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ABSTRACT

The United Nations turned 80 in 2025. Although this anniversary might be
a reason to celebrate, the United Nations has come under attack as a plat-
form, an institution, and a system of values. Major contributors are reducing
their payments to the UN, some for ideological or populist reasons, others
to finance their armament efforts. As a group of scholar-practitioners who
have witnessed, shaped, reformed, studied, and criticized multiple different
aspects of multilateral cooperation, we understand many of the critiques.
We also see that many of the critiques misunderstand what the UN is and
how it operates, as well as its potential. We believe that it is paramount to
emphasize why a well-functioning UN is essential for the well-being of each
nation, all people, and the planet. This report highlights 10 key distinctions
that are essential for any meaningful discussion of the successes, failures,
and reform needs of the UN; emphasizes 10 major UN achievements that
illustrate the significant impact multilateral cooperation can have; and out-
lines 10 core recommendations to create the UN we must aspire to.
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION

The United Nations turned 80 in 2025. Although this anniversary might be a reason to celebrate the
lasting venue of world politics, the norms it has created, and the lives it has saved, the United Nations
has come under attack as a platform, an institution, and a system of values. Some critics describe the
UN as ineffective, bloated, dysfunctional, and irrelevant. Others portray it as an institution unaligned
with member countries’ perceived self-interest, and thus see it as potentially harmful in a world of “my
country first.” Meanwhile, major contributors are reducing their payments to the UN. Some do so for
ideological or populist reasons; others to finance their new, expensive armament efforts in the wake
of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.'

As a group of scholar-practitioners who have witnessed, shaped, reformed, studied, and criticized
multiple different aspects of multilateral cooperation, we understand many of the critiques. Com-
bined, the authors of this report have 230 years of working experience involving the UN and mul-
tilateral processes. We are uniquely positioned to offer a perspective on the future of the UN that
draws on both our practical engagement with its processes and member states and our decades of
academic research on global governance, cooperation, and programming. We see that many of the
critiques misunderstand what the UN is and how it operates, as well as its potential. We acknowledge
the challenging global geopolitical context of current reform discussions. Although there is a need to
reform the UN, we believe that it is paramount to emphasize why a well-functioning UN is essential for
the well-being of each nation, all people, and the planet.

Member states, experts, and other stakeholders have made important suggestions for how the UN
Charter could be reformed? and how institutions such as the Security Council can be transformed
without Charter reform.? UN Secretary-General Anténio Guterres made concrete suggestions on how
to review UN mandates and restructure specific aspects of the UN entities.*

In the present state of international relations, one cannot expect a reform of the United Nations
that would effectively respond to the immense challenges that the world is facing. But the present
configuration will not last forever, and the people of the world need a compass that helps them orient
their efforts in the right direction. It needs the “imagination of the future,” to mobilize energies and
create the momentum that will eventually lead to the profound changes that are needed.

This report does not address all the UN’s myriad institutional issues that have already been the sub-
ject of much public debate: reform of the Security Council to accommodate the changing distribution
of power and make it more effective; reform of the General Assembly to make it more representative
and more authoritative; improved relationships with regional organizations, whose development is
very uneven in the different regions of the world; or the creation of new institutions, to accommodate
civil society and create more transparency and accountability among new actors that are often more
influential than states. Instead, we focus on a selected number of substantive issues that may serve as
an orientation of the international community for current and future reform discussions, and we ar-
gue that in addressing major challenges all countries are facing today, the UN can be an effective actor

and platform.
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In the current reform process known as “UN80” —given the UN’s 80th anniversary —Secretary-
General Guterres presented proposals to strengthen the UN’s delivery across the three pillars of its
work: peace and security, sustainable development, and human rights, while also advancing more ef-
fective collaboration across the pillars. He suggested launching something called a New Humanitarian
Compact to cut bureaucracy and integrate billions of dollars in global supply chains; establishing a
system-wide human rights group to coordinate human rights systematically across all UN activities;
creating what he called a UN System Data Commons and Technology Accelerator Platform to drive
the modernization of the system; and pursuing a few smaller mergers of UN entities.® In addition, the
secretary-general proposed a series of actions on how mandates by UN governing bodies should be
created, delivered, supported, improved, and reviewed,® and suggested how to use short-term mea-
sures to improve efficiencies in the UN administration and save costs.’

In section 2 of this report, we highlight 10 key distinctions that are essential for any meaningful
discussion of the successes, failures, and reform needs of the UN. When critics describe the UN as
“ineffective,” their meaning is unclear. In fact, any generalizing statement claiming “The UN is..” is
necessarily wrong. For an appreciation of the work of the multilateral system, its shortcomings, its
bottlenecks, and its reform requirements, it is important to differentiate various aspects of the UN’s
work. We emphasize 10 essential distinctions which, taken together, clarify the nature of the UN as a

unique and vital international body.

10 Essential Distinctions

1. It’s important to differentiate between the UN as a political forum for member states and the
UN as a system of international agencies and bureaucracies. The former is often referred to as
the “first UN” and the latter as the “second UN.” The “second UN” comprises the ecosystem of

various UN departments in the secretariat, as well as its funds and programs.

2. In different compositions, voting powers, political dynamics, and institutional rules influence

the outcomes for various political processes of the first UN.

3. Reform decisions and processes must take into account the differences in the various entities
that make up the so-called UN family, including the Secretariat of the UN, programs, funds,

and offices that are linked to the main UN’s bodies, as well as an array of specialized and related
agencies. This last group of agencies, though formally associated with the UN, have their own

member states, governing bodies, underlying treaties, funding mechanisms, and legal personality.

4. In addition to global mandates, functions, and processes, it is important to consider the role of

the UN at regional and country levels.
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10 Essential Distinctions (continued)

5. The way states negotiate, how civil society is included, and the role of the UN Security Council
and of treaties and other binding agreements all depend significantly on global cooperation.
Global cooperation includes such issues as disarmament, peacekeeping, climate change, human
rights, sustainable development, and humanitarian assistance. Sometimes criticisms stem from

one area but do not apply to another area of work.

6. Discussions on the role of the UN and questions about its effectiveness and impact must
recognize that it was built without the power to hold states accountable or enforce decisions

and rules.

7. Understanding differentiations with regard to the UN’s funding is essential for understanding

the direction and impact of UN activities.

8. A meaningful discussion on what the UN can do and what it should do must differentiate
among the various activities and functions its various parts may fulfill. A political process of
the “first UN” can serve as a universal forum for discussions among states, a crucial mechanism

for norm setting, a norm-compliance watchdog, and a norm enforcer.

9. An entity of the “second UN” may serve as a mediator between conflict parties, a forger or
influencer of alliances among states or entities, a provider of peacebuilding and peacekeeping, a
norm-compliance watchdog, a creator of ideas and technical norms, a designer and collector
of data, a provider of technical assistance and expertise, a provider of essential services, a liaison
with civil society and the private sector, and a generator and channeler of funding into global,

regional, and national activities.

10. General criticisms of the UN as “uncoordinated” fall short of reflecting an understanding of
what coordination means and what the UN is doing to promote coherence. One can differentiate
among different dimensions of interagency cooperation, and must understand (a) the current
systems at the global, regional, and country level created to foster collaboration, (b) their prac-
tices and shortcomings, and (c) why, in some cases, greater integration can actually harm the

UN’s effectiveness.

In section 3 of this report, we emphasize 10 clear-cut examples that show the significant impact
multilateral cooperation can have. Despite its shortcomings, politicization, institutional biases, and
inefficiencies, the work of the UN has been successful on many fronts, often despite having limited
resources. It is important to remember this fact when discussing the future of the UN and whether

we need more or less multilateralism or thicker or thinner forms of multilateralism.

Columbia SIPA Institute of Global Politics 4



We also emphasize the limited resources the UN has at its disposal to accomplish these achieve-
ments. For example, the budget for all 11 UN peacekeeping operations is less than the budget of
the New York City Police Department, and it corresponds to a meager 0.6 percent of the total US
defense budget. The expenses of the entire UN system, which includes the funds, programs, re-
search and training institutes, specialized agencies, related agencies, and expenses for humanitarian
assistance, human rights, climate, health, education, economic development, elections, peacekeep-
ing, peacebuilding, and overall global governance, correspond to less than 9 percent of the United
States military budget, or slightly more than half of the annual budget of New York City. We don’t say
that we should expect less from the UN’s impact. But it is worth noting that the effect also depends
on resources, and it may be wise to consider the limited resources with which the UN is achieving

its objectives.

10 Major UN Achievements

1. The UN’s work is a major factor in reducing the number of interstate and intrastate conflicts

and wars.

2. The UN’s work has created a global norm against the spread of nuclear weapons, facilitated
cooperation on the peaceful use of nuclear energy, and led to significant reductions in

nuclear arsenals.

3. In the past three years alone, the UN and its humanitarian partners have delivered life-sustaining

or lifesaving assistance to 342 million people.

