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Introduction
Parsing the Global Problem of State Fragility
By Michael R. Kraig
Senior Fellow, The Stanley Foundation

The Stanley Foundation used the occasion of its 50th Strategy for
Peace Conference (SPC) at Airlie House Conference Center in
Warrenton, Virginia, to go beyond the well-worn debates over

which bureaucratic agencies or departments should have more
funding or authority, instead addressing the major (often implicit)
political/conceptual hurdles still blocking structural changes in US
policies and toolkits toward the most fragile, weak, and failing states
in the international system. In a Track 1 1/2, not-for-attribution
format, participants were asked to assess the core question, “What
does it mean for the United States to treat state fragility, in all its forms
and guises, as a strategic security challenge on the same order as nuclear
proliferation or competition with rising powers such as China?”

Whether one calls it effective peacebuilding, effective conflict prevention,
sustainable development, state building, or institution building, this
conference assumed that the core international security task is for US poli-
cies and toolkits to start addressing directly the roots of weakness and
conflict, so as to work with the international community to bring the
weakest states to a place where they are on an upward, rather than down-
ward, evolutionary path. Across three separate and simultaneous round-
table discussions among US officials, US experts, and experts and officials
from the United Nations, Europe, and elsewhere, the 50th annual SPC
challenged participants to think about the problem as more than just
giving more money to extant bureaucratic structures, or giving new seats
on the US National Security Council to currently disempowered actors.
Participants were also challenged to go beyond concepts associated with
traditional development, which may unduly assume fully functional state
structures and/or which may not treat root conflict drivers that continue
to render traditional development measures ineffective.

Ultimately, across both a bevy of working papers and dialogues,
participants were faced with the conceptual and political task now

facing the US policy community in “real time”: What does “US
national security” mean in a world where up to 60 states are already
severely underdeveloped and in danger of getting worse across several
social science indicators, increasing the chances of widespread state
failure beyond current high-profile cases such as Somalia, Sudan,
Afghanistan, or Pakistan? What policy tools, modes of security
thought, and plans for operational action are required in a world
where the worst threats to both US and global security may come
from state weakness rather than state strength?

US Strategies for Conflict Prevention, Conflict Mitigation, and
Long-Term State Building in Africa and Beyond
The event was deliberately split into three dialogues and sets of
working papers that looked at different “angles” or “points of entry”
into the strategic problem of state fragility:

• Forging a US Strategy for Strengthening Fragile States. This round-
table examined the conceptual and political challenges of crafting a
truly “grand” strategy for holistically addressing state fragility in all
its global aspects, but with limited US power and resources in mind.

• Stabilizing States in Crisis: Leveraging International Capacity. This
roundtable looked more precisely at the problem of states that are
sliding into (or are already in) total crisis and failure, with special
attention given to the ability of the United States to leverage the real
or nascent capacities of actors such as the United Nations, the
European Union, NATO, and other multilateral partnerships.

• African Security and the Future of AFRICOM. This roundtable
concentrated on the current difficulties and conundrums (military
and political, bureaucratic and budgetary) facing America’s newest
regional command in a continent housing most of the 40-60 most
fragile states in the world.

This introductory piece will summarize the intent, arguments, and
results for each roundtable and subject area, followed by the actual
working papers and the full dialogue results from each discussion.
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Forging a US Strategy for Strengthening Fragile States
The aim of this roundtable and the associated working papers was to
stimulate in-depth discussion and practical policy recommendations
on how the United States can develop a holistic strategy for strength-
ening fragile states. Currently, the US approach to fragile states does
not reflect the urgency of the problem, which affects approximately
one-third of the world’s population and some 40-60 at-risk states
(depending upon how one defines “at risk”). The 2002 National
Security Strategy asserted that failing states are more of a threat to
national security than strong states. Yet the strategic importance of the
issue is not sufficiently matched by our capacity to address it. There is
no single office in the national security structure that is mandated to
focus on the full breadth of the problem and that carries sufficient
authority to orchestrate a holistic, interagency approach—nothing
comparable, for example, to the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) to deal with environmental problems, the Threat Reduction
Initiative to deal with nuclear proliferation, or Homeland Security to
deal with natural and man-made disasters.

Instead, each agency takes its own approach to weak and failing states
(WFS), using its own framework, methodology, and tools. As a result,
the US government has a fragmented “stovepipe” structure, in which
each bureau treats the issue as a subset of its own agenda rather than
as an important subject area in its own right. WFS are viewed as a
subset of the developmental, military, or diplomatic structures, and
are then divided into pre- and post-conflict crises requiring different
policies. This segmented approach does not grasp the challenges
inherent in the full life cycle of internal conflicts, with the result that
the military has ended up with the principal responsibility for solving
the problems of state building and stability operations.

The authors of the two working papers for this roundtable, Kenneth
Menkhaus and roundtable chair Pauline Baker, responded to this gap
between clear global operational needs and existing US capacities by
recommending both US conceptual and bureaucratic advances that, in
their intent and scope, are similar to past US doctrinal documents such
as NSC-68 and the creation of the National Security Council (NSC). In
the realm of conceptual, political, and strategic advances, for example,

Dr. Menkhaus argues that an integral component of a new US strategy
for strengthening fragile states should, as a first order of business, create
generally agreed-upon typologies of state fragility and failure that allow
for more coordinated and purposeful planning. As argued byMenkhaus,
the US policymaking process lacks broadly agreed-upon typologies in
assessing four crucial areas: (1) the degree of fragility or failure; (2) the
type of fragility or failure; (3) the likely impacts of these latter two vari-
ables on US and global security interests (on a case-by-case basis); and
(4) the feasibility of US and international policy objectives toward a
given state. In the absence of creating these intragovernmental typologies
and the resulting assessments, participants largely concurred with
Menkhaus’s conclusion that it is impossible to say with any certainty
which fragile states should receive what type of aid and when and how
they should receive it.

In the realm of structural or bureaucratic advances in US capacities,
Baker argued for the creation of a new Directorate for Conflict
Prevention and Sustainable Security in the NSC with the necessary
staffing, budget, and authority to develop and implement a compre-
hensive US strategy for fragile states. In her view, the directorate
would allow for a more strategic consultation process with Congress
that would establish criteria for US engagement, or nonengagement,
in fragile states, including diplomatic, economic, and military options
that can be utilized throughout the full “life cycle of a conflict” for
both prevention and response. Such an entity would also help the
United States form an international coalition of partner organizations
and countries that could join in developing strategies, coordinating
interventions (nonmilitary and military), providing resources
(including rapid response mechanisms to ensure that early warning
means early action), and building local institutional capacities for
good governance in high-risk states.

Overall, this roundtable struggled with the fact that state fragility is,
paradoxically, neither a new international reality nor limited in its scope;
state fragility has, arguably, often been the norm, both historically and in
today’s world. This inherently presents problems for national security
planners who know that the challenges presented by fragile states are
increasingly pressing and negative in their effects, but also are contending
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with a finite set of US and international resources and capacities for
dealing with the problem. As fittingly summarized by Menkhaus,

State weakness has been a problem for as long as the state
itself became an increasingly universal form of political organ-
ization, and has increased with the dramatic expansion of
Newly Independent States during the wave of decolonization
in the 1950s and 1960s.i Indeed, a compelling case can be
made that it is the modern Weberian state that is the excep-
tion.ii Conditions of state fragility have worsened in the past
two decades. Yet what is new is not fragility but rather inter-
national concern over the security threat posed by failed and
fragile states, especially since 9/11.

However, this is hardly a case for throwing one’s hands in the air and
saying the United States (with others) can do nothing but react to the
worst crises as they come up—as is arguably now the case, with the
United States and its friends and allies largely prioritizing just a few
worst-off cases for “treatment” based on specific threats of jihadist
terrorism or piracy. Indeed, as the reader can see in the results of two
days of intensive roundtable discussions, the participants of this
roundtable discussed specific policy recommendations that range
from the most “grand strategic” or macrolevel in nature to the mid-
and micro-level areas of political thought, bureaucratic roles, and
operational action.

Stabilizing States in Crisis: Leveraging International Capacity
The principal assumption of this roundtable and associated working
papers was that the United States (and the international community
more generally) will sooner or later face another crisis caused by acute
instability and conflict in one of the many weak states in the world.
The objective was to identify where and how current international
capacities in three critical areas—rapid political, security, and human-
itarian assistance—could be harnessed more effectively by the United
States to stabilize states in crisis. This analysis, in turn, also identified
obvious areas where the United States itself should purposefully
strengthen its own crisis response, conflict management, and conflict
mitigation capabilities.

Furthermore, this roundtable asked the qualitative and quantitative
question, “How can the United States work with global and regional
intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), major nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs), allies, donor states, and others to manage and
mitigate crises in a way that will eventually allow for truly sustainable
state ownership and capacity building down the road, during a future
post-conflict peacebuilding effort?

In answering such questions, the roundtable was split into four main
sessions: (1) late early warning—how the United States and others can
work ahead of time to put in place methods of cooperation that do not
leave the international community completely blindsided by conflict
escalation, even in cases where full conflict prevention fails; (2)
focused humanitarian interventions to stop conflict; (3) focused and
feasible military interventions; and (4) effective political interventions.

The authors of three different working papers examined separate, but
linked, facets of this complex security equation. First, as noted by
Michele Griffin in “Rapid Political Response: A View From Turtle
Bay” (i.e., the UN view of the global challenge), it is important to
think about “states in crisis” from the standpoint of chronic social
conflict as much as traditional conceptions of civil war or formal
armed conflict between internal armies: “Civil wars and organized
rebellion are widely thought to be on the decrease…whereas organ-
ized crime, narco-violence, piracy, terrorism, and other types of
transnational or subnational violence are on the rise.” Furthermore, it
is important to keep in mind the new, evolving international context
of rising powers and a multipolar world: “We appear to be in the
midst of a realignment of global power relations, with traditional
powers less able to assert their agendas…and emerging or resurgent
powers more effectively blocking but not yet consistently playing a
leadership role. This greatly complicates the nature of the demands
placed upon the United Nations and the support it receives to meet
those demands.”

Within this context, Griffin argues for a political commitment by all
UN members to use the full toolbox that the UN agencies and depart-
ments have already created in response to state fragility. The extant set
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of UN concepts, doctrines, and operational tools among myriad agen-
cies includes ideas for pressing forward on the true long-term political
resolution of conflicts in troubled states, institution building in frac-
tured societies, and provision of durable security in chronically inse-
cure environments. However, to empower, fund, and apply these
evolving tools, the member states themselves (especially the P-5) must
understand, accept, and embrace the full agenda of conflict preven-
tion, mitigation, and resolution. As summarized by Griffin,

If we are to do better at averting crises and at resolving them
more durably, tools such as peacekeeping and peacebuilding
must be regarded as part of a political solution, not alternatives
to one. Too many years of peacekeeping and humanitarian
assistance without sufficient attention to the political track
have turned out to be a very expensive band-aid, and in too
many places the end result has been backsliding into conflict.

Nobody can afford these partial responses anymore. The
annual peacekeeping budget now stands at nearly $8 billion,
just as the global financial crisis and pressure on the militaries
of developed countries mean available funds and troops are
diminishing. Recent studies have found that 15 years’ worth of
development aid to Africa was effectively cancelled out by the
cost of war (much of it preventable) on the continent.
Preventing and resolving conflicts—rather than simply stabi-
lizing them and ameliorating their effects at great cost—
requires political solutions. We can only deliver those solutions
if we have the tools and the political commitment to do so.

Also necessary for resolving such problems is rigorous and trust-
worthy early-warning mechanisms at the subregional, regional, and
global levels. Such mechanisms (and ideally, their firm connections to
political decision-making processes at some level) are required so that
brewing political, social, and material conflicts in individual fragile
states do not explode without any prior action or knowledge by other
countries, whether the other interested parties would be next-door
neighbors, fellow members of a continent, major powers, or all
members of the United Nations.
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David Nyheim’s paper delves deeply into the operating realities of two
of the world’s most advanced early-warning systems: “ECOWARN,”
run by the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS);
and the Conflict and Early Warning Response Mechanism
(CEWARN) run by the subregional Intergovernmental Authority on
Development in East Africa. Although considerable progress has been
made by both of these institutions and by major powers and the
United Nations—relative to where the world was when the Berlin
Wall fell in 1989—Nyheim concludes that for true crisis prevention
and mitigation to take place reliably when states are on the verge of
failing, much more needs to be done in the way of:

• Rigorous and analytically valid early-warning methodologies.
• The gathering of reliable, accurate, timely, and comprehensive data
for early warning.

• Early-warning staffing (i.e., human capital).
• Early-warning financing.
• Effective response mechanisms.

As summarized by Nyheim himself:

• Warning reports are of variable quality—drawing on poor information
sources, with often unsubstantiated analyses, and weak recommenda-
tions on what should be done in response (with recommendations that
are sometimes irrelevant to responding institutions).

• The “delivery systems” of responses, as embodied in the mecha-
nisms and instruments available to many governmental and inter-
governmental institutions, are still immature. They are slow,
reactive, overly bureaucratic, disjointed from warnings, and rarely
can help launch timely and effective responses.

Finally, former Marine Ron Capps argued that the United States
must undertake much more specific institutional reforms to recon-
cile US global interests in fragile states with declining US resources
and (potentially) declining public support for foreign interventions
of any kind over the long term. After examining current capabilities
and shortfalls in US military response mechanisms—and with the



Questions that were asked in open, not-for-attribution roundtable
discussions included:

• What are Africa’s major security challenges and how does
AFRICOM help to address them?

• Where is AFRICOM at present, and where could it (or should it) go?

• How might AFRICOM assist with comprehensive, whole-of-
government approaches to supporting African security?

• Is US military aid in Africa connected to basic security sector
reform? What are the opportunities and challenges in better aligning
military security with law enforcement, justice, and human rights?

• What is AFRICOM’s role in disarmament, demobilization, and
reintegration?

• How are Pacific Command (PACOM) in Asia, or Central Command
(CENTCOM) in the Middle East, related to the question of state
fragility in their geographic areas of responsibility? With what
lessons for AFRICOM’s future evolution and roles?

• How have the geographic commands in other regions related to other
US agencies such as US Agency for International Development,
Department of State, Department of Commerce, and so on in
searching for comprehensive solutions? Are there best practices for
these commands?

• How might AFRICOM support greater sustainable development,
peacebuilding, and conflict prevention within the Department of
State and USAID, the National Security Council, Department of
Treasury, and other parts of the executive branch?

• How does AFRICOM link up with IGOs such as the United Nations,
including UN peacekeeping mandates in Africa? What role may it
have beyond simple humanitarianism (US “hearts and minds” inter-
ventions) and hard military strikes against terrorist cells?
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problem of “limited resources” in mind—Capps recommends that
US policymakers concentrate on three key strategic tasks: an
assertive restoration of order in a state beset by violent crisis; protec-
tion of humanitarian relief operations in crisis-state contexts; and
reacting to a mass atrocity in a crisis state. In furthering the devel-
opment of US capacities for these three broad missions, Capps
extensively reviews existing institutional capacities outside the
United States which, he argues, the United States can and should
draw upon in a more preplanned, concerted fashion. Capps pays
special attention to the extent and evolving capacities of the United
Nations, NATO, the African Union, the European Union, and
finally, the follow-on to the Shanghai Cooperation Council, the
Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). Finally, Capps
argues persuasively for very focused, outcomes-oriented funding and
training efforts by the United States to increase the capacities of such
institutions (where international politics allows), thereby ensuring
that other multilateral actors themselves are in a better place to take
on additional burdens across these three mission areas. Thus, the
question is not just one of “What can we, the United States, hand
over to others?”, but rather, “What can we, the United States, do to
build up other institutions so they can be better multilateral partners
in the future in crisis state situations?”

The full working papers, as well as the principal results of intensive
expert and official discussions begin on page 50.

African Security and the Future of AFRICOM
This roundtable assessed AFRICOM’s future strategic role and iden-
tity. In doing so, it examined how the United States Africa Command
(AFRICOM), as a relatively new unified regional command, can play
a crucial supporting role for larger sustainable development, peace-
building, and conflict prevention on the African continent.

The conference agenda tackled the challenges of coordination and
cooperation with extant US agencies as well as a plethora of IGOs,
international NGOs, and African civil society. The history of how
other regional commands have met these and other policy and secu-
rity challenges were a pertinent part of roundtable discussions.



• Overall, how can AFRICOM best be guided and supported in a way
that it adds to, rather than detracts from, the larger agenda of
dealing successfully with state fragility?

Rather than answer these questions up-front with specially commis-
sioned working papers, participants instead broadly shared their own
most recent analyses on these challenges as inputs into the two days
of discussions. To review this evolving literature, see the Stanley
Foundation Web site at stanleyfoundation.org/SPC50. The full policy
recommendations, findings, and conclusions from this roundtable
dialogue begin on page 99.

Conclusion
Facing the Inevitable Security Challenges Emanating
From State Fragility

The need for the United States to leverage the capabilities of interna-
tional organizations to help prevent, manage, and resolve crises in
fragile states has, arguably, never been higher. The US military is over-
stretched and the willingness of the American public to support addi-
tional foreign commitments is extremely limited. Besides the benefits
of burden-sharing, partnerships with international organizations can
provide much-needed legitimacy to stabilization efforts.

However, to get to a place where timely, effective, well-coordinated, and
reliable multilateral actors toward fragile states are the norm rather
than the exception in international security politics, the United States
must get beyond well-worn debates about which bureau gets how much
money, or whether a “czar” should be appointed for the issue. Rather,
US policymakers need to identify the major political/intellectual hurdles
blocking more holistic approaches and move forward with practical
policy recommendations on how to integrate solutions to the many
difficult challenges involved.

This volume, reflecting two days of intensive discussions and probing
analytical efforts by some of today’s top thinkers in the field, offers
key next steps in this regard.

Endnotes
1 It is worth noting, however, that the “newness” of states correlates only
partially with state fragility. Many of the original 51 member states of the
United Nations in 1945 rank among the most fragile states in the world;
some have broken up and no longer exist at all. The USSR and Yugoslavia
no longer exist; Ethiopia, Czechoslovakia, and India were among those that
lost a portion of territory to secessionists; and Haiti, Lebanon, Colombia,
El Salvador, Iraq, Honduras, and Guatemala are among the many original
member states that at some point have suffered prolonged crises of internal
war and state failure.

2 Alex de Waal, “Protecting Civilians in Fragile States,” Presentation to
Oxfam-Novib, The Hague, 21 September 2009.
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Keynote Address
By Assistant Secretary Johnnie Carson
Bureau of African Affairs, US Department of State

First of all, I salute all involved not just tonight, but over these
many years, for making this 50th anniversary Strategy for Peace
Conference possible. To Stanley Foundation Chair Richard

Stanley, your ongoing dedication and commitment to bring peaceful
solutions to the world’s problems is a fine testament to your family’s
legacy. We have many shared Iowan roots among us. Although we
aren’t in Iowa this evening, luckily we have the best of Iowa here with
us tonight.

It is a great honor for me to be at Airlie House to talk with all of you
about the Obama administration’s policies and hopes for Africa. I
would like to use this occasion to have a conversation with you. For
those of you who know me, that’s my style. I much prefer a give and
take rather than a formal presentation. With all of you experts here
this evening, I warn you now that I expect a very lively discussion.
But let me begin with some brief remarks to give you a sense of the
direction that the administration’s policies towards Africa are likely
to take.

I have spent my entire professional life working on and in Africa. The
opportunity to serve as the assistant secretary of state for Africa in this
administration is a dream come true, the dream of a lifetime. I feel
especially fortunate and pleased that there are so many others here in
this room who share my passion and engagement on issues related to
Africa. This encourages me to believe that working together, we can
have the strength to make a substantial difference in our relations with
Africa and improve conditions for the people of Africa.

In the four months since I became assistant secretary, I have seen
President Obama’s strong, continuing and personal interest in what
happens on the continent. I know that he will give Africa a much
greater priority among our foreign policy interests. We are already
seeing this manifested in travel to the continent by administration offi-

cials—including the president’s own travel to Ghana. Our Ambassador
to the United Nations, my former boss, Susan Rice, visited five African
countries in June. Deputy Secretary of State Jack Lew visited Ethiopia
and Tanzania in July. And Secretary Clinton made an extensive—and
truly successful—seven-country, 11-day trip to Africa in August.

President Obama engaged with many African heads of state at the
United Nations General Assembly in September when he hosted a
luncheon meeting for them in New York. He also met with the African
leaders who attended the G-8/G-20 meeting in Pittsburgh. All of these
are clear indications of a strong commitment on the part of the admin-
istration to make Africa a central part of our thinking with respect to
America’s foreign policy engagement.

The president has made clear that, despite the serious challenges
confronting Africa today, we are hopeful about the continent. We
believe in Africa’s potential and its promise. We remain committed to
Africa’s future. And we will be strong partners with African people
and African governments.

The world of geostrategic politics continues to shift as the world
community leaves behind the challenges and the chessboard of the
Cold War era. We have moved towards a future that is more global,
more resource-conscious, and more affected by transnational issues.
The challenges of health, disease, security, food scarcities, energy
needs, and uneven preservation of the planet’s resources confront
every nation on every continent. Given Africa’s natural resources, its
human capital, its importance on issues such as climate change,
health, and security, it is no wonder that the president says that the
21st century will not be shaped merely in the capitals of the traditional
superpowers, but by the continent of Africa and its leaders as well.

We cannot ignore the role that Africa and its people must play in the
international community. The administration sees Africa as a funda-
mental part of developing solutions to the challenges we face, espe-
cially the challenges that confront the African continent. We envisage
a much stronger partnership in which cooperation, mutual respect,
and mutual responsibility are the foundations of success between the
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United States and Africa and its many diverse nations. We believe that
African countries and their people must take the lead, must look to a
brighter future, and must examine themselves frankly to allow us to
be honest and open partners together.

The president has acknowledged that considerable progress has been
achieved in many parts of Africa. But he has also noted that a good
deal of the continent’s potential has yet to be fulfilled. In the 1960’s,
some African countries had growth rates and per capita income levels
higher than many countries in Asia. Kenya, for example, had a per
capita income higher than Korea in 1960. But, they have not sustained
this promise and have fallen far behind Asia and other emerging
markets. We must acknowledge that much of Africa is poor and its
people disadvantaged by ineffective governments, weak infrastruc-
tures, natural and man-made disasters, and corruption. These have
robbed the people of Africa of their opportunities to succeed.

But that is only part of the story. Now in the 21st century, we are
beginning to see some budding success stories. We need to nurture
these and enable them to blossom into self-sustaining models that can
be replicated across the continent. Changes have occurred to disprove
the reigning stereotypical views that we see all too often in the media.
We must seek out and publicize the progress that is occurring to give
hope to others and encourage investment in people and countries.
That is critical.

Our policies will emphasize mutual responsibility. Our commitment
will be measured not merely in monetary and programmatic assis-
tance, although the president has pledged substantial increases in
our foreign assistance to Africa, but will also be gauged in ways that
further our mutual interests. Success will not be determined by our
remaining a source of perpetual aid so that people can just scrape by.
We must judge our efforts by whether we build partnerships and
local capacity to help develop and reduce the need for assistance in
the future.

Our new partnerships with Africa will focus on five areas of critical
importance that reflect America’s core values and interests, as well as

issues of significance and importance to Africa. I will touch briefly on
these and we can discuss them more in depth when I have finished
this presentation.

First, we will work with African governments and civil society to
strengthen democratic institutions and protect the gains that have
been made in many places in Africa in the area of democracy and
governance. This includes rule of law, constitutional norms, demo-
cratic principles and privileges, the creation of greater opportunities,
and the ability to peacefully change governments.

Second, as we have done historically, we will work for sustained
economic development and growth across the continent. I do not need
to explain to this audience why this remains a critical and essential part
of American policy, as well as an interest of the entire international
community. We have numerous programs and institutions to undertake
this particular challenge. And we will use every tool at our disposal,
and hope to encourage some nontraditional ones, to become more
engaged and involved with fostering a more prosperous Africa.
Without growth and development, especially that of open markets and
the institutions and laws of a market economy, prosperity will not be
achievable over the long term. One of the cornerstones of President
Obama’s vision for a better future, a better world for our children, is a
global economy that advances opportunity for all people. Economic
growth will not be sustained or shared unless all nations embrace their
responsibilities, both as members of the international community and
within borders where economic disparity can hold back vast segments
of citizens. Opportunity must be available to all.

Third, we will maintain our historical focus on health issues with a
particular emphasis on public health and the strengthening of
African delivery systems to provide the kinds of access, treatment,
and prevention that remain essential for progress in most other
areas. We view this as a basic building block to achieving our other
objectives. There is no question that the need for improved health
care is vast. And the challenges exceed our own resources and capac-
ities. But we hope to work intensively with our global partners and
institutions to ensure that this sector remains a top priority. We
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intend to make every effort to ensure that resources are deployed
and spent in a coordinated and complementary manner that multi-
plies the impact across the continent.

Fourth, we will continue to work with the international community
and African states and leaders to prevent, mitigate, and resolve inter-
state conflicts and disputes. To the extent we have the ability to
become a player, we will also work to mitigate and end internal
disputes such as those in Sudan, Somalia, and the Eastern Congo so
that greater stability and security can lead to improved living condi-
tions for those countries and their citizens. Each conflict generates
poverty, disease, refugees, death, destruction, and regional destabi-
lization. Africa cannot afford these calamities, and we will not ignore
them. We will work with our friends to bring about greater regional
and local security. We will seek partners who share our concerns to
end these man-made tragedies.

Before moving on to the fifth and final area of critical importance
we see in our relations with Africa, I would like to briefly mention
a program housed in the Bureau of African Affairs that some of you
may not be familiar with. Given that it supports the goal I outlined
above and promotes the multilateral security approach we are here
tonight to explore, I think it is worth taking a few minutes to
discuss “ACOTA.”

I promise you I did not coin this acronym, but inherited it. ACOTA is
the African Contingency Operations Training and Assistance Program.
It originated in 1997 to enhance the capacity of African partner nations
to participate in multinational peace support operations in Africa. The
program provides extensive field training and equipment for African
peacekeepers and multinational force personnel.

An ACOTA partner’s participation in a peace support operation
normally falls under a mandate from the United Nations, the African
Union, or another regional organization. As an international partner,
ACOTA seeks to complement and support British, French, Dutch,
Canadian, EU, and other allied peacekeeping and training efforts.
ACOTA programs also stress human rights, HIV/AIDS awareness,

combating gender-based violence, child exploitation, and trafficking-
in-persons. As of September 2009, ACOTA has provided training
and equipment to over 170,000 African peacekeepers in 24 partner
countries. These countries, in turn, have sent peacekeeping contin-
gents to varied missions across the continent, including UN peace-
keeping and humanitarian missions in Sudan, Burundi, Sierra Leone,
Mozambique, Liberia, and Somalia.

ACOTA exemplifies how we can work together with African partners
to ensure a more secure and peaceful continent. Although I am proud
of my bureau’s efforts and accomplishments across the board,
ACOTA is a program that merits special praise.

Now I would like to return to the core areas of mutual concern
between the United States and Africa. Let me repeat the four I previ-
ously mentioned—strengthening democratic institutions; sustaining
economic growth; improving efforts in the heath sector; and resolving
interstate conflicts and disputes.

Fifth and finally, the 21st century has brought new transnational chal-
lenges to Africa that were previously prevalent mostly outside of the
continent. These global issues have now come to infect Africa with the
same virulence that they have appeared elsewhere. Narco-trafficking,
climate change, illegal exploitation of maritime resources, and energy
security are all eroding our ability to meet the historical challenges
that have faced Africa. We intend to address these issues in Africa with
our African partners with the same seriousness that we have addressed
them in our own country and elsewhere. We have learned that these
are global challenges, transnational challenges, and that we cannot
afford to ignore them wherever they are.

