and policy de-
bates on UN reform; and assesses the implications of these developments for the organi-
zation's role in maintaining international peace and security.

Building on this analysis, the paper concludes with policy recommendations for the Ger-
man government on how to strengthen its engagement with the UN in a period of height-
ened global uncertainty. Following its unsuccessful bid for a seat on the UN Security Coun-
cil, Germany has suffered a defeat that was ultimately not entirely unexpected. It is crucial
that the right lessons are learnt from this outcome. Rather than reducing its commitment
to the United Nations and to peace, Germany must increase it. A key factor in achieving
this is to once again be seen as a credible and reliable partner in multilateralism, one that
strengthens international institutions — particularly international law — and defends them
against attacks.

2. THE UN CRISIS IN AN ERA OF INTERNATIONAL ORDER TRANSFORMATION

In 2026, a reckoning with the United Nations (UN) existential crisis is no longer optional.
It is an urgent necessity that cannot be deferred any longer. The UN, established in the
aftermath of World War Il to safeguard international peace and promote development, is
confronting an unprecedented convergence of crises. It struggles to generate collective
action, fails to effectively prevent, de-escalate, or resolve armed conflicts, and now faces
challenges to its very survival from one of its founding members: the United States under
Donald Trump. Washington has withdrawn from key multilateral bodies, including several
UN mechanisms, slashed or delayed funding, and increasingly bypassed established UN
frameworks in favor of transactional bilateral deals. These dynamics cast a long shadow
over the prospects for sustainable global peace order and over the future of young people
and societies in the Global South.

Over its 80-year history, the UN has faced sustained criticism, much of it warranted. Yet at
this moment of profound and accelerating transformation in the international order, no via-
ble alternative platform grounded in rules, representation, and sovereign equality is on the
horizon. Preserving and reforming the UN has therefore become an urgent political impera-
tive, which will depend critically on strong backing from broad populations, middle powers,
and countries of the Global South. This is particularly true in the field of conflict and crisis
management. Recent incidents — from the protracted war in Ukraine and genocide in Gaza,

1 This working paper is a slightly modified version of Chapter 4 in the Peace Report 2026, released on June 01,
2026.
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to the ongoing catastrophic humanitarian crises in Yemen and Sudan, and abrupt regime
change in Venezuela — underscore that a world in which the UN is fully marginalized is one
in which medium and small states have severely constrained space to safeguard their in-
terests and values in a stable, predictable, and long-term manner.

The UN Security Council has become a primary source of frustration, remaining paralyzed
and sidelined in 2026 at a time when robust collective action is urgently needed. This paral-
ysis exposes a fundamental flaw in the UN’s institutional design: its reliance on the political
commitment and cooperative will of the Council’'s permanent members. In an era of height-
ened geopolitical rivalry, such commitment has evaporated, especially when permanent
members themselves breach the UN Charter or when their core interests are at stake.

The wars in Ukraine and Gaza starkly illustrate a paralyzed Security Council unable to fos-
ter collective action; however, the broader UN system has attempted to activate alterna-
tive mechanisms in response, albeit with limited effect. Four years into the Russia-Ukraine
war that has flagrantly violated the UN Charter’s core prohibition on aggressive war and
territorial conquest, the Council has adopted only two resolutions on the situation as of
January 2026. The first, in February 2022, merely referred the matter to the General Assem-
bly through an emergency special session under the Uniting for Peace mechanism. The
second, passed in February 2025, was a single vague paragraph imploring “a swift end to
the conflict”, without assigning responsibility, demanding withdrawal, authorizing peace-
keeping, establishing accountability, or introducing measures to protect civilians or ensure
humanitarian access, despite the UN's extensive institutional toolkit to do so.

A parallel dynamic has been unfolding in the Security Council regarding Gaza. Since Octo-
ber 2023, the United States has vetoed seven draft resolutions that it perceived as critical
of Israel, including those addressing the terms of the ceasefire, Palestine’s membership in
the UN, and “the safe and unhindered delivery of humanitarian assistance” throughout the
Gaza Strip. The few adopted resolutions have diluted the language to secure US abstention,
falling short on substantive measures. In November 2025, the Council adopted a resolu-
tion (S/RES/2803) endorsing the US “Comprehensive Plan to End the Gaza Conflict,” (S/
RES/2803), including the creation of a Board of Peace and authorization for a temporary
International Stabilization Force. Although this underscores the importance of the UN in le-
gitimizing peace agreements, it is becoming apparent that the Trump administration could
use the new ‘Peace Board'’ to create an alternative to the Security Council, with activities ex-
tending beyond the Middle East conflict. Essentially, the resolution endorsed US-led action
outside established UN mechanisms and principles.

In the absence of Security Council action, other UN organs have sought to respond within
their mandates, though with limited authority and resources. The International Court of
Justice (ICJ) issued provisional measures in both conflicts: ordering Russia in March 2022
to “immediately suspend the military operations [..] in the territory of Ukraine” (ICJ 2022),
and, in January 2024, directing Israel to prevent “acts of genocide” against Palestinians
(ICJ 2024). While ICJ rulings lack enforcement power, they clarify the legal obligations of
the parties and those of the wider international community.

The General Assembly and Human Rights Council have adopted numerous resolutions by
large majorities, reflecting the will of most member states. On Ukraine, the General As-
sembly convened Emergency Special Sessions under the Uniting for Peace mechanism,
explicitly condemning Russia’s aggression, and rejecting territorial annexations; the Human
Rights Council suspended Russia’s membership and established an independent com-
mission of inquiry. On Palestine, the General Assembly repeatedly reaffirmed Palestinian
self-determination, called for an immediate and lasting ceasefire in Gaza, and requested
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an ICJ advisory opinion on Israel’s presence in the occupied territories. It also adopted a
procedural resolution requiring permanent Security Council members to explain their use
of the veto — a modest step to improve the Council’s accountability.