4. The UN has saved millions of lives through leading the world to eradicate smallpox, containing

the 2014-2015 Ebola epidemic, and increasing vaccinations.
5. The UN has shaped how we talk about, define, and make policies around development.

6. The United Nations has created strong universal norms for human rights and workers’ rights,

including standards for work hours and pay.

7. The UN’s standards and cooperation mechanisms are at the core of global economic

cooperation and travel.
8. The UN was instrumental in the process of decolonization.

9. The UN’s Montreal Protocol phased out the production and use of ozone-depleting substances,

protecting the ozone layer and saving millions of lives.
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10 Major UN Achievements (continued)

10. Policymakers around the world rely on the scientific information provided by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change and the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC). The latter’s 2015 Paris Agreement created institutional structures for
today’s global climate diplomacy, influenced national policies, mobilized considerable finance,
and shaped norms, expectations, and accountability with respect to climate change and

the environment.

In section 4, we outline 10 recommendations to create the UN we must aspire to.

10 Core Recommendations for UN Reform

1. Make the UN less process-oriented and pivot toward impacts. UN reform must focus on the
specific role the UN plays in promoting global public goods and issues that require international

and transboundary collaboration, commitments, and accountability.
2. Restore the authority of the UN Charter and limit the use of force in interstate relations.

3. Rejuvenate the UN’s peacekeeping missions, starting with a redefinition of ambitions that

reflect the present state of the world and address new drivers of conflict.

4, Secure the commitment of more member states to more scaled, un-earmarked, and

pooled funding.

5. Adopt voting as a key process for determining positions at the UN on major goals and

spend less time trying to build consensus.
6. Put human resources reform at the center of any meaningful UN structural reform.

7. Stimulate meaningful cooperation through funding incentives, stronger lead agencies,

and expanded roles for resident coordinators.

7.1. Ensure that funders use pooled funds and insist on meaningful and extensive integrated

programming by key UN entities.

7.2. Strengthen the roles of lead agencies for certain sectors, UN resident coordinators who
lead UN country teams, and UN humanitarian coordinators who lead the UN’s humanitarian

response at the country level.
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10 Core Recommendations for UN Reform (continued)
7.3. At the country level, streamline overlapping coordination plans and mechanisms.
7.4. Uplift the UN regional and country office system to strengthen country support.

7.5. Improve the coordination function of the UN Economic and Social Council and the

Chief Executives Board for economic, social, and development issues.

7.6. Create a UN Global Economic Cooperation Council to bring the Bretton Woods
institutions and the World Trade Organization, which should also become part of the

UN system, closer to the UN system.

7.7. Make the Inter-Agency Standing Committee the central voice and advocacy tool for

humanitarian concerns.

7.8. To promote environmental action and coordination, give the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP) the explicit mandate to be the architect and coordinator
for the environment, which includes climate, biodiversity and land systems, pollution,

waste, and chemicals.

8. Increase monitoring and accountability for development issues by turning the Voluntary

National Reviews into a mandatory reporting mechanism.

9. Create UN mechanisms to hold states more accountable for climate, environment, and

biodiversity outcomes and also work outside the UNFCCC framework.

10. Refocus on the UN’s accountability to individuals, communities, and groups directly impacted

by crises, disasters, or emergencies (affected populations).

Because the geopolitical context may not enable the implementation of our suggestions at this mo-
ment in history, we present them as a future vision. Our recommendations are meant as what political
philosopher John Rawils calls realistic utopia. That is, they seek to strike a balance between unrealistic
aspirations and ideals, on the one hand, and realist pessimism amid today’s geopolitical constraints,
on the other.

In Defense of Multilateralism: The UN We Must Aspire To 7



SECTION 2: MAKING SENSE OF THE UN:
10 KEY DISTINCTIONS FOR UN REFORM

When critics describe the UN as “ineffective,” it’s unclear if they are discussing the shortcomings of
the UN Capital Development Fund’s program on expanding financial access in Myanmar; evaluating
the UN Refugee Agency’s management of the Domiz 1 camp for Internally Displaced Persons in Irag;
lamenting the political stalemate at the UN Security Council; questioning the impact of soft law ar-
rangements in global climate governance; or complaining about other aspects of multilateral cooper-
ation. As a matter of fact, many critics are confused by what the UN is. Admittedly, it is complicated.

This section highlights key distinctions that should be made by everyone commenting on the role
and reform of the UN. Are we concerned with the UN as a forum for member states or its interna-
tional bureaucracy? Are we sufficiently considering the many faces of the different funds, programs,
and agencies that make up the UN system? Are proposals clear about the UN’s work at the global level
versus the country level and what issue area they pertain to? Do arguments take into account that
the UN operates in a space of global governance without having a global government? Are discussions
sufficiently clear about the different functions and roles the various parts of the UN have? And when
calling for more coherence and coordination, are proponents clear about the various coordination
mechanisms that exist? The many necessary distinctions and activities of entities associated with the
UN system make sweeping statements problematic. Any generalizing statement claiming “The UN
is... 7 is necessarily wrong. For an appreciation of the work of the multilateral system, as well as its
shortcomings, bottlenecks, and reform requirements, it is essential to have focused discussions on

the various aspects of the UN’s work. Let us briefly address each key distinction in turn.

DISTINCTION 1

Forum for Member States Versus International Bureaucracy

A useful first distinction is to differentiate between the UN as a political forum for member states,
and the UN as a system of international agencies and bureaucracies. The former is often referred to
as the “first UN” and the latter as the “second UN.”® The “second UN” comprises the ecosystem of
various UN departments in the UN Secretariat, as well as its funds and programs. The “second UN”
is the operational arm of the organization that supports the political processes, produces data and
analysis, monitors human rights commitments, supports countries’ sustainable development efforts,
and engages in humanitarian relief the world over. The “second UN” is not independent from the
state-led processes of the “first UN.” Importantly, it receives its mandates and funds from states.

However, UN entities have their own legal personality.’

DISTINCTION 2

Political Processes Differ Across UN Organs

States come together as the “first UN” at the Security Council, the General Assembly, or the

Columbia SIPA Institute of Global Politics 8



Economic and Social Council (ECOSCOC) —three of the UN’s principal organs. Whereas all 193 UN
member states have an equal vote and voice in the General Assembly, the Security Council has only
15 members, 10 of which are elected and five of which hold permanent membership and the right
to veto decisions—the so-called P5. Thus, Global South countries have a clear majority in the UN
General Assembly, whereas the institutional arrangements in the Security Council heavily advantage
the P5."° The ECOSOC comprises 54 states elected by the General Assembly, which again changes
political dynamics. States are bound by institutional rules, but ultimately, the decisions made reflect

the geopolitics of the time.

DISTINCTION 3

There Are Many UNs

A common misconception is that one can consider “the UN” a monolith. The various entities that
make up the so-called UN family include the Secretariat of the UN, programs, funds, and offices
that are linked to the main UN’s bodies, such as the UN Development Programme, UNICEF, UN
Women, and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights or the High Commissioner for
Refugees. The UN family also includes an array of specialized and related agencies, such as the World
Health Organization (WHO), the International Labour Organization (ILO), and the International
Organization for Migration (IOM). Technically, even the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) are specialized UN agencies, although they are not typically considered UN entities." Spe-
cialized and related organizations, though formally associated with the UN, have their own member
states, governing bodies, underlying treaties, funding mechanisms, and legal personality. If we abol-
ished the UN tomorrow—which we are not suggesting—that would have no direct consequences
for the ILO or the World Bank. This also means that reform resolutions and decisions made within,
say, the General Assembly, do not have direct consequences for the independent agencies. Although
there is a large overlap in membership, procedurally it is challenging to address comprehensive UN
reform. Moreover, in some cases, the voting rules differ significantly. For example, whereas UN en-
tities predominantly vote on the one-country-one-vote principle, at the World Bank and IMF, how
much money states contribute determines the lion’s share of votes.’ This means that we may have
a majority of UN member states vote for a specific reform at the General Assembly, but this reform
cannot be adopted at the World Bank because states with more votes block such reform in the bank’s
governing body."? Another example is the Governing Body of the ILO, which is composed of 56 titular
members, of which, according to the ILO’s tripartite structure, 28 represent governments, 14 rep-
resent employers, and 14 represent workers.' Thus, in addition to agreement among governments,
reform proposals need the vote of employer and union representatives. The many UNs are relevant
for understanding not only political processes but also the operational activities of the “second UN.”
The multitude of funds, programs, and agencies is at the core of discussions on overlap, competition,

coherence, and cooperation (see Distinction 10 below).
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DISTINCTION 4

Global Versus Country-Level UN

The global mandates, functions, and processes of the UN are usually the most discussed UN topics. This
may apply to whatever key fora, platform, and headquarters people imagine in New York, Geneva, or
Nairobi. However, it is equally important to consider the role of the UN at regional, country, and some-
times sub-national levels. The UN works in over 1,100 locations across more than 190 countries.’ In
more than 170 countries, the UN provides technical support and assistance, collects and analyzes data,
mediates conflicts, or performs some combination thereof.'® For this reason, debates on the mandates,

actions, and impacts of the UN need to consider the national and sub-national UN activities equally.