The selection of President Obama as the recipient of this year’s Nobel
Prize for Peace Award signals that his vision for a better world is vali-
dated at the very highest levels of the global community. As President
Obama stated in his remarks at the United Nations General Assembly
a few weeks ago, “more than at any other point in human history the
interests of nations and peoples are shared.” Forums like this bring
together those like us who are committed to find global solutions to
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global problems. They are not easy to find. Implementing them is even
harder. But with the knowledge and creativity in this room tonight, we
continue to work for Africa’s progress. And we will continue to urge
Africans to take responsibility for Africa’s progress.

To reiterate what I said at the beginning of my remarks, we remain opti-
mistic and hopeful about the continent. We believe in Africa’s potential
and its promise. We remain committed to Africa’s future. And we will
be strong partners with African people and African governments.

I promised at the very beginning that this would be more a conversation
and a discussion than a speech. And I am going to stop right here and
allow Vlad to come forward so we can proceed with the Q&A. During
the Q&A, I hope that you will take the opportunity to ask specific ques-
tions about things that I have not mentioned or to clarify anything that
I have. Please let’s let the dialogue and the conversation begin.
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Eight years after the 2002 US National Security Strategy stated
that failing states constitute more of a threat to national security
than conquering states do, US policy still does not reflect the

urgency of the problem. No single office in the US government has a
mandate to focus on the full life cycle of conflicts in fragile states,
incorporating both early warning and post-conflict reconstruction
into their portfolios. Each US government agency tackles the problem
independently. Furthermore, the lack of a coherent strategy toward
weak and failing states is mirrored by uneven, and often deficient,
capacities to deal with them.

A group of experts discussed this deficiency at a roundtable that was
part of the Stanley Foundation’s 50th Strategy for Peace Conference,
held October 15-17, 2009, at the Airlie Center in Warrenton, VA. The
experts advocated a more strategic approach to fragile states, focusing
on two prevailing themes: 1) the need to elevate the issue so that it
receives higher-order attention on par with other major transnational
issues, as does the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) with
climate change or the Threat Reduction Initiative with weapons of
mass destruction (WMD) proliferation, and 2) the need for a compre-

hensive and coordinated approach to fragile states, building beyond
existing military and development agencies to include other US
government agencies, local actors within the states of concern, allies,
and regional organizations.

Key Findings and Recommendations
• Enunciate and implement a broader understanding of US interests that
incorporates dangerous transnational trends involving fragile states.
The creation of an integrated strategy for strengthening states requires
a better understanding of US interests beyond counterterrorism. In
particular, US leaders should broaden the scope of “US and global
security” to include other transnational issues and actors such as illicit
smuggling (arms, drugs, people), endemic criminal violence (not just
“armed conflict”), transnational financial corruption or “dirty
money,” severe environmental degradation, and other phenomena that
fuel state instability across the developing world and threaten the
global order upon which all countries’ prosperity and security depend.

• Broaden the scope of US security strategy beyond military responses,
in part by focusing strategy on conflict prevention rather than crisis

Forging a US Strategy Toward
Fragile States

By Jessica Rice, Rapporteur
Intern, Fund for Peace
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states should receive what type of aid, and when and how they
should receive it.

• Establish a more integrated and effective self-evaluation mechanism.
A cultural shift toward self-evaluation is needed across the entire US
government, because US agencies tend to learn serious lessons only
from catastrophic failures (as, say, in parts of Iraq or Somalia) rather
than less drastic “run-of-the-mill failures.” From the strategic level to
in-country teams, agencies should be encouraged to incorporate
lessons learned and institute mid-course corrections as required.

• In evaluation, take both a macro-level and a micro-level view. While
the evaluation and measurement of success are important, the
United States tends to define challenges in terms of phases and proj-
ects, which treat fragile societies as linear problems with stepwise,
short-term solutions. But building capacity in fragile states and
managing conflict risks is often in reality a “circular problem,” with
inevitable and sometimes unpredictable second- and third-order
effects of US and multilateral actions toward a target society,
requiring flexible (and flexibly funded) mid-course corrections.

• Fund the creation and maintenance of greater country and cultural
expertise outside of US intelligence agencies. The United States
needs to redevelop the kind of in-depth country expertise and
cultural sensitivity that characterized USAID during the Cold War.
This capability, since the 1990s, has been institutionalized in the
intelligence community but has decreased among Foreign Service
officers or policymakers. Furthermore, agencies need professional
training in preventing and mitigating crises, which is rare among
members of the geographical bureaus of the Department of State
and Department of Defense (DoD).

• Make early warning real. The first requirement in addressing a fragile
state’s particular “life cycle of conflict” is a reliable predictive analyt-
ical capability to determine when best to respond, based on credible
research and a systematic assessment methodology. But to leverage
predictive capabilities, there must also be the structural capacity to
decide how to respond, and with what tools, as well as with which

14
response. This would mean a world in which the United States
would more reliably cooperate with other international actors to
slowly build up resilient states as a more sustainable approach to
challenges such as terrorism, with a core emphasis on rule of law
and capacity building of key public institutions beyond the security
sectors alone.

• Reconcile US goals, interests, and implementation plans toward indi-
vidual fragile states. It is too often the case that diverse US agencies,
toolsets, and guidelines compete with each other within the same
fragile society. For instance, democratization programs may have the
ultimate goal of “constraining the state,” in terms of empowering
contending civil groups, stemming human rights abuses, and ending
corruption, while counterinsurgency or counterterrorism tools often
strengthen the power or extent of state agencies and leaders without
placing as much emphasis on other nonmilitary goals.

• Adopt more sophisticated regional approaches to ensure reliable
conflict prevention. The United States tends to focus on states that are
imploding or have already imploded. However, if this is done without
considering the wider regional context, the result can be a
hopscotching, ad hoc, destabilizing policy of throwing tremendous
resources into the worst-off regional cases while largely ignoring the
needs of the failed states’ own fragile neighbors. Resources should
instead be strategically spread out across an entire subregion, with a
view to preventing conflict from spreading across borders and strength-
ening those societies that have not yet succumbed to all-out conflict.

• In creating a new US strategy, produce broadly agreed typologies of
state fragility and failure that allow for more coordinated and
purposeful planning. Currently, the US policymaking process lacks
broadly agreed typologies in assessing four crucial areas: (1) degree
of fragility or failure; (2) the type of fragility or failure; (3) the likely
impacts of these latter two variables on US and global security inter-
ests (on a case-by-case basis); and (4) the feasibility of US and inter-
national policy objectives toward a given state. In the absence of
creating these agreed intragovernmental typologies and resulting
assessments, it is impossible to say with any certainty which fragile



international partners. In other words, responses to early-warning
signals must be institutionalized. This requires bureaucratic or
“pol/mil plans” which move decision making quickly through the
chain of command to the president.

• Create diplomatic DARTs. As part of the above goal, the United
States should create the diplomatic equivalent of disaster assistance
response teams (DART): standby diplomatic teams ready to deploy
when unexpected or sudden crises emerge. Once in-country, such
teams could then help other external actors shape a long-term
strategy to mitigate the conflict.

• Create rapidly deployable international police forces as well as
sustainable police trainer teams. As part of instituting the rule of law
through security sector reform (or even just to create a minimally safe
environment for humanitarian aid workers to operate during periods
of armed violence), a cadre of international police and police trainers
is desperately needed for rapid deployment to states experiencing
corrosive, chronic violence. Such violence often occurs at a level that
does not qualify as “war” or “armed conflict,” but nonetheless can
weaken societies to the extent that attacks on foreign workers,
conflict escalation, atrocities, and/or the rise of terrorist groups are
all possibilities. Participants agreed that the international demand for
police and police trainers far exceeds the supply.

• Work internationally to change those parts of the financial, trade,
and natural resource governance regimes that disadvantage diverse
fragile states across regions. US strategy and planning should also be
expanded to incorporate economic and environmental factors,
including trade agreements, environmental degradation, and natural
resource exploitation, to examine, concretely, how they may be
related to a state’s fragility. There is a disconnect between the
conclusion of international trade agreements and how they impact
problems on the ground in individual fragile states, in terms of
healing divisions in civil society, ensuring political stability, or stem-
ming corruption. For instance, natural resource exploitation in the
global economy still leads more often to domestic corruption, social
divisions, and conflict than to sustainable growth.

• Work diplomatically across the spectrum (intergovernmental organ-
izations, international financial institutions, nongovernmental
organizations [NGOs], regional organizations, bilateral relation-
ships) to create more long-term predictability and reliability in
provision of international aid for the entire “life cycle of conflict” in
fragile societies. Currently, 75 percent of all peacekeepers come from
only 25 percent of all countries, and deployment of other civilian
assets (police, engineers, health workers, and the like) is often ad hoc
and episodic. Even international development aid has become
increasingly “volatile,” with some fragile states utterly dependent
upon only one or two donors. Meanwhile, many UN agencies, such
as the UN Development Programme (UNDP), are hampered in
taking on sensitive tasks such as security sector reform (SSR), which
inevitably involves some “taking sides” in terms of police training,
justice reform, and human rights. Multilateral action outside of the
usual UN channels must, therefore, become more purposeful,
strategic, and sustained.

• As part of the above goal, leverage the capacities of rising and regional
powers in finding and implementing multilateral solutions. Several
strong and increasingly prosperous middle-to-rising powers have, thus
far, not matched their contributions of police, peacekeepers, or other
international rapid-deployment capabilities with their increasing
“international weight” in forums such as the G-20. The United States
should work diplomatically with such states to get past the cultural,
domestic political, and even regional geopolitical impediments that
stand in the way of them “punching at their weight.”

• In addition to leveraging the capacities of rising and regional powers,
leverage important transnational and intranational actors in plans for
strengthening particular fragile states. The views and capacities of
diaspora populations are often central to achieving state stability, and
“clusters of competence” in subregions of countries often exist, some-
times in “hinterland areas” that may be partially beyond state control
or state influence. The United States, with other international actors,
must work harder to identify and incorporate these transnational and
intranational “clusters of competence” in all areas, including health,
agriculture, public security, and justice.

15



• To achieve all of the above: concretely address the huge shortfall in
US civilian capacities for engaging and strengthening fragile states.
Despite all of the revolutionary developments in America’s coun-
terinsurgency (COIN) strategy, the military is still not the right
agency to do tasks such as SSR, which includes systematic reform of
the judiciary, police, and penal systems; the “reintegration” compo-
nent of “disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration” (DDR) in
recent post-conflict societies (in which combatants must become
normal citizens again with gainful employment); agricultural devel-
opment in crucial rural areas; public administration and public
finance capacities for best use of international aid; and so on. The
creation and support of these public capacities in fragile states
remains fundamentally a civilian task, but congressional funding
does not recognize this reality.

• Finally, to address the US civilian-military capacity gap seriously:

o Survey current capabilities. Conduct an inventory of government
capabilities and activities relevant to fragile states and state
building to create a baseline of current assets.

o Improve outreach by civilian agencies to Congress. Despite these
needs, civilian agencies lag far behind their military counterparts
in engaging and educating Congress on the realities of engaging a
world in which up to a quarter of all states are so fragile that they
may be hampered in using normal development aid effectively. In
the end, much of the success of a coherent strategy hinges on
better congressional outreach.

o Incentivize the creation of a culture of “risk acceptance” in US
civilian agencies that work on fragile state problems that do not have
short-term solutions. This means implementing new training
programs and creating new organizational incentives—via new role
definitions and pay structures—to entice civil servants toward
working in, and on, some of the world’s most persistently fragile
environments, in which risk management, conflict prevention, and
the steady building of state institutions and rule of law are a constant
process rather than a well-defined, project-driven outcome.

o Incentivize prevention. As one participant put it, “The problem is
that prevention has disincentives: if it fails, you are blamed; and if
it succeeds, there is no praise.” If there is no reward system for
prevention, then the focus will always be on mitigating risks of
ongoing crises rather than solving problems early.

o “Fund the mandate.” Any new organizational changes made with
the express intention of creating greater US capacity to engage
fragile states must have the funding and authority to carry out
new mandates.

o Increase discretionary and contingency-based budget authorities
for civilian officials. Given the ever-shifting nature of fragile state
conflict dynamics and the long-term goals of institution building
in fragile states, some portion of funding should be flexible, with
reasonable and effective amounts available to senior civilian
managers for reacting to unforeseen contingencies and opportuni-
ties. The military already receives such discretionary funds, but
civilian funding largely remains rigid, incremental, stove-piped,
and narrowly project-based.

o Establish a new National Security Council (NSC) directorate.
Toward all of the above US political, organizational, and strategic
ends, the roundtable discussed creating a new directorate within
the NSC that would focus exclusively on fragile states security
themes such as conflict prevention. It would be responsible for
overseeing implementation of the integrated strategy for strength-
ening fragile states, encompassing programs in the State
Department, USAID, military services, other relevant agencies,
NGOs, and non-US actors.

Crafting a New Strategy for Strengthening Fragile States

Broaden the Scope of US Strategy Toward Fragile States Beyond
“Security” and Military Responses.
Experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq, as well as elsewhere, have resulted
in the military bearing the principal responsibilities for state building
and stability operations over the past several years. This imbalance
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strategy that directs both civilian and military responses. Indeed,
recommendations from the recent US Marine Corps Joint Urban
Warrior exercise highlighted risk mitigation as an intrinsic part of the
military’s conflict-shaping capacity, and the lesson learned was to
emphasize the education of decision makers and campaign planners
on advanced prevention concepts.

Create Long-Term Strategies That Support Responsible, Resilient
States as a More Sustainable Approach to Security Challenges Such
as Terrorism
A focus on conflict prevention inherently requires a long-term strategy,
allowing a strategic vision for longer than just the “crisis” stage. One
roundtable member characterized US response to conflict as “strategic
meandering”: dealing with crises in a reactive manner, declaring
“success” when the crisis is “solved,” and then leaving, allowing prob-
lems to fester or resurface. Another participant described US policies
and tools as “fads” that changed every few years.

Several roundtable members mentioned that aid plans tend to have
five-year terms (one member stated that not a single five-year plan in
the past 60 years has succeeded), whereas many of the problems that
need to be solved require much longer to produce lasting results. In
particular, the group said that a police force built from scratch needed
10-20 years to become self-sufficient. Therefore, the strategy for a
recovering country, for example, Liberia, where confidence in the
police force is critical to producing sustained security, should take a
minimum of 10-20 years.

Furthermore, one of the by-products of “strategic meandering” is that
once a crisis is “resolved,” resources are no longer allotted and the
United States no longer maintains consistent access to keep tabs on
whether progress is really being made. One of the most evident ways
the United States loses visibility is when embassy staffs are cut in
countries that are no longer deemed crisis areas, reducing the United
States’ ability to monitor the situation over the long term. This often
leads to a recurrence of violence, and sometimes, as in Haiti, a recur-
rence of military intervention.
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between civilian and military roles is exacerbated by the wide vari-
ance in funding between the DoD and other agencies, especially the
State Department.

Much of the current US capacity for state building is housed within
the Defense Department. The tendency, therefore, is for strategies
toward failed states to conflate “security” and “military” problems,
thus viewing the US military as the primary response mechanism.
Furthermore, there is a tendency to focus on “victory” and
“winning,” which are military terms, instead of on “progress” and
“success,” which are broader terms that imply looking at a country as
a long-term challenge with multifaceted solutions.

Demilitarizing the problem allows the United States to evaluate
precisely what is being accomplished in a fragile environment. While
security is often an acute challenge, the answer may not always entail
a military response. We need to widen our perspective to explore a
wider range of tools.

Decoupling “intervention” from “sending in the military” is particu-
larly crucial for changing our responses to weak and failing states.
Intervention can appear in many forms. Ceasing to equate “interven-
tion” with military operations widens the scope of US strategy to look
at a diversity of response options.

Focus Strategy on Conflict Prevention Rather Than Crisis Response
In crafting a new strategy, experts and officials should be wary of
“points of reference” in regard to “people whose entire frame and
experience is Iraq and Afghanistan.” As one roundtable participant put
it, US strategy toward weak and failing states has operated like a “light
switch,” where attention is drawn to crises that emerge suddenly, and
then withdrawn as soon as the crisis “light” is turned off. This has led
to short-term responses that deal with conflict once it has broken out,
when it is far more costly and difficult to mitigate.

Conflict prevention should be the strategic goal for strengthening
fragile states—dealing with challenges in pre-conflict states in order to
prevent acute crises—and it should be part of a comprehensive



Another by-product of the short-term approach is the inability to
gauge the effect of development assistance on the receiving country,
especially when the assistance is abruptly reduced or withdrawn.
When attention turns away from post-conflict countries that are
“recovering,” funding can become more volatile or drift toward a
primary donor, which may exacerbate certain situations or empower
certain actors. A long-term strategy should help countries deal with
expectations of external support, international aid dependency, and
changes in funding.

In sum, rather than focus solely on countries in imminent crisis, the
United States should help countries that are on an upward trend but
are still fragile. This is as important for conflict prevention as is
addressing those on the downward slope. The Millennium Challenge
Corporation is a successful program that is based on this premise.
Such an approach should also be part of the United States’ National
Security Strategy (NSS) as a demonstration of the commitment to
preventing conflict in fragile or weak states, not just the ones that have
collapsed into conflict.

Improving Prediction Capabilities and Making Early Warning Real
The chain of conflict prevention has several links, all of which need to
be strong for a prevention strategy to succeed. The first requirement
is a reliable predictive analytical capability to determine when to
respond. It should be based on credible research and a systematic
assessment methodology.

Once we have the predictive capabilities, we need the structural
capacity to respond in a timely fashion. In other words, an early-
warning system that “rings the alarm bell” must be institutionalized
in order to head off the worst consequences before violence breaks
out. This means that there needs to be a bureaucratic or pol/mil plan
which moves decision making quickly through the chain of command
to the president for a decision to act.

Finally, when a decision to engage is made, the United States needs to
have the operational capacity to respond, and the tools with which to
craft and implement an effective response. Policymakers need the

capacity to decide which tools to use under the circumstances, including
before a situation is a near-term crisis. Current US approaches to
conflict prevention focus on imminent or active crisis situations and
rarely conceive of interventions—diplomatic, economic, or military
(peacekeeping)—before a crisis erupts. Moreover, most practitioners
only look at their piece of the conflict life cycle (e.g., post conflict).
Pre-conflict, ongoing conflict, and post-conflict operations should be
brought together in a more meaningful way.

Determining US Interests: Deciding When and How to Act
A state must have the operational capabilities to respond (a
toolkit), in addition to the strategic ability to know when, and how,
to access the right tool in that toolkit. While every state has its own
needs, the first step in the conflict prevention chain calls for having
a way to identify when to respond, and a methodology for deter-
mining which approach to take. In looking at the need for focus
and prioritization of US strategy, the group came up with different
typologies of fragile states based on the degree of failure and the
risk to US interests. Both need more refined analysis, but are a good
place to start.

The first step is to identify a state as “at risk,” based on its degree of
state failure. The second step is to identify the type of state failure to
better frame the problem. The third is assessing the type of threat the
state poses. The fourth is determining how to engage the state, based
on its capacity and the willingness of the host government to coop-
erate. (For the full treatment of these four tasks—fragile state identi-
fication and ranking; categorization by type of failure; assessing the
threats to international security; and determining engagement—see
the referenced working paper chapter in this booklet).

In the end, clear and agreed typologies are needed for the next level of
US strategic discussion and decision making about the global problem
of state fragility and its ramifications for US interests. For instance, in
some states, the goal may be counterinsurgency, in which “transfor-
mative state building” is judged to be unnecessary or unrealistic. In
other cases, the goal may be long-term institution building in the
public finance or health care sectors. Other states may require “all of
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the above”—but, be ranked differently in terms of both (1) relevance
for US and global security concerns; and (2) feasibility of achieving
state-building objectives.

In order to bring all of these pieces together, we need a better “mission
statement” for US strategy toward fragile states that includes a discourse
on US interests and values. It is critical to determine what we are trying
to achieve, and what we mean by the phrase “national interest.” The
roundtable agreed that there is profound confusion over exactly what
policymakers and the US public think is the national interest.

In particular, there are real conflicts between how the national interest
in fragile states is (or should be) defined, leading to ambiguity over
precisely what we are trying to accomplish. For example, in Iraq or
Nigeria, do we want good governance or secure access to oil? Can
both goals be included, or are they competing? What about the
numerous cases in Asia and Africa where there are short-term, tactical
counterterror, and counterinsurgency goals?

In many such cases, there is a corresponding need to support and
strengthen civil society and state institutions without creating a
“strongman state.” The latter is a particular danger when considering
the “dual-use” nature of US military training, military aid, and
internal police training to central governments which often are, to
some degree, lacking in domestic legitimacy and can be highly
corrupt. In such cases, US military training, equipping, and aid could
be utilized by central leaders either in service of rule of law or in
service of a predatory, autocratic leadership.

In this regard, there may be some cases of state failure or fragility
where there is a fundamental conflict between short- and long-term
goals. For instance, democracy assistance is often meant to “constrain
the state”—i.e., the domestic government in the target society—over
the long term in service of involving civil society actors and building
up public needs infrastructure such as health, education, agriculture,
and utilities. Conversely, counterterror assistance is often meant to
strengthen the state apparatus without trying to transform its rela-
tions with its own society.

In addition, strategy for dealing with the challenges of state fragility
should be expanded to include regional approaches and ways to address
transborder drivers of conflict. For instance, the United States tends to
zero in on states that are imploding or have already imploded, with
particular strategic interest due to Islamic fundamentalist groups or
important resources. However, if this is done without considering the
wider regional context, the result can be a hopscotching, ad hoc, ulti-
mately destabilizing policy of throwing tremendous resources into the
worst-off regional cases while ignoring the needs of the failed states’
own fragile neighbors. In this regard, resources should be strategically
spread out across an entire subregion or regional environment, with a
view to keeping conflict from spreading across borders and strength-
ening those societies that have not yet succumbed to all-out conflict.

Finally, the conflation of “national interests” with “national security
interests” confuses the picture, especially when, as stated above,
national security is linked to deploying the US military. Other factors
beyond national security often drive national interest, but they are
frequently more difficult to articulate. Overall, the experts at the
roundtable agreed that these interests and threats need to be articu-
lated in the NSS in order to show where our focus should be vis-à-vis
fragile states.

Incorporating Transnational Actors and Issues
Other issues not normally associated with conflict management need
to be part of the discourse, including both positive and negative
impacts, so that we do not get lost in the weeds and lose our global
perspective. The dialogue on failed states should be expanded to
include new vulnerabilities brought on by globalization, such as
climate change, infectious diseases, and transnational crime. These
factors should be part of the conflict analysis.

For instance, one participant suggested that it is more useful to focus on
“armed violence” than simply on conflict, including the violent
offshoots of criminal activity, dirty money, violence based on youth
bulges and high unemployment, and other forms of substate or antistate
violence. Furthermore, preventing violent conflict and mass atrocities of
any type should be identified as inherent to our vital national interests.

19



But this means, ultimately, a greater international capability for
rapidly deployable international police forces as well as sustainable
police trainers for deployment to fragile state environments, both in
pre- and post-conflict situations. As part of instituting the rule of
law and functioning public institutions, or just protecting humani-
tarian aid workers in violent areas, police and police trainers are
desperately needed for rapid deployment to states experiencing
corrosive, chronic violence at a level that does not yet qualify as
“war” or “armed conflict” or “civil war,” but nonetheless can, and
does, weaken societies to the extent that state failure and conflict
escalation are possibilities. Currently, the international demand for
police and police trainers far exceeds the supply. For instance, in
terms of US capacities for police training (including instituting
human rights), USAID has lost roughly 360 staff who had been dedi-
cated to this goal, with only a partial capability now residing in the
US Justice Department. This latter trend, in turn, was based in part
on the negative human rights outcomes of USAID “public safety”
programs with internal security services in Latin America during the
Cold War. As one participant offered, however, “it’s time to get
beyond Cold War legacies in terms of US involvement in these
areas.” There was some mention of the DoD increasingly being pres-
sured by these operating realities in fragile states to go into new
areas such as police recruitment, training, and equipping, but partic-
ipants as a whole believed that the DoD was the wrong agency to
take on this task.

The scope of an integrated US strategy for strengthening fragile states
should also be expanded to incorporate economic factors and
transnational economic activities, such as trade agreements, remit-
tances, and migration, and how they are related to a state’s fragility.
For instance, many countries cite the removal of trade barriers and
food subsidies imposed by trading partners and international donors
as an important means of dealing with their internal instability, so it
is important to engage the trade and agricultural sectors in this
dialogue. One of the roundtable participants asserted that there is an
absolute disconnect between larger trade agreements and how they
impact problems on the ground, both positively and negatively.
Another factor is the impact of migration and remittances on the

fragile state; often they have a significant impact on how the state is
able to recover from conflict.

Furthermore, we should expand who we work with in crisis countries,
incorporating sectors and actors that are not usually associated with
conflict. In some cases, it may be necessary to disaggregate the state
and choose which partners to work with. Such analysis also allows us
to look at the system and its components and weigh the impact of our
actions, incorporating the “do no harm” principle.

As one participant pointed out, almost all countries have “clusters
of competence,” even if the central government itself is challenged in
terms of legitimacy, administrative reach, or finances. Looking at
countries “vertically” (at different levels within the host country)
may reveal municipal leaders in Somalia, for instance, who can be
constructive even where the central government has failed. (At the
same time, one participant noted that the United States has an unfor-
tunate tendency to empower corrupt and predatory warlords, or
local militia leaders, in the service of short-term goals such as coun-
terterrorism rather than longer-term goals of institution building,
rule of law improvements, and more empowered central leadership;
thus, it is important to define at the outset what is meant by “clus-
ters of competence.”)

Ultimately, it is important to evaluate what we are trying build and/or
rebuild; careful analysis may reveal some instances where the state is
not viable or appropriate. In such cases, the international community
may be better off multilaterally and cooperatively selecting a couple of
“required” or “key” sectors of the society and state to focus on
together, with an eye on mitigating risk and managing conflict rather
than ending it outright.

In Somalia, for instance, a “mediated state” may be the outcome, in
which different territorial or social enclaves cooperate in a rough
confederal arrangement with the central government to provide rule of
law, security, and health and human services. This reality describes
many stable developing states today, but the concept of a mediated
state does not follow the strict “Westphalian model” that most Western
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leaders, rising powers, and middle powers in the international order
recognize. In places such as Afghanistan, a “hybrid state” solution,
incorporating traditional systems and local powerbrokers that are
already in existence at local levels, may be implemented—essentially, a
“patchwork quilt” style of governance.

While such approaches may result in state structures that look unfa-
miliar to Western actors, recognizing informal polities on their own
terms will allow the international community to incorporate gover-
nance structures that may already be working and thus, ultimately, be
more successful. It will also allow international actors to factor in civil
society groups or individual leaders who are “willing and able” to
provide some positive change away from chronic instability, and who
may not always be official state actors. For instance, local groups in
rural areas (“hinterlands”) may have their own contextualized and
sustainable expertise and tools in areas such as agriculture.

Thus, efforts should also be made to strengthen traditional actors that
have an important role in state building, or in improving elite capacity,
which is one of the more difficult areas for outsiders to influence.
Military-to-military exchange is also one intervention point that can
have a positive effect, especially if the relationship focuses on profes-
sionalizing the local military. The same applies to strengthening
administrative capacities.

In sum, while these recommendations are themselves highly state-
centric, US strategy should be expanded to deal with more than just
states as partners in state building. NGOs, such as the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation, can have a dramatic impact in fragile states; we
may be missing part of the story if we only talk about what other
states do.

Developing Agency Training and Culture
As argued by another participant, “Begin with the principle that
civilian agencies need adaptable tools and funding mechanisms, in
which there is a need to figure out how to make conflict prevention as
much of a priority as conflict resolution.” This means better early
response, in turn requiring better relationships with legitimate

nonstate actors. It also means maintaining some combined civilian,
police, and military presence during post-conflict environments for the
requisite amount of time, without being eager to leave and prema-
turely declare “mission accomplished.”

