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Briefing on the State and Future of United Nations Peace Operations
Executive Summary
United Nations (UN) peace operations are at a critical inflection point, confronting a convergence of profound challenges that threaten their efficacy and sustainability. A confluence of escalating geopolitical fragmentation, increasingly complex and protracted conflict landscapes, and an unprecedented financial crisis has compelled a system-wide re-evaluation of these multilateral security tools.
A UN-mandated "Review on the Future of UN Peace Operations" is currently underway, aiming to adapt missions to be more agile, tailored, and politically supported. However, its success is contingent on overcoming the institutional inertia and geopolitical divisions that have historically hindered the implementation of past reforms, such as the 2015 HIPPO report, leaving its agenda largely unfinished.
Exacerbating this situation is an acute financial crisis, primarily driven by a significant reduction in contributions from the United States, the UN's largest funder. This has precipitated a historic decision to reduce global peacekeeping forces by 25%, equating to the withdrawal of 13,000 to 14,000 military and civilian personnel. This drastic cut is already placing immense pressure on active missions, particularly in Africa, with operations like UNMISS in South Sudan and MINUSCA in the Central African Republic facing severe constraints on their ability to deliver on their mandates at a time of escalating violence and humanitarian need.
Amid this retrenchment, the strategic partnership between the UN and the African Union (AU) has become increasingly central. The adoption of UN Security Council (UNSC) Resolution 2719 (2023), which allows for UN-assessed contributions to finance AU-led missions, marks a pivotal development. However, achieving genuine strategic alignment and sustainable financing remains a formidable challenge.
The very nature of peacekeeping is also evolving. Debates are intensifying around non-traditional security models, such as the proposed US-led "International Stabilization Force" in Gaza, and specialized responses to criminal violence, as seen with the new "Gang Suppression Force" in Haiti. Concurrently, there is growing advocacy for integrating Unarmed Civilian Protection (UCP) as a core component of future, potentially smaller and more cost-effective, peace operations. These developments signal a potential shift away from large-scale, traditional peacekeeping towards more hybrid and context-specific interventions.
Ultimately, the confluence of these pressures has placed the legitimacy and utility of the entire UN system under intense scrutiny. While experts widely agree that its core functions in diplomacy, humanitarian aid, and maintaining international norms are indispensable for global stability, the current crises represent a severe test of the UN's capacity to adapt and remain fit for purpose in a turbulent world.
The Imperative for Reform: The 2025 Review of UN Peace Operations
A. Mandate and Context
Mandated through "Action 21 of the Pact for the Future," the review of UN peace operations comes at a critical juncture. The review, jointly led by the UN Department for Peace Operations (UNDPO) and the Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs (UNDPPA), is tasked with developing strategic, action-oriented recommendations for all forms of peace operations, from peacekeeping missions to special political missions.
This initiative is a response to a severely altered global security environment characterized by:
• Geopolitical Divisions: Growing rifts have significantly hindered consensus within the Security Council on the deployment and operational conduct of missions.
• Complex Conflict Landscapes: Missions now confront protracted, fragmented wars, a proliferation of non-state armed groups with ambiguous goals, the weaponization of emerging technologies, and transnational threats that defy traditional peacekeeping models.
• Operational Strain: Missions are frequently encumbered with unclear mandates, inadequate resourcing, and significant logistical challenges, putting their effectiveness under increasing pressure.
B. The Unfinished Agenda of Past Reforms
The current review is not the first attempt at reform. Multiple previous reviews—including the 1995 Supplement to an Agenda for Peace, the 2000 Brahimi report, and the 2015 HIPPO report—have sought to adapt peace operations. However, their recommendations have seen inconsistent implementation, hampered by geopolitical fragmentation and institutional inertia.
The influential HIPPO report's agenda remains largely unfinished. Core challenges persist, including the need for:
• More realistic and sequenced mandates.
• Sustained political support amid Security Council divisions.
• Improved strategic coherence across UN pillars.
• Predictable and sustainable financing.
• Upholding the fundamental principle of the "primacy of politics."
The 2025 review offers a critical window to reignite momentum and deliver on these long-standing reform objectives.
C. Centering African Perspectives: The Addis Ababa Roundtable
Recognizing the central role of Africa in UN peacekeeping, a consortium of policy and research institutions convened an informal roundtable in Addis Ababa on June 24, 2025, to provide African-led input into the review process.