DISTINCTION 5

Processes Vary Across Issue Areas
The way states negotiate, how civil society is included, and the role of the Security Council and of
treaties and binding agreements all depend significantly on the issue area of global cooperation. What

|((

international relations scholars call “international regimes,”'” such as the issue areas encompassing
disarmament, peacekeeping, climate change, human rights, sustainable development, and humani-
tarian assistance, determine many aspects of multilateral work. Sometimes criticisms stem from one

area, but do not apply to another area of work.

DISTINCTION 6

The UN Provides Governance Without Government

More than 30 years ago, international relations scholars James N. Rosenau and Ernst-Otto Czempiel
highlighted a specific aspect of our world order: The UN works toward a system of global governance
without being a global government.' None of the UN’s components can claim to have the power of
a world government. Clearly, discussions on the role of the UN and questions about its effectiveness
and impact must recognize that it was built without the power to hold states accountable or enforce
decisions and rules. It needs the support of member states, in particular the permanent members of

the Security Council and the troop and police contributors, to take executive action.

DISTINCTION 7

Different Funding Sources Determine the Scope of UN Actions

Understanding the UN’s funding is essential for understanding the direction and impact of UN activ-
ities. Importantly, there are four types of contributions to the UN. Assessed contributions are the
specific dues all members have to pay according to a particular formula. In 2023, one-fifth of the
US$67.6 billion total UN budget came from assessed contributions.' Another 8 percent of the total UN
budget came from untied, core contributions to the various programs. The lion’s share of 61 percent

came from voluntary earmarked contributions, a category in which the donor ties the funding to
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a specific issue, country, or region and thus limits the flexibility and objectives of the UN’s activities.

Lastly, 10 percent of the total revenue came from other activities, such as investments, or services

rendered to governments or other UN entities.?

DISTINCTION 8

Different Functions of the “First UN”

A meaningful discussion on what the UN can and should do must differentiate between different ac-

tivities and functions its various parts may fulfill (Figure 1). The political processes of the “first UN”

can serve as:

A universal forum for discussions among states that is open to all states and always available to
all parties. Rule-based discussions and social norms influence the UN’s role as a forum.

A crucial mechanism for norm setting, especially through conventions, negotiated in the
General Assembly, the governing bodies of specialized agencies, or at UN summits and conferences
on specific topics. These treaties establish rules, standards, and practices, but they become legally
binding only when ratified by national authorities. Ratification is voluntary; therefore, different
conventions are binding for different sets of countries. Some norms are also set through simple
resolutions, such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, or soft law instruments, such as the
2018 global compacts for refugees and on migration. Whereas political bodies at the UN may create
rules, norms, and standards, the responsibility for implementation is in the hands of other entities,
including UN agencies and member states.

A norm-compliance watchdog. The Human Rights Council, the Universal Periodic Review for
human rights, the General Assembly, the UN Security Council, and other bodies can and often do
act as monitors of state actions.

A norm enforcer. When the UN Security Council is not divided, it can enforce norms by legally
binding decisions, authorizing the use of force and declaring sanctions. However, in the absence of an

actual UN standing army, the council does not have military power on its own to enforce its decisions.

DISTINCTION 9

Different Functions of the “Second UN”

The entities of the second UN may serve as:

A mediator between conflict parties, e.g., through the “good offices” of the Secretary-General.
A forger or influencer of alliances among states or entities. UN entities can convince specific
member states, which will act in the fora of the first UN, of certain positions and influence how they
perceive their own interests.

A provider of peacebuilding and peacekeeping at the national level.

A norm-compliance watchdog, especially with regard to human rights.

A creator of ideas and technical norms.

A designer and collector of data.
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A provider of technical assistance and expertise at the global and national level.

» A provider of essential services, especially in so-called failed and fragile states and areas with
weak or limited statehood.

* A liaison with civil society and the private sector. Among others, the UN Secretariat, pro-
grams, and specialized agencies support the ECOSOC NGO accreditation process and the inclusion
of civil society voices in the annual High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development, various
commissions, the climate-change-related COPs, the UN Environment Assembly, and other annual
convenings, as well as private-sector collaboration through the UN Global Compact. Having a forum
for civil society and related issues is one of the greatest advantages of the UN system. Many issues,
such as gender equality, labor standards, and environmental protection, have gained importance
because of the strong interaction with civil society.

¢ A mobilizer and channeler of funding into global, regional, and national activities. Unlike the World
Bank, the UN usually does not have significant levels of its own funding. However, UN-led donor con-
ferences, bilateral funding facilitation, or global appeals can mobilize and channel significant amounts
of money for crises and causes. In addition to the mobilization of such funds, by bringing countries

and donors together, the UN’s role reduces fragmentation and promotes cohesiveness of funding.

FIGURE 1: VARIOUS FUNCTIONS OF THE FIRST AND SECOND UN

olig;
'thaI ”
OCO&
Universal So
Funding forum Norm Op
mobilization setting (3
QA\
Norm- "2
Civil society compliance B,
liaison watchdog [
Zz
Essential Norm
services ®.‘ enforcer
L
Technical Norm-
assistance compliance
watchdog
Data
PN collection Mediation &
% Alliance
Cx. Building
% Ideas_& Peacebuilding
0\9 Technical & peacekeepin
Op Norms P ping
W
sllt,'t.
les

Source: Authors.
Columbia SIPA Institute of Global Politics 12



DISTINCTION 10

The UN Promotes Coherence, Cooperation, and Integration of Its Disparate Components
The “second UN’s” operations are divided into three dozen funds, programs, and agencies. For this
reason, since the beginning of the UN’s work, questions of coordination and coherent approaches
have been at the heart of many reform debates. General criticisms of the UN as “uncoordinated” fall
short of reflecting an understanding of what coordination means, the level the UN should be address-
ing, and why 100 percent coherence may not be in anyone’s interests.

Interagency cooperation can be measured along five main dimensions. (1) The frequency of coop-
eration; (2) the mode or intensity of cooperation; (3) the geographic level of cooperation, especially
whether cooperation takes place at the headquarters, regional, national, or sub-national level; (4) the
extent of issues covered by collaborative systems; and (5) to what extent a broad range of agencies
partake in activities (inclusiveness).?' The continuum of cooperation modes starts with basic coordi-
nation. Coordination aims at avoiding conflict and overlap between the activities of different actors.
It is often limited to sharing information in institutional working groups. Cooperation or collaboration
involves a higher-intensity partnership that enhances activities through the buy-in, resources, and
expertise of the involved actors. The mode with the highest interaction intensity is based on full-
fledged joint, integrated programming that creates synergies between the unique strengths of the
involved partners.?

As a matter of fact, there are many global, regional, and country-level coordination mechanisms.
Under the chairmanship of the UN Secretary-General, the Chief Executives Board for Coordination
(CEB) provides broad guidance, coordination, and strategic direction for 30 UN funds, programs,
and specialized and related agencies. The UN Sustainable Development Group serves as a high-level
forum for joint policy formation and decision-making. It guides, supports, tracks, and oversees the
coordination of development operations in 162 countries and territories and brings together the
executive heads of 38 UN member entities. Since 1991, the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC)
has served as the highest-level humanitarian coordination forum of the United Nations system. It
brings together the executive heads of 19 organizations and consortia to formulate policy, set strate-
gic priorities, and mobilize resources in response to humanitarian crises. There are regional refugee
and migration plans, such as the 3RP for the Syrian crisis, and at the country level, where operational
coherence matters most, the various UN entities working in the country coordinate their work in
so-called UN Country Teams. For at least 153 countries, the UN works on the basis of nationally
owned UN Sustainable Development Cooperation Frameworks (formerly known as UN Development
Assistance Frameworks, or UNDAFs) that provide a system-wide overview of key UN activities and
functions in a country. Since 1997, more than 650 such plans have been adopted, predominantly in

low- and medium-income countries around the world (Figure 2).%
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FIGURE 2: NUMBER OF COUNTRIES COVERED
BY A UN COOPERATION FRAMEWORK (1997-2025)

160

120

80

40

N 00 O © — N 0 S D O N 00 O O — AN O < 10D O 00O O —m N M <
N O O O O O O O O O © © O — ™— — — — — — — — — N N N N N
O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O O
— — — AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN AN NN NN NN
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This does not mean that the UN does not need better coordination. But any discussion on coordi-
nation and coherence must be based on a thorough understanding of past and current mechanisms
and why they may or may not be sufficient or adequate. It is also important to note that in some cases,
integration can actually harm the UN’s effectiveness. For example, in countries in crisis, keeping the
peacekeeping forces, political missions, and humanitarian endeavors separate may be an important
precondition for safeguarding the neutrality and credibility of humanitarian actors.

