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Introduction

National and local ownership is critical to the successful implementation
of a peace process. In planning and executing a United Nations peacekeep-
ing operation’s core activities, every effort should be made to promote
national and local ownership and to foster trust and cooperation between
national actors. Effective approaches to national and local ownership not
only reinforce the perceived legitimacy of the operation and support man-
date implementation, they also help to ensure the sustainability of any
national capacity once the peacekeeping operation has been withdrawn.’

The above quotation, from the 2008 United Nations Peacekeeping Operations:
Principles and Guidelines, known as the Capstone Doctrine, of the Department
of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO), reflects what has become a near ortho-
dox commitment to local ownership in United Nations (UN) peace operations
in post-conflict states. Similar rhetoric surrounding local ownership can be
found in any number of DPKO guidelines, best practices, and lessons learned
documents, as well as in the mandates of current peacekeeping operations
throughout the world, all of which endorse local ownership as a key principle
of peacekeeping.? Advocates of local ownership of peacekeeping assert that it
renders peacekeeping more legitimate and more sustainable by preserving host-
country consent; protecting UN impartiality; ensuring that reconstruction

! United Nations, United Nations Peacekeeping Operations: Principles and Guidelines (Capstone
Doctrine) (New York, United Nations, Department of Peacekeeping Operations and Department
of Field Support, 2008), 39.

2 See, for example, United Nations, Capstone Doctrine; United Nations, A/63/881-$/2009/304
(2009), Report of the Secretary-General on Peacebuilding in the Immediate Aftermath of Conflict; United
Nations, A/65/747-5/2011/85 (2011), Civilian Capacity in the Aftermath of Conflict: Independent Report of
the Senior Advisory Group; and United Nations, Handbook on United Nations Multidimensional
Peacekeeping Operations (New York: United Nations, Department of Peacekeeping Operations, Best
Practices Unit, 2003). With a few exceptions, UN mission mandates do not usually employ the term
local ownership, but reiterate that the primary responsibility for governance and security lies with the
government of the host country.
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efforts are rooted in indigenous structures, culture, and norms; and building
local capacity.

Because of these purported benefits, local ownership has emerged as one of
the leading principles shaping peacekeeping operations today. In a 2011
meeting of the Security Council, local ownership was recognized “not only
as a moral imperative but also as a pragmatic necessity for legitimacy and
sustainability.”* The 2009 UN Report of the Secretary-General on Peacebuilding in
the Immediate Aftermath of Conflict puts ownership at its heart, also calling it an
“imperative” in peacebuilding.* The 2011 UN report Civilian Capacity in the
Aftermath of Conflict similarly makes national ownership the first of its four
operational recommendations, noting that international interventions
should nurture existing national capacities as much as possible and support
national institutions “from within.”*

The culmination of this emphasis on ownership within the UN is, perhaps,
the creation of the Peacebuilding Commission (PBC) in 2005, which puts
local ownership at the center of its doctrine. To be on the agenda of the
Commission, a member state must request it, and a compact is then con-
cluded between the Commission and the state. Countries may also be referred
to the Commission by the Security Council, the General Assembly, the
Economic and Social Council, or the Secretary-General, but again, the state’s
consent is required. Moreover, the Commission is not an operational body,
but one that acts in an advisory capacity for the Security Council and the
General Assembly, meaning that leadership of program design, implementa-
tion, spending, and evaluation rest with the government of the concerned
state. The local ownership approach to peacebuilding is thus codified by the
PBC as one the UN must take, and Security Council Resolution 1645, which
established the Commission, affirms “the primary responsibility of national
and transitional Governments and authorities of countries emerging from
conflict or at risk of relapsing into conflict...in identifying their priorities
and strategies for post-conflict peacebuilding, with a view to ensuring national
ownership.”®

Yet despite the widespread use of the term, local ownership remains remark-
ably understudied and, to date, understandings of ownership have been based
primarily on assumptions and normative beliefs held broadly in both the
policy and academic communities. These assumptions and beliefs appear to
be sound, justified, and even commonsensical, and it is difficult to argue with
the perceived advantages of local ownership in peacekeeping. If international

# United Nations, S/PV.6630 (2011), Proces-Verbaux of 6630th Meeting [provisional |: Maintenance
of International Peace and Security, 2.

* United Nations, A/63/881-5/2009/304, 1. ® United Nations, A/65/747-5/2011/85, 10.

© United Nations, S/RES/1645 (2005).
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actors “do” everything for local actors—that is, ensure security, build institu-
tions, draft and uphold legislation, and encourage reconciliation—not only
will the peacekeeping process be perceived as externally imposed and hence
illegitimate, it is also likely to fail once the UN departs, as national actors will
have been unable to build the necessary capacity to continue what the UN has
begun. Accordingly, without local involvement, peacekeeping will both lose
legitimacy and be less sustainable over the long term.