However, participants agreed that current US and global institutions
are not built for flexible response; US organizational incentives do not
reward adaptability. As one participant put it, “The problem is that
prevention has disincentives: if it fails, you are blamed; and if it
succeeds, there is no praise.”

Overall, in order to foster better analysis of weak and failing states,
the group highlighted the need for capacity building within US
government agencies. In particular, the United States needs to develop
greater country expertise and cultural sensitivity, which has been insti-
tutionalized in the intelligence community, but is not as prevalent
among Foreign Service officers or policymakers. The United States
must develop experts in fragile states. Furthermore, agencies need
professional training in preventing and mitigating crisis, which is rare
among members of the geographical bureaus of the Department of
State and Department of Defense.

It is important to reward risk taking, innovation, and adaptation
(much as in the private sector), rather than penalize them. This culture
shift would also encourage a comprehensive approach to US strategy,
rather than the usual competition for funding and recognition among
agencies. Incentivizing cross-agency assignments and in-country post-
ings in fragile states would tap into the resources of motivated
personnel who are discouraged under the current system. In order to
foster change across departments and agencies, rewarding adaptation
should be systemic and transparent.

Some participants argued that we should look at how Congress is
addressing these issues, i.e., there tends to be a competition between
regional and functional approaches (e.g., armed services vs. subcommit-
tees on regions). The regional versus the functional approach also divides
the State Department, thus hampering integration and coordination.
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Establishing a Self-Evaluation Mechanism
Along with incentivizing risk taking, a cultural shift toward self-eval-
uation is needed across US agencies, because US agencies tend to learn
serious lessons only from catastrophic failures (as, say, in parts of Iraq
or Somalia) rather than less drastic “run-of-the-mill failures.”
Therefore, from the strategic level to in-country teams, agencies
should be encouraged to incorporate lessons learned, self-evaluations,
and possibly mid-course corrections as required. Mechanisms for self-
evaluation and determining lessons learned need to be integrated into
all of the new actions described at the beginning of this report. For
instance, a new directorate in the NSC could include a strategic
research unit to look at lessons learned in order to gear strategies
toward what has gone well.

Furthermore, the United States has a tendency to define challenges in
phases, which treat them as linear problems. Looking at a failed state
as a “circular problem,” with constant relooks, prevents the tendency
to check off successes and move onto the next problem. It also will
help us to determine how each agency fits into the larger strategy,
preventing a “stovepipe” approach. Finally, it will allow the United
States to take into account the inevitable—and sometimes unpre-
dictable—“second- and third-order effects” of US and multilateral
actions toward a target society, thereby allowing for longer-term risk
management and mitigation as an ongoing process rather than a
black-and-white, one-intervention-solves-all-problems approach.

In addition, a key component of any strategy toward weak and failing
states is to define success or the “end state,” and what the expected
outcomes are at each stage of the conflict intervention cycle. The next
step is then to revisit the situation and reexamine the intervention criteria
to determine if the objectives need to be redefined at different stages.

Leveraging the Capacities of Rising and Regional Powers in Finding
and Implementing Multilateral Solutions
Currently, major powers tend to put a “damper” on the states in their
periphery being strong contributors. One example consists of the
United States in South America and the Organization of American
States (OAS). However, Southeast Asia is slowly getting beyond

“ideational strictures” in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) politics and discourse, with some promise in generating
greater regional and global inputs into fragile state situations. Overall,
both general capabilities and niche capabilities could be important in
meeting what is essentially a problem of 21st-century global gover-
nance. In this context, regional hegemons should be seen as valued
contributors, not as threats.

In terms of current global realities, 31 states now implicitly adhere to
a “crosscutting Western agenda”—loose, informal, implicit coopera-
tion along similar values. These states tend to share burdens or take
on “special cases” of fragility in regions such as Africa without relying
on formalized institutional interests, politics, and capabilities, as seen
with the Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) and other
agencies in New York. One participant proposed that, rather than
seeing this as a problem to be solved, it should be accepted as a de
facto global division of labor, in which a multitude of developing
countries such as India and Pakistan lend troops to formal DPKO
operations while members of this other informal, global, Western
coalition contribute their own forces more directly into areas where
there is some overlap between strategic security interests and genuine
human rights concerns.

However, more can be done to expand contributions in both camps.
As put by one expert, “Brazil is a huge holdout on peacekeeping and
police. South Korea and Japan are coming on line, but there could be
more discussion on how to increase their activities. In Asia, Japan,
China, and South Korea are held back by the negative perceptions
harbored by the other sides becoming ‘militarized.’ This may also be
true of Vietnam, which has heavy military capabilities, but contributes
engineers only.” Other participants noted that language and cultural
barriers can get in the way of a rising power contributing something
other than skilled engineers or health workers; one prime example of
this latter dynamic is South Korea.

In sum, nascent military and nonmilitary capabilities exist, but much
more international diplomacy will be needed to strategically increase
the contributions of rising power centers. Finally, the new focus on the
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G-20 holds out some hope that more sustainable norms surrounding
natural resource governance could be created, effectively integrating
environmental issues and challenges into the global trade regime,
including the World Trade Organization (WTO).

Other Requirements for an Effective Policy
Survey current capabilities. Participants recommended conducting an
inventory of government capabilities and activities relevant to fragile
states and state building to create a baseline of current assets. In other
words, we need to take stock of what we are already doing and what
capacities we have that relate to fragile states around the world, and then
use those as a starting point for discussing what we need to develop. As
one roundtable member pointed out, the Office of the Coordinator for
Reconstruction and Stabilization (S/CRS) is already performing some of
these functions, but lacks the resources to do them all. Examining the
architecture will allow us to identify not only gaps, but also areas that
can be strengthened to make better use of our resources.

Engage international and NGO partners. Taking stock of existing
capacities should be broadened beyond just US government assets to
include international and nongovernmental partners. Thinking of our
capabilities only in terms of the US government ignores the contribu-
tions of private foundations, such as the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation, whose activities strengthen failing states. Furthermore,
looking at global capabilities allows us to leverage relationships that
regional partners may have (for instance, Australia’s relationship with
Indonesia or the United Kingdom’s approach to fragile states led by its
Department for International Development). We also need to engage
partners who may be better than we are in certain areas. The military,
for example, distinguishes “supported” from “supporting” relation-
ships; in the latter case, someone else takes the lead. Reinforcing
someone else’s efforts allows for multiple engagements and permits
burden-sharing, but it would require the United States to recognize that
solutions do not always have to involve us or have us take the lead.

Broadening the scope even further, the United States should look for
ways in which states at risk achieve progress on their own. Some
areas, such as Somaliland, an enclave within Somalia that is not inter-

nationally recognized, are at peace; figuring out ways to offer a
supporting role for the progress made there may allow us to play a
constructive role in stabilizing the failed state of Somalia.

Create diplomatic DARTs. Another idea offered was to create a diplo-
matic equivalent of a disaster assistance response team (DART), which
could rapidly deploy in response to crisis situations. Once in-country,
such a team could be mandated to shape a long-term strategy to miti-
gate the conflict. The US government could have standby diplomatic
teams ready to deploy when unexpected or sudden crises emerge, as
when former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan successfully inter-
vened in 2008 to broker a power-sharing agreement after the violence
in the wake of the Kenyan election killed over 1,000 people.

Increase and sustain strategic interagency dialogue. Greater attention
needs to be given to fostering increased interagency dialogue at the
strategic level, not just at the operational level, to look at the problem
of fragile states as a collective government challenge. Right now the
approach is very fragmented, with different agencies setting different
priorities, metrics, and definitions of success, based on their own
methodologies and goals. The objective should be to create a strategy
for unity of purpose that is both simple and easy to communicate across
different bureaucratic cultures, serving as a focal point for efforts that
otherwise tend toward stovepiping. Experts also recommended devel-
oping a set of guidelines for agency-specific engagement within the
strategy, in order to identify core competencies, promote better division
of labor, and foster collaboration. Time also factors into interagency
relations, as different sectors look at problems over different timelines,
and therefore measure their own success separately. A comprehensive
strategy should provide a common vision for all of them.

Establish a new NSC directorate. The roundtable discussed the creation
of a new directorate within the NSC that would focus exclusively on
conflict prevention and sustainable security. A key part of its mandate
would be the creation of a comprehensive US strategy toward fragile
states. Such a directorate would also oversee the implementation and
coordination of the strategy, including the State Department, USAID,
military services, other relevant agencies, NGOs, and non-US agencies.
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While some coordination may be occurring now on an ad hoc country-
by-country basis, or in the field, the emphasis within this new direc-
torate would be to make sure that all agencies have a shared strategy
which would ensure unity of effort and, at the same time, be capable of
being tailored to the needs of each country. Today, fragile states are
addressed within the NSC as a subset of other directorates or problem
areas, such as development, stability operations, humanitarian opera-
tions, or multilateral affairs. This ensures that there is no cohesive
strategy, but rather pieces of a strategy that are not often connected.

Create a more comprehensive public narrative. A more comprehen-
sive public narrative on the importance of failed states will be
essential to the success of any US strategy. The group cited the need
to convey to American audiences the reasons why politicians and
citizens should be concerned about fragile states, and to perhaps
change the focus from convincing people it matters to convincing
the public that it is solvable or, in some cases, manageable. Since
September 11, 2001, the narrative has been too narrow, defining US
interests in strictly terms of fighting terrorism. The discourse
should also explain to the American people what leads to terrorism.
The positive narrative that responds to American interests would
focus on the rule of law, which Americans understand, over the
narrow security dialogue.

Improve outreach by civilian agencies to Congress. In the end, much of
the success of a coherent strategy hinges on better congressional
outreach, and changing the tendency to view funding for weak and
failing states as “foreign aid.” Participants noted that it is easier to get
funding for crises than contingencies or prevention, and immediate
concerns outweigh long-term objectives in funding priorities. Discussion
of how Congress should play a larger role in developing a US strategy
led to the notion that this will facilitate funding in these areas. The
group suggested that the administration should mirror the military’s
relationship with the Senate Armed Services Committees, with the State
Department stepping up its communications with the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee and the House Foreign Affairs Committee.

Conclusion
The United States needs to act quickly to forge a strategy toward
fragile states that incorporates a variety of actions, including:

• Raising the amount of attention the issue receives, creating a direc-
torate within the NSC dedicated to this problem.

• Conducting a survey of the elements of US power that can be inte-
grated into a strategy.

• Integrating “nontraditional” conflict drivers and risk factors into US
policy planning and implementation, including endemic territorial
disputes among intrastate groups, resource competition (e.g., water,
timber, land), youth violence, climate change, corruption surrounding
natural resource exploitation, and environmental degradation.

• Engaging international and NGO partners, going beyond ad hoc
calls for support to include more detailed and informed analysis and
recommendations for exactly which international actors (IGOs,
states, NGOs, transnational diasporas, businesses, international
financial institutions) should carry which burden.

• Forming diplomatic rapid response teams that can react to early
warnings of impending or sudden outbursts of violence.

• Fostering strategic interagency dialogue.

• Sharing information more reliably and effectively.

• Aligning the geographical maps that agencies use for coordination.

In addition, experts urged the US government to form a comprehen-
sive strategy that will strengthen US capacity to have a:

• Predictive analytical capacity supported by robust research.

• Structural (bureaucratic) capacity to make timely decisions based on
early-warning indicators and analyses.
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• Operational capacity to respond with a toolbox of measures.

• Planning capacity to decide which tools to utilize under which
circumstances.

• Political will to predict and prevent conflict, respond promptly, and
build long-term sustainable security through competent, legitimate,
and representative states.

These five elements underline the importance of a comprehensive
approach to forging a fragile states strategy which would move beyond
the current fragmented and uncoordinated approach. At present, no
strategy exists to guide all US agencies and promote unity of effort in
the field. This said, while an overarching strategy is needed, it must be
agile enough to be tailored to each country’s situation.

These recommendations go further than the usual “whole-of-
government” approach or the focus on “interagency coordination”
that policymakers focus upon at the moment. Instead, the United
States needs to reach out within the US government and beyond, to
other actors—in the host country, internationally, and in different
domains not normally involved in fragile state discussions, including
specialists on environment, natural resources, and illicit economies. It
is imperative that we act on these recommendations, and create a
strategy that is continually reviewed and improved.

To start addressing these challenges, participants offered several
tactical suggestions for immediate consideration:

• Promote an interagency Coordinator’s Office for Reconstruction
and Stabilization. The unit should be an integrated State USAID
bureau and attached to the Office of the Secretary of State, but have
at least one-third of officers from USAID. It should incorporate the
conflict prevention functions of USAID/DCHA’s (Democracy,
Conflict, and Humanitarian Assistance) Office of Conflict
Management and Mitigation. It should also include military plan-
ners seconded from the geographic combatant commands and the
US Joint Forces Command, coordinated with the Office of the

Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, House Committee on Foreign Affairs, and the relevant
appropriations subcommittees. All of these connections should then
be leveraged to promote a broader training program in conflict
management for state and USAID Foreign Service officers as an
appropriate investment in conflict reduction.

• In terms of institutionalizing both crisis prevention and effective crisis
response, the United States Institute of Peace (USIP) International
Academy for Peace is one possible, specific actor that could start the
long process of reforming US civilian capabilities.

• Meanwhile, there is an immediate need for a training setup for
deployment of existing civilian staff to crisis or fragile areas, despite
a current lack of country, cultural, and crisis management expertise.
As a model that works, the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence
and Research (INR) currently has ambassadorial seminars with
country experts to prepare ambassadors. In the short term, ramping
up these seminars could help create a dynamic roster of experts to
train people over several days on “the basics” of a given case: cultural
mores; intrastate political, social, and economic divisions; and so on.

• Finally, it is impossible to get away from the fact that US policy-
makers will need to continue to use the much greater resources of the
military for some time, as civilian capacities ramp up over at least 5-
10 years—despite the real danger of militarization of foreign policy.
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Forging a US Policy Toward Fragile States
By Pauline H. Baker
President of The Fund for Peace

Responding to 21st-Century Security Challenges
Except in high profile crisis situations, Washington rarely
attempts to develop an integrated, government-wide strategy
to prevent conflict and state failure, in which the National
Security Council sets overall objectives and figures out how to
bring relevant tools of influence to bear in the service of
unified country strategies. More commonly, the United States
engages individual fragile and failing states in a haphazard and
“stove-piped” manner, pursuing separate bilateral diplomatic,
aid, defense, trade, and financial relationships, each reflecting
the institutional mandates and bureaucratic priorities of the
relevant agencies. The United States needs to rationalize and
upgrade its fragmented approach to monitor precarious states
and develop new mechanisms to improve the chance that early
warning actually triggers early action.

—Stewart Patrick, “The U.S. Response to Precarious States: Tentative
Progress and Remaining Obstacles to Coherence,” Center for Global

Development Essay, Washington, DC, July 2007. 1

Of the many foreign policy challenges of the 21st century, one
of the most complex and unpredictable is the problem of
fragile and failing states which often lead to civil war, mass

atrocities, economic decline, and the destabilization of other coun-
tries. “The Coming Age of Insecurity,” as Foreign Policy characterized
the political era stemming from such challenges, not only threatens
civilians, but endangers international peace.2 Since the 1990s, such
crises have become more prominent on the agendas of the major
powers, intergovernmental institutions, humanitarian organizations,
and of the vulnerable states themselves. Indeed, while the number of
violent conflicts, particularly interstate wars, has declined after the
end of the Cold War, the duration and lethality of internal conflicts are
rising. Casualty figures are considerably higher when “war deaths”

beyond the battlefield and deaths as a result of infrastructure destruc-
tion are included.3 While Iraq and Afghanistan have dominated the
public discourse on fragile states, the problem is confined neither to
these countries nor to their neighbors. Indeed, global trends in civil
conflicts are likely to present more, not fewer, challenges to interna-
tional peace and security, particularly in states with a history of insta-
bility, demographic pressures, rich mineral resources, questionable
political legitimacy, a youth bulge, economic inequality, factionalized
elites, and deep-seated group grievances.

Yet for all the talk of the critical importance of such challenges, the US
government lacks a comprehensive strategy and overall set of objec-
tives to prevent weak states from failure. While many US agencies are
engaged in activities related to the prevention of state fragility, their
efforts are typically fragmented among different priorities, goals, and
frameworks.4 In sum, the terminology of conflict risk varies; the
metrics of successful interventions are not uniform; and operational
functions are usually divided into pre- and post-conflict phases, with
analysts rarely looking at the full life cycle of a conflict. Although
weak and failing states were identified in the 2002 US National
Security Strategy as a high-priority threat, the National Security
Council (NSC) does not have a directorate dedicated to coordinating
and supervising an integrated approach to fragile states; rather, it
tucks issues pertaining to weak states under categories, such as devel-
opment, humanitarian affairs, stabilization, or democratization. As a
result, the focus is diluted, agencies are left to decide how to approach
the challenges in their own ways, and no strategy or unified approach
is developed. In essence, we make up our response as we go along,
country by country, crisis by crisis.

Government specialists dealing with such crises are scattered among
numerous agencies and departments. Most early warning analysts
reside in the intelligence community, although conflict analysis was
supposed to have been a function of the State Department’s Office of
the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization (S/CRS). Instead,
its primary function has shifted toward the recruitment of civilian
government workers for deployment in conflict zones. Consequently,
with no “institutional home” for developing a US strategy for fragile
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states, there is no shared methodology, conceptual framework, or
analytical approach that integrates lessons learned for interagency
unity of effort. Most government efforts are instead directed toward
operational functions, linking agencies once they are up and running in
the field.

State-building experts tend to be area specialists based in the
Department of State and in some units of the US Agency for
International Development (USAID) (e.g., Conflict Management and
Mitigation or CMM) as well as the Department of Defense. They
focus on post-conflict5 events, such as the Pentagon’s focus on military
stabilization, or USAID’s emphasis on economic reconstruction. Their
efforts are valuable, and have produced results, such as the 2005
Essential Tasks Matrix for post-conflict reconstruction developed by
S/CRS in collaboration with six other agencies. This operational tool
categorizes a range of tasks for practitioners on the ground once the
decision to intervene has been made, but it is no substitute for a
comprehensive strategy designed to prevent or mitigate conflict in
fragile states.

Counterinsurgency and counterterrorism efforts present even more
complex challenges to US policy in fragile states. Military exigencies
in Iraq and Afghanistan have skewed perceptions on fragile states, as
operational imperatives have superseded strategic understanding of
what must be done for long-term state building. Sometimes these
goals are compatible; sometimes not. For example, in order to subdue
insurgencies, the United States has decided to train, equip, arm, and
use local proxy forces or sectarian militias. While understandable as a
short-term military tactic, the use of these militias could destabilize
the host government in the long term if they are not demobilized or
integrated into the state’s security structures. Iraq is an example of this
phenomenon, with the Sunni Awakening forces feeling marginalized
by the Shiite government, which has failed to keep its promise to
absorb some 100,000 fighters.

Given the shortage of civilian personnel knowledgeable and available
to engage in state building, the military has ended up shaping early-
warning and state-building policies while also conducting security and

reconstruction operations on the ground. In many ways, the military
has boldly taken on the most advanced work—investigating the
drivers of violence, deploying to contain the violence, and imple-
menting state-building tasks to avoid a recurrence of violence. The
armed services have vastly more resources, are better organized, and
have institutionalized planning and evaluation mechanisms that other
agencies lack.

However, the results focus on war-fighting goals. The emphasis in
counterinsurgency doctrine on protecting civilians has narrowed the
gap between military and civilian needs on the ground, but the gap
remains nonetheless. This merging of functions makes it difficult to
measure the results of state building, establish benchmarks for
progress, or institutionalize interagency coordination. The lack of
consensus on the metrics of success, in turn, undermines public confi-
dence in the state-building exercise.6 Except in rare cases of enlight-
ened commanders and policymakers ordering integrated efforts in
their particular areas of responsibility, the US response to preventing
conflict and building functional states remains incoherent, stovepiped,
and uncoordinated.7

The current remedy to this situation is to encourage “interagency
coordination.” But the US policy deficit on fragile states is due to
more than the lack of coordination, or a paucity or imbalance of
resources. These are the symptoms, not the cause. Rather, the deficit
originates from a failure to conceptualize the challenge correctly and
develop a holistic strategy for dealing with the phenomenon of state
failure as a new class of conflict. Such an approach must not only be
whole-of-government, but whole-of-society, or comprehensive, taking
into account the entire range of actors who populate the landscape of
shattered societies: local authorities; nonstate actors; spoilers; criminal
networks; communal, religious, and ethnic-based groupings; interna-
tional nongovernmental organizations (NGOs); illicit economies; and
the private sector. Also needed is a unified decision-making structure
comprising US departments that not only act rapidly in a crisis but,
more importantly, act before a crisis, using early-warning and state-
building skills that can be adapted to individual cases. Previous
attempts to develop such an approach have either been ignored when
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new administrations took office, or failed to generate sufficient finan-
cial and political support to remain afloat.8

The United States needs to make fragile states a higher-order priority
in the hierarchy of national security concerns, comparable in impor-
tance to such issues as weapons of mass destruction (WMD) prolifer-
ation, climate change, and energy self-sufficiency. To achieve this, the
following steps need to be taken:

• Create a new Directorate for Conflict Prevention and Sustainable
Security in the NSC with the necessary staffing, budget, and
authority to develop and implement a comprehensive US strategy
for fragile states.

• In consultation with Congress, establish criteria for US engagement,
or nonengagement, in fragile states, including diplomatic, economic,
and military options that can be utilized throughout the full life
cycle of a conflict for both prevention and response.

• Form an international coalition of partner organizations and coun-
tries that could join the United States in developing strategies, coor-
dinating interventions (nonmilitary and military), and providing
resources, including rapid response mechanisms, to ensure that early
warning means early action, and to build local institutional capaci-
ties for good governance in high-risk states.

• Create a unified US political/military plan embracing all agencies of
government that need to be activated when policymakers decide a
fragile state should be engaged in an emergency situation in which
conflict has broken out, or when a strategy for preventing such an
emergency is adopted.

• Conduct regular evaluations in each country in which the United
States is engaged in a state-building strategy to measure progress,
draw lessons learned, and determine when the country is confidently
on a trajectory toward sustainable security, laying the basis for a
gradual exit strategy.

• Formulate a public diplomacy campaign that explains the policy and
its rationale to the public, the international community, and the
affected populations.

How We Got Here: From “MOOTWA” to Hybrid Operations
During the early 1990s, the United States regarded the problems of
fragile states mainly as humanitarian tragedies. Indeed, when the US
military began to deploy forces in response to outbreaks of violence in
internal wars, either to evacuate civilians or stabilize the situation,
these actions were described as short-term deployments similar to
natural disasters and termed military operations other than war, or
MOOTWA (moo-twa). This acronym conveyed both the low strategic
significance attributed to such missions at the time, and a fundamental
misunderstanding of what is involved in mitigating the consequences
of internal wars and building functioning states.

Attitudes shifted dramatically after the attacks of September 11, 2001,
on the World Trade Center in New York City and the Pentagon in
Washington, DC. Launched by Al Qaeda, then based in Afghanistan—
a poor and highly factionalized state—the attacks were planned and
executed by a terrorist group that, in essence, had taken control of a
failed state. From its Afghan base, Al Qaeda was able to consolidate its
organization, train its fighters, and propagate an ideology of religious
fundamentalism that rationalized mass murder.

The main long-term threat comes not merely from the organization
but from the environment which allows it to operate. Of course,
extremist groups operate in strong states as well as weak ones, but in
the former, there are institutional capacities to limit their movements
and activities. Weak and failing states permit extremist groups and
predatory elites to thrive, largely with impunity.9 The people who
suffer most are usually not the enemies of such elites, but the popula-
tions trapped under their control.

Approximately one to two billion people in sixty nations are living in
fragile or failing states.10 These states display a variety of dysfunc-
tions, including: (1) the lack of physical control over their territories;
(2) a loss of a monopoly on the use of force; (3) an inability or unwill-
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ingness of the governments to protect and provide basic social services
to their citizens; (4) insufficient political legitimacy for leaders to
make authoritative decisions for the society as a whole; and (5) an
inability to function fully and responsibly in the international
system.11 Power vacuums in such states may be filled by militias, traf-
fickers, criminal groups, drug cartels, and other illicit networks that
erode state sovereignty from within.12 Alternatively, predatory polit-
ical elites who capture power can drive countries into institutional
decay, eroding sovereignty from the top. Though they may have the
trappings of strong states, such states are merely strongman states that
often collapse when their leadership is removed. In weak or
strongman states, stability is a function of the life of the regime, not
of the integrity of state institutions.

The international community tends to neglect such threats until they
erupt as major crises or become complex humanitarian emergencies.
By that time, they may be too serious or too complicated to resolve
without military intervention.13 Such neglect led to Afghanistan being
taken over by the Taliban and, by extension, Al Qaeda. Likewise, a
short-term intervention, such as Somalia in 1992-1993 to break a
famine, turned into combat operations that killed 18 Americans and
1,000 Somalis. The result was a rapid withdrawal of UN and US
troops and subsequent neglect of the country. Today, after fourteen
failed attempts to create a new government, Somalia remains the quin-
tessential failed state—“the most dangerous place in the world,”
according to one report.14 Among other things, its lawlessness has
given rise to an invasion by a neighboring state, US attacks on alleged
Al Qaeda-linked militants, and booming piracy in the Gulf of Aden,
one of the busiest shipping lanes in the world.

Even more frightening is the prospect of a failed state with nuclear
arms. Pakistan’s possible disintegration represents a scenario in which
nuclear weapons could fall into the hands of Al Qaeda or the Taliban.
North Korea’s breakdown could likewise result in nuclear weapons
ending up in the hands of as yet unidentified criminals or predatory
warlords. Mexico has become the subject of a new debate over
whether it, too, is becoming a failed state as a result of the vicious
attacks by drug cartels, including a record number of beheadings,

kidnappings, and murders of state authorities. The label of failed state
is probably inappropriate, as Mexico has stronger institutions than is
usually recognized. But whichever states are, or are not, included in
the category of weak and failing states, the United States is not
prepared to deal with these 21st- century threats, wherever they arise.

The frequency and complexity of such crises has gradually trans-
formed MOOTWA into a more realistic conception of stability oper-
ations or, more recently, hybrid operations.15 The change of
nomenclature signifies a dramatic shift in thinking, at least by the mili-
tary, from an exclusively humanitarian to a more complicated human-
itarian/security perspective.

Much has been learned in the interim. Building on the 2002 US
National Security Strategy, which asserted that “America is now threat-
ened less by conquering states than we are by failing ones,”16 the 2008
US Stability Operations Army Field Manual 3-07 stated that “[the]
greatest threats to our national security will not come from emerging
ambitious states but from nations unable or unwilling to meet the basic
needs and aspirations of their people.”17 The idea that state building
rests on the security and well-being of the civilian populations rather
than on the elimination of insurgents or terrorists is a milestone in mili-
tary thinking, even though there were antecedents in earlier counterin-
surgency doctrine. This has led to three other major assumptions:

1. US stability operations will last longer and claim more of the mili-
tary’s resources than conventional combat operations;

2. Such crises will require a military role before, during, and after
combat operations across the full life cycle of the conflict;

3. Success (defined as sustainable security, not military victory) will
depend not only upon military prowess, but upon “the capacity of
the other elements of national power, leveraging the full potential
of our interagency partners.”18

Thus, what has evolved from the challenges of fragile states is a new
hybrid form of combat that goes beyond traditional concepts of guer-
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rilla warfare and counterinsurgency operations. Civilian protection is
no longer merely a tactic but a core military objective, and a “civilian
surge” for state building does not merely follow military operations in
a post-conflict stage, but constitutes a key part of hybrid operations
that define “success.”19 Indeed, state building might be an effective
conflict prevention strategy with the potential to obviate the need for
military intervention in many states, if it were to begin early enough.