To sum up this section, the multilateral system is too multifaceted and complex for simple, gener-
alizing statements about its failures and successes. Any serious reform proposal must be based on
the opportunities and constraints of the UN’s institutional design, the heterogeneity of the actors
and processes, and the geopolitical realities hindering (or facilitating) the UN’s efforts to reach its

full potential.
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SECTION 3: IN DEFENSE OF MULTILATERALISM:
10 MAJOR UN ACHIEVEMENTS

In this section, we offer a short defense of multilateralism. We do so not through abstract theoret-
ical reasoning but through a list of 10 tangible achievements. These achievements clearly show that
multilateral processes have more impact on the world than they are given credit for. This is not a
comprehensive list, but it showcases the power that collective action can have — power that we must
replicate, amplify, and strengthen, as we will discuss in the subsequent section on reform ideas.
Before we get to these remarkable multilateral achievements, it is worth stressing that people call-
ing for greater effectiveness and impact from the UN’s work frequently fail to consider the modest
size of the UN’s operations (Figure 3). For example, the budget for UN peacekeeping operations
in 2025 was less than the budget of the New York City Police Department (NYPD).* The UN’s en-
tire peacekeeping budget amounts to a meager
0.6 percent of the US defense budget. In other

words, the US government spent 160 times as  1he entire UN budget is only slightly more than

much on defense as all 11 active UN peacekeep-  half of the annual budget of New York City.
ing missions combined.?® Beyond peacekeeping,

if we compare the expenses of the entire UN system, which includes the funds, programs, research
and training institutes, specialized agencies, and related agencies, the combined UN expenses on hu-
manitarian assistance, human rights, climate, health, education, economic development, elections,
peacekeeping and peacebuilding, and overall global governance, correspond to less than 9 percent

of the US military budget.?” Using a different comparison, the entire UN budget is only slightly more
than half of the annual budget of New York City.*® We don’t say that we should expect less from the
UN’s impact. But it is worth noting that the effect also depends on resources, and it may be wise to

consider the limited resources with which the UN is achieving its objectives.

FIGURE 3: BUDGET COMPARISONS ILLUSTRATE THE RELATIVELY
SMALL FUNDING FOR UN OPERATIONS (IN US$ BILLIONS)

5.6
1124 60% 67.6
5.6 & :
11 active UN NYPD UN peacekeeping US defense NYC Total UN US defense
peacekeeping missions operations budget budget budget budget
Budget for 2024-2025 (in USS$ billions) Budget for 2024-2025 (in US$ billions) Budget for 2023 (in US$ billions)

Source: Various UN and government sources.
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The UN was instrumental in bringing about the longest period of relative peace in modern history. The
United Nations was designed to avoid a repetition of the failures of the League of Nations—which was
unable to prevent the Second World War, barely two decades after its creation at the end of the First
World War. From the outset, the priority of the UN has been “to save succeeding generations from

the scourge of war.”?* With regard to world peace, we count the following achievements by the UN:

ACHIEVEMENT 1

The UN’s work is a major factor in reducing the number of interstate and intrastate
conflicts and wars. It is frustrating and disheartening that the UN has been unable to stop
some of the current conflicts, such as in Gaza, Ukraine, Sudan, and Iran. However, it is im-
portant to stress that until recently, the UN could claim a measure of success in the pur-
suit of that goal. The eight decades that have elapsed since the end of WWII have had their
share of conflicts and violence, but in the long arc of history, they look much better than
the short interval between the two world

wars. And although many factors have
contributed to the longest period of rel-  The eight decades that have elapsed since the

ative peace in modern history, the UN  end of WWII have had their share of conflicts
can take credit for having been a major ~ and violence, but in the long arc of history, they
factor in that progress.*® The number of ~ look much better than the short interval
interstate conflicts declined significantly ~ between the two world wars.

after 1945, and it is only in the last few

years that interstate conflict has picked up again. Part of that decline may be attributed to
nuclear deterrence, but much of it has reflected the strengthening of the norm prohibiting the
unilateral use of force in interstate relations.?' The UN plays a critical role in reducing conflict

by driving coordinated international responses—through resolutions, preventive diplomacy,

peace operations, peacebuilding, ceasefire efforts, good offices, and the promotion of norms
against the use of force—that shape state behavior and support the success of peace pro-
cesses. This includes actions by the General Assembly that are often crucial to the success

of peace initiatives and that can directly prompt measures like ceasefires and withdrawals,
exemplifying the UN’s tangible impact on limiting and resolving conflicts.

During that same period after 1945, there was a marked increase in intrastate conflict. The
UN was not designed to prevent such conflicts, but remarkably, it invented new tools that have
helped prevent or end intrastate conflict as well as containing interstate conflict: Peacekeeping
is not mentioned in the charter, but it has played a crucial role over the years. In the Cold War
period, the UN served primarily as a tool to prevent local conflicts from escalating into global
conflicts that could lead to a third world war. In the post-Cold War period, it has helped end civil
wars in Cambodia, Cote d’Ivoire, Liberia, Mozambique, Namibia, Sierra Leone, and Timor Leste,
as well as mitigate the impact of conflict on civilian lives.** Scholars have shown how peacekeep-

ing efforts can contain conflict and reduce its impact. Statistics bear out that assessment,
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especially during the period when there were no major disagreements between the perma-
nent members of the Security Council.** Tens of thousands of lives have been saved thanks to

the United Nations— possibly millions, if one counts the wars that have been avoided.*

ACHIEVEMENT 2

The UN’s work has created a global norm against the spread of nuclear weapons,
facilitated cooperation on the peaceful use of nuclear energy, and led to significant
reductions in nuclear arsenals. This was achieved not only through the 1970 Treaty on the
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) and the 1996 Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban
Treaty, but also through the comprehensive safeguards agreements between the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and non-nuclear weapons states that provided every state with

an assurance that others are abiding by their non-proliferation obligations.*

The UN has provided lifesaving humanitarian aid to hundreds of millions and saved millions
of lives through promoting vaccinations, eradicating smallpox, and containing the Ebola ep-
idemic. It also has shaped our notion of policies to promote development, created global
standards for essential human rights and workers’ rights, and is at the core of global economic
cooperation. There are many examples of effective multilateralism in the area of development

and human rights, including health. These include the achievements below.

ACHIEVEMENT 3

In the past three years alone, the UN and its humanitarian partners have delivered
life-sustaining or lifesaving assistance to 342 million people.” Despite decreased fund-
ing and access constraints, in 2025 alone, at least one form of the UN’s lifesaving humanitarian
aid reached 98 million people.*® Of these, 62 million people received food security assistance,
agriculture and livelihood assistance, or both in the first six months of 2025. Humanitarian

protection services helped at least 22 million people across 32 operations.*

ACHIEVEMENT 4

The UN has saved millions of lives through leading the world to eradicate smallpox,
containing the 2014-2015 Ebola epidemic, and increasing vaccinations. The World
Health Organization (WHO) led a global campaign to fight smallpox, which resulted in the
eradication of the disease in 1980. Consequently, it saved millions of lives and prevented gen-
erations of people everywhere from needing to be vaccinated, in addition to saving the costs
of vaccinating against or treating the disease. This achievement was possible only because
every country in the world eliminated smallpox. A single country, no matter how powerful,

could not have achieved this outcome on its own.*°

In Defense of Multilateralism: The UN We Must Aspire To 17



In 2014, the outbreak of the highly contagious and deadly Ebola virus in West Africa consti-
tuted a major global health crisis. Many parts of the UN were chiefly involved in addressing this
crisis. The WHO designated the outbreak a public health emergency of international concern.
The UN Security Council encouraged the governments of affected countries in West Africa
to create appropriate national mechanisms and to resolve and mitigate the wider political,
security, socioeconomic, and humanitarian dimensions of the Ebola outbreak.*' In response
to the outbreak, many countries created travel and trade bans to and from West African
countries. The Council subsequently expressed concern about the detrimental effect of the
isolation of the affected countries and called on member states to lift general travel and bor-
der restrictions.*> Under the guidance of the WHO, the Secretary-General created the first UN
emergency health mission. The UN Mission for Ebola Emergency Response (UNMEER) was
essential, and its work was largely successful in containing the West African Ebola epidemic
by coordinating UN agencies, achieving 70 percent case isolation and safe burials within two
months, and mobilizing over US$5 billion in global support. Many other UN agencies were also
involved. For example, the United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP’s) Ebola Crisis
Response and Resilience Programme focused on the delivery of essential services, addressing
the gender-specific impacts of the disease and recovery from its socioeconomic impacts.*
Although it was not without its challenges, UNMEER and the UN’s involvement is a historic
example of effective multilateral action.*

UNICEF’s work on vaccinations alone saves three million lives per year. UNICEF supplies vac-
cines to 45 percent of the world’s children,* without which diseases such as polio, measles,

diphtheria, and tetanus can spread fast and cost many lives.