Meanwhile, the UN humanitarian system has continued to document needs and deliver
aid, but faces severe underfunding, restricted access, and threats to personnel; in 2024,
only half of global humanitarian funding requirements were met, leaving a $24.4 billion
shortfall.2

These efforts reveal both the desire and potential for transforming the UN by circumvent-
ing Security Council deadlock. However, they remain limited in impact due to the lack of
enforcement power and are further constrained by severe shortages of financial and per-
sonnel resources amid ongoing liquidity crises.

In addition to its political crisis in fostering collective action, the UN is also confronting a
deepening financial emergency in 2026, with the Secretary-General repeatedly warning of
the “race to bankruptcy”. By the end of 2025, unpaid dues reached a record $1.57 billion,
while peacekeeping operations faced an even larger shortfall of $3.7 billion in unpaid con-
tributions as of September 30, 2025.% The crisis has forced dramatic austerity measures:
the Secretary-General proposed a 15% budget reduction for 2026, dropping from $3.7 bil-
lion to $3.2 billion, alongside an 18.8% cut in staffing, eliminating approximately 2,900 po-
sitions.*The United States, historically the UN’s largest contributor, is at the center of this
crisis. Providing 22% of the regular budget and about 25% of peacekeeping budgets, rough-
ly $820 million annually, the Trump administration cancelled approximately $800 million
in peacekeeping funds for 2024-2025 and proposed slashing overall UN funding by 87%,
including voluntary contributions and assessed contributions.® To put this into perspective,
the UN's proposed 2026 regular budget of $3.2 billion represents a microscopic fraction,
roughly 0.01% of US GDP ($30.62 trillion in 2025).6 Even when including the $5.4 billion
peacekeeping budget, the UN's total core operational budget of approximately $8.6 billion
amounts to less than 0.03% of the US economy alone. Without a dramatic improvement in
collections, the UN could run out of cash by July 2026, potentially triggering what Secre-
tary-General Guterres has warned could be an “imminent financial collapse” (UNRIC 2026).

Throughout its 80-year history, the UN has always been “a child of its time,” with its role in
international peace and security shaped by the prevailing power configuration and norma-
tive structure of world politics. In the aftermath of the Cold War, the UN was notably active
in deploying peacekeeping missions, expanding its activities to address diverse forms of
violence such as environmental crises, organized crime, violence against women and chil-
dren, and cyber-attacks, while reinforcing international and humanitarian law to restrain
war and regulate its conduct. However, structural changes in global politics have acceler-

2 Allison Lombardo and Stewart Patrick, The Painful, Seismic Shift in Humanitarian Aid - and What's Next. Car-
negie Endowment for International Peace Dec 10, 2025. https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2025/12/
the-painful-seismic-shift-in-humanitarian-aidand-whats-next?lang=en. The gap keeps widening in 2025. See
UNOCHA, Global Humanitarian Overview 2026. https://www.unocha.org/news/todays-top-news-global-hu-
manitarian-overview-2026-sudan-occupied-palestinian-territory.

3 Vibhu Mishra, UN chief warns unpaid dues near $1.6 billion, as budget cuts deepen. UN News. December 1
2025. https://news.un.org/en/story/2025/12/1166480.

4 Butchard, Patrick/Brien, Philip/Loft, Philip. UN at 80: Funding challenges at the United Nations. House of
Commons Library, UK parliament. October 30 2025. https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-brief-
ings/cbp-10379/.

5 Patrick, Stewart. Trump’s Mistaken Belief That What Happens Elsewhere Isn't Washington’s Concern. Carne-
gie Endowment for International Peace. May 13 2025. https://carnegieendowment.org/emissary/2025/05/
trump-state-department-budget-cuts-treaty-review-interdependence?lang=en.

6 IMF 2025. Worldometer 2025. https://www.worldometers.info/gdp/us-gdp/.
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ated dramatically over the past decade, culminating in 2026 with cascading political and
financial crises. The luxury of incremental reform is no longer tenable; building consensus
on transformative change and securing buy-in from key players has now become an urgent
imperative. The year 2026 has therefore truly placed the UN at a crossroads, demanding
fundamental change in its decision-making structures, policy tools, as well as the role and
mandates in international peace and security.

In this context, discussions on UN reform have intensified, encompassing comprehensive
reviews of existing peace operations and peacebuilding architecture, as well as system-wide
initiatives to restructure the UN’s work. These reform proposals involve far-reaching orga-
nizational changes. Yet, they seek to accommodate the declining political commitment to
multilateral cooperation and the growing reluctance to engage with protracted conflicts.
In this critical moment, meaningful UN reform requires strategic coalition-building among
like-minded states, identifying mechanisms to enable actions, and leveraging synergies
between the General Assembly, the Secretariat, the ICJ, and regional organizations. Mid-
dle powers like Germany, which have both financial leverage and substantive expertise in
peacekeeping capacity building and post-conflict peacebuilding, are uniquely positioned
to broker such coalitions and drive transformative change. Given the absence of any cred-
ible alternative institution with the UN’s combination of normative authority, near-univer-
sal membership, and operational capacity across peace, development, and human rights,
abandoning or hollowing out the UN is undoubtedly detrimental to Germany's interests. As
Germany seeks to reposition itself in global politics, strategic engagement with UN reform
offers a pathway to shape multilateral governance in ways that align with its values and
geopolitical priorities.