Dramatic changes in nonmilitary thinking are also occurring. A
booming industry has emerged in early warning, with new method-
ologies, technologies, watch lists, civilian-based alerts, and case
studies. An equally intense flood of interest has emerged on post-
conflict state-building strategies, focusing on the ingredients of recon-
struction, such as Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration
(DDR) of militias, humanitarian relief, elections, refugee and inter-
nally displaced persons (IDP) resettlement, economic growth, transi-
tional justice, police and military training, civil service support, the
rule of law, and good governance. Private foundations have allocated
funds to spur innovations in these areas, and governments worldwide
are exploring ways to foster interagency coordination, manage
sequencing, measure progress, stimulate economic growth, develop
civil society, and “win hearts and minds.”

As laudable as this shift is, government thinking lags behind. Because
government responses to early warning (which often become late
warning) are slow, they invariably tilt toward coercive measures based
on hard power interventions or threatened sanctions, while state building
relies more heavily on civilian functions, based on soft power assets and
incentives. Chester Crocker, a Georgetown University professor and
former Assistant Secretary of State for Africa, commented:

This isn’t about “hard power” versus “soft power.” It’s about
“smart power” that connects the dots between our brains,
muscles, and dollars to craft integrated responses to strategy.
Without smart power we’ll continue to be good at blowing
things up, and to struggle with the more complicated mission
of winning the peace.20

A Surge or a Slump in Attention?
Some observers have wondered whether or not systematic early
warning is really needed, maintaining that the problem is not a lack of
awareness of looming disasters, but a lack of the political will to act.
Others have questioned whether a state-building approach is the best
path to peace, noting that other political remedies, perhaps at the local
level, might be preferable, and that state building is sometimes harmful
for peace, as it can cause a revival of violence. For instance, as the
debate on Afghanistan illustrated, some US experts and politicians
have argued that our goals should focus only on the terrorist dimen-
sion, because truly dedicated state building would risk drawing us into
a prolonged military and political engagement reminiscent of Vietnam.

In fact, much has been learned since Vietnam, but the global economic
crisis has led some to question whether the progress can be sustained.
Niall Ferguson, a history professor at Harvard, argues that the
upheavals in weak and failing states are likely to receive less resources
and reduced attention, despite mounting threats:

Most countries are looking inward, grappling with the
domestic consequences of the economic crisis and paying little
attention to the wider world crises. This is true even of the
United States, which is now so preoccupied with its own
economic problems that countering global upheaval looks like
an expensive luxury.21

At the same time, while the economic downturn will undoubtedly
present constraints, leaders cannot afford to stand back from a world
that is collapsing around them, especially when their interests are
affected by hostile forces that arise in such environments. Moreover,
while war fatigue may be eroding support for long military engagements,
other forces are converging for a more active agenda on these issues:

• The 2009 inauguration of Barack Obama has raised expectations of
American leadership in this sphere. Obama’s administration
includes advocates, such as Susan Rice, now US Ambassador to the
United Nations, and Samantha Power, now on the National Security
Council, both of whom are known to support more robust
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responses to prevent genocide and mass atrocities and to ensure
recovery in war-torn societies.22 US allies, the NGO community, and
foreign policy analysts are likewise lobbying for stronger actions to
protect civilians in danger. Thus, while there remain substantial limi-
tations (including restricted resources in an economic downturn,
war fatigue among the US public, and international distrust of US
intervention), expectations of earlier and smarter responses by the
United States, especially to protect civilians at risk, are rising. Those
expectations were reinforced by the US support for the ICC indict-
ment of Sudanese President Bashir for war crimes and crimes against
humanity (which was sustained even under the new Obama strategy
of engagement with Sudan), the continuation of sanctions against
the Mugabe regime in Zimbabwe, and engagement in Afghanistan,
despite continuing controversies over the right tactics in each case.

• There is increased advocacy from civil society for action, particu-
larly to prevent genocide and mass atrocities.23 Many advocacy
groups are coalescing and cooperating, suggesting that civil society
may be transitioning from country-specific advocacy toward a
general antigenocide movement. Their efforts are mirrored in
increased attention by leading think tanks, foundations, religious
organizations, universities, and celebrities to antigenocide projects.24

Thus, the constituency seems to be growing for more assertive US
action to prevent and mitigate crisis situations, separate from coun-
terinsurgency or counterterrorism policies.

• Operational military doctrine is changing. Operational guidelines
for counterinsurgency operations (COIN) have likewise changed,
making the protection of civilians, not body counts, the core
measure of progress.25 Projects funded by the US Department of
Defense to measure the effects of stability operations include metrics
on social well-being, economic development, the rule of law and
governance, as well as security.26 Military thinking in many other
countries parallels this trend, with state building becoming a core
function of stability operations and development programs.

• The demand for peacekeeping troops is growing. There were twice
as many peacekeeping missions (with more than 5,000 troops) in

2008 than in 2002.27 The North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) mission in Afghanistan is requiring more combat troops
and economic reconstruction teams. African Union missions in
Somalia and Sudan are undermanned and underresourced.
Humanitarian aid workers are being attacked and forced to pull out
of conflict zones when security threatens their staff. When aid
workers are withdrawn, the need for peacekeeping troops rises.

• The United Nations has created more mechanisms to deal with peace-
keeping, human rights, genocide, and norms of humanitarian inter-
vention, including the Responsibility to Protect (R2P). Mechanisms
include a Peacebuilding Commission; a revamped Human Rights
Council to replace the Human Rights Commission; an Office of the
Special Adviser to the Secretary-General for the Prevention of
Genocide; and the appointment of the Secretary-General’s Special
Adviser on these matters.28 The R2P principle is based on the notion
that the international community has a responsibility to protect civil-
ians when a state is “manifestly failing” to protect its population from
war crimes, genocide, and crimes against humanity.

• The record has not been impressive in averting mass casualties. Ever
since the Rwanda genocide in 1994, frustration has mounted in civil
society and governments around the world over the tepid responses
to mass atrocities, violent conflict, and state decay in Sudan, the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Zimbabwe, Burma, and
Somalia, among others. Nor has there been much progress in dimin-
ishing the risk of conflict in a range of other weak states, such as
North Korea, Lebanon, Pakistan, and Afghanistan, that risk state
failure, regional stability and, in the case of North Korea and
Pakistan, nuclear nonproliferation.29

Thus, the United States and the international community are
confronting a unique paradox—a rising demand for more effective
responses to instability precisely at a time when resources to accom-
plish this goal and domestic support are diminishing. Besides severe
economic and political pressures, US policymakers face the internal test
of how to overcome haphazard, stovepiped, and fragmented responses
that we have in current operations, as Stewart Patrick has noted.
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It is possible that both sets of problems may be addressed simultane-
ously, as policymakers struggle to do more with less. Economic
constraints could drive the kind of efficiencies that have been needed
all along. They could have the unintended consequence of concen-
trating our minds on how best to create integrated strategies that can
more effectively link early warning and state building into a strategic
approach that reduces costs and makes sense to the American public.

Four Fundamental Imperatives
To accomplish this, we must address four imperatives. These are
neither meant to be an exhaustive list of issues, nor a solution to all of
the complex problems we are confronting. Rather, they represent a
tentative agenda of items that might be addressed successfully after the
institution of new structural changes in US government organizations,
policies, and strategic security concepts. These could include (for
example) the creation of a new Directorate for Conflict Prevention and
Sustainable Security in the NSC. The goal of any new structural
changes would be the creation and implementation of an innovative
comprehensive government strategy for preventing and managing
conflict in fragile states.

To forge a US strategy toward fragile states, any serious changes in
US organizations, security practices, and strategic concepts should do
the following:

• Improve the conceptual understanding of the nature of conflict,
particularly by identifying the precursors of violence. This will avoid
the “Chicken Little Fallacy”: warnings that the “sky is falling” but
not offering any way to avert it. Most early warnings lack the ability
to guide policymakers on specific steps to take to avert mass
violence. The usual calls for “increased diplomatic pressure” or for
humanitarian interventions by the United Nations or the United
States miss the heart of the matter—the actual drivers of violence.
Even diplomatic interventions that have been regarded as successful,
such as former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s mission in
Kenya following the outbreak of violence after the 2007 presidential
elections, did not settle the grievances that had sparked the fighting.
Kenya remains tense and could backslide yet again if the power-

sharing agreement he negotiated unravels or the country’s under-
lying governance issues are not addressed.

• End Stovepiping. Each administration tends to reinvent the wheel.
Since the end of the Cold War, each administration has created new
plans, mechanisms, and bureaucratic agencies to handle complex
emergencies and failing states. Within departments, bureaucratic
reshuffling has led to a lack of coordination and redundancy. We
need to pull all the relevant bureaus together in a way that is
predictable, repeatable, and efficient, so each agency or policymaker
knows what to do as soon as there is evidence of impending
violence. On the one hand, we want to avoid ad hoc responses when
killings break out, and the cookie-cutter state-building responses
that follow when the bloodshed subsides. On the other hand, we
must be wary of “one size fits all” planning; each effort must be
tailored to the society in question.

• Reframe the international “discredited democracy mantra” of the
Iraq war era, which eroded credibility in US efforts to promote
democracy. Democracy needs to be nurtured, but in different ways
in different environments. The promotion of democracy is not the
same as state building, though the two are linked. In Iraq, democ-
racy was pushed through military means over the objections of the
United Nations. It was hastily advanced in the Palestinian territories
through elections that brought Hamas to victory in Gaza.
Elections—particularly if they are discredited by rigging—have also
inspired conflict in Kenya, Afghanistan, Honduras, and Iran. One
disgruntled Iraqi underscored this point after the January 2009
provincial elections, saying that he would rather live in an honest
dictatorship than in a democracy based on fraud. In divided soci-
eties, other imperatives often are given precedence by the popula-
tion, including justice, reconciliation, the rule of law, economic
revival, education, anticorruption, and social well-being—in short,
the functions of a working state.

• “Get to Go.” Create a structured decision-making process for rapid
action when early-warning alarms are sounded. We must overcome
unnecessary delays and diversions in responding to serious crises,
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working with all our national assets, allies, and international organ-
izations. Extensive work has been done to provide operational guid-
ance in a peace or stability mission.30 However, these attempts aim
at post-conflict phases of engagement, do not link up with early-
warning analyses, and fail to provide guidance on when to act.
Decision makers need tools that show how serious the threat of
violence is, whether mass atrocities are imminent, what kinds of
actions might prevent escalation, what other nations and multina-
tional organizations are doing, and what political/military plan
would be put into effect if the decision to intervene is made.

Conclusions
Major intellectual, operational, bureaucratic, and budgeting chal-
lenges must be addressed to forge an integrated US strategy toward
fragile states. It will not be easy. In real dollar terms, there has been
roughly a 30 percent cut in personnel and resources in US aid and
diplomacy for international affairs since the fall of the Berlin Wall,
while there has been a dramatic rise in military spending. For every $1
invested in diplomacy, the United States spends $16 on military
programs, excluding the expenditures for the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan.31 Even Secretary of Defense Robert Gates has called
upon Congress to increase funding for the State Department to correct
this stark imbalance.

However, this is not just a problem of funding. A conceptual founda-
tion is needed for a holistic approach to sustainable security, to
develop the operational principles and procedures for a whole-of-
society approach, and to create the institutional infrastructure for
smart power applications. When that is done, the justification for
requesting or allocating more resources is likely to have more success
and be more understandable to the American public.

This broad-based, holistic initiative could come from the NSC. Three
recent reports have come to this conclusion. On the Brink: Weak
States and US National Security, a 2004 report of the Commission
for Weak States and US National Security sponsored by the Center
for Global Development, and co-chaired by Stuart E. Eizenstat and
John Edward Porter, recommended that the president “create an NSC

directorate to reflect the high priority assigned to weak and failing
states.”32 More recently, the National Defense University study,
Civilian Surge: Key to Complex Operations, argued that the burden
of interagency coordination and strategic-level crisis action planning
should be the responsibility of the NSC.33 Similarly, a report by
Refugees International maintained that “the current fledgling
Interagency Management System is untested and, we believe, unlikely
to prove successful in its current form. …Getting this right will
require executive oversight above the cabinet level—at the National
Security Council or, perhaps, within the Office of the Vice
President.”34 As these authors point out, there has been enough drift
on this vital issue. Leadership needs to come from the White House,
and it needs to come soon.
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Framing the Problem of State Fragility
Our conception of state fragility is critical to our ability to fashion
effective strategies in response. To date, however, our efforts to define,
categorize, measure, interpret, and predict state fragility have been
partial successes at best.

As with many important political concepts, state fragility is madden-
ingly difficult to pin down, all the more so because on the surface it
appears so self-evident (and solvable) a syndrome. In reality, state
fragility is a cocktail of causes and effects, a syndrome that has proven
to be largely immune to quick, template-driven external solutions.

This working paper contributes to efforts to understand the policy
implications of state fragility by advancing three arguments. First, it
argues for the utility of viewing state fragility through the lens of
“wicked” and “tame” problems, a notion first developed by systems
analysts. Second, it proposes that we categorize and rank order
fragile states not just by degree of fragility—though that remains an
important task—but also by type of state fragility and degree of
threat that it poses, in order to guide policymakers to select appro-
priate responses. Third, it proposes closer integration of two
analytic enterprises—the state-building literature and the study of
political dynamics of weak states—which have generally been sepa-
rate conversations.

This paper argues that the most important analytic task is to deter-
mine the level of political capacity and will on the part of leaders in
fragile states to address their government’s fragility. Governments that
are willing but not able to address their fragility constitute a “tame
problem” amenable to conventional state-building assistance—
though still a potential problem if that newfound capacity is devoted
to the abuse of its own citizens. But governments that are unwilling to
strengthen their own capacity—a claim which on the surface appears

counterintuitive, but which is substantiated by a growing body of
research on “shadow states” and “warlord states”—are best under-
stood as “wicked problems” which will be impervious to conventional
state-building assistance.

State Fragility as a “Wicked Problem”
Systems analyst Horst Rittel introduced the notion of “wicked prob-
lems” to describe complex planning and systems design challenges
which, unlike “tame problems,” are not solvable.1 The concept has
subsequently been applied to other issue areas and may be an appro-
priate point of departure for our consideration of how to define state
fragility and determine the sources of its “wickedness.”

Wicked problems possess the following traits:2

• There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem—that is, it is
impossible to understand the problem until a solution has been found.

• Wicked problems have no stopping rule—since there is no definitive
problem, there is no definitive “solution.” Problem solving stops
when resources are exhausted and when a “good enough” outcome
is reached.

• Solutions to wicked problems are not true or false, but better or
worse, and are difficult to measure objectively because they are
judged in a social context in which different stakeholders have
different values and goals.

• There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a wicked
problem; every wicked problem is unique.

• Every solution to a wicked problem is a “one-shot operation”—
there is no opportunity for trial and error. (As Rittel observes, “You
cannot build a highway to see how it works.”)

• Every attempt to solve a wicked problem counts significantly. “You
cannot learn about the problem without trying solutions,” notes Jeff
Conklin, “but every attempted solution is expensive and has lasting



unintended consequences which spin off new wicked problems.”3

Put another way, the policymaker “has no right to be wrong”
because of the high costs of failure.

• Every wicked problem is a symptom of another problem.

In contrast, a “tame” problem possesses a well-defined and stable problem
statement; has a clearly defined stopping point, at which the solution has
been reached; has a solution which can be objectively evaluated as right or
wrong; belongs to a class of similar problems, all of which are solved in a
similar way; offers solutions which are easily tried and abandoned; and
comes with a limited set of alternative solutions.4

Practitioners with experience in international state-building assis-
tance programs recognize that our organizations tend to approach
state fragility as a tame problem. And yet those of us who conduct
research on fragile states know that they can be, in fact, wicked.
How, then, can we inject a greater appreciation for wickedness into
the state fragility debate without making our analyses completely
indigestible for policymaking processes and programming related to
state building?

In the case of state fragility, the problem is not only wickedness, but
ubiquity. The Fund for Peace Failed States Index 2009 lists 131 of
177 states as either critical, in danger, or borderline for state failure.5

Only a handful of states in the Global South—such as Chile,
Argentina, Oman, Uruguay, and Mauritius—rank as “stable” on the
Fund for Peace index. Even when more restrictive definitions are
employed, leading monitoring projects typically identify 40-60
failed states.6

This reminds us that state fragility is neither new nor exceptional.
Over forty years ago, Samuel P. Huntington’s classic Political Order in
Changing Societies opened with this thesis:

The most important political distinction among countries
concerns not their form of government but their degree of
government. The differences between democracy and dictator-

ship are less than the differences between those countries whose
politics embodies consensus, community, legitimacy, organiza-
tion, effectiveness, stability, and those countries whose politics
is deficient in these qualities.7

State weakness has been a problem for as long as the state has been
the universal form of political organization; it has increased with the
dramatic expansion of newly independent states during the wave of
decolonization in the 1950s and 1960s.8 Indeed, a compelling case can
be made that the modern Weberian is the exception.9 Conditions of
state fragility have worsened in the past two decades. Yet what is new
is not fragility, but rather international concern over the security
threat posed by failed and fragile states, especially since 9/11.

Organizing Our Thinking: Typologies of Fragile States
There are numerous typologies and indices to help us conceptualize
and, in some instances, rank order state fragility. Each has its own
strengths and weaknesses.

Typology by Degree of Failure
The most common approach to conceiving state fragility has been to
categorize states according to their degree of fragility or failure. When
state fragility was first recognized as a problem of global consequence
in the early 1980s, both categorization and measurement were rudi-
mentary. Observers eventually referred to weak states, juridical sover-
eignty, failed states, shadow states, and collapsed states to distinguish
these from more effective governments, but had no systematic means
of measuring the syndrome.

Efforts to understand state failure more systematically—in the hope
of predicting and possibly even preventing it—have increased with
the number and costs of international peacekeeping and humani-
tarian operations. Offices in the United Nations, in the defense and
diplomatic ministries of member states, in humanitarian aid agen-
cies, and in dozens of think tanks featured world maps populated
with color-coded thumb-tacks to track at-risk countries requiring
close monitoring and, perhaps, contingency planning. Prevention of
state collapse and armed conflict assumed an important play in

39



international priorities, both as a matter of principle (the “never
again” promise in the aftermath of the Rwanda genocide) and a
matter of good financial stewardship given the huge costs of state
revival and peacekeeping.

This heightened concern about fragile and failed states and the various
threats they pose led to much more rigorous empirical studies to iden-
tify the structural and precipitating causes of state failure, as well as
much more ambitious efforts to establish “early-warning systems”
(such as International Crisis Group’s “Crisis Watch”) to monitor and
report on specific countries of concern.10 The result is an abundance
of much richer information and analysis on fragile states.

One early example was the State Failure Task Force (since 2001
known as the Political Instability Task Force, or PITF), established in
1994 to assess and explain the vulnerability of states to instability and
failure.11 It has been followed by a number of other projects to
measure, compare, and rank aspects of state failure, vulnerability, and
performance, including The World Bank “Governance Matters”
project;12 the Fund for Peace “Failed States Index”; The Brookings
Institution’s “Index of State Weakness in the Developing World”;13

and the Mo Ibrahim “Ibrahim Index of African Governance.”14 Many
other projects are attempting to define and measure specific aspects of
governance, such as Transparency International’s “Corruption
Perceptions Index.”15 One recent survey describes the number of these
types of governance performance indices as “in the hundreds.”16

This is neither the place to engage in a comparative assessment of
the strengths and weaknesses of these projects, nor to consider the
methodological and epistemological challenges of measuring
aspects of governance and state stability—a small industry is
already devoted to this. For our purposes, it is enough to make the
following observations:

• Current research defining and measuring aspects of state performance
and state failure constitutes an enormous improvement over the past
and, whatever its imperfections, is a valuable tool for policymakers.

• The search for the most parsimonious set of governance indicators
that matter most in measuring fragility remains a work in progress,
though recent research has honed in on a few particularly salient
factors. For the moment, most monitoring projects err on the side
of comprehensiveness of indicators, producing lengthy lists of vari-
ables that can make it difficult for policymakers to identify priority
issue areas.

• There is consensus on the general traits of state fragility and
failure—the syndrome—if not on the specifics of how to measure
them and weigh their relative importance. These include weak
capacity to provide public security, rule of law, and basic social serv-
ices; low levels of democracy and civil liberties; delegitimization and
criminalization of the state; rising factionalism; poor, socially
uneven, and declining economic performance; inability to manage
political conflict; extensive interference by external actors; and, in
some but not all cases, outbreaks of armed insurgencies.

• There is also significant similarity of findings for countries earning
“warning” ratings across measurement projects focusing on state
fragility, quality of governance, and conflict vulnerability. Put
another way, the same set of countries tend to appear at the bottom
of every ranking related to fragility, poor governance, and conflict
vulnerability, despite different methodologies and measurements.

• State fragility is heavily concentrated in sub-Saharan Africa.
Twenty-two of the twenty-eight weakest governments on the
Brookings Institution’s Index of State Weakness in the Developing
World are African.

• Though the same countries tend to be flagged as fragile or failed
states in every monitoring system, they vary considerably across
specific indicators. Some fragile states, like Zimbabwe, possess
devastatingly poor scores across most indicators, and yet manage
to avoid armed conflict; others, like Chad and Iraq, enjoy a
stronger overall economic performance profile, and yet score very
poorly in almost every other indicator.
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Despite the advances these projects represent, a number of concerns
and criticisms remain. One concern is that deterioration of fragile
states—either into state failure or armed conflict or both—has
remained difficult to predict. Many states are vulnerable, the data
shows, but only some actually slip into serious levels of instability.
Recent research suggests that “highly factionalized partial democra-
cies” are most susceptible,17 but precipitating causes are highly situa-
tional and context specific.

A second concern is that the main findings of this body of research—
that many to most states are at risk—may well be true, but provides
no means of ordering priorities for policymakers and diplomats. The
findings are overwhelming, given the enormity of the problem and the
limited resources available to respond. In sum, these tools need to be
supplemented with a means of ordering fragile states by the degree of
strategic, political, or humanitarian impact they would have were they
to fail—an alternative ordering discussed below.

Typology by Type of State Failure
“All stable nations resemble one another; each unstable nation is
unstable in its own way,” noted Jack Goldstone and colleagues in their
seminal PITF study of 2005.18 Variations in the type of state fragility
and failure are important, as they pose different threats both to their
own people and to the international community.

In the inventory below, these proposed types of state failure are not
mutually exclusive—states can and do exhibit several of these
features, in any combination. This list is by no means exhaustive, but
is meant only as a point of departure for discussion. Importantly, these
categories draw on political research that points to an often over-
looked aspect of state-building initiatives—namely, that the govern-
ment can be an active part of the crisis, and that state fragility may be
seen by key local leaders as an acceptable or even optimal solution,
not as a problem to be solved.

Complete or Near-Complete State Collapse. Cases of complete state
collapse are rare, and, to date, have usually been temporary. Somalia
stands as the most dramatic and prolonged example, having gone

without a functioning central government since 1991; Lebanon, Sierra
Leone, and Afghanistan are examples of shorter-term state collapse.
Near-complete cases of state collapse—“paper governments” which
enjoy a legal existence as a sovereign authority but which control only
a portion of the capital city and which are entirely dysfunctional as an
administration—are a variation on this theme.19 Haiti has at times met
this definition; the Transitional Federal Government in Somalia
certainly does.

Hinterland Failure. Some weak governments exercise adequate
control over their capital and other valuable or strategic areas of the
country, but lack either the will or the capacity to project their
authority into peripheral parts of the country. This can often mean a
third or more of the countryside is beyond the de facto control of the
government; the government is little more than a “garrison state,”
occasionally patrolling remote districts. Responsibility for day-to-day
governance typically falls on the shoulders of local communities,
which often rely on customary law or other hybrid governance
arrangements. In some cases peripheral zones come under the control
of criminal or insurgency elements; the Revolutionary Armed Forces
of Colombia (FARC), which has at times controlled a fifth of the terri-
tory of Colombia, is a case in point.

Because peripheries are often in border areas, this increases prob-
lems of cross-border smuggling and spillover of violence. In some
cases states are simply too weak to project their authority into their
remote peripheries, but this is often attributable to a lack of political
will. As Jeff Herbst has persuasively argued, it is economically
rational for state authorities, who enjoy juridical sovereignty over
territory within their borders whether or not they “earn it” through
governing, to avoid the high cost of projecting the state into thinly
populated, expansive, uneconomic regions in their peripheries.20

Only when those burning peripheries create security problems or
political embarrassment to the government—or when economic
assets like oil are discovered—does this calculation change and the
government begin to exercise authority in its peripheries. Kenya’s
recent efforts to improve its governance and security presence in its
remote northern and northeast border areas have been driven, in
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part, by the embarrassment caused by deadly communal violence
there and rising security threats posed by spillover from Somalia.

Nocturnal Anarchy. Some fragile states manage to impose a modicum
of law and order during the day, but are beset by serious criminal
violence at night, at which point citizens must rely on their own
systems of protection. The police are either unable to stop better-
armed criminals or are criminals themselves. The expansive slums of
Third World cities are, in this setting, beyond the reach of the state.
Robert Kaplan’s 1994 article “The Coming Anarchy” vividly depicted
this type of state failure, pointing to the slums of West Africa’s cities
as examples.21

Deinstitutionalized State. Governments which have intentionally been
gutted of their institutional capacity to govern, by the top leadership,
constitute another form of failed or fragile state. As Will Reno has
argued, leaders whose principal preoccupation is regime survival can
come to view a well-functioning ministry as a potential power base for
a rival, and hence go to considerable lengths to undermine and
weaken governmental departments and branches.22 The judiciary is
very often singled out in this regard and, as a result, is often far from
autonomous and competent.

State Within a State. In many instances, states fail because autonomous
political and security forces operate within the state structure and
become a law unto themselves. This is most common with security
forces, which can become deeply involved in lucrative criminal activities
and predatory activities against parts or all of the civilian population.

Warlord or Criminal State. When major criminal operations or armed
conflict are waged for economic gain and are sanctioned at the highest
levels of the government, the state itself can be said to be a criminal
or warlord state.23 The literature on “new wars” suggests that state
complicity in the perpetuation of war in pursuit of parochial economic
interests, feeding off of plunder and resource diversion, is not as rare
as one might think.24 One of the most egregious examples of this type
of warlord state was Liberia under Charles Taylor, who was arrested
in 2006 for war crimes committed in Sierra Leone.

Delegitimized State. Some governments earn the status of a fragile
state by losing or failing to earn legitimacy among most or all of the
population. This is most commonly done by failure to provide basic
security and core social services expected by the people (i.e., “perfor-
mance legitimacy”), but can also be lost via patently fixed elections,
failure to hold elections, blatant corruption, and high levels of repres-
sion and human rights abuses. Once legitimacy has been lost, the
social contract that ties people to the state is eroded, and the state
risks losing the allegiance of its citizens to other political actors.25

Loss of legitimacy does not automatically produce armed insurgencies
(as Zimbabwe demonstrates), or even protests. Faced with the choice
of “loyalty, exit, or voice,” some citizens—and even some leaders—
may choose “exit,” and simply recede from the grip of the indifferent
state, creating alternative local systems of governance and security.26

Financially Collapsed State. The root of some instances of state
fragility is financial weakness. There are many variations on this
theme: states that suffer catastrophic external economic shocks
depriving them of much of their tax revenue base (including the
current economic recession); that are systematically looted by klepto-
cratic leaders; that have been progressively weakened over time by
onerous debt servicing; that are weakened in their ability to provide
basic services by structural adjustment conditionality; or that were
dependent on foreign aid which then was reduced or suspended.

Some of these conditions have involved deeply impoverished states that
have never been viable without extensive external support. Even a very
modest state structure in such instances involves levels of funding that
local economies cannot shoulder. These are not so much fragile states
as they are castles built on sand, vulnerable to rapid collapse were their
foreign aid to be interrupted. The question of economic viability of
some of the poorest fragile states is a sensitive, but unavoidable topic.