ACHIEVEMENT 5

The UN has shaped how we talk about, define, and make policies around develop-
ment. Since 1990, UNDP’s Human Development Index has promoted a vision of development
that focuses on improving the lives people lead rather than assuming that economic growth
will lead development. Following the 2000 Millennium Summit, the UN created first the
Millennium Development Goals and then (in 2015) the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). Undoubtedly these goals, with their specific targets and indicators, have influenced
policies around the world on urban development, economic growth, poverty alleviation, en-
vironmental protection, gender equality, peaceful societies, and other aspects of sustainable
development. The UN not only had a role in drafting these goals, but worked closely with
governments, the private sector, and civil society partners to collect data, monitor progress
(or the lack thereof), and design policies and programs.“® Since 1964, the UN Trade and
Development (UNCTAD) agency has shifted the discourse on the international financial
architecture and indebtedness, investment, and trade.*” In addition to setting standards and
providing technical assistance on development, the UN works toward ensuring adequate

funding to enable meaningful development.
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ACHIEVEMENT 6

The United Nations has created strong universal norms on human rights and work-
ers’ rights, including standards for work hours and pay. The UN adopted the 1948
Universal Declaration on Human Rights, as well as the nine core international human rights
instruments, such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights; the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women; the Convention Against Torture; the Convention
on the Rights of the Child; and the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Racial Discrimination. Most of these treaties currently are legally binding for between 170
and 196 countries and territories. The “universality” of human rights speaks not only to the
near-universal coverage but also to the conceptualization that human rights apply to all peo-
ple. The norms that have been created under the umbrella of the UN state that human beings
have these rights solely by the virtue of their humanity. These treaties have specific monitor-
ing bodies that assess states’ compliance with their international obligations. Since 2006, for
example, all countries have undergone the Universal Periodic Review, which calls for each UN
member state to undergo a peer review of its human rights records every 4.5 years.

Also, the 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples sets an “authoritative
standard that is influencing states and other powerful actors in the world, even if only incre-
mentally.””® The International Labour Organization (ILO) has been critical in establishing and
promoting important workers’ rights, including those involving work hours and pay, and fight-
ing child labor. Founded in 1919 as part of the Treaty of Versailles, the ILO was a pioneering
body that established international labor standards addressing various aspects of workers’
rights, including work hours, pay, safety, and freedom from discrimination. The ILO, which be-
came a specialized UN agency in 1946, is also a key player in reducing child labor, which affects
more than 138 million children worldwide. The Convention on the Rights of the Child, the
1973 ILO Minimum Age Convention (No. 138), and the universally ratified 1999 ILO Worst
Forms of Child Labour Convention (No. 182) set legal boundaries for child labor and pro-
vided grounds for national and international actions to end it. In addition, the ILO sets global
standards for child labor statistics and runs the International Programme on the Elimination of
Child Labour. Periodic review processes have incentivized states to incorporate human rights
into their national law and policy frameworks. Human and labor rights, as well as environmen-
tal standards created within the UN, have also been incorporated into the work of multilateral
development banks and other international organizations, as well as into the private sector,

further amplifying the reach of such norms.

ACHIEVEMENT 7

The UN’s standards and cooperation mechanisms are at the core of global economic
cooperation and travel. Many people think the UN’s actions are not directly relevant to their

personal lives. However, the UN’s 1968 Vienna Convention on Road Signs and Signals makes
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sure travelers from all over the world recognize road signs wherever they go. The International
Civil Aviation Organization (ICAQ), a specialized UN agency, helps 193 countries cooperate
and share their skies, to their mutual benefit. The ICAO defines the guidelines that govern
civil aviation worldwide and is essential for the safety, efficiency, and regularity of global air
mobility. Another example is the Universal Postal Union (UPU), a specialized UN agency es-
tablished in 1874 that is the second-oldest existing international organization. The UPU’s har-
monized framework for global postal exchanges not only allows each of us to send letters
and packages around the globe, it also enabled cross-border commerce long before private
logistics networks could.” In fact, Amazon’s transformation from an online bookstore into
one of the world’s largest e-commerce ecosystems is based on the multilateral infrastructure
underpinning international postal cooperation. These multilateral agreements effectively built
the connective tissue of global e-commerce, setting the logistical and regulatory foundations

that allowed Amazon to grow at extraordinary speed and scale.*

ACHIEVEMENT 8

The UN was instrumental in the process of decolonization. \When the UN was founded in
1945, European colonial powers still held, and in some cases had reasserted, control over vast
regions of Asia, Africa, and the Pacific. Twenty years later, the United Nations had expanded
to 117 members, the majority of them newly independent former colonies. This shift was
accomplished in part through the work
of the UN Trusteeship Council, a prin-
cipal UN organ established to oversee  Through political activities, norm setting, and
the transition of so-called trust territo-  international development assistance, the UN
ries from colonial rule to independence. ~ Was instrumental in managing decolonization
Even more importantly, a rising coalition ~ and related state-building processes peacefully
of Global South countries gave fresh sub-  in the postwar era up to the 1990s.

stance to the UN Charter’s commitment

to self-determination and mobilized the UN to bring formal colonialism to an end.> Through

political activities, norm setting, and international development assistance, the UN was in-
strumental in managing decolonization and related state-building processes peacefully in the

postwar era up to the 1990s.

Many success stories show the UN’s impact on protecting the environment and addressing climate
change. Through its convening power, treaty-making authority, financial mechanisms, and strategic
partnerships, the UN has enabled collective responses to climate change, biodiversity loss,>* pollu-
tion, and resource management, embedding environmental concerns into broader peace, rights, and

development agendas.
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ACHIEVEMENT 9

The Montreal Protocol phased out the production and use of ozone-depleting sub-
stances, effectively protecting the ozone layer and saving millions of lives. The
Montreal Protocol, a treaty negotiated under the auspices of the UN Environment Programme
(UNEP), saw universal ratification. Thanks to the treaty, the ozone layer is projected to re-
cover by the middle of this century, saving an estimated two million people from skin can-
cer each year by 2030.** Similarly, incidences of exposure to mercury and other hazardous
chemicals have been reduced primarily because UNEP has taken on transboundary topics.
Although these efforts are still under development, taxes on shipping, the plastics treaty, and
the 2023 Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction Agreement, also known as the High Seas
Treaty, have all come about because of the UN’s forceful advocacy and action for transbound-
ary topics related to the environment. The UN General Assembly resolution on the human
right to a clean, safe, and sustainable environment is used by many to argue for clean air and

water in sub-national contexts.>

ACHIEVEMENT 10

Policymakers around the world rely on the scientific information provided by
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The latter’s 2015 Paris Agreement cre-
ated institutional structures for today’s global climate diplomacy, influenced na-
tional policies, mobilized considerable finance, and shaped norms, expectations,
and accountability with respect to climate change and the environment. Created in
1988 by the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and UNEP, the IPCC is the world’s
premier science-policy interface on climate change science. Evidence-based policymaking is
difficult when the science is complex, as it is for climate issues. Hence, the IPCC brings to-
gether the world’s leading scientists to provide authoritative, in-depth scientific information
that governments and other stakeholders use to design climate policies. IPCC reports are key
touchstones for international climate change negotiations.>

Before the UNFCCC was established in 1992, climate action was fragmented. The UNFCCC
created the first legally recognized framework that obligated countries to report emissions,
share data, and negotiate collective action. The Paris Agreement introduced Nationally
Determined Contributions, requiring countries to submit climate action plans and strengthen
them every five years. At present, nearly all countries have adopted policies to reduce emis-
sions, many of which would not exist without the Paris process. Examples include US climate
measures included in the Inflation Reduction Act; the European Green Deal; and China’s
pledge to peak emissions before 2030 and aim for carbon neutrality by 2060. Although still
insufficient, these policies represent a major shift, since climate action is now mainstreamed
into national development planning. UN agencies such as UNDP, UNEP, FAO (Food and
Agriculture Organization), IFAD (International Fund for Agricultural Development), WHO,
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and UN-Habitat operationalize these commitments in climate resilience, sustainable agricul-
ture, health care, and urban sustainability, and work with countries to revise their policies.*
The UN has mobilized finance, technology, and capacity for climate-related impacts. Under the
UNFCCC framework, countries have collectively agreed to shift US$100 billion per year from
developed to developing countries to support adaptation and mitigation measures. Mecha-
nisms like the Green Climate Fund (GCF), the Global Environment Facility (GEF), and the
Technology Mechanism were created to channel resources to needed climate investments.
Lastly, the Paris Agreement established a so-called ratchet mechanism requiring regular re-
view and transparency, increasing political and social pressure on governments and corpora-
tions. Major corporations and financial institutions, outside the direct reach of international
law, now make net-zero commitments aligned with Paris targets. The agreements have also
empowered civil society, inspired youth movements, and boosted litigation. Courts increas-
ingly reference the Paris goals in climate lawsuits.*® Public opinion has shifted, with surveys

in many nations showing stronger climate concern and expectations for action since 2015.*°

This section showcased some important achievements of the UN, but this was by no means a com-
prehensive list. Two achievements we did not elaborate on: (1) the UN’s achievements related to
coordinating the international statistical system, particularly through the Statistical Commission, and
(2) its role in creating the System of National Accounts, an internationally agreed-upon standard set
of recommendations for how to compile measures of economic activity, used by almost all countries
in the world.®® Some of the successes outlined here, however, may not be fully uncontested. And all
of the mentioned achievements come with certain caveats. Nonetheless, there is clear and substantial
evidence that multilateral cooperation can have concrete and massive impacts.

