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UNGA – 4 : Special Political and Decolonization Committee 
 

“Discussing the possible reforms in the UN Peacekeeping operations” 

 

Committee history: 

The Fourth Committee of the UN General Assembly, referred to hereafter as the Special 
Political and Decolonization Committee or SPECPOL for short, has a somewhat more 
fragmented mandate than other committees of the General Assembly, such as DISEC, 
ECOFIN, or SOCHUM. The UN itself describes the committee as concerning itself “with a 
variety of subjects which include those related to decolonization, Palestinian refugees and 
human rights, peacekeeping, mine action, outer space, public information, atomic radiation and 
[the] University for Peace [sic]”. In short, SPECPOL covers both the issue of decolonisation, 
as suggested by its full name, as well as any other political issues not directly dealt with by the 
mandates of any other UN General Assembly committee. It should also be noted that, as this 
is a General Assembly committee, all resolutions are nonbinding. What this means is that 
operative clause language which is more indicative of a Security Council resolution (e.g. 
‘Demands’) should not be used, with non-binding language (e.g. ‘Urges’, ‘Recommends’) 
being used instead. This also means that any peacekeeping operations or punitive measures 
(such as economic sanctions) cannot directly be authorised by this committee, although it is 
within the committee’s power to suggest or recommend that the Security Council take these 
actions in a manner stipulated by the committee. It is still acceptable, however, to refer to 
resolutions passed previously by non-General Assembly committees (including the Security 
Council) in the perambulatory clauses of a resolution. 
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United Nations Peacekeeping 

United Nations Peacekeeping helps countries torn by conflict create conditions for lasting 
peace. 

Peacekeeping has proven to be one of the most effective tools available to the UN to assist host 
countries navigate the difficult path from conflict to peace.  

Peacekeeping has unique strengths, including legitimacy, burden sharing, and an ability to 
deploy and sustain troops and police from around the globe, integrating them with civilian 
peacekeepers to advance multidimensional mandates. 

UN peacekeepers provide security and the political and peacebuilding support to help countries 
make the difficult, early transition from conflict to peace. 

UN Peacekeeping is guided by three basic principles: 

• Consent of the parties; 

• Impartiality; 

• Non-use of force except in self-defence and defence of the mandate. 

Peacekeeping is flexible and over the past two decades has been deployed in many 
configurations. There are currently 13 UN peacekeeping operations deployed on three 
continents. 

Today's multidimensional peacekeeping operations are called upon not only to maintain peace 
and security, but also to facilitate the political process, protect civilians, assist in 
the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of former combatants; support the 
organization of elections, protect and promote human rights and assist in restoring the rule of 
law. 

Success is never guaranteed, because UN Peacekeeping almost by definition goes to the most 
physically and politically difficult environments. However, we have built up a 
demonstrable record of success over our 60 years of existence, including winning the Nobel 
Peace Prize. 

Peacekeeping has always been highly dynamic and has evolved in the face of new challenges. 
Former Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon established a 17-member High-level Independent 
Panel on UN Peace Operations to make a comprehensive assessment of the state of UN peace 
operations today, and the emerging needs of the future. 

Global partnership 

UN peacekeeping is a unique global partnership. It brings together the General Assembly, 
the Security Council, the Secretariat, troop and police contributors and the host governments 
in a combined effort to maintain international peace and security. Its strength lies in the 
legitimacy of the UN Charter and in the wide range of contributing countries that participate 
and provide precious resources. 
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The Question of Reform: 

As the world’s largest and most influential international organisation, the United Nations (UN) 
receives more public attention and scrutiny than any other. Its failures and mistakes are well 
known and calls for its reform are frequent. As former UN Under-Secretary-General Brian 
Urquhart once noted, “since 1945 scarcely a year has gone by without the subject of UN reform 
surfacing in one way or another” (Urquhart 2010, p. 5). Few areas of the UN system receive 
more calls for reform than the UN’s peacekeeping operations. In part this is because 
peacekeeping has grown to become one of the UN’s most important areas of responsibility and 
subsequently one of the most scrutinised. It is also because UN peacekeepers are the most 
visible element of the entire UN system and their mistakes and failures the most obvious. Most 
importantly though, it is because of the dreadful human consequences that occur when 
peacekeeping fails. While demand for reforming UN peacekeeping is strong, the extent of 
reform and shape it should take is a topic of much debate.    