3. UN PEACE AND SECURITY INSTRUMENTS: AN OVERVIEW

Throughout the past 80 years, the UN has developed a range of instruments to address
different phases of conflict. These instruments can be categorized into three types: peace-
making (ending ongoing violence), peacekeeping (maintaining peace), and peacebuilding
(addressing the structural causes of conflict). Activating and enforcing these tools in their
current format often requires a cohesive Security Council and widely recognized UN le-
gitimacy in conflict settings. Growing geopolitical divisions and competition have called
these UN instruments — and the relevance of the UN more broadly — into question. Yet this
section demonstrates that the UN can draw on and creatively repurpose its existing instru-
ments, expertise, and political authority to reassert a meaningful role in conflict manage-
ment. Currently, two developments are particularly notable. First, other UN organs, such as
the General Assembly, the ICJ, and the Secretary General, can potentially play more active
roles in conflict mediation, urging Security Council action, and post-conflict peacebuilding
than they currently do. Second, there has been a rise in ad hoc coalitions of intervention
outside the UN framework. Against this backdrop, the UN must find ways to engage with
non-UN actions while asserting its role in upholding international and humanitarian law,
containing mutual distrust among great powers, and amplifying the voices of its majority
member states.

3.1 Peacemaking — A Shift to a Supporting and Facilitating Role

Peacemaking efforts aim to bring hostile parties to a peace treaty or ceasefire agreement.
It mainly stems from Chapters VI and VII of the UN Charter, which outline an array of mea-
sures that could be taken by the Security Council, General Assembly, International Court

PRIF Working Paper No. 73



of Justice, and UN member states, to address disputes and threats to international peace.
These include mediation, enquiry, fact-finding, investigation, judicial settlement, and alike.
In practice, the UN mainly conducts peacemaking through the Secretary-General’s good
offices, which can be initiated either by the SG’s own authority or at the request of other UN
organs (Security Council or General Assembly). The figure below shows the deployment of
good offices over time.

Through good offices, the SG appoints envoys to specific conflicts or regions to promote
political dialogues, maintain communication channels, or supplement regional initiatives.
While the UN itself can be a leading actor in the peacemaking process, such efforts also
often aim to support or supplement conflict resolution initiatives led by third parties. These
include conflict mediation in Sudan/Darfur, South Sudan, Céte d’lvoire, Mali, and Colombia,
among others.

2

Number of Missions
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0 ? ? ? u y u
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Figure 1 Development of number of Good Offices; Source: UN Peace Mission Mandates (UNPMM) dataset.

Good offices have been deployed more frequently since 2010 compared to previous years,
despite a downturn since 2019 driven by challenges including host state resistance and
mandate limitations (Hellmdiller et al. 2025). For instance, the Special Envoy for Burundi,
appointed in 2017 to assist the East African Community’s efforts for political dialogue, saw
his assignment end in 2019 without a replacement being appointed, and the office officially
closed in 2021. In the turbulent year of 2025, ten good offices missions were deployed to
Syria, Sudan, Cyprus, and elsewhere (Hellmdiller et al. 2025). However, in some of the most
pressing conflicts, such as the war in Gaza, these missions face severe restrictions on their
ability to function. The post of the Secretary-General’s Special Coordinator for the Middle
East Peace Process (UNSCO) has been vacant since June 2025, after Israel rejected the
nomination. Security Council Resolution 2803 (2025), which authorized the peace plan for
Gaza, merely referred to the UN's role in providing and managing humanitarian aid, without
mandating good offices. The UN'’s peacemaking role in initiating, supporting, and supple-
menting peace negotiations has been further marginalized.

Despite the challenges for the UN to mediate conflicts directly and effectively through good
offices, it continues to play a role in implementing peace agreements through established
tools. As an example, the Democratic Republic of Congo and Rwanda signed the Wash-
ington Accords for Peace and Prosperity in June 2025, aimed at ending external military
support for armed groups. While the UN was not directly involved in the negotiations, MON-
USCO, the UN'’s peacekeeping operation in the DRC, plays an active role in supporting the
implementation of the ceasefire. Furthermore, the Secretary-General’'s Special Envoy for
the Great Lakes Region has increased cooperation with the African Union toward the same
purpose. The fact that the Secretary-General is not sitting at the negotiating table does not
mean the UN has no role in peace processes. Through technical capacity-building instru-
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ments, the UN can still leverage its influence. One example is the Secretariat’s Mediation
Support Unit, which functions as a knowledge hub and technical advisor for conflict medi-
ation by third parties. It advises UN agencies as well as external actors, such as regional
organizations, on conflict prevention and mediation, compiles good practices, and devel-
ops guidebooks.

Beyond the Secretary-General’'s good offices, a more coercive tool of the UN for ending
conflict is sanctions. According to Chapter VII of the United Nations Charter, only the Se-
curity Council has the authority to issue sanctions binding on all member states. Since
1966, the Council has established 31 sanctions regimes (United Nations Security Council
2025). Facing increasing criticism due to the negative impact on the local population, the
UN has increasingly shifted towards targeted sanctions, such as asset freezes, travel bans,
and arms embargoes aimed at specific groups or individuals. UN sanction regimes are ad-
ministered by sanction committees that work out the details, monitor the implementation,
and issue recommendations. Often, independent experts are part of the commissions and
advise on the individuals and groups to target. Compared to bilateral sanctions, this gives
UN sanctions a high level of legitimacy. However, the Security Council needs to decide col-
lectively on imposing sanctions. Considering that, in 2024, permanent members of the Se-
curity Council were the primary conflict party in four conflicts and were involved in at least
ten other conflicts by providing troop support (Davies et al. 2026), sanctions can be easily
blocked rather than applied for conflict resolution. In this context, non-coercive measures
such as good offices exhibit greater potential for mobilizing the UN's role in peacemaking.