	Event Details: Addis Ababa Roundtable
	

	Convening Organizations
	Amani Africa, Institute for Security Studies (ISS), Institute for Peace and Security Studies (IPSS), Norwegian Institute for International Affairs (NUPI)

	Purpose
	To share informed reflections and identify African priorities and perspectives to ensure the global review is grounded in regional realities.

	Key Context
	Africa hosts the majority of UN missions and is the primary theatre for UN–AU collaboration.


As highlighted in a report by El-Ghassim Wane, African and UN operations are complementary, with "neither [the UN nor the AU] viewed as a substitute for the other, but rather as essential partners in a comprehensive security framework." This partnership has been bolstered by UNSC Resolution 2719 (2023), which allows AU-led missions to access UN funding, creating new opportunities for joint innovation.
The Compounding Crisis: Financial Constraints and Force Reductions
The push for reform is occurring alongside a severe financial crisis that is forcing a historic contraction of peacekeeping forces.
A. Historic 25% Force Reduction
In October 2025, the UN confirmed it would reduce its global peacekeeping forces by 25% due to a grave budgetary deficit. This unprecedented cut entails the withdrawal of between 13,000 and 14,000 military and police personnel, affecting nine active missions, including those in South Sudan, the Central African Republic, Lebanon, and the Golan Heights.
B. The Financial Driver: US Budgetary Constraints
The primary cause of the funding crisis is a reduction in contributions from the United States, which constitutes 27% of the UN's peacekeeping budget. The shortfall is attributed to US budgetary constraints stemming from "domestic American populism" and a prolonged government shutdown. Under the Trump administration, the US announced it would pay only half of its current contribution, amounting to a reduction of approximately $682 million.
C. Global Implications and Security Vacuums
This drastic reduction in peacekeeping capacity carries severe implications for global stability. Analysts warn that the retreat of peacekeepers will lead to:
• Creation of Security Vacuums: In tenuous conflict zones like South Sudan and the Democratic Republic of Congo, a reduced UN presence could be exploited by local militias and armed groups such as M23, leading to increased violence and crimes against humanity.
• Erosion of Institutional Credibility: The cuts weaken the UN's moral standing and its status as an impartial conflict manager, undermining critical ancillary services like intelligence gathering and ceasefire monitoring.
• Spillover Effects: The diminishing presence of international organizations can exacerbate transnational challenges, including refugee inflows, arms proliferation, and illicit trade, increasing the risk of state collapse and humanitarian crises.
• Shift in Conflict Resolution: The decline of multilateral peacekeeping signals a shift towards a more "bilateral and coercive endeavor" in conflict resolution, which endangers world peace.
Missions Under Pressure: Case Studies and Operational Realities
The impact of financial cuts, political instability, and regional conflict is evident across multiple UN missions.
A. South Sudan (UNMISS): A Confluence of Crises
The situation in South Sudan is deteriorating rapidly, with experts warning the country is the "closest it has come to renewed civil war" since the 2018 peace agreement. Power-sharing arrangements have almost entirely eroded, and confrontations between government (SSPDF) and opposition (SPLM-IO) forces have increased. This is compounded by a worsening humanitarian crisis, with a projected 7.56 million people facing crisis levels of hunger in 2026.
Amid this escalating violence, UNMISS is being forced to implement austerity measures:
• Spending Cuts: The mission must cut its budget by 15% for the remainder of the financial year.
• Personnel Reduction: 25% of uniformed personnel and their equipment will be repatriated.
• Government Demands: The South Sudanese government has controversially requested that these reductions apply only to international staff and that UNMISS aircraft with surveillance capabilities be "immediately grounded."
These cuts severely threaten the mission's ability to deliver its mandate, particularly the protection of civilians, at a moment of extreme vulnerability.
B. Central African Republic (MINUSCA): A Fragile Success Story Under Threat
The Central African Republic represents a case where sustained international engagement has yielded tangible progress. MINUSCA has been central to supporting the 2019 Peace Agreement, with 11 of 14 signatory armed groups now disbanded and over 800 combatants disarmed since July 2025 alone.
However, this progress is fragile. The spillover from the conflict in Sudan threatens stability in the northeast, and funding pressures have already triggered staff reductions within MINUSCA. Despite these challenges, the mission continues to provide critical support, such as donating 12 pickup vehicles to the national armed forces (FACA) to enhance their mobility for civilian protection and election security.