 

Reforming Peacekeeping: 

In the more than seventy years of its existence, UN Peacekeeping has evolved significantly as 
a tool of international crisis response.  

UN Peacekeeping has proven to be an essential instrument for global peace and security over the years. 
Our fourteen peacekeeping operations around the world today illustrate the wide range of mechanisms, 
strategies and resources that the United Nations marshals in support of peace and security.  

In recent years, however, our missions have been deployed to increasingly difficult and complex 
environments, even as demand for peacekeeping has increased. Our core business processes have not 
kept up with these demands. Mandate implementation is hindered by slow, unresponsive service 
delivery, micro-management by governing bodies, a trust deficit with Member States and with staff, 
inadequate resourcing of and ineffective implementation of mandates and a lack of transparency and 
accountability. 

Action for Peacekeeping (A4P) 

Peacekeeping is one of the most effective tools available to the United Nations in the promotion and 
maintenance of international peace and security. Yet peacekeeping faces several challenges that 
undermine its ability to deliver on its mandates. Political solutions are often absent, and missions seem 
to have mandates that lack focus and clear priorities. Complex threats in several environments are 
causing a rise in fatalities and injuries of peacekeepers, and missions have sometimes lacked the 
personnel and equipment to meet these threats. Peacekeeping operations have also faced challenges in 
delivering on protection mandates and in contributing to long-term, sustainable peace, and in achieving 
coherence with other actors operating in the same contexts. 

To respond to these challenges, the Secretary-General launched Action for Peacekeeping (A4P) to 
renew mutual political commitment to peacekeeping operations. The Secretary-General has called on 
Member States to join him in developing a set of mutually-agreed principles and commitments to create 
peacekeeping operations fit for the future, with the goal of reaching a formal agreement by the end of 
2018. 
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Reform in 2017  

Secretary-General António Guterres has proposed reforms in the United Nations peace and security 
architecture, in the UN’s management system and structures, as well as in the UN development system. 

His vision of the reform of peace operations places politics at the centre of our work. It has the overall 
objective of reducing fragmentation for better delivery, to make the peace and security pillar more 
coherent, nimble and effective by prioritizing prevention, sustaining peace and delivery on Agenda 
2030.  

A series of strategic reviews of major peacekeeping operations have also been initiated which will focus 
on assessing the presence of conditions for successful mandate implementation with a view to 
recommending adjustments to the Security Council. Parameters of assessment for the reviews will 
include the relevance and pertinence of mandates, the political environment and will of key parties, our 
operations’ comparative advantage vis-à-vis regional, UN and other partners, and the configuration of 
support for the mission.  

These reviews will identify ideas for new, enhanced peacekeeping approaches and will strengthen our 
cooperation for prevention through early action, as opposed to merely reacting to outbreaks of violence.  

High-Level Independent Panel on UN Peace Operations 

Former Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon established a High-level Independent Panel on UN Peace 
Operations on 31 October 2014, to make a comprehensive assessment of the state of UN peace 
operations today, and the emerging needs of the future. Announcing the decision, the Secretary-General 
said that “the world is changing and UN peace operations must change with it if they are to remain an 
indispensable and effective tool in promoting international peace and security.” With the 15-year 
anniversary of the Brahimi report approaching, the Secretary-General felt that it was necessary to again 
take stock of evolving expectations of UN peacekeeping and how the Organization can work toward a 
shared view of the way forward.  

The 16-member Panel was chaired by Mr. Jose Ramos-Horta (Timor-Leste) with Ms. Ameerah Haq 
(Bangladesh) as Vice-Chair. It drew together a wide range of experience and expertise. 

The Panel considered a broad range of issues facing peace operations, including the changing nature of 
conflict, evolving mandates, good offices and peacebuilding challenges, managerial and administrative 
arrangements, planning, partnerships, human rights and protection of civilians.  The review 
encompasses both UN peacekeeping operations as well as special political missions , which are referred 
to collectively as “UN peace operations. 