It is a truism that many of today’s problems are too big for any one state to handle on its own. But
we also acknowledge that we must ask more from both the “first UN” and the “second UN.” In the next

section, we outline our vision for UN reform.
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SECTION 4: OUR VISION FOR UN REFORM:
10 CORE RECOMMENDATIONS

We need to be ambitious about the role of the UN. In this section, we highlight 10 specific recommen-

dations for a UN we should aspire to.

RECOMMENDATION 1

Make the UN less process-oriented and pivot toward impacts. UN reform must focus on the
specific role the UN plays in promoting global public goods and issues that require inter-
national and transboundary collaboration, commitments, and accountability. Global public
goods and transboundary topics that require the UN’s attention include protecting the climate and
biodiversity; fighting pollution and global disease; governing the high seas and outer space; fostering
global and regional peace; creating global regimes on artificial intelligence, cross-boundary taxes, and
trade; judicious global debt relief; and accessible development finance. In an unlevel international
playing field, the UN’s role is normative. It is an entity that upholds values of justice, equity, and high
standards. This is not only a technical role—it is inherently political and normative. Debates on the
reform of the UN must be based on the fact that all states and societies have a responsibility to col-
laborate on global public goods.®' The specific mandate, fundamental character, and legal personality
make the UN more than an instrument of great power interests. In the era of “my country first,” it
is paramount to safeguard the legitimacy of the UN, to recognize its mandate, and to emphasize its
unique and essential role in addressing global and regional public goods.

The UN needs a stronger focus on measured outcomes and impact. Its internal reforms have
focused more on processes than on outcomes. The UN entities’ activities in development, human-
itarian assistance, climate change mitigation, human rights, gender equality, and security need to
steer past descriptions of activities toward clear

identifications of measurable impacts, especially
those that can be attributed to the UN and  The UN needs a stronger focus on measured

demonstrate its added value. We say this in full ~outcomes and impact. Its internal reforms have
awareness of the methodological challenges. focused more on processes than on outcomes.
The UN is rarely the only actor working on a
specific issue, and often an empowered government deserves the credit for certain outcomes. We
don’t need a boisterous UN that claims to have single-handedly solved conflicts, pulled people out of
poverty, or overcome the climate crisis. But the various parts of the system must focus on collecting,
assessing, and focusing on outcomes and impacts. Given the methodological, high-resolution, and
high-frequency data now available, sidestepping the responsibility to provide credible, measured
impact is not an option.

The UN needs to prioritize and be strategic. Driven by divergent donor interests, broad requests
from partner countries, and proactive entrepreneurship on the part of UN bureaucracies, so far,
the UN has found it easier to add to its list of goals than to prioritize. Calls for the UN to “go back to
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basics” are usually based on a limited understanding of the actual work of the UN and its governance.

However, the UN must be pushed to prioritize better for greater impact.

RECOMMENDATION 2

Restore the authority of the UN Charter and limit the use of force in interstate relations.
Member states must address the fundamental question of the use of force ininterstate relations and
how the authority of the charter can be restored on that critical issue. The threat posed by non-state
actors to states, combined with the incapacity of some states to control their territory, has led to a
dramatic expansion of the concept of self-defense, which has altered the balancethat had been estab-
lished by the charter. Article 51 of the UN Charter recognizes the right of self-defense as an exception
to the prohibition on the use of force contained in Article 2 of the charter. In the majority of cases
where force would be used, it should be authorized by the Security Council under Article 42 of the
charter, which recognizesthe UN’s mandate to be the guardian of the international legal order defined
by the charter.

The attacks of 9/11 and the response to them started a process that destroyed that balance.
By striking Afghanistan for not having prevented the attack of al-Qaeda, the United States could
claim that it was shoring up the principle that a state should be held responsible for any aggression
launched from its territory, and was thus restoring an international order of which states are the
building blocks. But the practical consequences have been quite different: Targeted killings com-
mitted by intelligence operatives or contract killers, drone strikes, and finally bombings of military
and non-military targets have turned what was supposed to be a rare exception into common prac-
tice. The assassination of Osama bin Laden by the United States in Pakistan, of various terrorists
by Israel in Arab countries, or of a Kremlin opponent by Russia in Germany, could still be seen as
isolated acts of violence rather than war. The same cannot be said of the 2003 invasion of Iraq led
by the United States and the United Kingdom, the 2014 and 2022 invasions of Ukraine by Russia, the
bombing of Iran by Israel and the United States in 2025 and 2026, or the United States’ bombing of
Venezuela and kidnapping of Venezuelan President Nicolds Maduro. Preemptive military action, ad-
missible under international law to stop an imminent attack,* became preventive action, in the
case of Irag and Iran, to stop a state from becoming a nuclear power, and in the case of Ukraine,
to stop a state from becoming a potential enemy.®®* What remains is such a broad interpretation of
self-defense that it is no longer a meaningful constraint and hollows out the most important provi-
sions of the charter.

In alignment with a substantial group of other scholars, we believe that military action is justified for
reasons of self-defense only to preempt an imminent attack.** An overwhelming majority of member
states consider the broadening trend to be dangerous for their own security.® These countries should
build political coalitions to reverse it and restore the prohibition of the use of force beyond the nar-
row confines of self-defense after an attack occurs or where it is imminent, where no other means

would deflect the attack, and where the action is proportionate.
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The looser interpretation of the UN Charter is all the more damaging as new tools have been wea-
ponized, creating new battlefields, blurring the line that should separate war from peace. This evo-
lution, which is de facto abrogating a key provision of the UN Charter, should make it a priority for
member states to build as broad a consensus as possible on what self-defense is, on what use of force
means, on what is an act of war. Without such definitions, the UN is unlikely to remain relevant in the
future. That consensus is not out of reach if one considers that while many states are wary of any
initiative that could infringe on their sovereign responsibility for the management of domestic affairs,
a vast majority, which may include China, prefer a world in which interstate relations are governed
by rules rather than raw power. One possible way to facilitate agreement would be to broaden the
debate on the use of force and explore whether an international consensus can be built on the rules

that should govern the weaponization of economic power.

RECOMMENDATION 3

Rejuvenate the UN’s peacekeeping missions, starting with a redefinition of ambitions that
reflect the present state of the world and address new drivers of conflict. The success of
peacekeeping operations hasin large part been determined by the level of political backing that such
operations receive. In the present fractured political context,*® peacekeeping operations can at best
mitigate the consequences of conflict for civilian populations and end up playing a humanitarian role
rather than a political one. This needs to change.

A rejuvenation of peacekeeping should start with a redefinition of its ambitions, reflecting the pres-
ent state of the world, and also new drivers of conflict: On the one hand, many issues, including
those related to security, cut across borders, and taking a strictly national approach—as is the case
in traditional peacekeeping operations—no longer works, as the movement of people, money, and
weapons increasingly ignores borders. On the other hand, states are wary of foreign intervention,
and the shifting balance of power, illustrated by the growing engagement of China in peacekeeping,
reinforces that reality. Meanwhile, conflicts are increasingly driven by money rather than ideology,
and controlling the flows of money that fund conflict parties becomes more important. Peacekeeping
should take stock of all those evolutions. A mission should not necessarily be confined to one country,
but it should also avoid substituting for the government it has been called to help. That approach may
lead to a more limited political role, but also to greater engagement with the security sector of the
country, which may include seconding UN personnel to national security actors. Redesigned political
and security strategies could then be complemented by a more robust approach to the economic and
financial drivers of conflict. The UN could develop its capacity to track, and, if required by the Security
Council, to monitor and check the financial flows that fuel a conflict. Such rethinking of peacekeeping
will require patient efforts to build a new political consensus around it, and should complement the
parallel efforts to restore a measure of consensus on the limits of the use of force and coercion in

international relations.
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RECOMMENDATION 4

Secure the commitment of more member states to more scaled, un-earmarked, and pooled
funding. Arguably the biggest impediments to the UN’s efforts to reach its potential are its limited
budgets. Some of the countries with the largest assessed contributions are constantly in arrears, lead-
ing to an annual budget crisis for the UN Secretariat. As a starting point, the global community must
collectively request that these states pay their dues in full and on time. More profoundly, the great ma-
jority of funding is voluntary, earmarked, and small-scale, coming from a handful of donors. In recent
times, funding rules and practices have sidelined multilateralism.®” This trend must be reversed. More
member states must contribute to UN activities. We are currently seeing budget cuts in many UN
entities. Global humanitarian and emergency appeals often reach barely 50 percent of the required
(orrequested) resources. It is time for governments to abide by their responsibilities and provide the
UN with the needed funding. Importantly, donors should not undermine efforts for more cohesion
and prioritization by requesting that UN entities deal with donors’ pet projects —especially small-scale
projects that lead to a fragmentation of operations. The much-critiqued lack of interagency coopera-
tion is often directly caused by specific donor interests.