C. Lebanon (UNIFIL): Monitoring a Tenuous Ceasefire
Operating under UNSC Resolution 1701, the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) plays a crucial role in observing and reporting on the volatile situation south of the Litani River. Following a ceasefire on November 27, 2024, UNIFIL reported it had found "no evidence of the construction of new infrastructures of Hezbollah." However, it did discover over 360 unauthorized weapons caches and military sites, none of which appeared recent, all of which were reported to the Lebanese army. UNIFIL's presence provides impartial monitoring in an environment where Israel continues quasi-daily strikes.
D. The Abyei Region (UNISFA): Stalled by Regional Conflict
The political process to determine the final status of the disputed Abyei region between Sudan and South Sudan remains stalled due to the war in Sudan. The UN Interim Security Force for Abyei (UNISFA) reports that its operational environment has become "simply untenable," with an increased presence of Rapid Support Forces (RSF) elements contributing to crime and insecurity in the demilitarized zone.
Evolving Models and Future Debates: The Path Forward
The current crises are forcing a fundamental rethinking of peace operations, exploring new partnerships, non-traditional models, and key thematic priorities.
A. Redefining Partnerships: The AU-UN Synergy
The AU-UN partnership is at the forefront of this evolution, driven by the rise of ad-hoc African-led Peace Support Operations (PSOs) and the drawdown of large UN missions. UNSC Resolution 2719 (2023) is a landmark step, but discussions during the 2025 Peace Operations Review Week emphasize the need to move beyond familiar "burden-sharing" rhetoric to address fundamental challenges in:
• Strategic alignment and political coherence.
• Sustainable and predictable financing.
• Shared assessments and adaptive mission design.
B. Non-Traditional Approaches: Gaza and Haiti
The international community is experimenting with security models outside the traditional UN peacekeeping framework:
• Gaza: The US has circulated a draft UNSC resolution to create an "International Stabilization Force" (ISF). This force would be US-led, not a formal UN mission, and its deployment would be contingent on Hamas's consent to disarm and relinquish governing authority. The proposal faces significant challenges, with one official noting, "Most people who know the history of this conflict don’t give it a large chance for success."
• Haiti: Described as a "crucible for UN peace operations," Haiti is the site of a new approach to combatting gang violence. Following the limited success of a Multinational Security Support Mission (MSS), the Security Council authorized a more robust "Gang Suppression Force" supported by a UN Support Office in Haiti (UNSOH). This reflects a move towards specialized interventions targeting criminal actors rather than political ones.
C. Thematic Priorities for Future Operations
Discussions during Peace Operations Review Week highlighted several critical areas requiring focus:
• Use of Force & Protection of Civilians (PoC): There is an urgent need to address the tactical-level challenges of balancing PoC mandates with force protection imperatives, including clarifying Rules of Engagement (ROE) and closing capability gaps.
• Women, Peace, and Security (WPS): The WPS agenda faces "existential threats" from budget cuts and a global rollback on gender equality, risking hard-won gains in women's participation and protection from conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV).
• Unarmed Civilian Protection (UCP): There is growing interest in scaling up UCP, drawing lessons from civil society-led efforts in the West Bank, as a core component of smaller, more cost-effective peace operations.
• Education and Training: A persistent gap remains between training pledges and on-the-ground needs, requiring a more coherent and needs-driven training framework for all peacekeeping personnel.
The Existential Question: The UN's Enduring Legitimacy and Value
The convergence of crises has led to intense scrutiny of the UN's role and legitimacy, with criticisms that it has failed to prevent mass atrocities and has been sidelined in major conflicts. However, a cross-section of experts concludes that its core functions remain indispensable.
Disbanding the UN would create an immediate and unfillable vacuum in global governance. The world would lose:
• A Unique Source of Legitimacy: The UN provides a multilateral mandate for actions like peacekeeping that cannot be replicated by great powers or regional blocs without being perceived as an imposition of will.
• A Framework for International Norms: Despite its flaws, the UN provides a crucial reference point for international law, diplomacy, and moral pressure.
• Management of Transnational Challenges: It is the only global forum capable of coordinating responses to crises like pandemics (via the WHO), climate change, and mass displacement, with over 100 million refugees and migrants requiring a transnational response.
• The "Wi-Fi of Multilateralism": A host of technical agencies manage the essential "wiring of an interconnected world," from telecommunications to intellectual property, which would grind to a halt without the UN system.
In conclusion, while the UN system is facing profound challenges and is in urgent need of reform, its fundamental functions are essential for global order and stability. The outcome of the current review will be pivotal in determining its ability to adapt and remain a relevant and effective tool for peace and security.
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