Besieged State. Fragile and failed states are often confronted by one or
more armed insurgency, which can either be the result of other aspects
of state fragility or the main cause of that condition. Some observers
presume that armed insurgency is a defining feature of a failed state,
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while others do not.27 What is uncontested is that state failure corre-
lates closely with the occurrence of armed conflict.

An important but sometimes overlooked aspect of armed violence in
fragile states is the condition of chronic insecurity in which armed
conflict blurs with armed criminality, and uncontrolled militias
become indistinguishable from criminal gangs. This condition of “not
war/not peace” can be invisible to outsiders who focus on warfare
between insurgencies and the state, but for civilian populations—who
are the main victims of these new wars—the condition is very real.

Mediated State. Fragile states which are “willing but not able” to
govern sometimes reach negotiated understandings with nonstate
authorities at the local level in what has been called a hybrid or medi-
ated state arrangement.28 These arrangements can be formal—as with
the Government of South Sudan’s constitutional delegation of local-
level authority to Bomas, or local chieftain councils—but are more
often informal partnerships, as has occurred in northern Kenya
between the government and local peace and development committees
composed of civic and traditional figures.29 This “outsourcing” of key
sovereign functions of the state to nonstate actors can be problematic,
raising questions of constitutional authority, due process, accounta-
bility, and basic human rights. But it can also be a very effective means
of tapping into existing, legitimate, local authority, at least as a tempo-
rary measure, while a fragile state is being strengthened.

This practice is not to be confused with colonial policies of “indirect
rule” in that the fragile state is negotiating, not imposing, an arrange-
ment with local authorities. This type of fragile state is far more
common than is often appreciated, and has even been considered an
option by US government officials in Afghanistan as a means of
tapping into customary law to indirectly extend the state’s weak judi-
cial system into the countryside.30

Transitional State. Fragile states can be vulnerable to armed conflict,
afflicted by active armed conflict, or post-conflict. In the case of the
latter, most contemporary civil wars have been ended via negotiated
settlement, typically framed by a power-sharing agreement and the

establishment of a transitional government. This new phenomenon
has produced several dozen transitional governments in the past
twenty years.

Transitional governments are a very particular type of political
system, arguably an entirely new category of state that the field of
comparative politics is only slowly coming to treat as such.31

Transitional states are by definition fragile, both in their capacity and
their ability to maintain a unity coalition. They are also burdened with
executing some of the most politically charged decisions—“key tran-
sitional tasks” in the literature—imaginable. The crafting of a consti-
tution, the establishment of regional or district borders, the resolution
of outstanding conflict issues, and the holding of elections are monu-
mental tasks, and dry kindling for renewed outbreak of violence and
renewed state failure. Paul Collier’s findings that “the single greatest
predictor of a civil war is a previous civil war” is especially relevant
for transitional governments.32

Typology by Threat Potential
The generic threats posed by weak and failed states are well known
and have been repeated in innumerable think-tank reports and
government strategy documents. But the famous observation in the
2002 US National Security Strategy that “America is now threatened
less by conquering states than we are by failing ones” does not help us
order the magnitude of different threats posed by fifty or more fragile
states.33 Each of the types of state fragility described above poses
different kinds of threats to their own population, regional neighbors,
and the world.

By categorizing fragile states, we can potentially make advances in
ranking fragile states not by their degree of fragility but by the impact
of their state of fragility on US interests, and by the impact their
continued deterioration would have. This exercise is done on the
assumption that US resources are limited and that, given the large
number of fragile states, some “triage” is unavoidable. But it is also
done in the knowledge that while the strategic impact of a state’s
failure can be measured with some confidence, the political impact of
a failed state cannot.
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We need only look back over the past twenty years to see that
imploding states which, at the time, appeared to have little strategic
consequence for the United States and the world—Somalia, Rwanda,
Haiti, East Timor, and Darfur in Sudan, to name a few—took on a
political life of their own, consuming far more time and treasure than
anyone would have predicted. The US government has to consider
both the strategic and the domestic political costs of an instance of
state failure. Unfortunately, recent history has demonstrated that
when the stakes are political, not strategic, the policy response is
likely to be driven by political rather than strategic calculations. In
that instance, policies which appear to be “doing something” about
a crisis are often privileged over policies that might actually solve it.

The inventory below summarizes the most commonly cited threats or
costs emanating from failed states, beginning with terrorist threats they
may pose and concluding with the wide range of other threats. The
actual prioritization of these threats is, of course, highly context-specific.

Takeover by a Radical Movement of a Failed State With Nuclear
Weapons or Critical Economic Assets. A small number of fragile states
are simultaneously nuclear powers or play a very sensitive role in the
global economy. Were such a state to fall to a radical movement with a
nihilistic or other ideological conviction which would justify use of the
nuclear weapons or suspension of the country’s economic role, the
results could be catastrophic. This worst-case scenario has been a matter
of concern with regard to Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, among others.

Terrorist Base. Fear that failed states will provide Al Qaeda and other
terrorist groups with “ungoverned space” to exploit as a base have
been a bedrock concern since 9/11. To date, Al Qaeda has used parts
of Afghanistan and Pakistan as its base, both failed but not entirely
collapsed states. Its only other base was Sudan from 1991 to 1996, as
guests of the Sudanese government.

Affiliated Al Qaeda cells operate in a wide range of countries, from
Kenya to Yemen to the Philippines to Indonesia. Available evidence
suggests that terrorist groups prefer to situate themselves not in
completely collapsed states like Somalia, which are nonpermissive

environments for all outside actors, but rather in weak states with
governments that have corrupt and/or easily penetrated security sector
forces and leaders who lack the capacity or will to launch a crack-
down. In some instances weak, rogue regimes actively collude with the
terrorist group (as happened in Sudan, 1991-1996).

Terrorist Safe Haven. A related concern is use of failed states as safe
havens, where Al Qaeda and other terrorists can hide undetected.
They are not looking to exploit a failed state as a base of operations
in this instance, only to stay off the radar screen. Any state with weak
police capacity and low levels of community policing—typically where
governments have little legitimacy—can be used for this purpose.
Large multiethnic cities with high numbers of foreign travelers and
residents and expansive slums are attractive sites. Zones of complete
state collapse are only viable as safe havens if a strong and reliable
local ally is able to offer protection, as is currently the case with al
Shabaab in Somalia.

Terrorist Target. Fragile states with weak policing capacity but a rich
collection of soft targets—international hotels, embassies, shopping
malls, etc.—constitute a particularly worrisome subcategory. It is also
a major threat to states with vital economic assets—oil refineries,
pipelines, major seaports—that if damaged or destroyed would have a
devastating impact on the world economy.

Terrorist Financing. Weak states featuring high levels of corruption,
weak policing, low capacity for monitoring business activities and
trade, and valuable commercial opportunities (ranging from drug traf-
ficking to diamond smuggling to more mundane businesses) are ideal
for terrorist profit-generating activities, particularly if informal money
transfer systems and money laundering opportunities exist.

Terrorist Recruiting. The record of recruitment into Al Qaeda clearly
demonstrates that fragile states’ poverty and unemployment are not,
per se, a catalyst for terrorist recruitment. The movement generally
does better attracting disaffected and radicalized middle class
students and professionals. Instead, it is predatory or repressive
police states that have deeply alienated parts of their population
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which are prime targets for terrorist recruitment in local communi-
ties. Pakistan, Egypt, and Morocco are examples of fragile states
which have been rich recruiting grounds. Fragile states featuring
weak security forces but where ethnic or religious communities feel
shut out from political life and treated as second-class citizens have
also been solid recruiting grounds.

Transitional Criminal Base. The same conditions that are conducive to
terrorist financing (above) are attractive for transnational criminal
elements, which thrive where they can pay off or infiltrate weak, corrupt
governments and exploit poorly patrolled coastlines. Guinea-Bissau is
frequently cited as an example of a “narco-state” in which profits from
drug smuggling from Latin America to Europe dwarf government tax
revenues and in which top government officials are implicated.

Spillover Threats. Spillover of a plethora of crises from failed states
into vulnerable neighbors has long been a concern, in evidence as early
as 1991, when Liberia’s state of collapse and warlordism led directly
to the catastrophic failure of the state in Sierra Leone. The spillover of
political violence from the genocide in Rwanda into the Democratic
Republic of the Congo in 1998 is unquestionably the most costly
example if measured in human lives. Armed conflict and instability
from Darfur has spilled into Central African Republic, and Chad is
another more recent example.

All of these cases involve clusters of adjacent weak states, and poorly
controlled border areas. They reinforce fears that individual cases of
state failure can quickly become regional crises, and highlight the fact
the fragile states have much less resilience against troubles coming
across their borders from neighbors.

Humanitarian Crisis. The humanitarian costs of state failure, especially
when accompanied by armed conflict and displacement, are well known.
These costs are born mainly by the local population, of course, and have
reached horrific levels in locations like the Congo, Sudan, and Rwanda.

In terms of impact on US interests, every administration since the
George H.W. Bush presidency has found itself under profound polit-

ical pressure to take action which is politically risky and time-
consuming in response to humanitarian crises, from Operation
Provide Comfort in northern Iraq in 1991 to the ongoing crisis in
Darfur. When public pressure to do something is intense, and when
subsequent humanitarian interventions go wrong—the most dramatic
example being the Somalia intervention in 1993—the political costs
can be astronomical.

Refugee Flows. Fragile states that fall into protracted armed conflict
almost always produce large refugee flows which impose considerable
burdens on neighboring states and which can become onerous polit-
ical problems for third countries (mainly in the West) where large
numbers of refugees subsequently resettle, legally or illegally. The
political backlash against the refugee/immigrant communities in some
European countries has become a driver of European policy toward
failed states.

Health Threats. Fragile states which have little or no capacity to
operate public health systems and which possess large numbers of
displaced persons crowded into unsanitary camps are petri dishes for
the spread of new, virulent strains of diseases that can go undetected
until they spread to uncontrollable levels. The Ebola virus scares
emanating out of northern Uganda and the Democratic Republic of
the Congo (DRC) are cases in point.

Environmental Threats. Fragile states with high levels of corruption
and/or a weak capacity to police their territory and coasts are vulner-
able to toxic dumping, as recent stories from Ivory Coast have demon-
strated. Weak states also lack the ability to regulate the harvesting of
valuable rainforests and poaching of endangered species.

Piracy Threats. Piracy thrives off the coasts of weak and/or corrupt
states that lack the capacity or will to stop pirates. The epidemic of
piracy off the lawless coast of Somalia since 2005 is the most dramatic
example, and has imposed costs on shipping companies and their
crews, and has required the deployment of international naval patrols
from two dozen countries.
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Costs of Peacekeeping Operations. Failed states requiring interna-
tional peacekeeping forces are financially costly. The total annual UN
peacekeeping budget for 2008-2009 reached $7.1 billion. This is only
a tiny fraction of total military expenditures worldwide, but is some-
times cited by UN member states as a concern.

Typology by State Willingness and Capacity
Identifying “at risk” fragile states is a critical first step; classifying them
by type of fragile state situation is a second; and assessing the type of
threat they pose is a third. The final step is shaping strategies tailored
to specific contexts. Here the critical distinction must be made between
the willingness and capacity of fragile states to address their own weak-
ness and the threats emanating from that weakness. This task draws on
the findings of a growing body of academic research on war economies
and the political economy of weak, deinstitutionalized states.

Willing but Not Able. The most permissive environment for external
state building occurs in cases when a government is willing but not
able to address problems arising from its own fragility. Seen through
the prism of the “wicked problem” literature, a fragile state that has
leaders willing but not able to fix the state’s weakness come close to
being a “tame,” solvable problem. In this case, capacity-building
measures—especially those designed to strengthen the military, police,
civil service, judicial system, and executive branch leadership—are
both appropriate and likely to bear fruit.

In that instance, it is critical to pinpoint the source of the government’s
fragility. Capacity-building aid to a “willing but not able” government
that possesses an extremely weak economy risks reinforcing, rather
than resolving, its fragility if, in the process, a state structure is built
which cannot be sustained except through greater dependence on
foreign assistance. It is also imperative to have a clear answer to the
question “willing to do what?” If the answer is to provide more effec-
tive public security, rule of law, and basic services to its citizens, then
straightforward capacity-building programs are appropriate. If the
government is willing to use improved capacity to monitor and
prevent criminal and terrorist activities within its borders, but also
intends to put that greater security capacity to use against its domestic

rivals, then capacity building must be tempered with strengthening of
checks and balances and democratic constraints on the government.

Calls to strengthen the capacity of fragile states must always be
attuned to the dual use of security sector power. A state with a more
robust security sector which uses it against its internal rivals has not
been strengthened—it has simply been changed from one type of
fragile state to another. This is at the heart of the tension between
democratization programs and capacity-building programs in fragile
states. The two need not be at odds, and ideally are complementary,
but in practice the balancing of the two is not easily done.

Able but Unwilling. Leaders of fragile states who are able but not
willing to address their fragility are more problematic—more of a
“wicked problem.” There are many variations on this theme. Some
governments command substantial amounts of income (typically new
oil revenues, as in Equatorial Guinea) which could be put to use in
extending government services and improving public security, but
political elites simply pocket those revenues.

In other cases, governments possess impressive levels of administrative
and security sector capacity despite extreme poverty, but use that
capacity to repress the population, in the process rendering the
country more, not less, susceptible to eventual political instability.
Eritrea is one of many such examples. These are cases which require
greater levels of aid designed to promote accountability and democ-
racy, but are the very sites where governments are least likely to
welcome such assistance. Simply providing aid to improve capacity of
this type of state is more likely to exacerbate the source of its fragility,
and risks implicating donors in human rights abuses.

A third variation of this type of government is the predatory or
warlord state, which is not only repressive but actively fomenting
armed conflict among, and exploiting of, its citizens. Sudan’s indicted
leadership is an example.

Unable and Unwilling. Governments which are both very weak and
venal are a third category. These governments concentrate on their
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own survival and, though poor, are content to feed off of the still
considerable financial benefits accruing to those who claim juridical
control of a state, however failed it may be.

In short, for leaders falling under this category, the costs of state
building are too high and the risks too great. In contrast, state
failure is a condition that the leadership can live with and knows
best. Indeed, to the extent that state failure is a bigger concern to
outsiders than to the government, it can use its condition of failure
as a lure for state-building assistance which it then pockets for
private gain. The recent acquisition by the Somali Transitional
Federal Government of tens of millions of dollars of weapons and
ammunition from the United States, much of which was subse-
quently sold on the open market (presumably making its way to the
radical insurgency al Shabaab), is illustrative, and reminds us that
for some governments, state failure is not a problem to be solved but
a condition to be exploited.

Both types of “unwilling” fragile government pose wicked problems
for external actors, and can easily lead to interventions which violate
the principle “do no harm.” For instance, strategies which seek to
build on “clusters of competence” within a fragile state may actually
result in the political targeting of the aid-receiving group if the regime
in question pursues its own goals of political survivalism via a policy
of deinstitutionalization, as William Reno describes in Warlord
Politics and African States. What the outside world sees as a potential
building block for state building—a cluster of competence—the
regime sees as a potential rival and threat, and quickly moves to excise
from the state.

Conclusion
Conceiving of fragile states as either tame or wicked problems, based
on close political analysis of the interests of the elites in control of the
state, has several virtues. First, it reminds us to approach the willing-
ness and capacity of the leadership of weak states as an empirical
question to be assessed on a case-by-case basis, not as an assumption
on which to base template-driven state-building policy. This observa-
tion forms part of a broader plea, articulated most recently by Mats

Berdal, that context is critical, and must be better understood by
external actors seeking to promote state-building or post-conflict
assistance.34 Second, by highlighting the distinction between tame and
wicked state-building challenges, policies that stand a better chance of
success can be crafted. Put more directly, state-building policies
designed for “tame” cases of state failure but applied in “wicked”
cases are destined to fail and, possibly, to make things worse; basing
policies on early assessment of the “wickedness” of a case of state
failure may help prevent this.

Analytically, the notion of state building as a wicked problem is a
stark reminder that our presumption that state failure is a crisis to be
solved may not be shared by key local actors. Just as we have come to
learn that semidemocratization and protracted conflict are conditions
that local elites may actively promote and perpetuate, so too can the
problem of state failure constitute a desired—or at least a “good
enough”—outcome for some leaders of failed states. This may be an
increasingly commonplace observation among political analysts, but it
is not often incorporated into state-building templates, which almost
always operate on the assumption that the leaders of failed states are
committed to building the capacity of their government.

If this line of reasoning about state fragility has merit, it opens the
door to a range of questions requiring further research. The first of
these questions is analytic. How does one measure and assess levels of
political willingness to address state failure? Must lack of political will
to address state failure be viewed as an “either-or” condition
(mirrored in the dichotomy of tame vs. wicked problems), or is it in
fact a much more complex syndrome of mixed motives on the part of
internally divided actors within the government?

The second question is prescriptive. It is easy to recommend not
applying standard state-building programs in instances where state
failure is a wicked problem. But what can be done in cases where state
failure is wicked rather than tame? What can the international
community do when a state’s condition of failure poses serious threats
to its own population and to the wider world, but its leadership is
indifferent to or complicit in that failure?
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The international community has made significant advances on a
related question—the rights and responsibilities of external actors
when governments are unwilling to protect their own citizens from
genocide, ethnic cleansing, or gross violations of human rights. The
extensive debate and discussions which surrounded the formulation of
the “responsibility to protect” doctrine may be required to generate
useful policy recommendations for managing instances of “willful
state failure.”

For the moment, our toolbox for responding to wicked state failure is
limited. We can cajole, encourage, and shame the leaders in question;
attempt to reshape the interests of political elites through the usual
array of carrots and sticks; work around them, by searching for “clus-
ters of competence” on which to build within the weak government;
or, as had occurred in several places, work to replace incorrigible
leaders in the hope that their replacements will exhibit a greater
commitment to state building. These tools have, to date, had limited
success, from Congo to Somalia to Afghanistan. New tools and new
doctrines to deal with the specific problem of willful state failure are
an important, politically sensitive, and essential task if the most
intractable and most wicked cases of state failure are to be addressed.
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The International Policy Landscape for Crisis States

Since the end of the cold war, the United States and the larger inter-
national community have been confronted by a series of crises
caused by acute instability and violent conflict in weak or fragile

states. In many instances, such crises have necessitated costly interven-
tions by the United Nations and the United States to stabilize and then
rebuild the affected state. Ideally such interventions could have been
averted (along with the need to disburse huge amounts of relief and
reconstruction assistance) through a combination of proactive engage-
ment to lower the risk of instability and conflict before it emerges and
early preventive engagement to forestall escalation when it does. In prac-
tice, however, proactive and preventive engagement has proven difficult
to accomplish for a variety of political and institutional reasons.

Without dismissing the necessity for more proactive and early
preventive engagement to manage the challenges posed by weak or
fragile states, the purpose of this roundtable—Stabilizing States in
Crisis: Leveraging International Capacity—was to consider how
international capacity can be enhanced to respond rapidly to those
states either on the verge of, or already in, a situation of acute

crisis. Working papers and open discussions among participants
focused on four key areas: international early-warning systems,
especially in the “late early-warning stage,” designed to activate
and guide more timely international response to an unfolding crisis;
rapid political capacities, particularly in the area of fact-finding,
mediation, and electoral support; rapid economic assistance neces-
sary for financial stabilization and basic service delivery; and rapid
international security assistance. Participants shared a variety of
viewpoints and offered concrete recommendations.

Policy Recommendations
Improving Early-Warning Capabilities
• A new focus on drivers of conflict, and conflict prevention in
general, in fragile states has taken root in the United States, inter-
governmental organizations (IGOs), and other countries, and this
push for increased attention to what precipitates, escalates, and
feeds conflicts should be encouraged.

• Community-based early-warning systems should be developed to
supplement headquarter early-warning and early-response systems,

50

Stabilizing States in Crisis:
Leveraging International
Capacity

By Farah Faisal Thaler, Rapporteur
Research Associate, International Institutions
and Global Governance, Council on
Foreign Relations



especially new systems that can tackle micro-level conflicts and
broaden out and deepen coverage in key hot spot areas within and
between national borders.

• More attention should focus on how to facilitate early response
through preplanning and conflict assessment, including linking tradi-
tional and nontraditional sources of early warning. This includes:

o Enhancing dialogue between political scientists and hard scientists
specializing in agriculture, environment, climate, and other realms
(e.g., current warning mechanisms focused on grains and foodstuffs).

o Complementing well-known indicators covering economic, polit-
ical, and security sectors by adding financial metrics on short-term
interest rates and the decline in foreign direct investments (FDI),
which could also provide a credible warning signal for crises, as
has been the case for crises in Sierra Leone and Chad.

o Broadening the operational horizon of early-warning systems to
include emerging concerns such as intrastate criminality and
climate change.

• Greater attention should be paid to the way that early-warning
capabilities are communicated and transmitted to policymakers to
overcome political inhibition of early action. Additionally, it is
necessary to improve the recipients’ understanding of warning to
ensure that their own foci and objectives are being met.
Communication within government agencies can be abjectly
flawed due to the inherent bias of national interests, which can
redefine the threshold or gravity of a crisis.

• In the interest of a cross-disciplinary understanding of key terms, a
closer examination of countries “at the tipping point” should be
done to determine the specific characteristics of a country’s fragility
and vulnerability. Current early-warning systems typically disregard
both a qualitative and intuitive analysis based on regional and local
interactions. In particular, the systems do not consider the psycho-
logical or political dimensions that are often at the center of crises.

• Special attention should be given to the quality of the data which, if
poor, can seriously undermine the credibility of the warning system
or framework.

Strengthening Rapid Political Response
• Nimbler, less risk-averse crisis response mechanisms can prevent
the escalation of crises, and thereby avoid the need for expensive
peace operations.

• International and national institutions need to be configured to
enable actions that respond directly to the objective needs of a crisis,
rather than to the needs, concepts, and definitions of organizational
structures, funding arrangements, and institutions. The current
reality is that actions toward crisis states are geared toward existing
UN institutional architecture(s), rules, and modes of thought, rather
than toward the objective needs of a crisis state.

• As a start, changes to some of the donor-based reporting mecha-
nisms for grants could be simplified to facilitate faster and more
effective cash disbursements. There is also a need to distinguish
funds for emergency use—as has been the case in the humani-
tarian response field—from funds dedicated to standing capacities
which are more tightly controlled and sealed. In particular, budg-
etary provisions earmarked for peacekeeping result in fewer funds
being available for conflict prevention, mediation, or peace-
building activities.

• The United Nations should continue to strengthen regional partner-
ships and regional capacity to engage in a variety of political
responses to crises, including mediation, fact-finding and arbitra-
tion. The role of the UN Department of Political Affairs (UNDPA)
to support regional organizations needs to be enhanced, including
continued investment in the Mediation Support Unit (MSU) to
enable successful political operations.

• In particular, there is a real need for experts who are available to
jump into a situation when conditions are ripe for parties to accept
a mediator. These experts should have the information necessary
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to liaise and coordinate effectively with regional organizations. In
these instances, acting rapidly and in effective coordination with
local actors is critical to impeding an escalation of political and
violent conflict.

Enhancing Rapid Economic Response
• Recognize that different planning/budgeting/funding systems (the one
focused in the United Nations, those in capitals, and those focused in-
country) have to be brought together, with built-in incentives for
stronger coherence at every level. Two distinct macro-level systems
exist, one based on creating a secure environment (including security
sector reform, disarmament, demobilization, reintegration, and
police training); and the other based on economic prosperity through
plans for long-term growth. Currently, these “two worlds” do not
interact reliably or consistently.

• Encourage efforts to pre-position peacebuilding response capacity,
both pre-positioned funds and rosters of qualified technical staff
(national and international, including Diaspora).

• Design adapted rules that allow for fast allocation of funding and
staff, and that ensure the best staff (especially the leaders at
country level) are attracted to work in such countries, taking the
necessary risks.

• Encourage institutions dedicated to managing economic shocks to
focus on fragile states as a key constituency. For instance, the
dangers of sudden shocks caused by price drops in key export
commodities are underemphasized and underestimated. Economic
crises of a longer-term nature are still emphasized over the conflict-
escalating potential of short-term, sharp shocks.

• Improve the United States’ ability to work with international organ-
izations and to contribute to international missions that will benefit
its national security. Participants singled out USAID as an acutely
risk-averse and underfunded organization, lacking in-house tech-
nical expertise required for true rapid response.

Improving Rapid Security Assistance
• The United States and its international partners should pursue
immediate low-cost investments to greatly improve the effectiveness
of peacekeeping operations. Specifically, investments in headquarter
resources and equipment on the ground are desirable. A Peace
Support Operations Training Center of Excellence within NATO
can address critical shortages of strategic planners and Francophone
staff officers as indicated by the New Horizons report.

• Encourage emerging powers to make more substantive contributions
to missions. In particular, there should be incentives for countries
that contribute a moderate or modest number of troops to increase
their participation in peacekeeping operations, including G-20 coun-
tries such as Brazil, Indonesia, and Mexico.

• Multilateral efforts to build national security sector capacity should be
encouraged, particularly in the area of rapidly-deployable police forces
and police trainers. Serious consideration should be given to devel-
oping a UN Emergency Peace Service, which can serve as a rapidly
deployable police and political expeditionary service. In the long term,
these efforts could lessen dependence on UN peacekeeping missions.

• The United States should symbolically increase the number of peace-
keepers and police officers with the United Nations. Currently, the
United States deploys nineteen peacekeepers and eighty police offi-
cers across seventeen UN missions. Increasing these numbers will
have two positive outcomes: it will represent a symbolic truce with
troop-contributing countries that have been wedged in an acrimo-
nious deadlock with donor countries over their role in peace opera-
tions; and it will enable the United States to become more actively
involved in developing a doctrine on peacekeeping, which it
currently cannot do without a significant presence on the ground.

Full Outcomes of the International Dialogue
Cross-Cutting Findings
Participants agreed that the role of multilateral and regional organi-
zations is critical to formulating successful conflict prevention strate-
gies and to responding to crises in fragile states. Multilateral
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organizations have an invaluable comparative advantage in several
important respects. They can confer much-needed legitimacy upon
international responses, they have an extensive convening power that
allows them to assemble diverse players typically viewed as impartial
actors, and they can provide access to areas in which some national
and private actors have difficulty operating.

However, despite these benefits, participants acknowledged that
several significant challenges affect their performance in executing
rapid and effective response to states suffering from instability or
violent conflict. Some of the cross-cutting challenges highlighted by
the panel include:

• Need for both a comprehensive and sustainable crisis response
framework: Crisis response should not only harness the key
actors and be sensitive to the main functional areas that need
attention, but it should be carried out in ways that are sustainable
over the long term. Too often, short-term responses undermine
long-term solutions.

• Lack of cohesion between organizations and within institutions:
Response mechanisms are too often internally fragmented. This is
often reflected in a lack of definitional consistency on terminology
(e.g. definitions for fragile states, peacebuilding, and other key
terms). Greater efforts need to be made not only to coordinate
different actors but also to ensure that, internally, they are cohesive
in designing and implementing comprehensive responses based on
as common a terminology and conceptual-operational framework
as possible.

• Funding shortcomings: Available funding needs to be more flex-
ible, mainly via rapidly disbursable funds with higher risk toler-
ance to reflect the priorities and preferences needed to achieve a
rapid response. There is an imminent need to create mechanisms
that enable rapid and flexible funding across the peace and secu-
rity and economic development realms that reflects the urgency on
the ground.

• Planning and training deficit: Currently, there are limited training
capabilities and a lack of planning, and this presents challenges to
ensuring effective institutional responses. Emphasis needs to be
placed on preplanning activities and training of deployable staff to
carry out responsibilities on the ground.

• Moral hazard: Crisis response often presents a variety of moral
hazards, including elevating the role of illegitimate actors and
encouraging spoilers.

• Capacity shortfalls: While there is consensus on how to respond to
states in crisis, critical shortfalls remain in the needed key areas.