3.2 Peacekeeping — Transition of Operations

Peacekeeping aims to consolidate peace agreements and prevent backsliding in the peace
process. It involves monitoring ceasefires, supporting disarmament processes, protecting
civilians, and assisting in the implementation of items in peace agreements, such as elec-
tions.

Peacekeeping operations (PKOs) were not established by the UN Charter but rather a cre-
ation of the Secretary-General, the Security Council, and, on one occasion so far, the Gen-
eral Assembly. In 1948, the first mission was established to monitor the ceasefire between
Arab states and Israel. Over time, PKOs have become the UN’s most visible presence in
conflict settings. They consist of both civilian officers and security forces, implementing a
wide range of activities based on the UN resolutions that strictly outline their mandates and
the rules of engagement developed by the UN Department of Peace Operations. Research
has provided robust evidence on the positive effect of UN PKOs in reducing civilian and
battlefield deaths, as well as the risk of renewed conflicts.

The mandates of UNPKOs have evolved over time, gradually developing a focus on the pro-
tection of civilians (PoC) since the late 1990s, in the aftermath of the catastrophic failures
in Rwanda (1994) and Srebrenica (1995). There was a surge of UNPKOs with a mandate on
PoC throughout 2000-2010, and many authorized the use of force to implement PoC, or
robust protection. In 2017, almost 60% of peacekeeping operations included such robust
protection mandates (Hellmiiller et al. 2025). The use of force has also been authorized
to fulfil other mandates, including securing humanitarian assistance, facilitating political
processes, and protecting human rights and the rule of law.
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Figure 2 Development of UN Peacekeeping Operations; Source: UN Peace Mission Mandates (UNPMM) dataset.

The past ten years were marked by a significant decrease in UNPKO deployments. The
most recent UNPKO was established in the Central African Republic over a decade ago, in
2014. Since then, the number of PKOs has been steadily declining, without any new deploy-
ment despite the surge of violent conflicts across the world. In parallel, regional organiza-
tions, particularly the African Union, have assumed a more important role in peacekeeping
(Hansen et al. 2025), praised for their relatively rapid deployment and engagement with
violent environments. Ad-hoc military coalitions have also been gaining momentum, which
are deployed outside the UN framework yet sometimes authorized by the UN (Maglia et al.
2025). For example, in 2023, the Security Council authorized a Kenyan-led Multinational
Security Support Mission to address gang violence in Haiti (S/RES/2699), followed by a
new Gang Suppression Force in 2025. While the new Force is not a UN operation per se,
the UN provides logistical and operational support to the mission through a UN Support
Office. This example shows that despite the stagnant process of establishing new UN op-
erations, the UN remains a key actor in peacekeeping. Rather, its role is shifting from that
of an operational leader to that of a supporter and facilitator. The case of Haiti shows that
existing mechanisms and capacities of the UN can be adapted to changed circumstances.
The challenge will be to ensure that the skills and resources acquired over the years remain
deployable.

In addition to the reluctant Security Council, another political obstacle to deploying UNP-
KOs is the erosion of host state consent. Several governments have openly accused UNP-
KOs of lacking effectiveness in stabilizing conflict situations or interfering in their domestic
affairs, thereby demanding mission withdrawals. The emergence of alternative security
providers, including regional powers and private mercenaries, further drives conflict-affect-
ed countries away from UN peace forces. Recent examples include Mali, South Sudan, the
Democratic Republic of Congo, and the Central African Republic. Consequently, the man-
dates of existing missions are scaled down to more light-footed engagement (Albrecht
et al. 2024), a considerable reversal from the more expansive operations of the UN in the
early 2000s which entailed multi-dimensional tasks to promote human rights, women’s
empowerment, and good governance of concerned societies (United Nations DPKO 2003).
Contemporary UNPKOs appear to be increasingly pragmatic, partly to secure the consent
of host countries and partly driven by the divisive politics at Security Council negotiations.
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On the financial front, UN peacekeeping operations have grappled with an alarming liquidity
crisis in more recent years, due to unpaid assessed contributions by member states. Ap-
proximately $3.2 billion was owed to the active 11 peacekeeping missions in 2025, includ-
ing $1.8 billion assessments for the 2025-2026 period and roughly $1.4 billion from previ-
ous years (Security Council Report 2025a). Germany has been a significant contributor to
the UN peacekeeping budget, based on a formula of assessed contribution that takes into
account the size of the national economy. It provides 6.11% of the 2024/2025 budget and
making it the 4th largest financier (United Nations Peacekeeping 2026). However, this vital
contribution might face increasing criticism from domestic politics, as it now prioritizes
military expenditure on the national force and NATO. When it comes to providing personnel,
Germany has only provided a total of 193 personnel to UNPKOs in 2025 (United Nations
Peacekeeping 2025), most of them military personnel in the United Nations Interim Force
in Lebanon, which is due to end in 2027.
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Figure 3: UN Peacekeeping Budget by Fiscal Year (in Billion $). Source: https://psdata.un.org/dataset/DPO-TO-
TALPKBUDGET.