Donors should contribute to pooled funds that are dependable, multiyear endeavors with key
conditions: Resources need to be allocated and programmed based on a performance framework
with strong and measurable results that are additional and credible; implementation must be under-
taken by countries as the UN provides on-demand advice and service; UN agencies must be required
to program together in a coherent and collaborative manner. Programming should be based on data-
supported evidence of country needs, but also alighment with other actors (internal and external),
and the likelihood of making a difference. It must be designed in a way that does not subtract from
other efforts but rather builds on existing and planned efforts, so as to be truly additional. Applying
these conditions will ensure that UN agencies build for scale and results and that they cooperate
rather than compete. Indeed, research shows that jointly mobilizing resources is key to overcom-
ing the limitations of inter-UN-agency cooperation.®® Many of these conditions were already agreed
upon in the 2024 Funding Compact for the UN’s support to the SDGs.® However, it is high time for
the global community to demand that donor states abide by these guidelines to ensure an effective,

flexible UN that can prioritize and collaborate meaningfully.

RECOMMENDATION 5

Adopt voting as a key process for determining positions at the UN on major goals and
spend less time trying to build consensus. Building consensus is an important goal for any politi-
cal community. This includes the diplomatic world of the UN, which is why almost three-quarters of all
General Assembly resolutions are adopted by consensus.” Consensus-based decision-making can be
critical for creating universal acceptance of norms. Legally, declarations approved by consensus are
considered “agreed-upon language.” Consensus-based processes cultivate discussion, participation,

and responsibility, and avoid the so-called tyranny of the majority.”
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However, in certain contexts, consensus decisions can boil down to the lowest common denomi-
nator. They often dilute ambitious proposals to the point where they become meaningless or lead to
the UN shying away from hard topics for which there can be no unanimity. Thus, a focus on consensus
can significantly slow progress, make it incremental, and empower obstructionists. It is hard to craft
a steadfast, rigid rule relating to this problem, and consensus building may continue as a priority ob-
jective. However, we encourage presidents of the UN General Assembly, ECOSOC, and other bodies
to be more forthcoming about using voting as the foundation of decision-making rather than being
shy about it. Another way to allow progressive development of areas of international cooperation is
to explicitly allow and encourage clubs of states to deepen their standards and mechanisms for these

issue areas.

RECOMMENDATION 6

Put human resources reform at the center of any meaningful UN structural reform. Human
resources and procurement reform is a sine qua non of the organization. UN staff have been de-
scribed as the “foot soldiers of multilateralism.””? The work of the UN entities is premised on having a
smart, committed, well-trained, culturally sensi-

tive, and ethical workforce. The UN must be able
to recruit, retain, promote, manage, and train  Member states will have to decide whether

the best analysts, mediators, program designers, ~ they want a merit-based international career
legal experts, and communicators.”?> Member  civil service, as envisaged at the outset of
states will have to decide whether they want a  the UN, or a politically appointed and politically
merit-based international career civil service, as managed staff of subcontractors and short-
envisaged at the outset of the UN, orapolitically  term appointees.

appointed and politically managed staff of sub-

contractors and short-term appointees. However, it is clear that contracts that allow staff to have

lifetime appointments and make it difficult for managers to deal with a fast-evolving world economy

are not the ideal HR instrument for an agile UN.

RECOMMENDATION 7

Stimulate meaningful cooperation through funding incentives, stronger lead agencies, and
expanded roles for resident coordinators. The objective of full coherence is impossible to meet.
No government is fully coherent in its activities. And there can be good reasons to avoid full coher-
ence. Discussions on the alleged duplication of work by various UN entities also fail to recognize the
need to “mainstream” certain issues, that is, to integrate them into different activities by different
actors. For example, gender work cannot be limited to UN Women. Instead, all UN entities need to
work on gender issues and consider these perspectives in their work. Similarly, UNFCCC and UNEP
may be the lead agencies on climate issues and the environment, but given the interconnected ef-

fects of climate change and environmental challenges, many UN entities must be working on various
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aspects of this topic. In conflict-affected societies, all UN partners working on humanitarian assis-
tance, economic recovery, peacebuilding, and human rights will need to consider the implications
of SDG 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions) on peaceful societies. Performing a bird’s-eye
analysis of the work of different agencies and dividing responsibilities without understanding activities
at the level of programmatic line items will not generate meaningful separation of responsibilities.
Below, we offer eight overarching suggestions for creating better coordination and integrated ap-

proaches to the UN’s programmatic work, especially at the country level.”

RECOMMENDATION 7.1:

Ensure that funders use pooled funds and insist on meaningful and extensive inte-
grated programming by key UN entities. Funding arrangements have the biggest impact
on streamlining the work of UN entities. They must ensure that each participating agency gets
a sufficient amount of the funds. Otherwise, agencies may add their names to the program
but be unable to commit staff and organizational resources. To ensure cooperation and col-

laboration, integrated programming could be inserted as a requirement in fund contributions.

RECOMMENDATION 7.2:

Strengthen the roles of lead agencies for certain sectors, UN resident coordinators
who lead UN country teams, and UN humanitarian coordinators who lead the UN’s
humanitarian response at the country level. Currently, individuals in such positions have
limited powers to shape the actual outcomes of interagency work. They are tasked with fos-
tering cooperation without having authority over programs or budgets. The 2017 UN de-
velopment reform strengthened the role of resident coordinators, but their role must be
further empowered to include responsibility and authority together for in-country policy

and programming.

RECOMMENDATION 7.3:

At the country level, streamline overlapping coordination plans and mechanisms. In
several countries, the planning processes of the UN Sustainable Development Cooperation
Framework, Humanitarian Action Plan, and national and regional refugee response plans cre-
ate duplicate planning instruments, frameworks, and working groups. It is vital to create one
overarching planning document at the country level to ensure higher levels of collaboration
and to address questions about the humanitarian-development-peace nexus. In addition to
UN Country Team (UNCT) mechanisms, the UNCT processes must be clearly and institu-
tionally linked to coordination with the larger efforts of development partners, and with the

national government.
RECOMMENDATION 7.4:

Uplift the UN’s regional and country office system to further strengthen country
support. Currently the UN is supposed to work either through country staff from different
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agencies or in a UNCT that is in turn overseen by the resident coordinator. On paper this al-
lows country governments and bureaucracy to have a single interlocutor to help coordinate
and align different UN agencies within the country. Arguably, this has not worked as designed,
in practice. In some countries, UNCTs include as many as 28 different agencies,”® which has
led to competition and duplication. As part of the UN8O Initiative process, it will be good to
see how UN country presence could be rationalized, better coordinated to ensure true value
for countries, and organized such that duplication and competition are both reduced. In this
context, “uplifting” the role of the resident coordinator is clearly required. Additionally, it is
important to ensure that at the country level, there is a clear demarcation of the roles of dif-
ferent agencies, while also ensuring that agencies that have a specific role in transboundary
issues (e.g., UNCTAD, UNEP) are incorporated into this clear identification of roles and re-
sponsibilities. Furthermore, the country presence of agencies should be discussed and agreed
upon with the highest echelons of the host country administration and reviewed every 5 to
10 years to ensure that agencies are meeting needs. This will require that the UNCTs are
strengthened, that the overarching in-country UN architecture is clear to everyone, and that

the work meets the needs of countries.

RECOMMENDATION 7.5:

Improve the coordination function of ECOSOC and the Chief Executives Board for
economic, social, and development issues. Both organs and platforms exercise some
form of coordination, but their role is often limited to sharing information, reporting, and
agreeing on principles of common action, instead of actively shaping a coherent approach. It
is critical to significantly strengthen their coordination function with adequate incentives on
both sides.