These points are explained and described in more detail below.

Early Warning
In the last ten years there have been mixed reviews on the effectiveness
of early-warning systems. While some progress has been achieved in
developing and institutionalizing early-warning mechanisms, the
rapidly changing nature of threats and the speed at which threats have
developed have created a widening gap that calls for further improve-
ments in instruments.

At the conference, participants used an analogy with bubbles to
describe the current status of early-warning systems. Where bubbles
form and replicate as the soap and water are added to a bathtub,
hostilities and points of conflict also develop as grievances multiply
and are asserted more overtly. Eventually, once the water is drained
from the tub, the bubbles sequentially and rapidly burst. As such, once
small crises erupt, they cause a domino effect that leads to an unten-
able condition of insecurity and a larger crisis. Unfortunately, early-
warning systems, thus far, have too often been unable to detect the
onset of smaller incidents of violence, resulting in an untimely and
ineffective response to larger crises.

Globally, numerous early-warning systems have been developed by
governments, IGOs, and NGOs to assess a select group of indicators
that evaluates a country’s (or subregion’s) level of instability. Of these,
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the two regional early-warning mechanisms that experts consider the
most advanced are the ECOWAS Early Warning and Response
Network (ECOWARN) and the Conflict Early Warning and Response
Mechanism (CEWARN), both of them in Africa.

In discussing these two regional mechanisms, conference partici-
pants were surprised by the unevenness of their analytical capabili-
ties. Systems such as ECOWARN were criticized for attempting to
measure too many metrics that were not based on predictability, but
rather on a negotiated solution between states and stakeholders.
Additionally, while the ECOWARN’s regional coverage is broad, the
system is marred by a lack of coherence in terms of data collection
and analysis. Similarly, the East African Intergovernmental
Authority on Development’s (IGAD) early-warning system,
CEWARN, was also deemed ineffectual due to its patchy coverage
of pastoral conflicts.

Moreover, at the most rudimentary level, the definitional consistency
on terminology among the actors engaged in stabilizing states
continues to present an overarching challenge to the effectiveness of
early-warning instruments. The lack of consensus on the definition of
basic terms, such as “fragility,” hampers the effectiveness of the
analysis that feeds into early-warning systems.

To bolster a cross-disciplinary understanding of key terms, a closer
examination of countries “at the tipping point” may help in determining
the specific characteristics of a country’s fragility and vulnerability. In
some cases—as pointed out by one conference participant—such analysis
could demonstrate that alongside well-known indicators covering
economic, political, and security sectors, lesser-known metrics (such as
financial metrics on short-term interest rates and the decline in FDI)
could also provide a credible warning signal for crises (as was the case
for the crises in Sierra Leone and in Chad). In this regard, conference
participants agreed that the technical tools used to determine the onsets
of crises need to be improved both in terms of their analytical integrity
and their predictability. Special attention should also be placed to the
quality of the data which, if poor, can seriously undermine the credibility
of the warning.

Participants also commented on the need to consider the conceptual
underpinning of early-warning systems. Certain technocratic assump-
tions in existing early-warning systems are often incomplete and disre-
gard both a qualitative and intuitive analysis based on regional and
local interactions. In particular, the systems do not consider the polit-
ical, psychological, and political dimensions that are often at the
center of crises. As a result, consideration of issues germane to the
needs of the recipient population is often missed. Participants
concluded that a better job has to be done in keeping the recipients at
the heart of the warning analysis.

Participants were divided on the scope of coverage for early-warning
systems. Some participants argued that early-warning systems have
been excessively concerned with the emergence of armed conflict, and
that other crises, including environmental, economic, and human
rights-related conflicts, have been neglected. In this regard, there is a
need to broaden the operational horizon of early-warning systems to
include emerging concerns such as criminality and climate change.
Despite acknowledging that early-warning systems could cater to a
diffuse system that covers a broad range of crises, some speakers
considered expanding the coverage of early-warning mechanisms a
grey area that could result in a murky distinction between early
warning and long-term development. For instance, some partici-
pants perceived climate change and crime as long-term develop-
mental challenges, and thereby not themes for early warning.
Additionally, the “abundance” of early warning, particularly from
nongovernmental agencies, such as the International Crisis Group,
raised questions about the extent to which all of these warnings
were indeed necessary.

Moreover, there remain significant challenges in communicating early
warning. Messages are sometimes considered perfunctory or weak,
and at times result in the wrong information being delivered to the
decision maker. In particular, communication within government
agencies can be innately flawed due to lack of consideration regarding
the population at the center of the crises, and by the inherent bias
toward national interests which can redefine the threshold or gravity
of a crisis. Some participants recognized that overreliance on national
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intelligence structures, particularly in the United States, has led to
some misplaced trust. Others agreed, noting that there needs to be an
acknowledgment that state-based early-warning systems are not going
to capture the breadth of activity that is at play in a country experi-
encing instability.

In general, conference participants questioned the effectiveness of
current communication processes. In this regard, suggestions for
increasing attention to how early-warning capabilities are communi-
cated and transmitted to policymakers to overcome political inhibi-
tion of early action were viewed positively.

Many participants, however, admitted that blame cannot be solely
placed on early-warning systems because our knowledge of the
conflict often precludes an effective response. Participants expressed
frustration with the lack of accurate and rigorous conflict assessment
tools that are unable to link early warning with early response.
Without adequate information, early response in a country is unable
to provide the kind of assistance that would allow it to succeed. There
is an urgent need to acquire, evaluate, and put information to work
constructively in the context of a response network. However, the
current process for conflict assessment does not guarantee that early
response is being supported by a thorough and sound analysis. In this
regard, improving conflict assessment capabilities by creating institu-
tions at the national and subnational levels can improve our under-
standing of conflicts.

In addition, while the multilateral system is based on a coherent inter-
national framework that provides the adequate tools for response, the
lack of political will, unfortunately, inhibits action. One participant
noted that the lack of political will is most apparent within the context
of a divided Security Council.

An additional speaker from the United Nations agreed, saying that, in
her experience, it was never a lack of early warning that hindered
action, but rather an obstacle in the political space. The speaker noted
that in the last year the United Nations had been accused of failing in
situations such as Kenya but, in fact, it was not a problem of early

warning, but rather that there was no entry point for action that the
Kenyans wanted. The participant then listed other examples where
this was the case, for instance, in Sri Lanka and Georgia there was
also no possibility for political engagement.

Presently, conditions in Nigeria and Pakistan also present a scenario
where, according to the speaker, the entry point will only be realized
once the situation reaches a boiling point. Another participant
concurred, noting that sometimes it was necessary to wait for the
“middle bubble to pop,” citing the analogy of the bubble bath.
Agreeing with the previous two speakers, a third participant pointed
to the case of Macedonia, which had been on the verge of a major
destabilizing event, but because the international community had
intervened at the onset of a minor civil war, it had the resources to
mitigate an escalation in the conflict and avert a crisis. The participant
added that we needed a better international response to Kenya when
smaller incidents erupted.

Several options were put forth on how to improve the current instru-
ments for early warning. The most apparent was to promote and
deploy third-generation early-warning and early-response systems that
can settle micro-level conflicts and, in particular, broaden out and
deepen their coverage in key hot spot areas. These mechanisms would
complement international responses that are often too late, and some-
times inappropriate, in addressing crises in fragile states. Additionally,
many participants called for a differentiation of roles—analysts,
cultural translators, teachers; people who have a key understanding of
the response side have to be engaged in the analysis. In this regard,
enhancing dialogue between political scientists and hard scientists
specializing in agriculture, environment, climate, and other realms
could also result in a cross-fertilization of knowledge that improves the
efficiency of current mechanisms. To facilitate this cross-dimensional
approach, several participants proposed examining cross-sectoral best
practices on early-warning systems, including mechanisms focused on
grains and foodstuffs. The extensive experience and advanced equip-
ment used by the intelligence community also provides viable models
for monitoring and predicting the actions of interested parties, which
could be harnessed to improve early-warning capabilities.
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Political Response
The international political response architecture has been
expanding its mandate to manage and oversee an increasing
number of conflict-related challenges that have strained and
outpaced the institutional capabilities of many institutions. On a
yearly basis, international organizations can be counted on to
support peace processes and political interventions that provide
diplomatic solutions to a broad array of political crises such as elec-
toral fraud and constitutional contestations.

The difficulty of effective response has been complicated by uncer-
tain and changing environmental conditions; the United Nations
and other international organizations have been partially ineffective
in adapting to these conditions. In the last decade alone the pattern
of violence has altered from civil wars to new forms of political
violence such as terrorism, piracy, subnational violence, organized
crime, and coups d’état.

The realignment of power relationships has also raised questions
about the appropriate architecture for crisis response. Traditional
western powers within the United Nations have been less able to
assert their agenda, and yet the jury is still undetermined on whether
emerging powers can convene to respond collectively to transnational
threats and security challenges. The diffusion of decision making to
informal coalitions and groupings, such as the G-20, also present
some notional challenges to formal and established political institu-
tions that have, historically, been the preeminent forum for policy
formulation and crises response. In effect, these changes to the polit-
ical landscape have curtailed the ability to gain consensus and imple-
ment basic capacities that enable a targeted political response to
destabilizing conditions in fragile states.

Benefiting from its legitimacy and vast experience in the field of polit-
ical violence, the United Nations remains the primary authority for
peacemaking, mediation, preventive diplomacy, and political
response. However, the organization has been unsuccessful in estab-
lishing a long-term and comprehensive crisis response strategy.

While recognizing that all facets of the organization, such as long-term
efforts of conflict prevention, peacebuilding, and economic revitaliza-
tion, have to be linked to more short-term efforts such as peacekeeping,
peacemaking, and other forms of crisis management, the organization
has been unsuccessful in achieving consensus on a comprehensive and
coherent strategy that ensures durable peace and stability in fragile states.
In the first few years of his tenure, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has
attempted to build political momentum on a comprehensive framework
by issuing reports on mediation, peacebuilding, and peacekeeping in an
effort to promote dialogue and creative thinking on how these sequential
processes can be integrated and viewed as one formula that aligns all
interested parties with the overarching objective of achieving and consol-
idating durable peace. The difficulty in realizing such an integrated
strategy has been underpinned by deep-seated political alignments that
are inherently opposed to changes in strategy toward fragile states and
peace and security issues at the United Nations.

Moreover, the complexities of the administrative functions of the
organization also pose numerous obstacles to marshalling resources
and ensuring predictable financing for imminent political crises. In
particular, budgetary provisions that are exclusively dedicated to
peacekeeping make less funding available for conflict prevention,
mediation, or peacebuilding activities. The stovepiped architecture
will need to be radically altered to ensure that multilateral political
response is part of a menu of response options that enables the
delivery of solutions more effectively on the ground. In essence, this
will entail configuring action according to the needs of the crisis,
rather than organizational structures, funding arrangements, and
institutions, as noted by one of the conference participants.

In addition to the lack of financing available for response, there is a
gap in the flexibility of funding arrangements which prevent a rapid
and timely response to burgeoning crises. Conference participants reit-
erated the need to encourage the development of nimbler, less risk-
averse political response mechanisms that prevents the escalation of
crises, and thereby avoids the need for expensive peace operations. As
suggestions, conference participants proposed reconfiguring the
funding vehicles so that they can be more risk-averse, and hence more
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easily accessed and utilized. Furthermore, changes to some of the
donor-based reporting mechanisms for grants could be simplified to
facilitate faster and more effective cash disbursements. There may also
be a need to distinguish funds for emergency use—as has been the case
in the humanitarian response field—from funds dedicated to standing
capacities which are more tightly controlled and sealed.

Enhancing the machinery for political response will also require a
reassessment of the professional and technical resource capacities
within the United Nations. In particular, there is a real need for
experts who are available to jump into a situation when conditions
are ripe enough for parties to accept a mediator. In these instances,
acting rapidly is critical to impeding an escalation of political and
violent conflict.

Numerous participants called for the establishment of a professional
roster of experts that can be readily deployed for mediation work in
conflict and post-conflict zones. Participants from the United Nations
confirmed that the Department of Political Affairs has created a
Mediation Support Unit (in 2006) which supports a standby team of
mediation experts that are available for diplomatic negotiations at
short notice.

Despite this mechanism, finding the right leadership remains a chal-
lenge, especially in Africa where credible mediators are already
stretched too thin. Each mediator, on average, is negotiating three to
four conflicts around the continent. This sometimes results in having
to deploy weaker mediators who may not have a strong sense of the
structural and root causes of the conflict and the intuitive ability to
manage spoilers and leverage the situation wisely. Moreover, they can
find themselves in a situation where they are competing with local
mediators on the scene who benefit from an in-depth knowledge of
the cultural and societal nuances. In order to solve this apparent
problem, the United Nations has focused on building the “right
team,” should one of the more sought-out mediators not be available.
Building this capacity entails creating a roster of experts that under-
goes a stricter vetting procedure and results in the recruitment of
highly qualified staff, including special envoys and deputy special

envoys. Moreover, in an effort to create synergies within the UN
system, UNDPA has also begun to consider the UNDP resident coor-
dinator for mediation efforts should he/she have crisis management
and response expertise.

Reacting to the apparent dearth of leadership for UN diplomatic
missions, conference participants reiterated the need to support and
engage renowned figures in conflict mediation. In particular, Kofi
Annan’s work in Kenya received accolades, as did the work of Paul
Collier, Wyclef Jean, and former President Bill Clinton in reaching a
solution to the political crisis in Haiti and in engaging donors to pledge
more funds to the war-torn state. However, participants also pointed
out that, while the work of the mediator is extremely important in
reaching a peace agreement, there is also a need for more high-level
expertise once an agreement is signed and implementation begins.

In addition to supporting the financing and resource needs within the
United Nations, there is a need to expand and strengthen regional
partnerships as a strategic imperative to effective political response.
Regional organizations, in particular, have a comparative advantage
in that they are intimately engaged with networks of subregional and
local actors, which facilitates their ability to analyze and assess the
threat of crises. Their role and capacity should be strengthened to
enable their participation in a variety of political responses, including
mediation, fact-finding, and arbitration.

To enable this effort, the role of UNDPA to support regional organi-
zations needs to be enhanced, including continued investment in the
MSU to enable successful political operations. Agreeing with this
suggestion, one conference participant noted with regret that, while
the MSU has achieved many successes in the last few years, it never-
theless continues to lack the information and capacity to support and
interact with regional teams and experts which, in turn, presents a real
challenge for rapid response on the ground.

Several conference participants highlighted the danger of “moral
hazard,” resulting from international diplomatic engagement, and called
for a more nuanced approach to political response. In particular, if ille-
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gitimate actors and spoilers are certain that the international community
will objectively aim to forge a power sharing agreement, they may elevate
their role in political negotiations. This threat is most pertinent in coun-
tries that have been witnessing an increasing number of unconstitutional
changes in government which have exacerbated conditions of fragility. In
such cases, a deeper understanding of the political, cultural, and socio-
logical dimensions shaping the crises need to be analyzed and reassessed
to formulate a differentiated set of response mechanisms.

Despite the wide-ranging obstacles to effective political response,
participants were encouraged by the change in tone of the new US
administration toward multilateral engagement and diplomacy. US
Ambassador to the United Nations Susan Rice has commented on the
need for a comprehensive approach to peacekeeping that considers
political solutions to conflict. In addition, the United States’ critical
financial support for UNDPA, as well as its partial repayment of long-
overdue arrears, has enabled some space to implement key strategic
initiatives within the United Nations.

Nevertheless, participants believed that the relationship will
undergo a testing period as questions persist as to how the US
government will be able to promote internal coherence and coordi-
nation within its own political architecture to ensure that it meets its
multilateral commitments. Furthermore, participants wondered
what instruments the United States will use to facilitate a more effi-
cient political response by the United Nations, as well as how to
integrate regional organizations more formally into the multilateral
response architecture.

Rapid Economic Response
In the past decade, significant progress has been achieved in delivering
effective economic responses to post-conflict societies. The ongoing
leadership of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development-Development Assistance Committee (OECD-DAC) in
economic recovery and the successful establishment of the
Peacebuilding Commission and its Support Office have enabled some
viable opportunities for response.

However, appropriate mechanisms have not adapted quickly enough
to respond to the growing challenges germane to post-conflict areas.
Conceptual gaps that limit the establishment of a comprehensive
framework for peacebuilding that can consolidate a durable peace and
prevent the resurgence of violence continues to be a persistent chal-
lenge as noted in the section on “Political Response.”

The most critical of these gaps is the failure to recognize the “two
world syndrome,” as stated by one of the conference participants. In
essence, two separate and streamlined systems operate in post-conflict
fragile states. One system is focused on ensuring that post-conflict
countries “need external support to peace and security” to defuse any
prospects that can lead to the reemergence of violence. Various mech-
anisms are at work within this system, including international peace-
keeping and policing efforts that work to secure a tangible peace
through programs on security sector reform, disarmament, demobi-
lization, reintegration of ex-combatants, prevention of natural
resource exploitation, and the illicit trafficking of arms. Under this
system, successful peacebuilding can best be achieved by ensuring a
secure environment for economic recovery and relies on a top-down
agenda, largely crafted in New York by the UN Security Council.

The second system entails a more country-focused process which
considers a bottom-up approach toward post-conflict reconstruction.
This system primarily engages experts from the development field to
deliver solutions that address long-term efforts to armed conflict.
Activities operationalized through this channel pursue broader meas-
ures that include political, institutional, economic, and development
initiatives to engage the country in achieving rapid economic
recovery and revitalization. The agents for this work are chiefly The
World Bank, bilateral and regional donors, and civil society organi-
zations at large.

While both of these systems are needed to ensure a viable path to
peacebuilding, they too often operate with uncoordinated agendas
under two distinct overarching umbrellas. Significant efforts have to
be made to ensure that these two systems are brought together with
integrated strategies that allow for operational synergies and results-
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oriented benefits across agencies. Enabling this cooperation will
require significant interorganizational dialogue that can facilitate the
harmonization of processes and the creation of incentives at every
level. In particular, UN member states would have to agree that they
should have only one strategy for international response and that all
national assets (financial, political, and military) should be aligned
toward that goal.

While generally agreeing with this concept, some participants noted
that integrating the “two worlds” will take both better leadership and
a change in the institutional mandates of donor agencies. Furthermore,
once the strategy is implemented, it will pose challenges as to who
would be designated as the lead organization with the authority to act
for all other donors in crisis conditions.

Participants also discussed some persistent and inherent flaws in the
economic response mechanism that impede the fast allocation of
funding and staffing (including ensuring that the best staff—espe-
cially leaders at country level—are attracted to work in fragile states).
On funding, conference participants agreed that at a minimum,
mechanisms releasing funds should be reevaluated, but that addi-
tionally there has to be some creative thinking about the strategy
through which funds are released. Conference participants high-
lighted that not only the United Nations lacks the capabilities to
respond rapidly; so do national donor agencies. One participant
pointed out that USAID is well aware of its inability to move funds
rapidly, but pointed to the lack of tolerance for risk that prevents the
organization from doing so.

In this regard, pre-positioned funds were offered as viable options to
accelerate the release of much-needed financing. Four such funds were
discussed at the conference: the European Commission (EC) Instrument
for Stability which consists of $220 million to be disbursed within days
for action in developing countries (with the exception of military and
humanitarian crises); the UN Peacebuilding Fund, which consists of
$150 million designated to address the immediate needs of countries
emerging from, and at risk of relapsing into, violent conflict; The World
Bank State- and Peacebuilding Fund which readily disburses $100

million per annum for state and local governance, and peacebuilding in
fragile and conflict-prone or conflict affected situations; and the UN
Development Programme/Bureau for Crisis Prevention and Recovery
Overview (UNDP/BCPR) Conflict Prevention and Recovery Thematic
Trust Funds, which also disburses $100 million per annum to respond
rapidly to natural disasters or violent conflicts.

Generally, conference participants believed that organizations
should encourage donors to support pre-positioned funds as a
means of responding effectively and rapidly to emerging crises.
Numerous participants agreed that funds dedicated to responding to
certain economic shocks had to be distinguished from funds that
were used to respond to economic crises. In this sense, there is a
great need to encourage institutions dedicated to managing
economic shocks to make fragile states a key constituency, especially
since a shock of a primary export commodity could increase the like-
lihood of violent conflict.

Personnel issues continue to be a challenge for work in post-conflict
states. In particular, most crisis managers working in fragile states are
not adept at resource management. In this regard, the UN secretary-
general’s report, “Peacebuilding in the Immediate Aftermath of
Conflict” suggested ways to improve staffing regulations for work in
post-conflict situations, and these improvements have been gaining
currency in the past few months. In particular, initiatives such as
compiling a roster of leaders and experts on law and economic reju-
venation, who can be called upon in a crisis, would prove to be highly
beneficial. This roster would enable organizations to make timely
decisions that deploy the right person to the right scene.

One exemplary system is the UNDP’s SURGE (Supporting UNHCR
Resources on the Ground with Experts on Mission) project, which
convenes experts from various areas of expertise and UN departments
and deploys them to crisis areas within days. In response to this
suggestion, one participant pointed out that it is critical to identify the
people with the skill set needed to work in near-crisis conditions. Too
many times rosters end up deploying people who are not qualified, but
simply available; this can aggravate the situation on the ground.
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The secretary-general’s report on peacebuilding in the immediate
aftermath of conflict proposes finding people in the affected country
rather than bringing people in from the outside. This, according to
several conference participants, should be a central goal for organiza-
tions engaged in post-conflict economic response. The current metrics
point to a 90 percent presence from the outside, versus a 10 percent
presence of in-country experts. While these numbers cannot be
dramatically shifted overnight, one approach may be to look for
experts from the region who are trained and well-versed in the
cultural, political, and linguistic requirements of the country in ques-
tion, which would make them much more able to adapt to dynamic,
unpredictable situations.

Participants reiterated the need for multilateral engagement with the
United States. In particular, participants noted that the United States
and United Nations could benefit from strengthening their relation-
ship to enable economic recovery in countries of vital national interest
to the United States, such as Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Somalia.
In addition, while the Peacebuilding Commission has made significant
political and operational inroads in assisting the four countries on its
agenda—Burundi, Sierra Leone, Cote D’Ivoire, and the Central
African Republic—it is far from ensuring that solutions are tenable
and country-specific. With the upcoming five-year review of the
Peacebuilding Commission in 2010, the Obama administration will
have a singular opportunity to provide substantive leadership in
shaping the future work of the commission so that it can more adeptly
address the key drivers of conflict and broaden its scope to engage in
more countries that urgently need its support.

International Security Assistance
The current toolbox for international security response initiatives
contains several instruments that have been beneficial to securing and
maintaining peace in fragile states. The scenarios for which they have
been created have varied, both in intensity and in ease of operation.
Some of the scenarios highlighted at the conference, included the
restoration of order, as was deemed necessary in Haiti in 1994 when
the UN Security Council authorized member states to end the political
crisis through the restoration of the constitutionally elected govern-

ment; the protection of relief, as was the case in Somalia in 1992
where there was a need to establish a safe space which would allow
the United Nations to deliver humanitarian relief; and lastly, a
response to mass atrocities, as was the case in Bosnia, Rwanda, and
Darfur, where mass killings, crimes against humanity, and ethnic
cleansing created a moral imperative for action.

The capacity to respond effectively to all three of these situations calls
for a range of military capacity and professional expertise. The
requirements can be divided into two categories: a professional mili-
tary capacity, and a “non-kinetic” capacity, which includes policing,
humanitarian assistance, and support for human rights, infrastruc-
ture, and economic development.

Depending on the nature of the operation, both dimensions are crit-
ical to the success of a mission. The best-established and most
renowned international capacity is that of the UN Department of
Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO), which is second only to the US as
the largest military force in the world. Since its establishment in 1948,
the unit has been engaged in sixty-three missions mandated by the
United Nations. The unit now employs over 116,000 peacekeepers in
some seventeen missions, with a large majority concentrated in Africa
and the Middle East.

While the strengths of the United Nations are unmatched given its
legitimacy, depth of experience, and the cost effectiveness of its oper-
ations, the United Nations still faces some pervasive challenges,
particularly in fragile states. One of the chronic challenges stems from
the inadequate support missions receive from the UN headquarters.
DPKO and its sister unit, the Department of Field Support (DFS),
employ approximately 860 people, each of whom manages some 140
peacekeepers. Funding and resourcing, therefore, continue to remain
short of the requirements needed by the United Nations to respond to
security needs in countries emerging from conflict.

In addition, the termination of the UN Standby High Readiness
Brigade (SHIRBRIG) has limited the United Nations’ ability to deploy
at short notice a functional team that can respond immediately to a
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UN Security Council Chapter VI resolution. As a possible strategic
alternative, serious consideration should be given to developing a UN
Emergency Peace Service which can serve as a rapidly deployable
police and political expeditionary service, and in the long term could
lessen dependence on UN peacekeeping missions.

Moreover, special attention should be given to the police capacity of
peacekeeping missions. Efforts focused on deployment and/or training
of in-country police are particularly starved of resources. Although
there are 16,000 slots for police officers, only 12,000 personnel are on
active duty. Additionally, many of the officers nominated by their
countries fail to pass the United Nations’ qualifying test for police
officers due to inadequate training, and (in the US case) on human
rights operational principles. The problem is amplified by the fact that
many of the police officers on peacekeeping units come from countries
with differing doctrines for policing; in practical terms, these dispari-
ties create operational difficulties in performing and executing the
tasks they are meant to complete.

Besides the UN peacekeeping capacities, conference participants
discussed the competency of military operations linked to regional
organizations. While several such capacities are able to deliver an
effective response to destabilizing conditions in fragile states, others
got a mixed scorecard.

On the positive side, the European Union’s military apparatus, which
consists of fifteen standing groups designed to undertake autonomous
rapid response operations, has a highly professional and readily deploy-
able military capacity. Similarly, NATO also offers some effective mech-
anisms to operationalize military efforts. The strength of its capacity led
participants to believe that it could be well-equipped to facilitate inter-
agency cooperation, and provide much-needed training by establishing
a Peace Support Operations Training Center of Excellence that could
address critical shortages of strategic planners and Francophone staff
officers as indicated by the New Horizons report.

Other regional forces continue to suffer from a lack of resources, and
at times even an integrated strategy. For instance, the African Union’s

(AU) military capacity has not met its expansion objectives partially
due to a framework that is too weak to harness the advantages of its
machineries under a single architecture. Despite its competent work-
force, the military operations under the AU have proven ineffective
once different parts are brought together.

Participants at the conference discussed the extent to which the
United States could assist the UN peacekeeping operations and
regional operations to carry out its missions more effectively and
rapidly. In particular, participants noted that the United States and its
international partners should pursue immediate low-cost investments
that can greatly improve the effectiveness of peacekeeping opera-
tions. Investments in headquarter resources and equipment on the
ground are desirable, especially for UN DPKO and the AU.

While all conference participants agreed that these initiatives would
be extremely beneficial, some wondered whether the United States
would demonstrate the leadership to pursue them. In particular, some
participants perceived that the degree of interest demonstrated by the
current administration for enhancing its engagement in multilateral
military efforts is low. Others, however, including participants in
government positions, declared that the Obama administration is
steering a sea change in military policy and has begun to look at oper-
ations from a long-term perspective. The United States, as one partic-
ipant noted, is shifting its lens from that of an intervenor to that of a
more multilateral approach.

However, with the ongoing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the partici-
pant continued, the US government does not have the resources to
commit to concrete initiatives. Participants from the United Nations,
or engaged in work at the United Nations, welcomed the US commit-
ment to assist peacekeeping operations, highlighting that the new
administration’s ability to pay its dues to the United Nations in full
after many years of arrears was a remarkable act of multilateralism
that has signaled a renewed partnership.