In light of these political and financial challenges, cost efficiency and light-footed deploy-
ments have come to dominate UN discussions. Several directions of adaptation are partic-
ularly noticeable. First, the UN has prioritized transition planning, as the peace and develop-
ment process of previous PKO countries faces notable uncertainties after the PKO retreat.
In this regard, the UN emphasizes the integration of security, humanitarian, and develop-
ment efforts in the post-peacekeeping period (United Nations Secretary General 2023). Be-
sides, the role of the UN in peacekeeping is changing from leadership to coordination. The
UN has increasingly emphasized partnership with regional or third-party peacekeepers,
moving to providing support instead of carrying out operational activities directly. Howev-
er, this partnership remains contentious, with the AU demanding predictable UN financing
for its peace operations while concerns persist about accountability mechanisms, human
rights standards, and the appropriate division of labor between UN and regional missions
(Security Council Report 2023). In addition, regional peacekeeping operations also face
political and financial challenges parallel to the UN. Pragmatic shifts of the UNPKOs are un-
derway, yet the core missions of protecting civilians and upholding negotiated ceasefires
or peace agreements should remain the cornerstone and unique advantages of the UN.
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3.3 Peacebuilding - An Instrument for Societal Transformation

UN Peacebuilding was formally introduced through the Agenda for Peace in 1992. Rath-
er than mediating or resolving conflicts, peacebuilding aims to address root causes of
conflict, such as structural violence, grievances, poverty, inter-communal hostility, and cli-
mate change and environmental crises in more recent years. It does so primarily through
strengthening institutions, promoting good governance and the rule of law, advancing rec-
onciliation, and fostering social and economic recovery (United Nations Secretary General
1992), thereby exhibiting a clear long-term focus on structurally diminishing drivers of con-
flict at national and subnational levels.

In practice, the concept and substance of peacebuilding have remained blurry from its
inception. The stated rationale of “addressing root causes of conflict” is notably vague,
making nearly every type of programming in conflict-affected societies arguably “peace-
building” (Kobayashi et al. 2025). Besides, the temporal sequence of interventions is also
blurred. However, this conceptual vagueness also provides flexibility, as emerging risks to
peace can be swiftly included in the programming, such as climate change and technolog-
ical threats. It is also more flexible in engaging with issues and communities that are often
overlooked by traditional peace actions, such as women, youth, ethnic minorities, and the
business community.

How to organize peacebuilding activities has been a topic of UN restructuring since the
mid-1990s; questions include the role of the UN vis-a-vis the vast peacebuilding actors out-
side the UN, and the leading agency within the UN to organize peacebuilding programs. In
the 2000s, peacekeeping operations (so-called multidimensional PKOs) integrated peace-
building activities, such as rebuilding state institutions, refugees and internal displaced
persons (IDPs), gender mainstreaming, recovery and development, etc (United Nations De-
partment of Peacekeeping Operations 2003). In 2005-2006, the UN Peacebuilding Archi-
tecture was established to foster dedicated work on peacebuilding, comprising the Peace-
building Commission, the Secretary-General's Peacebuilding Fund, and the Peacebuilding
Support Office. In practice, some fragile contexts simultaneously host UN peacekeeping
and peacebuilding activities, due to the complex process of recovery from violent conflicts.

i.’
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Figure 4: Active Peacekeeping Operations and newly approved Projects by the Peacebuilding Fund in 2025.
Source: DPKO and Peacebuilding Fund.
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Twenty years after the establishment of the UN Peacebuilding Architecture, peacebuild-
ing remains highly contested, particularly among non-Western powers. The Peacebuilding
Fund - a financial hub of UN peacebuilding activities- is based on voluntary contributions,
and the donors are predominantly Western institutions. In 2025, the Peacebuilding Fund
approved 41 projects across 23 countries, totalling a modest amount of approximately
USD 90 million (United Nations Peacebuilding 2026), significantly less than PKOs.” Germa-
ny remains the top donor. However, an emerging downward trend is evident. The overall
budget for UN peacebuilding from conventional donors has declined continuously since
2020.

Non-Western actors, often working bilaterally and sceptical of peacebuilding’s dominant
focus on promoting a liberal agenda, have been reluctant to scale up their contributions,
too. The rise of non-Western donors, coupled with the declining commitment of traditional
actors, has introduced tensions over peacebuilding’s priorities, methods, and norms. This
highlights the need for the UN to mediate between different approaches. In this respect,
the UN can draw on a core institutional strength: its ability to convene divergent donors
and recipient countries while connecting localized initiatives with system-wide strategies.
Preserving and mobilizing this unique ability of the UN will be crucial as peacebuilding be-
comes increasingly decentralised and partnership-driven. As a major contributor and influ-
ential policy actor, Germany is well-positioned to support this mediating and convening role
of the UN by facilitating dialogue across donor groups, fostering partnerships with regional
and local actors, and promoting synergies between development- and governance-focused
peacebuilding approaches.

To conclude, the UN has established a wide range of tools to address conflicts, including
peacemaking, peacekeeping, peacebuilding, and an integrated approach to combine these
tools. These actions emerge from the decisions of various loci of the UN, including the Se-
curity Council, the Secretariat, and the General Assembly, while the authorization of the use
of force remains an exclusive authority of the Council. These tools are not always devel-
oped in the most permissible international environment, but their effective activation and
performance invariably depend on strong political will and resources. In a highly restrained
climate, preserving and adapting these tools appears to be essential, a core concern of the
UN'’s reform agenda as discussed below.

4. REFORM PROPOSALS AND THE IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UN’S PEACE ENGAGEMENT

Throughout its history, the UN has weathered various crises, with calls for reform becom-
ing increasingly prominent each time. In September 2024, after years-long negotiations
facilitated by Germany and Namibia, the Pact for the Future was adopted by UN member
states. ‘The Pact’ was hailed as the most wide-ranging agenda for UN reforms in decades.
It renewed member states’ commitment to multilateralism while outlining sweeping re-
forms to make the UN system more “inclusive, agile, resilient, and responsive to emerging
challenges” (A/RES/79/1). Shortly after the Pact, the Secretary General launched in March
2025 the UN8O Initiative, accompanied by systematic reviews of UN peace operations and
peacebuilding architecture.

