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Background 

 
Promoting dialogue and exchange beyond Geneva’s confines, the GPP reunited 

representatives from the European Union and the United Nations in a joint reflection 

exercise regarding their security and development approaches, and the extent to which 

the corresponding institutional paths contribute to international aid coherence. The 

discussion was based on the main findings of two recent reports on the EU-UN 

relationship in the area of peacebuilding, namely the report Renewing Hope, Rebuilding 

Lives, produced by the UN Office in Brussels, and the report EU-UN Cooperation in 

Peacebuilding: Partners in Practice?, produced by UNIDIR with the support of the 

European Commission. Focusing on the financial relationship between the two 

organizations and the ensuing operational dynamics, panelists detailed on policies, tools 

and operating mechanisms that ensure a common vision and concrete delivery of 

results, underlining at the same time areas where the EU-UN partnership has yet to be fully 

explored.  

 
EU-UN Peacebuilding Partnership: Conceptual and Policy Alignment 

  

With little evidence-based guidance as to what peacebuilding should look like in 

practice, crisis management approaches have become increasingly contested and 

external actors less optimistic in their endeavors to engineer peace. Adding to this, the 

fragmented nature of external engagement reinforces a multitude of conceptual and 

policy frameworks. On the one hand, UN agencies (e.g. DPKO, DPA, UNDP) have 

developed concepts in line with their core security, development and political 

mandates, and peacebuilding has been institutionalized in the context of the 

Peacebuilding Commission (PBC) and its associated Support Office/Fund. EU agencies, 

on the other hand, have focused on the programming level, associating peacebuilding 

with conflict prevention and working to strengthen operational partnerships that address 

specific threats to peace. By the same token, development and political actors within 

the two organizations uphold different views, as the former set of actors promotes 

coherence from the bottom-up (including through common needs assessments and 

transitional results frameworks), and the latter set of actors favors strategic coherence 

through integration of external efforts. 

 

Despite such distinct peacebuilding visions of humanitarian, development, political and 

security actors, internal learning experiences have nonetheless managed to generate 

convergence around the view that peacebuilding is a multidimensional undertaking 

which requires limited intrusiveness of international support as well as coherence across 

fragmented external interventions. These persisting challenges have strengthened the 

resolve of UN and EU agencies to improve coordination around common strategies. To 

this end, the UN and the EU alike try to marry top-down crisis-management approaches 

with longer-term, transformative strategies. While neither organization knows how to best 

manage this combination and even though they privilege different levels of the 
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peacebuilding challenge, fundamentally the two institutions support conflict 

transformation from bottom up through various actions designed to promote social and 

political reconciliation. 

 
Funding Trends, Policy Link, and Operational Challenges 

 

In practice, such actions pertaining to EU–UN partnerships are determined at the field 

level, where most operational decisions are taken and strategic alliances between 

external and internal actors are forged. Importantly, the EU-UN in-country specific policy 

alignment is case dependent and not necessarily linked to funding (e.g. policy 

relationship in the Central African Republic is strong even if the UN is not a significant 

implementing partner). The partnerships are particularly strong though when the UN 

administers multi-donor trust funds (e.g. Iraq, Afghanistan). In fragile states, where the UN 

has a comparative political and capacity advantage, the latter organization appears to 

be a natural implementing partner for the EU, making the delivery of aid possible in cases 

where it would have otherwise been difficult. Similarly, Commission funding, expertise 

and other types of support often made the EU an indispensable partner aiding the UN to 

carry out its mandated task. Most funding is directed towards a small number of fragile 

states and is mainly channeled through UN development actors with a mandate to work 

on early recovery and elections. 

 

Albeit extremely concentrated financially, the relationship between the EU and the UN is 

not however limited to funding. Spanning over 2/3 of the social services offered and 

covering more than 90 countries, the interaction between the two organizations is now 

part of working relationships for all policy areas. In terms of crisis management, desk-to-

desk dialogue engages, on the UN side, the DPA and operational agencies such as 

UNICEF, and, on the EU side, the Commission and the Secretariat of the Council. The 

dialogue entails risk analysis as well as an assessment of political messages and their 

complementarity. With the new architecture under the Lisbon Treaty, the hope is that 

such exchanges will come by more naturally and will achieve more coherence.  

 

On the policy side, there is a long record of cooperation between the UN and the EU, as 

well as a renewed commitment for attaining tangible results. The ten-year anniversary of 

the UN Security Council Resolution S/RES/1325 (2000) is an opportunity to further solidify 

this policy link and to better promote women’s involvement in conflict resolution. 

Substantial outreach efforts on the EU side are also directed towards making the 

‘Responsibility to Protect’ (R2P)1 a reality within the UN system. Internally, work is carried 

out to implement R2Pas a backbone of EU actions when crises bloom or threats emerge; 

externally, the focus has been on avoiding a watering down of the concept and on 

ensuring a constructive debate in the General Assembly.  

 

On the ground, the EU contributes to UN peacekeeping operations in terms of electoral 

support and democratic transition, security sector reform, return of internally displaced 

persons and refugees, and economic reconstruction. Specifically on the issue of 

electoral systems, the focus is on transitioning out from a catalytic intervention to a more 

sustained one. To this end, the EU, UNDP and the electoral division in New York have 

created a platform that tries to go beyond elections by bringing donors on board and 

dealing with particular risk factors relative to election support. Operational frictions persist 

though due to different interpretations of what partnerships mean in practice. From the 

EU point of view, co-management as defined in the Financial and Administrative 

                                                 
1 See United Nations Security Council Resolution S/RES/1674 (2006)  

http://daccess-ods.un.org/access.nsf/Get?Open&DS=S/RES/1674%20(2006)&Lang=E&Area=UNDOC
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Framework Agreement (FAFA) requires that the UN provide the EU with full information 

and involve the European institutions in strategic decision-making relating to project 

implementation. From the UN perspective, however, the EU is viewed as a demanding 

donor that wants to interfere in UN project management where it has no responsibility for 

the implementation of the project.  

 
Discussion and Recommendations 

 

These frictions aside, the EU engages at intergovernmental and normative levels to help 

the UN build capacity, and it has become from the outset a permanent member and 

major donor of the PBC. As regards the impact of the Peacebuilding Commission itself on 

the EU-UN relationship, there is no evidence to suggest that the PBC-promoted 

integrated peacebuilding strategies have led to better coordination of UN and 

international actors. However, the PBC can add real value in holding actors, including 

the EU and various UN agencies, accountable for their agreed commitments.  

 

Further recommendations include the strengthening of operational partnerships at 

country level - given that EU delegations lack the capacity to administer governance 

and conflict sensitive programming in fragile states, operational partnerships constitute 

an efficient and legitimate tool to address the coherence challenge. Such undertakings 

move the needs assessment, planning, priority setting and resource allocation to the 

country level, thereby ensuring that assistance is controlled by a partnership of national 

and international actors. At headquarters, the focus should be on how to improve 

assistance for national capacity building through innovative programming and by 

means of mobilizing civilians, especially women and experts from the region. All things 

considered, while EU-UN linkages are fundamental in making the multilateral system 

work, cooperation should be further extended to regional organizations so as to develop 

their peacekeeping and conflict prevention capabilities, and to provide them with 

predictable funding.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