Some participants, however, while recognizing the difficulties the
United States has in expanding its scope of activity given its exposure
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to so many ongoing military interventions, suggested that the United
States could symbolically increase the number of peacekeepers and
police officers with the United Nations. The United States now
deploys nineteen peacekeepers and eighty police officers across seven-
teen UN missions. Increasing these numbers will have two positive
outcomes: first, it will represent a symbolic truce to troop-
contributing countries who have been wedged in an acrimonious
deadlock with donor countries over their role in peace operations; and
second, it will enable the United States to become more actively
involved in developing a doctrine on peacekeeping, which it currently
cannot do without a significant presence on the ground.

Other participants suggested that in addition to increasing a US pres-
ence, the potential to harness the capacity of emerging powers could
fill crucial deficits in funding and resources for UN peacekeeping oper-
ations. Currently, roughly 75 percent of UN peacekeepers come from
25 percent of UN member states, of which the largest suppliers are
less-developed and fragile states, such as Pakistan and Bangladesh.
There is an opportunity to expand the role of emerging countries like
Brazil, Indonesia, and Mexico in delivering more capacity to UN oper-
ations. In effect, the United Nations should be more active in encour-
aging substantive contributions through greater incentives to
emerging powers that currently contribute a moderate or modest
number of troops.

Conclusion
Important progress has been made in recent years to enhance the role
and capacity of international organizations to respond to states in
crises. There is now a shared understanding of the challenges and
needed solutions. What is required now is greater attention to
building capacity and ensuring timely and effective implementation. In
particular, there needs to be more nuanced use of the available tools
that reflect the distinctive elements of the given crisis.

Conference participants agreed that the changing nature of global
transnational challenges and the geopolitical shift in power dynamics
from a Western-dominated world order to one that considers
emerging powers, will necessitate improved normative frameworks

and operational mechanisms that can more effectively and compre-
hensively respond to crises in fragile states. In this regard, participants
hailed the sea change in US foreign policy and emphasized the value
of the new administration’s commitment and support for multilateral
partners and solutions. With this transformation, there is renewed
hope for reducing the tension between short-term crisis response
imperatives and long-term solutions for sustainable peace.
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In Our Stead: Developing and Enhancing
International Security Assistance Capacities
By Ron Capps
Peacekeeping Program Manager, Refugees International

Back in 2011, just as the United States was exiting Iraq and
beginning the stabilization drawdown in Afghanistan,
American public opinion began its long, predictable swing
toward isolationism. Of course, no one would ever call it
isolationism today. But it is. So as we watch the ongoing
violence and chaos threatening hundreds of thousands of
people and looking more and more like the abattoirs of
Rwanda and Darfur, American intervention seems unlikely. It
is left to others to come to the aid of the victims.

Today, in 2009, it is not difficult to imagine such a commentary
appearing on an Op-Ed page a few years from now. The world
economy has been hobbled, thousands of Americans are dead

in distant lands, and domestic politics are a blood sport. The interna-
tionalist-isolationist pendulum is swinging away from internation-
alism. Maybe it will stop at multilateralism; maybe not. What can we
do now and in the next few years to help other international and
transnational actors prepare to protect threatened civilians, stabilize a
nation, or provide a secure area for humanitarian aid delivery?

This paper will examine some existing security intervention capabilities,
a few likely scenarios where they might be needed, and what the United
States can do to enhance existing, and promote additional, capacity. I use
the term security intervention to cover a range of activities including
international peacekeeping, reconstruction and stability operations, and
military intervention. So we should take a moment to define these terms.

• International peacekeeping is a broad term encompassing opera-
tions “designed to preserve the peace, however fragile, where
fighting has been halted, and to assist in implementing agreements
achieved by the peacemakers,” which is the United Nations’ defini-
tion of peacekeeping. Peace enforcement, according to the United

Nations, “involves the application, with the authorization of the
Security Council, of a range of coercive measures, including the use
of military force.”1 The term peace support operations is sometimes
used to encompass both of these definitions.

• Reconstruction and stability (R&S) operations is a relatively new
term that can include actions taken to help a nation “in transition
from conflict or civil strife so [it] can reach a sustainable path
toward peace, democracy, and a market economy.” 2 R&S opera-
tions employ a whole-of-government approach in which civilians
deploy alongside military forces. The American military tends to
take an expansive view of this type of operation: the ongoing coun-
terinsurgency in Afghanistan appears to meet the Army’s definition
of a reconstruction and stability operation.3

• Under military intervention, I include specific actions like a forced
entry by airborne, air, or amphibious assault, and combat opera-
tions designed to disrupt, defeat, or destroy an enemy force. The US
Army draws a distinction between expeditionary and campaign
capabilities. An “expeditionary capability is the ability to promptly
deploy combined arms forces worldwide into any operational envi-
ronment and operate effectively upon arrival.”4 We will not include
sustained military campaigns in our discussion. However, a military
action “to deter violence at the interface or zone of potential conflict
where tension is rising among parties designed to facilitate a polit-
ical solution by avoiding or limiting conflict,”5 a preventative
deployment, would fall under our definition of intervention.

Some Likely Scenarios
Any military activity is defined first by the mission—what is the force
being ordered to do? Even a partial list of potential missions would be
daunting here, so we confine our thinking to three broad missions: an
assertive restoration of order; protection of humanitarian relief oper-
ations; and reaction to a mass atrocity.

Restoration of Order
In September 1994, the UN Security Council issued Resolution 940,
authorizing member states to organize a multinational force to
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reestablish “the legitimate authorities of the Government of Haiti.”6

US paratroopers of the 82nd Airborne Division prepared for what
was planned as the largest airborne assault since the Second World
War. The multinational force was to withdraw “when a secure and
stable environment [was] established and [a UN mission had]
adequate force capability and structure to assume the full range of
its functions.”

A lead nation, acting with broad international support (in this case a
UN Security Council Resolution), a potential forced entry, and high
likelihood of violence characterize the first half of this type of opera-
tion. The initial assault requires a capacity to move a large assault
force a great distance (strategic lift), plus the ability to bring over-
whelming force quickly to bear (forced entry). In the second half of
the action, the follow-on force will need to be of sufficient size and
capacity to establish a stable environment for humanitarian and civil
activities to proceed. Combat support and combat service support
elements, like engineering (construction, power generation), quarter-
master (logistic support), transportation (water and petroleum
supply), and medical (hospital, public health) units are likely needs.

Protection of Relief
The classic example of this type of mission is Somalia in 1992, when
the UN Security Council mandated a mission to “use all necessary
means to establish as soon as possible a secure environment for
humanitarian relief operations.”7 That mission should not be the
model for future missions, but it is entirely possible that we will see
this type of language again in a UN mandate. In 2007 alone there
were at least 285 attacks on humanitarian aid workers in Darfur.8

A rapidly evolving situation in which humanitarian needs are tightly
wrapped up with security concerns, aggravated by difficult environ-
mental factors and huge numbers of civilians, are only some of the
wild cards likely to be dealt to forces entering this type of operation.
Commanders need the capacity to create a broad security umbrella
under which aid can be delivered and recipients will have no concerns
about being attacked after receiving the aid. Mobility, flexibility, and
potential lethality are key attributes. Coordination with civilian agen-

cies, including humanitarian aid providers as well as local and
national government (customs, ports of entry), will demand extensive
civil-military cooperation.

Response to a Mass Atrocity
Bosnia, Rwanda, Darfur: hundreds of thousands dead, often with
international peacekeepers standing by unable to stop the violence—
or not mandated by political authorities to do so. In the wake of atroc-
ities, there is much hand wringing and finger pointing. But what if we
want to intervene to stop a mass atrocity? What would that interven-
tion mission look like? How would it work? I know of no established
doctrine for carrying out these operations. Recently, the US Army’s
Peacekeeping and Stability Operations Institute and the Carr Center
for Human Rights at Harvard University have begun developing what
they call a Mass Atrocity Response Operations (MARO) doctrine.

We can make a few assumptions. If the perpetrators of the atrocity are
part of or supported by the government, the intervention will likely not
be consensual. Thus, forced entry, rapid buildup and dispersal of forces,
and mobility are important capabilities, as is the ability to distinguish
perpetrators from victims rapidly and accurately. Historically, we know
that the atrocities can occur across a wide area in unpredictable patterns
demanding significant Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance
(ISR) assets and a rapid response capability. We can assume that some
sort of investigation will follow the intervention and that soldiers will
need training on handling human rights abuses, and that there will be a
need for liaison with human rights and criminal investigators.

What Capacities Are Needed?
A Professional Force
First and foremost, any intervention requires a competent, professional
force. Many nations field highly trained, professional armies in which
many of the soldiers have significant combat, peace support, and
stability operations experience. Unilateral intervention, however, is
exceedingly rare and integrating forces from different national militaries
under a coalition or alliance flag is a challenge. Doctrines vary; tactics,
techniques, and procedures rarely match; and even terminology gets in
the way of smooth integration. Often, national caveats—limitations
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placed by governments on troops regarding participation in specific types
of operations—abound. Further, individual contingent commanders may
interpret mandates differently sector by sector in large missions.

Specialized competencies are also needed. As noted above, deploy-
ment against the will of, or perhaps even in opposition to, the host
government may require the ability to deploy a large force quickly by
air, land, or sea. The first troops to deploy may need to sustain them-
selves for up to six months with minimal infrastructure. Any force will
need a logistics tail that includes medical, maintenance, motor trans-
port, communications, and food service. Reconnaissance and surveil-
lance, intelligence collection, plus analysis and processing, both at the
tactical and strategic level, are absolute requirements.

And while tactical units (the battalions that make up the brunt of the
force) arrive intact, staff officers often arrive individually and sepa-
rately. The difficulty here is that these officers have not worked
together before and may not have a common understanding of what
they are required to do, or how they are to work together. On one
recently formed peace support operation staff, primary staff officers
had been trained in American, British, French, South African, and
Nigerian staff schools.

Nonkinetic Requirements
Complex peacekeeping operations require much more than just mili-
tary force. A force may need to integrate with civilian police, as well as
staff with expertise in humanitarian support, human rights, gender,
economic and infrastructure support, political analysis, and rule of law.

Civilian police are critical, and typically large numbers of police are
needed in stabilization operations. Stability Police Units (SPU) perform
“specialized law enforcement and public order functions that require
disciplined group action. This includes civil disturbance management;
VIP protection; hard entry and high-risk arrest; territorial patrolling;
criminal intelligence and evidence gathering; countering organized crime,
terrorism, and insurgency; mobile and static security of vulnerable areas;
election security; prison security; and border patrol.”9 Absent formed
police units, these tasks would be left to military forces or local police.

The ability of a nation or alliance to deploy quickly will depend greatly
on early identification of the problem, quick and efficient political deci-
sion making, and an effective and well-established command and
control structure. Once decisions are made as to mission, mandate, and
force structure, the organization will require sufficient long-range air-
and sealift capacity (or the ability to marshal it), functioning financial
and administrative systems, and established operating procedures.

About Force Size
Structuring and building a force is too often a political decision rather
than a military one. The idea of sending a few hundred peacekeepers into
war-torn Darfur (a country larger than Iraq) is ludicrous, but that was
what the international community decided to do in 2004—primarily
because that was all that the Sudanese government would accept. The
current prescribed force size is over 26,000, which is still too small.

In any of the scenarios posited above, there are models for proper
structure and size that are helpful in our analysis. In Bosnia, in
1995, the Implementation Force planned for twenty soldiers per
thousand residents; the same ratio was used for the Kosovo Force
in 1999. Eventually, these ratios fell closer to ten troops per thou-
sand residents.10

As the United States was planning for the invasion of Iraq, Army Chief
of Staff General Eric K. Shinseki put forward an estimate that post-
invasion stabilization would require “something on the order of
several hundred thousand” troops.11 Given the ratio used by NATO in
Bosnia and Kosovo, and Iraq’s population of 28 million, this figure
should be 560,000 while the maximum number of troops in Iraq has
been 183,000.12i In Haiti, with a population of around nine million,
the UN Stabilization Mission includes 9,158 military and police—a
ratio of about one soldier to every thousand residents. Clearly, there
is often a huge divergence between the number of troops needed and
the number that political actors are willing to deploy.

Nations or alliances that intend to maintain stabilization operations
beyond the immediate must also consider troop rotations. If, for
example, 20,000 troops are deployed on a mission at any given time,
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an absolute minimum of 60,000 are needed for a grueling three-way
rotation schedule of one unit on mission, one preparing for the
mission, and one recovering from the mission. A preferred sustained
rotation schedule is five unit cycles in rotation, which would require
at least 100,000 troops to field a 20,000 man stabilization force. Few
nations have the standing army or combination of standing army and
reserves to fill these requirements. Coalitions, alliances, and interna-
tional organizations must fill the void.

What’s Out There?
Given our assumption that the United States will be in a more isola-
tionist position in the coming years, we should determine what rapid
response forces exist globally in lieu of the American military.

It is important to note here that fielding a multinational observer force
operating under the equivalent of a UN Chapter VI13 mandate will not
overburden existing capabilities. A few thousand lightly armed inter-
national peacekeepers, such as participate in the United Nations
Mission in Sudan (UNMIS), deploying within manageable timelines is
more of a political burden than a force generation burden. However, a
complex operation, a major intervention, whether it is in the form of
Reconstruction and Stabilization, a Mass Atrocity Response
Operation, or Peace Enforcement,14 may require specialized troops and
capacities that are in short supply. Some of the capacities described
above, global strategic airlift,15 highly competent strike forces, and
some specialized ISR platforms exist only in a handful of nations.

The United Nations
The first responder to most international crises is the United Nations.
In mid-2009, the United Nations had about 116,000 international
peacekeepers deployed on seventeen distinct missions. Only the
United States, engaged in two wars, had more troops deployed under
its flag. Of course, the United Nations has no integral military or
police capacity and must rely on troop-contributing nations to
provide the forces for peace operations.

The idea of a standing UN army, often called the UN Emergency Peace
Service, surfaces regularly, but seems unlikely to come to fruition.

Questions abound over command and control, a loss of national
control over deployment, a lack of deliberative action prior to inter-
vention. Nonetheless, much commends the creation of such a
capacity: quicker reaction time, clearer doctrine, and better coordina-
tion come quickly to mind. But what Ronald Reagan referred to as
“an army of conscience” lacks international political support.16

Until recently the United Nations could call upon the Standby High
Readiness Brigade (SHIRBRIG) as its rapid reaction force. Ready to
deploy within 15-30 days for Chapter VI missions (although troop
contributors were prepared to discuss more robust missions), self-
sustaining for 60 days, the brigade was prepared to remain in place
for six months. The brigade stood down on June 30, 2009; there is no
replacement force.

The United Nations’ strengths are in its legitimacy, depth of experi-
ence, and cost effectiveness. A United Nations peacekeeper costs
about twelve cents to keep in the field for every dollar spent on US
forces. But there are challenges, too. The staffs of the Department of
Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) and the Department of Field
Support (DFS) total around 859 persons, leaving the ratio of field to
headquarters personnel at about 135:1. In contrast, the US Army’s
XVIII Airborne Corps headquarters oversees the operations of around
88,000 soldiers with a headquarters cadre of about 1,600, a ratio of
55:1. DPKO and DFS have recently restructured and are working to
improve mission planning and oversight, training, and lessons learned.

NATO
Militarily, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) offers the
largest, best-equipped, and most competent military coalition in the
world. Its rapid reaction force, the NATO Response Force (NRF),
consists of a brigade-size land component with forced-entry capa-
bility, a naval task force, an air component capable of 200 combat
sorties a day, plus a Special Forces component. The NRF can be used
in Article 5 and non-Article 5 contingencies.17 Standing behind the
NRF is the Allied Rapid Reaction Corps (ARRC) consisting of two
United Kingdom divisions, and a division each from Germany, Italy,
and Denmark, in addition to the headquarters elements.18
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The alliance synchronizes member nations’ and cooperating countries’
acquisition of new equipment, the development of doctrine, and
administration through more than 2,000 Standardized Agreements
(STANAGS) designed to foster a high level of interoperability among
military forces. Despite the number of languages in use (English is the
de facto common language), system variances, and national caveats
on mission, NATO’s military system functions well. Given that it has
had sixty years to perfect its operations, it should.

NATO fields a force of 64,500 in Afghanistan (International Security
Assistance Force) and of 13,800 in Kosovo (Kosovo Force). A NATO
mission in Iraq is training the Iraqi military and gendarmerie and,
between 2005 and 2007, NATO provided training assistance to
African Union peacekeepers in Darfur. The alliance has expanded to
28 member countries and 22 partner countries.

The European Union
Outside of NATO commitments, Europe can deploy forces under the
European Union (EU) flag as part of the European Security and
Defence Policy. The operational structures, or Battle Groups, are built
around combined arms battalions with support elements; each has a
strength of 1,500 troops and most are multinational. The 15 standing
groups are designed to provide the EU with a capacity to undertake
autonomous rapid response operations either on a stand-alone basis
or for the initial phase of larger, coalition operations.19 According to
United Kingdom documents, EU Battle Groups are “compatible with
typical UN Chapter VII mandates.”20 The majority are ground forces,
although there is a maritime force. Further, the ARRC (listed above as
a NATO formation) can also deploy under the EU aegis.

At the strategic level, the alliance identified strategic lift (the ability to
move large forces globally by air and sea) as a key capability gap as
early as 2005. The EU maintains the Movement Coordination Centre
Europe (MCCE) through which airlift, sealift, and land movement
assets owned or leased by national militaries are coordinated and
dispatched. In addition, once operational, the European Air Transport
Command (EATC) will take control of the transport fleets of Belgium,
France, Germany, the Czech Republic, Romania, Slovakia, Spain,

Luxemburg, and the Netherlands as part of the European Air
Transport Fleet (EATF). The EATF includes C-130, C-160, Airbus
400M, and C-17 aircraft.

As of August 2009, the EU had about 4,000 troops deployed in Bosnia,
the Indian Ocean, the DR Congo, and Guinea Bissau. The council
deployed a French-dominated force, the European Union Force (EUFOR),
to Chad in 2008, which was relieved by a UN force, UN Mission in the
Central African Republic and Chad (MINURCAT), in 2009. The EU
Battle Groups should share compatibility and interoperability with
NATO forces. France has organized a joint task force headquarters and
other nations have offered niche capabilities including medical support
and water purification units.

The African Union
Organized and chartered in 2002 as a successor to the Organization
of African States, the African Standby Force (ASF) was formed by the
African Union (AU). The ASF will provide the AU with what the
United Nations lacks: a standing army under international control.
Structured around Regional Economic Communities,21 the AU’s Peace
and Security Council developed a strategic road map that would have
the ASF at full operational capability and ready to conduct complex
peace operations by 2010.

Ongoing conflicts, continuing deployments, and funding shortfalls
have plagued the implementation of the strategy. Development and
training of the ASF does not appear to be on schedule. The AU
mounted its first peace support operation deployment in 2003, to
Burundi. AU member state troops dominate the hybrid UN-AU
mission in Darfur, comprising the majority of the 13,700 soldiers
there.22 Roughly 4,000 AU troops are stationed in Somalia.23

While many African national contingents and individual soldiers and
officers have significant combat and peace support experience, as an
organization the AU lacks the depth of experience, interoperability,
and capacity of NATO and many of its members’ forces. That said, it
is important to remember that the organization is only seven years
old. A dearth of experience at the operational level plagued the
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African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS) on its initial deployment into
Darfur in 2004. This was exacerbated by weak national and alliance
administrative chains, the difficulty of absorbing funding and support
for the force from donor nations, and the enormity of performing the
task at hand in an environment like Darfur.

For the moment, an AU deployment would need buttressing. Most of
the AU’s national contingents lack the force structures to conduct a
significant forced-entry operation or maintain a force in the field for
a sustained period. Seventeen AU member states own C-130 aircraft,
eleven own IL-76 aircraft, one owns both C-160 and Airbus A400M
aircraft, and seven own AN-12 aircraft, but it is unclear how many of
these are airworthy.

CSTO and SCO
The Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) was formed in
2002 in the wake of the dissolution of the Soviet Union. It includes
seven former Soviet bloc nations.24 The CSTO agreed in 2007 to
broaden cooperation with Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO),25 joining the global strategic power of Russia and China—at
least potentially. The CSTO also agreed in 2007 to organize peace-
keeping forces and to allow member states to purchase Russian arms
and equipment at competitive prices.

The alliance clearly possesses strategic reach, the capacity for
forced entry, rapid buildup of forces and staying power.26 But it
does not yet appear interested in deploying that capacity globally in
support of resolving an international crisis unless the crisis involves
a member state.27

Emerging Powers
Significant capacity also exists in emerging global powers. As of
August 2009, Pakistan, Bangladesh, India, and Nigeria were the top
four contributors to UN peacekeeping missions with contingents in
the 6,000- to 10,000-troop range. Obviously, China has significant
military capacity. But China’s participation in ten UN missions with
2,155 peacekeepers (military, observers, and police) placed it four-
teenth on the list of troop contributors. Brazil placed twentieth on the

list with 1,342 peacekeepers. In contrast, the United States provided
221 peacekeepers (many of whom are police), placing our contribu-
tion seventieth, between Sierra Leone and Burundi.

Helpful US Actions
If American public sentiment does swing toward a more isolationist
position, what can the United States do today and in the near term to
increase and leverage international capacity? The list is, again, daunting.
However, we can make a number of suggestions in areas where the
United States could strengthen the capacity of our international partners
to conduct stability operations, peacekeeping, and interventions.

Doctrine
As noted above, there is no doctrinal template for a force to intervene
to stop a mass atrocity. Further, there is no clear definition of what
protection means to a force commander regarding a civilian popula-
tion. The United States must support efforts to define these actions
and develop doctrine, tactics, techniques, and procedures for forces
deploying under UN or other international organization mandate, or
for coalition operations, and in ensuring that the doctrine is tested,
refined, and disseminated.

It is unlikely that a US-centric program would meet with broad inter-
national acceptance since the United States has, for many years, been
seen as bullying rather than cooperating in foreign affairs, and
because the vast majority of international missions are conducted
without US forces. Thus, a program led by DPKO, or perhaps by an
objective think tank that enlists the participation of permanent
members of the UN Security Council and major UN troop-
contributing countries in conjunction with the US military, seems
more likely to produce an acceptable and accepted document. The
Henry L. Stimson Center has taken a role in starting this process
through its Future of Peace Operations program. The US government
can and should participate.

Further, the ongoing collaboration between the Carr Center for
Human Rights and the Army’s Peacekeeping and Stability Operations
Institute (PKSOI) would seem to be helpful, but that process, based on
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the US military’s decision-making processes and planning systems, is
too US-centric.28 Involving the UN headquarters and other member
states is crucial. We note that maintaining 10,000 peacekeepers on
mission year after year, as several nations do, produces a great deal of
experience among the officers and noncommissioned officers of an
army. In the process of formulating doctrine, these nations should be
consulted and that experience tapped.

Training
The United States provides training for foreign military and police
through programs like Foreign Military Financing (FMF), International
Military Education and Training (IMET), the Global Peace Operations
Initiative (GPOI), Africa Contingency Operations Training and
Assistance (ACOTA), through International Narcotics and Law
Enforcement (INCLE) funds, as well as through other temporarily
authorized programs like Section 1206 funding and 1207/1210 funding.

However, there is more that can and should be done. ACOTA trains
soldiers from 25 countries in Africa. This could and should be expanded
to include non-African nations. A 100 percent increase, to 50 countries,
seems a reasonable goal. ACOTA primarily uses contract trainers rather
than active duty military. While there are positive and negative aspects
of this decision, the United States should use direct military-to-military
training when possible, especially at senior levels. There have been
complaints that US trainers failed to teach to UN standards—and have
not fully incorporated human rights training modules. If this is true, it
must be remedied. The United Nations’ Integrated Training Service
(ITS) has developed modules that are provided to peace operations
trainers. ITS has undertaken a complete needs assessment.29 Once the
new standards and modules are published, US training should adhere
fully to the standards.

The Association of International Peacekeeping Training Centers now
lists 136 organizations on its membership rolls. Many offer training,
but only a few offer training for staff officers. Staff training is where
the United States and our NATO partners have a significant compar-
ative advantage and where our assistance could make a significant
difference. The New Horizons report published by DPKO and DFS

noted a critical shortage of strategic planners and Francophone staff
officers.30 NATO has the capacity to remedy these shortages. Again, a
US-led program would likely meet resistance and forfeit the experi-
ence and linguistic capacities of our NATO partners.

The NATO school in Garmisch-Partenkirchen Germany teaches a
Peace Support Operations MD Staff Officer Course.31 The course is
presented in English and is only three weeks long. This should be
expanded and taught in French (and possibly other languages) as well.
Lengthening and linking this course with the bilingual staff officer
course taught at the École du Maintien de la Paix (EMP) in Bamako,
Mali, seems a good fit. This effort should be expanded by developing
these short courses into a full-length staff officers’ course and creating
a Peace Support Operations Training Center of Excellence.32

The US Army Reserve includes training divisions with the mission
to conduct everything from basic training to instructing students at
the Command and General Staff College (CGSC) level (now called
Intermediate Level Education, or ILE). Brigades within these divi-
sions could easily conduct staff training for individual staff special-
ties (such as personnel, intelligence, and operations), advanced staff
courses like CGSC/ILE, and combined staff training exercises for
international students using UN staff procedures. Further, training
for staff noncommissioned officers (NCO), akin to the Army’s
Battle Staff NCO course, is needed. All of this could be integrated
into the programs discussed above.

Equipment
Other critical needs identified by the New Horizons report include high-
resolution observation/surveillance and night operations equipment.
These are in short supply globally and are always needed in the field. The
United States could supply night vision goggles, tactical unmanned aerial
vehicles, and imagery analysis capability on a train-and-equip basis to
selected troop-contributing countries. This would allow partner nations
to create niche support units for peace support and stability operations.

The African Union’s Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS) peacekeeping logistics depot contains equipment for AU
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field operations. The AU plans to create depots for each of its five
regional economic community-supported brigades in the African
Standby Force. As the United States draws down in Iraq and
Afghanistan, useable equipment should be refurbished, donated and
transported to these depots or to a US and AU jointly controlled
facility (perhaps in Djibouti near Camp Lemonier) and from there to
African Union peacekeeping missions.

Helicopters are a perennial and critical lacuna in peacekeeping. The
French and British governments proposed a helicopter trust fund, now
managed through the European Defense Agency and known as the
Multinational Helicopter Initiative (MHI). Through MHI, participating
nations exchange needed aircraft refurbishment and crew training, prin-
cipally on Soviet-made MI-8/17 aircraft for newly integrated NATO
and EU nations, in return for dedicated use of aircraft and crews on
peacekeeping or stabilization missions. The United States could partici-
pate in this program as a funder, refurbisher, and trainer.33

To go one step further, the United States could donate aircraft for use
in peacekeeping missions. US forces recently retired the MH-53 and
CH-46 model helicopters.34 Dozens of these aircraft in long-term
storage at Davis-Monthan Air Force Base in Arizona could be refur-
bished and donated as Excess Defense Articles (EDA) to a nation with
the understanding that the aircraft would be used in conjunction with
the trust fund. Training aircrews and maintainers could be accom-
plished through Foreign Military Financing mechanisms.

Logistic Support
The US Congress has given the Defense Department broad “coalition
support funds,”35 and authority to “lift and sustain”36 coalition forces
into Iraq. Congress should extend these authorities to peacekeeping and
stabilization missions. This is not without precedence: the United States
provided in-kind support to the African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS)
through contracted logistics support in the form of camp construction
and management, medical teams, food service, and transportation.
Helicopter, vehicle, and communications support was provided for
AMIS by Canada, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. The US Air
Force transported Rwandan troops to and from the mission.

Intelligence, Indicators, and Warnings
After the 1999 NATO bombing campaign in Serbia, the United States
provided strategic intelligence support to the NATO Kosovo force
(KFOR) by placing a National Intelligence Support Team (NIST) in
Pristina. Clearly, intelligence-sharing relationships between the United
States and NATO are well defined, but these could be developed
between the United States and the United Nations, AU, or other
alliance, and reasonably quickly for any needed coalition. In the
Department of State’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research there is
already a suboffice, the Humanitarian Information Unit, that provides
unclassified imagery products and other intelligence support to
humanitarian nongovernmental organizations. This model could and
should be replicated and expanded.