This is not the first time the UN has embarked on reform initiatives- such attempts can be
traced back as early as the 1990s (Patrick et al. 2023). However, the recent developments

7 Source was last accessed on January 30, 2026. By June 26, 2026, the source updated its numbers to 28
countries, 47 projects and USD 112 million. United Nations Peacebuilding 2026: Project Approvals. New York,
in: https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/content/project-approvals; 26.06.2026.
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highlight the urgency of UN reforms on multiple fronts, reckoning that the UN is facing an
existential crisis of being paralyzed, bypassed, attacked, and underfunded. Reform pro-
posals seek to target three key sources of UN crises, although not all aspects managed to
make substantial progress. These are: (1) The institutional crisis of legitimacy and credibil-
ity (how decisions are made within the UN), (2) longstanding criticisms of efficiency (how
mandated work is organized), and (3) the deeply contested objectives and methods of
peace interventions, particularly peacekeeping and peacebuilding. The following sections
will briefly discuss each dimension in turn.

4.1 Reforming the Security Council: The Key to Restore the UN Legitimacy and Credibility

It is widely recognized that the UN's institutional design is a compromise of its time and
has long failed to keep pace with changes in world politics. All discussions on strengthen-
ing (if not saving) the UN inevitably highlight both the necessity and inherent difficulty of
reforming the Security Council. As manifested in the cases of Ukraine, Gaza, Sudan, and
Myanmar, among others, the Council has lacked unity, representativeness, and commit-
ment to enforcing established international norms and principles.

The long-demanded reforms of the Security Council focus on two aspects: restricting veto
power to overcome paralysis, and empowering other UN bodies such as the General As-
sembly, Human Rights Council, and ICJ. There are also repeated calls for enlarging and
adapting Council membership to achieve more adequate representation for the Global
South and Middle powers, such as Germany's pursuit of a permanent seat. However, with-
out addressing the former two issues, an enlarged Council can hardly mitigate the UN’s
current institutional crisis. Germany and the EU should instead be taking the lead in making
the Security Council more responsive and responsible.

Proposals conducive to this are those aiming to restrict the use of the veto. Throughout the
80 years of the UN, the great powers have used veto to block any actions against the core
interests of the P5 and their allies. In 2025, the only vetoes issued were by the United States
to block draft resolutions related to Gaza, and by Russia vetoing those concerning Ukraine
(Security Council Report 2026). Reform calls in this regard seek to prohibit the use of veto
in mass atrocity situations (such as genocide and war crimes), set a threshold for effective
veto (such as minimal support from all the Council Members before a veto can be cast),
and establish a mechanism for justification should any veto be cast (Patrick et al. 2023).

When it comes to significant restrictions, related proposals can hardly make their way due
to the extremely high hurdle of amending the UN Charter (approval from P5). Clearly, the
veto is a privilege. The more consequential the Council’'s decisions are, the more imper-
ative it is to maintain the privilege. As a result, proposals to restrict the veto are often
dismissed as unrealistic and quickly sidelined. Advancing reform in this direction would
require a comprehensive review of the UN Charter — particularly the Security Council’s pri-
mary responsibility for the “maintenance of international peace and security” and what it
concretely means to fulfill that mandate. This also entails clarifying how that obligation is
operationalized and strengthening its linkage to existing bodies of international law that
define and regulate “threats to international peace.” Such a process would demand broad,
credible, and politically diverse backing to gain traction. Germany should therefore priori-
tize fostering and shaping these review processes. Investing diplomatic capital in clarifying
and updating the Council's mandate may prove more consequential than pursuing a per-
manent seat within a structure that, in its current configuration, appears deeply constrained
and politically fragile.
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On the other hand, initiatives to increase the reputational cost of veto and to activate al-
ternative channels of decision-making have made some progress. In April 2022, UNGA
Resolution 76/262 formally established oversight of the Council’'s veto through moderate
procedural innovations. It requires that the General Assembly must meet within 10 days
after any veto is cast in the Security Council, and the P5 member that cast the veto must
explain and justify their decision before the full UN membership (A/RES/76/262). The reso-
lution seeks to hold a paralyzed Security Council accountable, although it cannot prevent or
override a veto even in cases clearly violating international laws. However, it is worth noting
that the General Assembly is actively exercising its authority, exploiting ways of restraining
the impulse to veto. It suggests that not all reforms require amendment of the UN Charter;
there are dormant mechanisms of power in the procedures and role interpretations.

This should not replace a more fundamental approach to amending the UN Charter for
institutional reforms, as highlighted above. However, a parallel process could be pursued
through thorough examination and enactment of existing channels. For instance, the ‘Unit-
ing for Peace Resolution’ gives the General Assembly power to consider peace and security
matters when there is a stalemate in the Security Council (Gaston/Day, 2024). Articles 10,
11(2&3), and 14, e.g., authorize the GA to discuss matters of international peace and se-
curity brought before it by a state or the SC, and to issue recommendations on the matter.
Article 11(3) specifically authorizes the GA to bring matters to the attention of the UNSC
that may impair the “general welfare or friendly relations among nations”. These mecha-
nisms, although recognized in ‘The New Agenda for Peace’ and particularly important in
times of Security Council deadlock, remain underexplored and undervalued in practice. In
the cases of Ukraine and Gaza, the General Assembly has frequently referred to the ICJ and
the Human Rights Council. Germany, particularly with Annalena Baerbock as the current
head of the GA, must proactively identify and employ mechanisms where, via joint action of
UN organs, the deadlocked Security Council can be circumvented and sparked into action.

4.2 Administrative Reforms: The Reorganization of UN’s Work

As mentioned above, the UN8O Initiative is a system-wide reform proposal launched by
the SG in March 2025, aimed at reorganizing the way that the UN works across security,
development, and humanitarian pillars. It was endorsed by the General Assembly in July
2025 and has developed a roadmap for implementation. While there have always been ad-
ministrative reforms within the UN, the recent initiative is preoccupied with the persistent
liquidity crisis.