RECOMMENDATION 7.6:

Create a UN Global Economic Cooperation Council to bring the Bretton Woods insti-
tutions and the WTO, which should also become part of the UN system, closer to the
UN system. The major economic powers are essential for global economic decision-making,
but they are not necessarily members of ECOSOC. Currently, the world lacks a principal in-
tergovernmental organ for economic cooperation. An Economic Security Council or a Global
Economic Cooperation Council would bring the World Bank and the IMF more closely into
the UN system.”® This would strengthen cooperation that presently takes place around the
Conferences on Financing for Development. Alternatively, the Group of 20 could be integrated
into the UN system, with a constituency that mirrors the structure of the Bretton Woods insti-

tutions but that would also have several elected members from the general UN membership.
RECOMMENDATION 7.7:

Make the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) the central voice and advocacy

tool for humanitarian concerns. The humanitarian sector is under siege: In the face of
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expanding humanitarian crises, humanitarian funding has been decimated, the legitimacy of
humanitarian principles have been questioned, and the political will to address the underlying
causes is now virtually nonexistent. The highest-level humanitarian coordination forum, the
IASC, is not a sufficiently active platform to stand up for humanitarian action. Occasionally,
it issues policy papers, repeats the pleas for support of the Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), and serves as a venue for technical updates on various hu-
manitarian operations. We envision the IASC becoming the central voice and advocacy tool
for the humanitarian enterprise. Rescuing humanitarian aid is a global political challenge. The
IASC should become a major forum for rallying support, raising funding, and creating truly
coherent programs. It must become a strong choral voice, with joint analysis, common prior-

itization, and common advocacy, thus exerting pressure on donor countries.

RECOMMENDATION 7.8:

To promote environmental action and coordination, give UNEP the explicit mandate
to be the architect and coordinator for the environment, which includes climate,
biodiversity and land systems, pollution, waste, and chemicals. \With General Assembly
resolution 2997 and the Pact for the Future, UNEP already has the mandate to coordinate
within the UN system. The key actor in this space is the Environment Management Group,
which the executive director of UNEP chairs. However, over time, this forum has become
a talking space, where issues-related papers are presented. There is very little mandate or
openness to coordinating these areas in an inter-agency sense. Additionally, UNEP currently
hosts or administers 18 multilateral environment agencies. If its mandate and the role of the
United Nations Environment Assembly were strengthened, there would be reduced fragmen-
tation and a stronger voice for keeping the environment under review, with a stronger ac-
ceptance of UNEP’s normative role as well as its role at regional, national, and sub-national
levels to provide operational, context-specific, bespoke advice on the environment as a whole,
while also reducing the fragmentation we witness today. Finally, as the leading global envi-
ronmental authority, UNEP should be strengthened in its scientific, standard-setting role, as
well as in transforming its regional offices into Centers of Excellence that are both normative

and operational.

RECOMMENDATION 8

Increase monitoring and accountability for development issues by turning the Voluntary
National Reviews into a mandatory reporting mechanism. Building on the experience of the
OECD’s Development Assistance Committee (DAC), where peer reviews are a key tool for account-
ability, a meaningful peer review mechanism should be established to hold states accountable for their
commitments to the SDGs. We suggest expanding on ECOSOC’s annual review of Voluntary National
Reviews as part of the High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development, the central UN plat-
form for the follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 17 SDGs.
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Such reviews should be mandatory for all countries, and the review process should be accompanied
by reporting on impacts by UN entities. Besides creating such mechanisms to ensure the implementa-
tion of the current 2030 agenda, such review systems should be integrated into the upcoming global
development agenda beyond 2030.

RECOMMENDATION 9

Create UN mechanisms to hold states more accountable for climate, environment, and bio-
diversity outcomes and also work outside the UNFCCC framework. In the previous section, we
highlighted the success the UN has had in creating and steering global discussion on climate issues,
shaping national climate policies, and raising funds. There is significant value in the Paris Agreement
and each year’s global discussions and commitments, yet COPs “succeed” by getting an agreement on
paper. However, the measure of achievement that truly matters is the level of CO?in the atmosphere.
And this has risen every year since the first round of negotiations began. Emissions have been rising,
reaching an all-time high in 2024, the most recent year for which data is available. One clear problem
is with the decision-making arrangements for this treaty, which requires unanimity. Another problem
is that the UNFCCC has been unable to enforce agreements incorporating legally binding emissions
limits. The 2016 Kigali Amendment to the Montreal Protocol is currently phasing down emissions of
hydrofluorocarbons (or HFCs), a greenhouse gas that the UNFCCC tried but failed to limit. Kigali will
work better mainly because, in addition to limiting the production and consumption of HFCs, it bans
trade in these chemicals between parties to this agreement and non-parties. Thanks to this trade
restriction, once enough countries participate in the agreement, the rest want to participate so as to
avoid losing out on trade.

Relatedly, the UN needs other ideas for achieving success. A fruitful approach would seek agreements
on sectoral emissions, focusing on the need to change technologies, fuels, and investment rather than
focusing directly on emissions. Beyond calling for states to raise their ambitions, the UN’s role must be
to strategically shift the focus of negotiations. The soft-law character of many climate-related treaties
has enabled an almost universal engagement. However, it has allowed countries to avoid being held
accountable. Going forward, the global community must strengthen coherence among multilateral
environmental agreements, create binding obligations, and hold countries accountable. It must also
mainstream environmental issues in peace and development agendas, and scale up finance and tech-

nology transfer to achieve a resilient planet.

RECOMMENDATION 10

Refocus on the UN’s accountability to individuals, communities, and groups directly im-
pacted by crises, disasters, or emergencies (affected populations). In the current environ-
ment, there is a tendency to focus on the UN’s accountability toward member states and govern-
ments. No doubt, such accountability is justified. In a time of funding scarcity, this approach may also

be pragmatic. However, we argue that it is equally important, or even more important, for the UN to
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continue on its path to developing meaningful accountability and participation mechanisms for
affected populations. People in humanitarian and development settings do not only need to be “some-
how engaged” but must feel that their concerns and ideas are heard and considered in meaningful
ways.”” In humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding settings, UN entities need to have clear
social and environmental standards, and they must take account of, give account to, and be held to
account by the people UN entities seek to assist and interact with. In light of today’s power dynamics,
it is important to give voice to those with the least institutional power and to ensure that debates
on efficiency are not unfairly marginalizing those who are vulnerable (because it takes a lot more to
ensure impacts for them). At its core, this effort is not only about meaningful participation in the
design, delivery, monitoring, and evaluation of activities on the ground but also about the creation of

easy-to-access complaints and feedback mechanisms.”®
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CONCLUSION

In 2024, the UN General Assembly adopted the ambitious Pact for the Future, in which states ex-
pressed their desire to “transform global governance and reinvigorate the multilateral system to tackle
the challenges, and seize the opportunities, of today and tomorrow.””® The pact envisioned reforming
the Security Council, revitalizing the work of the General Assembly, strengthening the United Nations
system, and reforming the international financial architecture. It vowed to make multilateralism ef-
fective and capable, prepared for the future, just, democratic, equitable and representative of today’s
world, inclusive, interconnected, and financially stable.®

This report highlights 10 key distinctions that are essential for any meaningful discussion of the
successes, failures, and reform needs of the UN. We must reiterate that any broad, generalizing state-
ment about the UN is necessarily incorrect. Any assessment or proposal must make clear what aspect,
function, and level of the UN’s work it refers to. Every time you hear a claim that the UN is not effec-
tive, you must ask, what part of the UN are you referring to? Effective for whom, what does effective-
ness mean here, and what information exists to support this claim? We emphasize this point perhaps
because in addition to being practitioners, we are academics and thus want the discourse to be driven
by evidence—not by generic claims that sound true because others have made them before.

We emphasize 10 clear-cut examples that show the significant impact multilateral cooperation can
have. Despite its shortcomings, politicization, institutional biases, and inefficiencies, the work of the
UN has been successful on many fronts, often despite having limited resources. It is important to
remember this fact when discussing the future of the UN and whether we need more or less multilat-
eralism, or thicker or thinner forms of multilateralism.

In the last section, we outline 10 core recommendations to create the UN we must aspire to. As
we note at the outset, we don’t believe that all of them can be implemented in the current geopolit-
ical climate. We hope, though, that these ideas will serve as a time capsule that will resurface when
the global political environment is ripe for a more meaningful strengthening of the UN’s work. In the
meantime, actors should be careful not to jeopardize and decrease the work of the UN in the areas
we highlighted. The UN must prevail against specific global actors’ particular interest as a bulwark for
the international legal order.?’

Opening the 80th Session of the UN General Assembly in September 2025, Secretary-General
Antdnio Guterres stated that “at its best, the United Nations is more than a meeting place. It is a
moral compass. A force for peace and peacekeeping. A guardian of international law. A catalyst for
sustainable development. A lifeline for people in crisis. A lighthouse for human rights. A center that
transforms your decisions—the decisions of member states—into action.”® This is an important
vision and conceptualization that we share with Secretary-General Guterres. But it requires work and
commitment by the global community, an understanding of the need for multilateral cooperation to
secure global public goods and other cross-border challenges; sufficient, responsible, flexible, and
pooled funding; and the ambitious reform of key UN institutions to make this vision become a full-
fledged reality. The UN as we know it is not perfect. But we must be ambitious in how we strengthen it
into a system of institutions that will make the planet and the people inhabiting it better off, now and

in the future. This is our vision for the UN we must aspire to.
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