The Secretary-General received the Panel's report on 16 June  2015. The Secretary will study the 
recommendations of the report carefully and transmit it to the General Assembly and the Security 
Council. 

New Horizon 

The New Horizon process was initiated in 2009 to: 

• Assess the major policy and strategy dilemmas facing UN Peacekeeping today and over 
the coming years; and 

• Reinvigorate the ongoing dialogue with stakeholders on possible solutions to better 
calibrate UN Peacekeeping to meet current and future requirements. 
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A New Partnership Agenda: Charting a New Horizon for UN Peacekeeping is an internal document 
prepared as part of the “New Horizon” process of developing a forward agenda for UN Peacekeeping. It 
reflects both the perspectives of the Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) and 
the Department of Field Support (DFS). 

The paper, which was released to Member States and peacekeeping partners in July 2009, supported a 
reinvigorated dialogue with the aim of forging a peacekeeping policy agenda that reflects the 
perspectives of all stakeholders in the global peacekeeping partnership.  Building on 
previous peacekeeping reform efforts, the paper highlighted achievements in improving the 
peacekeeping tool and identified outstanding, as well as new, dilemmas that require the attention of the 
peacekeeping partnership.  

Key elements of the paper were taken up by the Secretary-General in his Report to the Special 
Committee on Peacekeeping Operations [A/64/573]. These have informed formal and informal 
deliberations among members of the peacekeeping partnership to help crystallize a common vision of 
the requirements to bolster peacekeeping to more effectively fulfil its role in support of international 
peace and security.  

 

New Horizon Initiative: Progress Reports 

Since the issuance of the New Horizon document, DPKO and DFS have issued periodic progress reports 
summarizing the principal outcomes of the peacekeeping dialogue and implementation efforts in the 
context of the New Horizon process. 

The most recent progress report, The New Horizon Initiative: Progress Report No. 2 was issued in 
December 2011. It outlines progress on implementation of reform priorities since the issuance of The 
New Horizon Initiative: Progress Report No. 1 in October 2010 and highlights ongoing efforts to 
improve the effectiveness of UN Peacekeeping. 

Brahimi Report 

In March 2000, the Secretary-General appointed the Panel on United Nations Peace Operations to assess 
the shortcomings of the then existing system and to make specific and realistic recommendations for 
change. The panel was composed of individuals experienced in conflict prevention, peacekeeping and 
peacebuilding. 

The result, known as the Brahimi Report after Lakhdar Brahimi, the Chair of the Panel, called for: 

• Renewed political commitment on the part of Member States; 

• Significant institutional change; 

• Increased financial support. 

The Panel noted that in order to be effective, UN peacekeeping operations must be properly resourced 
and equipped, and operate under clear, credible and achievable mandates. 
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Peacekeeping policy and strategy reform 

Following the Brahimi report, UN Member States and the UN Secretariat continued major reform 
efforts, including through: 

• Capstone Doctrine (2008), outlining the most important principles and guidelines for UN 
peacekeepers in the field; 

• Peace Operations 2010 (2006), containing the reform strategy of the Department of 
Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO); 

• 2005 World Summit [A/RES/60/1], establishing the Peacebuilding Commission; 

• High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change [A/59/565] , setting out a broad 
framework for collective security for the new century. 

Points of Discussion: 

• Current UN Peacekeeping Practices and respective need of high-priority reforms 
• Possible reforms that could be made 
• Problems and politics of institutional reforms 
• UN peacekeeping as a historically major part of UN 
• Reform efforts of the past 
• Security Council mandates and Peacekeeping leadership and command structures 
• The possibility of a permanent, standing peacekeeping force 

 

 

 

Further references: 

https://peacekeeping.un.org/sites/default/files/backgroundnote.pdf 

https://peacekeeping.un.org/sites/default/files/capstone_eng_0.pdf 

https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/reforming-peacekeeping 

https://www.e-ir.info/2011/07/18/united-nations-peacekeeping-and-the-question-of-reform/ 

https://sdg.iisd.org/news/un-security-council-discusses-un-peacekeeping-in-context-of-
reform-processes/ 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/UN%20Peacekeeping.pdf 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/24590400?seq=1 

https://www.thecairoreview.com/global-forum/reforming-un-peacekeeping/ 
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