However, despite these purported benefits, the UN has failed to realize local
ownership in the broad way in which it is presented in discourse. Instead, the
UN often relegates local actors to a secondary role in peacekeeping, and aside
from a select group of elites, they tend to be excluded from decision-making
and implementation. This selective approach to ownership in turn prevents
the generation of legitimacy and sustainability that a more inclusive approach
to peacekeeping is thought to bring. In short, the UN both conceptualizes and
operationalizes local ownership in ways that undercut the very benefits it
claims local ownership bestows.

Argument in Brief

Why does the UN advocate for local ownership based on a set of purported
benefits while operationalizing it in a way that undermines the achievement
of those very benefits? I argue that the primary reason for this is that peace-
keeping brings two key UN obligations into conflict, one normative—the
upholding of national self-determination—and one operational—the main-
tenance of international peace and security.

Much of the emphasis on local ownership in peacekeeping relates to a
deeper normative dedication to the principle of self-determination within
the UN. As an organization, the UN has long been a proponent of this
principle and of the corollary principle of non-interference in the domestic
affairs of member states. At the same time, the UN has an operational respon-
sibility to take action—including, at times, the deployment of armed peace-
keepers to war-torn states—when situations are deemed to constitute a threat
to international peace and security. However, international intervention, by
definition, violates the principles of self-determination and non-interference,
forcing the UN into a situation where it must either not act and violate one set
of institutional imperatives, or act and violate another. The emphasis on local
ownership, then, may be viewed as an attempt by the UN to reconcile these
conflicting imperatives. By giving local actors a leading role in peacekeeping,
the UN can minimize the degree of imposition entailed by its operations and
maintain the ability of local actors to determine their own political path, even
in the context of international intervention.



Whose Peace?

However, as this book will show, because it is a contradictory and contested
concept and gives rise to its own set of operational challenges, local ownership
only enables the UN to paper over that difficulty. More specifically, while
discursively local ownership may seem like an appropriate solution to the
violation of institutional principles entailed by peace operations, in practice
the UN perceives the excessive devolution of responsibility for peacekeeping
to local actors to put at risk two key operational goals—the liberalization of the
post-conflict state and the delivery of demonstrable outputs in the short
term—goals that the UN links to its responsibility to maintain international
peace and security and that it is therefore under obligation to achieve. As a
result, the UN adjusts and limits local ownership both conceptually and in
practice, relying on it primarily as a discursive tool for legitimation but not an
operational principle for effective peacekeeping.

However, this restrictive approach to local ownership in practice brings the
UN’s actions into sharp contrast with its discourse, which depicts local own-
ership as entailing the broad and open inclusion of national actors in peace-
keeping and a relatively high degree of deference to their aspirations and
wishes. Because of this gap between the UN’s words and deeds, the UN’s
attempts to create legitimacy through discourse fail to persuade local actors,
suggesting that the UN’s discursive efforts appear to be more successful as a
tool of internal self-legitimation than one able to generate perceptions of
legitimacy among national actors. Moreover, because of variability in the
ways that the UN operationalizes local ownership, the UN not only deepens
the curtailment of self-determination and the degree of external imposition
on the host country, it also undercuts its ability to realize the very operational
goals it is trying to protect by constraining ownership, thus also limiting any
legitimacy it may derive from operational effectiveness.

Ultimately, while local ownership may be theoretically sound at first glance,
it is not well understood and is actually a deeply contested concept, one that
does not lend itself to easy definition, one that can be translated into practice
in many different ways, and one that, at its broadest, is linked to the conflict-
ing operational and normative imperatives that face the UN. While it may be
able to reconcile the clash between intervention and self-determination “in
theory,” it does not enable the UN to actually eliminate this underlying
tension, and its operationalization of the concept is ultimately detrimental
to both its ability to adhere to the principles of self-determination and non-
imposition and to its operational effectiveness.

These arguments do not imply that local ownership has no positive value
whatsoever, that it cannot foster legitimacy and sustainability, preserve self-
determination, and mitigate external imposition. Nor does it imply that the
UN'’s emphasis on local ownership is misguided or imprudent, that the UN is
“wrong” to include or exclude local actors under certain conditions, or that

4
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local ownership should be jettisoned as a principle of UN peacekeeping oper-
ations. But because ownership is advocated so pervasively, it merits critical
examination in order to determine how the concept is understood, how it is
operationalized, how these understandings and practices do or do not lead to
expected effects, and what they reveal about the motivations of the UN in
peacekeeping.