Administrative reforms, particularly the UN8O Initiative, follow the imperative of ‘reform to
appeal’. The problems of the UN are presented as technical, managerial issues, such as
overlapping responsibilities, duplicate programs, or excessive operational costs, that can
be amended with administrative reorganization. In UN80, peace and security stand out
as a priority domain, alongside the delivery of Sustainable Development Goals and youth
engagement. The objectives of the reform are to address administrative challenges and
overlap, such as by merging the Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs (DPPA)
and the Department of Peace Operations (DPO), or the development of an expertise-on-de-
mand mechanism, where member states call upon the respective organs for input (Russo
2025).

Moreover, the UN8O Initiative envisions a greater role for mission sites. Going forward,
needs assessments will be further transferred to regional and country-level entities, reflect-
ing a shift towards greater local and regional responsibility. Peace and security program-
ming will be integrated into the Resident Coordinator Office — an office originally tasked
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with development. As such, regional and country heads of the UN are expected to assume
greater and more integrated leadership roles.

Beyond these administrative, longer-term impacts, UN80 and the fiscal crisis have very det-
rimental and immediate effects on existing peacekeeping operations. Notwithstanding a
contingency plan for budget cuts, missions have to consider the repatriation of contingents
to cope with financial restrictions. Fewer troops might lead to the emergence of security
vacuums that could be exploited, compromising the missions’ gains, their ability to protect
civilians, and the fulfillment of their mandate. Additionally, humanitarians suffer the most
from the ensuing UN budget cuts, compromising the civilian component of missions even
further. The fact that under UN8O they should take over more tasks reflects the dire posi-
tion of the UN to do ‘more with less’.

Administrative reform is undoubtedly necessary. Yet the current trajectory appears overly
centered on budget reductions, staff cuts, and structural reorganization. While institutional
survival is imperative, it remains unclear how measures driven primarily by austerity will
deliver the stated objectives of greater agility, resilience, and responsiveness. More funda-
mental challenges are being sidestepped: the UN’s erosion of legitimacy, its diminishing
political influence, and its uncertain self-positioning in an increasingly post-liberal interna-
tional order.

At the same time, these reforms merit close attention. They will inevitably reshape insti-
tutional priorities, streamline or sideline specific functions, and place greater emphasis
on integrating the UN's sprawling mandates. They may also shift influence toward actors
and operations beyond headquarters. This creates a strategic opening. Countries such as
Germany can shape the direction and consequences of reform by aligning financial contri-
butions with personnel secondments and policy engagement. Because the reform process
will be uneven and politically contested, its outcomes will have far-reaching implications
for the capacity, modalities, and leadership architecture of the UN’s peace and crisis en-
gagement.

4.3 Operational Reforms of Peace Operations: Towards a New Agenda for Peace?

It is clear that large-scale, multidimensional, and robust UN peacekeeping is no longer
favored by the Security Council. As mentioned above, no peacekeeping operations have
been authorized since 2014. The current ones are experiencing withdrawal or facing critical
challenges in sustaining their operations, politically and financially. Against this backdrop,
reforms and transitions of UN peace operations emerge as an urgent issue. The ideas for
reform partly concern how these operations are administered; yet more importantly, they
reflect a reconsideration of what UN peacekeeping should aim for and focus on.

Presented in July 2023, the New Agenda for Peace has served as a building block to re-
calibrate the role of the UN peace operations (United Nations Secretary General 2023). In
the meantime, the UN8O Initiative aims to ‘sharpen the division of labor’, delegating civil-
ian mandates of peace missions to other pillars of the UN system. It aims for a return to
peacekeeping'’s ‘traditional’ mandates (such as monitoring), reducing civilian functions and
governance-related mandates (Security Council Report 2025b).

Apart from the ‘New Agenda’, many suggestions to reform UN peace initiatives have been
floated and received wide attention, although they may not yet have found a way into the
political outcome documents of the UN. The background report of the 2025 Berlin Peace-
keeping Ministerial focuses on “new models” for future peacekeeping. The report offers 30
different models for future peace operations missions, aimed at making these missions
“politically focused, people-centered,” that can provide “effective multilateral responses
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to a broad range of threats and challenges” (Wane et al. 2024). It advocates for ‘modu-
lar’ and ‘networked’ peace operations. Modular missions deploy in flexible building blocks
adaptable to local contexts, while networked missions integrate regional and country-level
actors into mandate implementation. Articulated in the ‘New Agenda for Peace’ and given
renewed urgency by the budgetary pressures of UN8Q, this networked approach is admin-
istratively feasible but politically fraught: determining which actors are legitimate contrib-
utors to peacekeeping mandates is an inherently contested process that reflects broader
struggles over operational authority and geopolitical influence.

The ‘Peacebuilding Architecture Review ' (PBAR), on the other hand, is a recurring review
process aiming at strengthening the UN'’s peacebuilding architecture (PBA). The PBAR in-
volves a broader deliberative process, including consultative meetings between member
states, independent experts, and the Peacebuilding Commission, culminating in twin res-
olutions adopted by the Security Council and the General Assembly in November 2025.
The deliberative process, however, sharply exposed deep divisions among member states.
Negotiations over the resolutions were highly contested: Proposed references to gender,
climate change, and environmental degradation as drivers of instability were removed from
the final text, as were concerns about the impact of rising military expenditure on peace-
building (Security Council Report 2025c). Disagreements also surfaced over financing ar-
rangements and the relationship between the Security Council and the PBC.

Despite the disagreements, the resolutions postulate several key actions. They reaffirm
and strengthen the role of the Peacebuilding Commission as a platform to support nation-
ally owned peacebuilding strategies, elevate conflict prevention as a system-wide priority
- despite differing interpretations of the term — and call for closer cooperation between
the PBC and other UN organs to enhance coherence. Echoing broader reform discussions,
the PBAR also expands the envisioned role of Resident Coordinators, extending their man-
date beyond development to include peace and security dimensions (McGowen & Carval-
heiro-Santos, 2025).

Although the 2025 PBAR was “expected to test whether the UN system can support coun-
tries navigating the exit of peace operations” (“Peace-building Architecture Review,” 2025),
its outcomes stop short of a fundamental transformation of the UN’s peacebuilding archi-
tecture. Implementation ultimately depends on the political will of member states and the
continued provision of voluntary funding. As a member of the Peacebuilding Commission’s
Organizational Committee and the largest donor to the Peacebuilding Fund, Germany car-
ries particular responsibility for translating the PBAR and its twin resolutions into practice.

As this analysis has shown, meaningful reform of the Security Council remains politically
arduous; yet it should not be taken off the table, as it is central to restoring the UN’s legit-
imacy and effectiveness. At the same time, administrative and operational reforms are
moving forward and will gradually reshape how the UN engages in peace and security
through altered working methods and institutional configurations. What is missing, how-
ever, is a clear and viable vision to anchor the UN's role in international peace — one that
rises above short-term concerns about institutional survival and operational constraints
amid intensifying geopolitical rivalry. If the UN can mobilize broader political backing and
sustained financial commitments behind its existing conflict-resolution instruments, it
may still retain its role as a credible and central pillar of international peace and security,
grounded in respect for international law.
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5. CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The United Nations is at a crossroads at which its future role in international peace and
security remains uncertain. Great power politics lead to persistent deadlock of the Secu-
rity Council, and declining political and financial support have put the organization under
unprecedented pressure. Whether the UN remains a central pillar of international order or
becomes increasingly sidelined will depend on how member states respond to this con-
temporary crisis.

In a negative scenario, intensifying great-power competition combined with a lack of com-
mitment from middle powers would further marginalize the UN. A continued veto deadlock
would accelerate further retreat of UN engagement in peacemaking, peacekeeping, and
peacebuilding, while prospects for meaningful reform of the UN would effectively disap-
pear. The UN would persist formally but lose much of its practical relevance in managing
international conflict.

A more positive scenario depends on middle powers overcoming great-power rivalry and
actively upholding a rules-based international order through renewed commitment to mul-
tilateralism. A practical start is to strengthen the support of other UN bodies that have the
potential to foster actions. In this context, countries such as Germany could assume an
important role by defending the UN's normative foundations (importantly, in doing so, Ger-
many should align itself with UN principles), mobilizing political and financial support, and
advancing pragmatic reform initiatives. Middle powers can help stabilize the UN system
and preserve its capacity to contribute to international peace and security.

Based on the above analysis, this paper proposes four avenues of action for the German
government. This requires a strategic approach that combines sustained political commit-
ment, institutional reform, and targeted investments. First, Germany should place the UN
at the center of its national security strategy. European security ultimately depends on pre-
serving the principles of the UN Charter and a functioning multilateral order. Engagement
with the UN should therefore become a core pillar of Germany’s National Security Strategy
and the work of the National Security Council. At the same time, the German government
should actively counter narratives that portray the UN as obsolete both at home and inter-
nationally. It should consistently acknowledge the achievements and efforts of the UN, and
clearly identify the failure of the major powers as the cause of institutional paralysis.

Second, Germany should support reforms that strengthen the representativeness, legit-
imacy, and effectiveness of the UN system. Rather than relying on great-power consen-
sus, greater attention should be devoted to empowering small and medium-sized states
and enhancing decision-making mechanisms that can function even under conditions of
geopolitical rivalry. In particular, reform efforts should prioritize expanding the authority
of the UN General Assembly, including through a more systematic use of the Uniting for
Peace mechanism. In light of its failed candidacy for a non-permanent UNSC seat, Ger-
many should abandon its ambitions for a permanent seat on this body and instead focus
on strengthening institutions capable of delivering collective action under current political
realities.

Germany should also reject attempts to bypass the UN through ad hoc alternative peace
architectures, as such initiatives risk undermining the UN'’s unique legitimacy and its regu-
latory role in maintaining international peace and security.

Third, Germany should reinforce the operational foundations of UN peace engagement. As
reductions in financial support from major contributors place increasing pressure on UN
operations, Germany should work with other middle powers to establish a coalition of com-
mitted financial supporters, linking sustained contributions to greater political influence in
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shaping UN priorities. At the same time, Germany should continue to provide reliable and
predictable funding for peacekeeping and peacebuilding, recognizing that investments in
international peace constitute investments in Germany’s own security.

Finally, Germany should advance a pragmatic reform agenda that makes UN peace en-
gagement more integrated, decentralized, and locally grounded. This includes support-
ing the ongoing streamlining of UN bureaucratic structures to foster greater coherence
across peacemaking, peacekeeping, and peacebuilding activities. Germany should also
promote greater subsidiarity within the UN system by working with European and other
regional partners to strengthen the role of regional organizations in implementing peace
mandates. Building on its leadership in reforming UN peacekeeping and peacebuilding,
Germany should continue advocating for leaner mandates, context-sensitive divisions of
labor, and locally anchored approaches that enhance the effectiveness and sustainability
of UN peace operations.

Taken together, these measures would enable Germany not only to safeguard the UN as
the cornerstone of the multilateral peace and security architecture, but also to help shape
its adaptation to the geopolitical realities of the twenty-first century. In an era of strategic
competition and transnational crises, meaningful engagement with the UN is not an act
of idealism but a strategic investment in international order and Germany’s own long-term
security.
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