Scope of the Book

The perception that local ownership may help to overcome the tension
between the UN’s normative and operational obligations in peacekeeping
and thus boost its legitimacy and sustainability has informed UN peacekeep-
ing policy to a large extent, but to date, the UN has proclaimed these positive
benefits without describing the mechanisms that allegedly produce such
effects, specifying the conditions under which this correlation holds, or pro-
viding convincing empirical evidence that ownership does indeed boost legit-
imacy and sustainability by protecting self-determination and minimizing
external imposition. The claims that no peacekeeping effort will be sustain-
able if it is not directed by national actors or that peace and good governance
cannot be externally imposed are echoed by scholars, but they are grounded
neither in a careful theoretical and empirical analysis of the relationship
between international and national actors in the post-conflict space and
their differing perspectives on peacekeeping and ownership, nor in an exam-
ination of how the UN translates the idea of local ownership into practice.
Indeed, because local ownership both as a concept and as a policy is thought
to be understood and considered to be logically sound, it is rarely questioned,
deconstructed, or analyzed, and is instead generally taken for granted by
international peacekeepers.

Worse, exactly what local ownership is remains unclear, despite its frequent
invocation in peacekeeping scholarship and policy discourse. According to
Simon Chesterman, local ownership refers “in a...vague way to the relation-
ship between stakeholders,” hazily suggesting the need to include national
actors in some way in international peacekeeping activities.” When, how, and
exactly who should be involved, remain underspecified, and the UN offers no
coherent definition of its own, despite its persistent emphasis on it.® In
addition, neither the UN nor other analysts make reference to local

7 Simon Chesterman, “Ownership in Theory and in Practice: Transfer of Authority in UN
Statebuilding Operations,” Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding 1, no. 1 (March 2007): 4.

% Beéatrice Pouligny, “Local Ownership,” in Post-Conflict Peacebuilding: A Lexicon, ed. Vincent
Chetail (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 175.
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understandings of local ownership, to whether these coincide with UN under-
standings, and to whether local actors feel a sense of ownership of the peace-
keeping process in their country, points that are critical to determining if local
ownership indeed functions as UN discourse suggests.

Additionally, though local ownership discourse has been present in peace-
keeping for more than a decade, few multidimensional peace operations have
conclusively “achieved” ownership, in the sense of having an implementa-
tion process that grants a significant degree of agency to local actors, effects an
eventual full transfer of authority to them, or both. Many UN staff admit that
local ownership in peacekeeping complicates or even impedes the achieve-
ment of the UN’s operational objectives, most importantly the establishment
of liberal democratic political systems in the post-conflict country and the
more immediate delivery of demonstrable results, such as the disarmament of
combatants and collection of weapons, the undertaking of military patrols,
the holding of elections, the passing of legislation, and the running of public
sensitization campaigns.” More importantly, despite the heavy emphasis on
local ownership in recent peacekeeping discourse, the same period has not
been marked by demonstrable changes in the legitimacy levels of UN mis-
sions, the long-term sustainability of their efforts, or the efficiency and rapid-
ity with which goals are achieved.'? In other words, it remains unclear how to
operationalize the principle of local ownership for peace operations in a way
that will both increase their sustainability and legitimacy and enable the UN
to realize its operational goals.

This “failure” of ownership is indicative of a disjuncture between policy
theory and actual practice: while local ownership may make sense in theory,
as described, it often fails to produce its intended practices and effects. “Good”
policies that are theoretically sound can still lead to “bad” outcomes because
of differences in understanding, contradictory goals and obligations, and
problems in implementation, which bridges beliefs, intentions, and effects."’
In the case of local ownership, for all the logical soundness of the concept in

? The results-based budget (RBB) exercises that UN peace operations undertake provide a good
overview of the types of demonstrable outputs that missions seek to deliver. These tend to be
measured quantitatively, for example, the number of patrols undertaken, the number of meetings
held with various national and international interlocutors, the number of weapons collected, or
the number of police trained. For financial performance reports that show progress on these
outputs, see, for example, United Nations, “ACABQ Reports: MONUC United Nations Mission in
the Democratic Republic of Congo,” <http://www.un.org/ga/acabq/documents/all/572?order=
title&sort=asc>.

19 Legitimacy in peacekeeping can, of course, derive from a variety of sources (as well as crumble
for a variety of reasons), but according to the discourse of local ownership, the degree to which
local actors are involved in peacekeeping should make a significant and visible difference to
le%itimacy levels.

! See David Mosse, “Is Good Policy Unimplementable? Reflections on the Ethnography of Aid
Policy and Practice,” Development and Change 35, no. 4 (2004): 640-1.
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