The African Union has created the Continental Early Warning System
(CEWS) to provide policymakers with sufficient advance warning of
impending crises. This is laudable, but the system will need support if it
is to succeed. In 2008, the Genocide Prevention Task Force published the
results of its work, including a discussion of “Early Warning: Assessing
Risks and Triggering Action.”37 Further modeling of previous atrocities
and building templates for intelligence analysts will potentially provide
policy developers and decision makers with longer planning times and
more opportunities to intervene. The US intelligence services and our
academic and think-tank communities have a role to play here.

Diplomatic, Political, Economic, and Financial Support
The United States should support ongoing reform and restructuring
efforts at the United Nations by strengthening of the Department of
Peacekeeping Operations and the Department of Field Support. These
offices are understaffed, but principally need support for efforts to
increase capacities, with particular attention to the Integrated Mission
Planning Process.

The United States needs to be a good partner with other UN
member states by continuing to pay its bills in full and on time.
Further, as a permanent member of the UN Security Council with
the power of veto, the US government has given its support to every
UN peacekeeping operation. As such, the United States should
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provide both monetary and in-kind support to every UN peace-
keeping mission.

American support for the AU and to the ASF is crucial. Our mission
to the AU should be robust and active. Our ambassador to the AU
should engage whenever possible to offer diplomatic, economic, polit-
ical, and military support. Some specific needs are identifying a long-
term strategy for US-AU cooperation and tying that strategy to a
reliable funding stream; training mid-level civilian officials in admin-
istration, conflict resolution, and mediation; and ensuring that our
policies are in harmony with other leading partner nations like France,
and with organizations like the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF).

In developing international capabilities we should not neglect to increase
America’s own capacity. The reach of our intelligence services and diplo-
matic corps should allow us to identify developing crises early in their
cycle. If we prepare ourselves to recognize impending crises through
analysis we may find that we can reduce the spread of violence or insta-
bility before an intervention is necessary. Sadly, our civilian expeditionary
force has been hobbled by long years of neglect. A US Government
Accountability Office report in 2008 criticized the Department of State
(which is responsible for managing security assistance) for numerous
shortcomings, ranging from shortfalls in the delivery of funding and
equipment, to deficiencies in the oversight of train-and-equip programs,
to not screening trainees for past human rights abuses.38 We should
dramatically increase the size and capacity of our diplomatic corps at
State and the US Agency for International Development.39

Direct US Military Support
Absent US troop units taking part in an intervention mission, special-
ized US enabling capacities in engineering, medical, communications,
and logistics could do much to enhance any operation. The USMilitary
Observer Group-Washington (USMOG-W) controls individual officer
assignments to the United Nations and the missions of other interna-
tional organizations. USMOG-W is tiny and should be expanded
greatly to allow more Americans to serve on international missions. A
2004 DoD directive restricts the assignment of US personnel to coun-

tries “where sufficient protections exist to ensure US personnel shall
not be exposed to the risk of assertion of jurisdiction by the
International Criminal Court (ICC).” This is bad policy. US forces
should be part of every UN military deployment where they can make
a valuable contribution.

Conclusion
I have listed the tangible actions the United States could take to
improve international capacity for intervention, peacekeeping, and
stability operations. The principles are relatively simple: develop
doctrine, increase international capacity through train-and- equip
programs, decentralize technology, and provide direct US support in
areas where we have a comparative advantage. These few specific
tasks are not a panacea, nor is this meant to be simply a wish list for
international peacekeeping.

These actions are limited to military capabilities. Any intervention, if
it is to be successful, will likely require much more than military force.
Providing safety and security for a population, developing political
processes, delivering basic services, restoring or even establishing core
government functions, and participating in economic revitalization
are not tasks for a military force. Expert civilian and police expedi-
tionary capability is seminal to completing these tasks.

None of this mentions the question of political will. Although there is
much that the United States can do to increase international capacity
for security intervention, all the capacity in the world is useless
without the political will to deploy it. Early warning, peacebuilding,
and mediation can solve many problems, but there will undoubtedly
be times and situations where a security intervention is necessary.
When it happens, the international community will need to act
quickly to authorize, mandate, and deploy an intervention force. The
United States should lead that effort and ensure that others cannot
and do not impede it.

Finally, throughout the paper I have used “could” and “should” quite
a bit, so I should explain why. Of the many reasons why the United
States “should” do these things, I would highlight three. First, stability
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is in our national interest. The fewer wars, coups d’état, and geno-
cides, the better off we all are. Second, unilateral action is often
viewed as less legitimate than a multilateral response. Training, equip-
ping, and promoting the capacity of other nations reduces the chance
that we will be forced to act unilaterally. In addition, partner nations
may have better access or ease of access to crisis states or regions than
we. Third, building strong security relations with partner nations
opens doors to other forms of discourse and exchange. By opening
these doors, we enhance our political and economic power.

Endnotes
1 United Nations, Department of Peacekeeping Operations, United Nations
Peacekeeping Operations: Principles and Guidelines, referred to as the
Capstone Doctrine. Available here: http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/dpko/.

2 In 2004 the Bush administration created the Office of the Coordinator for
Reconstruction and Stabilization to “lead, coordinate, and institutionalize
US government civilian capacity to prevent or prepare for post-conflict
situations, and to help stabilize and reconstruct societies in transition
from conflict or civil strife so they can reach a sustainable path toward
peace, democracy and a market economy.” See http://www.state.gov/s/crs/.
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The Global Balance Sheet: Emerging
Security Threats in Fragile States and
Multilateral Response Capabilities
By David Nyheim
Chief Executive of International Conflict and Security Consulting Ltd.

Introduction

Since the early 1990s, the international community has seen signif-
icant development in the conflict early-warning1 and response
field—in terms of thinking, emergence of systems,2 mainstreaming

of key early-warning tools in decision making, and in the range of
response mechanisms and instruments.3 Much of the impetus for this
development came from international failures to prevent civil war
(Balkans, Zaire) and genocide (Rwanda) in the 1990s. These origins
have meant that, in practice, most operational early-warning and
response systems started with a focus on understanding/tackling
internal conflict and on promoting external preventive action.

The question posed and answered in this paper is whether current
global early-warning and response capabilities, as they have developed
over the last decade, are robust enough to meet the challenges presented
in emerging security threats. It is argued that although much progress
has been made in the conflict early-warning and response field, capabil-
ities generally remain scattered and weak, and the now institutionalized
focus on internal conflict (particularly grievance-based) has led to
complacency in relation to new and emerging security threats. This is
particularly true when it comes to multilateral warning and response
efforts—both at the global and regional levels. The paper concludes that
the global warning and global response architecture is weak and at risk
of becoming overwhelmed by new security challenges.

The paper starts with a look at the current state of play at a global
level—with a review of multilateral and nongovernmental early-
warning systems, their coverage, perceived value, impacts, and limita-
tions. It then examines two regional initiatives: Early Warning and
Response Network (ECOWARN) and Conflict Early Warning and
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Response Mechanism (CEWARN) to illustrate the value and chal-
lenges of intergovernmental warning and response systems in Africa.
Emerging security threats—particularly as they relate to criminalized
conflict (armed violence), extremism/terrorism, and climate change—
are subsequently reviewed with emphasis on their implications for
current warning and response capabilities. The paper concludes by
drawing implications for the global warning and response architecture
of current challenges and emerging threats.

The Big Picture
If slightly restrictive definitions of conflict early warning are used, over
15 governmental, intergovernmental, and nongovernmental systems
are now operational (Table 1 on page 78).4

Among intergovernmental agencies, the most developed systems are
found in Africa—particularly in the West African subregion
(ECOWARN, run by ECOWAS) and in the Horn of Africa (CEWARN,
run by IGAD). (See map on page 79.)5

Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America have very poor early
warning coverage—while Europe is home to the headquarters of
several early warning systems.

It is possible to distinguish several generations of early-warning systems.
First-generation systems (established in the mid-to-late 1990s) are
focused on analysis and often have a mandate to promote evidence-
based responses to conflict in the institutions they serve. Second-gener-
ation systems (early 2000s) combine analysis and advocacy in an
attempt to catalyze responses of external institutions. Third-generation
systems (post 2003) respond to threatened or ongoing violent conflict,
while promoting evidence-based responses among other actors. Most
first-generation systems will be headquarter-based; second- and third-
generation systems place stronger emphasis on institutional proximity
to the conflict areas they cover.

All systems deliver a set of early-warning products (based on quali-
tative and/or quantitative conflict analysis methods) that are linked
to different approaches to catalyzing response. Most multilateral and



• The Organization for Sercuity and Cooperation in Europe’s early
warning to the crisis in the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia—
and prompt, as well as successful, preventive measures taken.

• ECOWARN efforts to avert crises in Guinea and Togo through
regular warning reports and strong links with ECOWAS response
mechanisms.

• Ituri Watch prevention of clashes between communities in the DR
Congo by catalyzing local responses.

• FEWER-Eurasia contributions to reduced number of disappear-
ances in Chechnya through monitoring and humanitarian dialogue.

• CEWARN prevention of pastoralist clashes through early detection
and rapid transmission of information to key responders.

• FCE de-escalation of tensions at the microlevel in the Eastern
Province of Sri Lanka through monitoring and rapid response.

Challenges remain numerous, though—and for most early-warning
systems, catalyzing response remains the most important hurdle.
Among multilateral organizations, particularly those that run first-
and second-generation systems, this hurdle involves three intercon-
nected challenges: (a) weak early warnings; (b) immature response
mechanisms and instruments (for reacting to early warning); and (c)
personal, institutional, and political shortfalls. In concrete terms, these
challenges mean the following:

• Warning reports are of variable quality—drawing on poor information
sources, with often unsubstantiated analyses and weak recommenda-
tions on what should be done in response (with recommendations that
are sometimes irrelevant to responding institutions).

• The “delivery systems” of responses as embodied in the mechanisms
and instruments available to many governmental and intergovern-
mental institutions are still immature; they are slow, reactive, overly
bureaucratic, and disjointed from warnings. They rarely can help

nongovernmental systems focus on different types of internal
conflict, use grievance-premised analytical models, or detect levels of
state fragility.

In practice and in perhaps simplistic terms, what this means is that
research, information, and analysis are mainly concerned with griev-
ance-focused indicators (e.g. poverty, inequality, and environmental
degradation at the roots, and arms flows and power changes at the
proximate level) and the management of political agendas. It also
means that emphasis is placed on catalyzing external responses (partly
emerging from an interventionist paradigm) to local conflicts.

On the positive side, these systems play important roles in the insti-
tutions that house them and for their target recipients. A recent
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development/
Development Assistance Committee (OECD/DAC) review6 of
current early-warning and response systems lists these as follows:

• Crisis prediction enables proactive decision making, and establishes
a stronger basis for evidence-based decision making on countries
affected by crisis.

• Systematic country reviews and expert analysis set the stage for
improved programming of responses.

• A shared problem definition of crisis-affected countries or regions
sets the stage for more coherent interdepartmental/agency responses.

In addition, these systems have indirect and possibly direct impacts.
However, aside from process-type and indirect impacts (e.g.
improving the evidence base of decision making, or creating shared
problem definitions), it is difficult to go beyond anecdotal evidence
of direct impacts; not much research has been conducted to quantify
how early-warning systems, to date, have directly affected responses,
policies, and real-world impacts on the ground. Most of the direct
impacts are attributable to third-generation systems—and in some
cases, second-generation ones. The OECD/DAC review flags
several examples:
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Table 1: Governmental, Inter-Governmental, and Nongovernmental Early Warning Systems

Governmental Early Warning Systems Inter-Governmental Early Warning Systems Nongovernmental Early Warning Systems

Secrétariat Général de la Défense Nationale
(France): Système d’Alerte Précoce (SAP)

United Nations:
• OCHA—Early Warning Unit; Humanitarian
Situation Room (Colombia)

• UNDP—Country-level early warning systems in
Ghana, Kenya, Ukraine (Crimea), Bolivia,
Political Analysis and Prospective Scenarios
Project (PAPEP), Balkans, Kyrgyzstan

Forum on Early Warning and Early Response
(FEWER)-Eurasia (Russia): FEWER-Eurasia
Network

Institute for Security Studies (ISS) (South
Africa): African Security Analysis Programme
(ASAP)

German Federal Ministry for Economic
Cooperation and Development (BMZ): Crisis
Early Warning System

European Union (EU):
• EU Watch List

FEWER-Africa (Kenya): Ituri Watch (Democratic
Republic of Congo)

African Union (AU): Continental Early Warning
System (CEWS)

Russian Academy of Sciences (Moscow):
Network for Ethnological Monitoring and Early
Warning (EAWRN)

United States Government:
• Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction
and Stabilization and National Intelligence
Council: Instability Watch List

Economic Community of Central African States
(CEEAC): Mechanisme d’Alerte Rapide pour
l’Afrique Centrale (MARAC)

Foundation for Tolerance International
(Kyrgyzstan): Early Warning for Violence
Prevention Project

ECOWAS: ECOWAS Early Warning and Early
Response Network (ECOWARN)

Crisis Group (Belgium): Crisis Watch

Intergovernmental Authority on Development
(IGAD): Conflict Early Warning and Response
Mechanism (CEWARN)

Foundation for Coexistence (Sri Lanka): Program
on Human Security and Co-Existence

Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe (OSCE): Centre for Conflict Prevention

West Africa Network for Peace-building (Ghana):
Early Warning and Response Network (WARN)



launch timely and effective responses. (Two prominent examples of
response systems are the European Union’s Instrument for Stability
and ECOWAS’s Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management,
Resolution, Peacekeeping, and Security.)

• The personal, institutional, and political factors that affect
responses are the same today as they were decades ago (see Table 2
from the OECD/DAC report of 2009).7

In sum, the big picture is mixed. Despite the number of early-
warning systems and response mechanisms/instruments that have
been developed over the last decade, international capabilities
remain scattered and weak—particularly outside of Africa. They
do, however, provide important value-added for target recipients,
and there is evidence of both indirect and direct impacts.
Nonetheless, the warning-response link remains feeble—largely
due to weak warnings, immature response delivery mechanisms,
and a range of personal, institutional, and political shortfalls.

Emerging Regional Capabilities
A closer look at regional capabilities—particularly more devel-
oped systems in Africa—illustrates and gives nuance to current
strengths and weaknesses of early warning and response capabili-
ties. In the region, two systems are of special interest—the
ECOWARN system run by ECOWAS in West Africa and the
CEWARN system run by IGAD in the Horn of Africa.

ECOWARN
ECOWARN was born out of the ECOWAS Protocol Relating to
the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management, Resolution,
Peacekeeping, and Security (in 1999). Its objective is to engage in
data collection, analysis, and the drafting of up-to-date reports on
possible emerging crises, ongoing crises, and post-crisis transi-
tions. The focus of the system is broad, covering violent conflicts,
political instability, state fragility, human rights violations, and
human security in the ECOWAS region.

As a second-generation system, ECOWARN activities consist of
collecting and monitoring data, in addition to incident and situation
reporting using quantitative (events-based) methods to produce situation
updates. Qualitative (WARN/FEWER) conflict analysis methods are
used to prepare more in-depth reports. The ECOWARN system benefits
from access to multiple sources, including governmental and civil society
field monitors (attached to Zonal Bureaus) and open source data.

The value-added of ECOWARN for its target audience is the ongoing feed
of information and analysis into the ECOWAS decision-making
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information, but find themselves often at great distance from the
events they write about.

• The WARN/FEWER analytical method conceptually provides
space to capture the dynamics of internal social, political,
economic, and often grievance-driven conflict at the country level,
but has two important restrictions: (a) greed-driven conflicts, such
as in the Niger Delta of Nigeria (see Box 1 on page 81), where
crime and a complex “political economy of violence” is key, but is
not captured well by these systems; and (b) regional-level and cross-
country dynamics such as weapons flows, trafficking of drugs,
stolen oil, minerals, and the like are too complex to be addressed
by the available analytical frameworks.

• In terms of response to early-warning signals and analyses, the
ECOWAS Mechanism and institutional culture are predisposed to
macro-level and reactive responses—rather than to proactive, preven-
tive intervention. ECOWARN has already reported on micro-level
dynamics such as district and provincial level violence in member
states; however, even when such dynamics have the potential of esca-
lating, they are rarely addressed by the ECOWAS Mechanism. This

processes. This feed has recently been bolstered with the formation of a
team of analysts that responds to queries and produces a range of
reports—including more detailed conflict analysis reports using the
WARN/FEWER methodology.

Hence, strength wise, the system has a growing analytical capability. It
also has a fairly robust framework for processing data—data from open
(web) sources and the Zonal Bureaus. On the response side, ECOWARN
benefits from an institutional link to the ECOWAS Mechanism for
Conflict Prevention, Management, Resolution, Peacekeeping, and
Security (“the Mechanism”). The Mechanism enables a broad set of
ECOWAS responses to crisis and has been deployed with varying degrees
of success in Liberia, Guinea Bissau, Togo, and Guinea.

However, ECOWARN is facing several challenges:

• Although regional coverage is broad, it remains quite shallow and
sporadic, both in terms of information collection and analysis.
Each country has two monitors (one governmental and one civil
society) to cover vast and often inaccessible areas, as well as
complex issues. The analysts in Abuja do their best with limited
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Table 2: Personal, Institutional, and Political Factors that Affect Response

Personal Institutional Political

• Time and decision-making pressure
• Competing priorities
• Personal interest and experience
• Knowledge and understanding of situation
• Training and analytical skills
• Decision-making ability
• Risk taking profile
• Personal relationships
• Personal cost-benefit calculations and
accountability

• Available information and analysis

• Institutional and departmental mandate
• Budget availability
• Turf considerations
• Risk taking/averse culture
• Personnel turn-over and institutional memory
• Decision-making procedures
• Available mechanisms and instruments
• Accountability considerations
• Security of staff

• National/institutional interest and priorities
• Alliances and special relationships
• Enmities and competition
• Party and constituency politics
• Media coverage and “CNN-effects”
• Advocacy pressure
• Political cost-benefit calculations
• Political consensus
• Politicization of information



can be explained partly in terms of political sensitivities, limited
resources (time, funding, human capital), and competing priorities.
The result, however, is that real prevention remains elusive.

CEWARN
IGAD’s CEWARN was created on the basis of the CEWARN Protocol
(in January 2002). Its mandate is to receive and share information
concerning potentially violent conflicts as well as their outbreak and
escalation in the IGAD region with particular attention to pastoralist
(rural) and related conflicts. The geographical scope encompasses three
clusters: (a) the Karamoja Cluster (cross-border areas of Ethiopia,
Kenya, Sudan, and Uganda); (b) the Somali Cluster (cross-border areas
of Ethiopia, Kenya, and Somalia); and (c) the Afar/Issa Cluster (cross-
border region of Djibouti and Eritrea).

As one of the first third-generation systems, CEWARN’s monitoring
and responses are driven at the local level—in the clusters them-
selves. Data is collected by field monitors and fed into a data-based
monitoring system using CEWARN Reporter software—a system
based on 52 indicators, which include structural data, climatic, and

environmental data. Alerts are issued as they occur, while a set of
quarterly regional cluster reports, monthly updates, and situational
reports are produced at the national level—then disseminated to the
governments involved. Responses to alerts are either from local
authorities directly, or managed by Conflict Early Warning and
Early Response Units (CEWERUs) at the local and national level in
member states.

The critical value-added of CEWARN is the preventive action taken at
the microlevel when alerts are issued. However, it also provides an
important platform for coordinated interventions nationally—and in
some cases cross-nationally. Similar to ECOWARN, CEWARN provides
a rich feed of information and analysis to IGAD member states—and to
other actors (NGOs, donor states) in the region.

CEWARN’s key strengths are in its network of monitors and respon-
ders in the clusters—and in the platform for response provided in the
CEWERUs. The CEWARN head office in Addis Ababa, along with
national counterparts involved in the preparation of analytical
reports, maintains and manages an efficient system.

But CEWARN, too, faces several important challenges:

• Although the coverage of pastoralist conflicts is robust in the clus-
ters, CEWARN is restricted to member-state agreed geographical
clusters—and must tread carefully in looking thematically beyond
pastoralist conflicts. In other words, CEWARN has important
geographical and thematic constraints.

• Methodologically, emphasis is placed on 52 structural and
climate/environmental indicators. Data provided on these indicators
is analyzed quantitatively and, to a certain extent, qualitatively.
However, there are two important limitations to this methodological
approach: (a) indicators used cannot capture the current commer-
cialization (and criminalization) of pastoralist conflicts—particu-
larly large-scale commercial (and highly violent) cattle rustling; and
(b) the methodology, along with political sensitivities, limits an
understanding of extremist groups in Somalia and impacts of terror-
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Box 1: Greed-Driven Violence in the Niger Delta

Over the last five years, the Niger Delta has seen a shift from, and a
mix of, grievance-driven (among communities) and greed-driven
(involving armed groups) violence. Whereas there is no doubt that
grievances are both present and real at a community level, they now
often serve as a fig leaf for criminal intent by armed groups.

The growth of armed groups in the region has been driven by a lucrative
political economy of violence. This political economy involves illegal
crude and condensate bunkering, armed robbery and kidnapping, merce-
nary activities, narcotics, and numerous extortion-related activities. It is
compounded by a large number of weapons, high youth unemployment
that ensures a steady supply of foot soldiers, an environment of lawless-
ness and insecurity, and the complicity of parts of the security forces.



based violence on regional stability, particularly in cross-border
areas of Ethiopia, Kenya, and Somalia.

• CEWARN has documented a range of CEWERU responses to alerts
and can point to several success stories in terms of violence prevention.
Although these responses are laudable, CEWARN remains largely
reactive and engaged in immediate preventive interventions. Work on
structural prevention, to address the root causes of pastoralist conflicts,
is yet to start. This, however, will require deeper analysis than is
presently the case—and will have to address greed-driven violence, as
well as extremism and terrorism, in order to be effective. Furthermore,
due to political sensitivities, coordinated cross-border responses, where
two or more countries work together, have been limited.

Implications
ECOWARN and CEWARN are the most sophisticated early-warning
and response systems in Africa—and from a global early-
warning/response system perspective, Africa is currently the best
covered continent. Both systems provide important value to their
host institutions—in terms of a more robust evidence-base for deci-
sion making (ECOWARN and CEWARN) as well as immediate
local-level prevention of pastoralist violence (CEWARN).

However, both systems face a range of challenges that reflect those seen
in the global arena. The first challenge is one of breadth and depth of
coverage; ECOWARN has broad coverage, but limited depth, whereas
CEWARN has deep coverage, but limited breadth. The second chal-
lenge is that current analytical methodologies cannot offer an adequate
understanding of greed-driven or criminalized (armed) violence,
extremism and terrorism, or regional-level dynamics. The third chal-
lenge is that both systems remain reactive in their responses and do not
tackle either the micro-level origins of conflict (ECOWARN) or their
structural causes (ECOWARN and CEWARN).

The picture emerging is one of uneven and quite weak regional early-
warning capabilities. Beyond geography, the technical base (informa-
tion and analysis) in place is not conducive to effective responses on
emerging forms of violence and the cross-border dimensions of

conflict. Despite the presence of response mechanisms (e.g. ECOWAS
Mechanism and CEWERUs), their effectiveness is constrained by polit-
ical sensitivities, their design, and the institutions that house them.

Emerging Threats
At a global level, three emerging threats to peace and security have
important implications for early-warning and response systems.
Two of them—criminalized conflicts (or armed violence) and
extremism/terrorism—have been mentioned. The third, which is
attracting an increasing amount of attention, is climate change.

Criminalized Conflicts (Armed Violence)
A milestone in research into greed-driven or criminalized conflicts was
the publication by the World Bank of Greed and Grievance in Civil
War (in 2000).8 In the report, Collier and Hoeffler argued that the
“traditional” view that “grievance begets conflict, which begets griev-
ance, which begets further conflict” (a view out of which many early-
warning systems have been conceived), and that interventions need to
reduce the level of grievance, has serious limitations. They proposed
that opportunities for material predation are the key causes of conflict
and “the grievances this generates induce Diasporas to finance further
conflict.”9 Later work (e.g. by Murshed and Tadjoeddin in 200710) has
amended this picture, contending that greed and grievance drivers of
violence often coexist and reinforce each other. In all such analyses,
the basic point is that the political economy of violence perpetuates
and entrenches conflict.

Beyond criminalized conflict are situations of significant criminalized
violence—termed by the OECD/DAC and others as “armed violence”
situations, where armed violence is defined as “the use or threatened
use of weapons to inflict injury, death, or psychosocial harm which
undermines development.”11 This type of violence is characterized by
the widespread availability of small arms.

Taking this definition a step further, this paper defines armed violence
situations as “either conflict situations characterized by a dominant
political economy of violence and significant lawlessness, or areas
controlled by nonstate actors where small arms are used widely to inflict
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harm, injury, and death.” Using this definition, the terms greed-driven
or criminalized conflicts will be replaced with armed violence situations.

A global look at armed violence situations shows the extent of the
threat. (Table 3).

Although armed violence has been recognized as an emerging threat,
most of the research remains descriptive and analytical at a big picture
level—and does not explain how to deal with these situations. The
analytical and response tools that do exist and are used in early-
warning and response systems were born out of the traditional view
that grievance begets conflict, and are therefore designed to address
mostly structural and grievance-based issues, as well as political
dynamics. There is a wide knowledge gap that needs to be filled.

These shortfalls are apparent in the Niger Delta conflict. If
ECOWARN’s research process and analytical method are used for the
conflict in the Niger Delta, it will explain micro-level community
conflicts, in addition to part of the conflict between the Movement for
the Emancipation of the Niger Delta and the Nigerian government.
However, it will neither provide a clear picture of greed dynamics, i.e.

on the political economy of violence (oil theft, extortion rackets,
piracy)—nor suggest how these need to be tackled.

Most of the tools for dealing with armed violence are within govern-
ment, particularly within governments in countries affected by such
situations. In Nigeria, the federal government has deployed significant
resources to counter armed violence in the Niger Delta—with some
success, although the jury is still out. However, not many governments
are as resource-strong as the Nigerian government is, so the need for
multilateral tools to deal with armed violence situations is urgent.

Extremism and Terrorism
Much of the debate on extremism and terrorism is linked to what is
currently taking place in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Lebanon, and
Palestine, in the “war on terror,” and the invasions of Iraq and
Afghanistan. The problem, however, is actually much wider.
Consider Large’s (2005) understanding of terrorism: a political, ideo-
logical, or religious act that is meant to inflict dramatic and deadly
injury on civilians and to create an atmosphere of acute fear and
despair.12 Using this definition, if one looks at situations where
terrorist acts are a key part of waging war, the list of countries where
extremist groups use terrorism as a means of waging war expands
significantly. (See Table 4 on page 84.)

Engagement with extremist and terrorist groups is operationally and
politically sensitive. The tools deployed to tackle the threats that these
groups pose to stability are mostly in the realm of counterterrorism.
Nonetheless, the number of conflict situations where terrorism is used
as a weapon of war is growing—partly due to asymmetries in power,
and partly to the deliberate strategies by extremist groups.

This presents a formidable challenge to early-warning and response
systems and to the conflict prevention community as a whole.
Specifically, this raises the question of whether or not the conflict
prevention community should even attempt to address this threat. Some
will argue that engagement with extremist/terrorist groups is futile,
politically unacceptable and not feasible, or that the security risks are
too great. Others may focus on terrorist acts as tools of war, perhaps not
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Table 3: Selected Countries Affected by Armed Violence

Africa Asia Eurasia Latin America

Sudan,
Somalia, DR
Congo, Mali,
Nigeria (Niger
Delta), Uganda,
CAR, Chad

Afghanistan,
India
(Naxalite),
Yemen,
Uzbekistan,
Thailand
(South),
Pakistan, Iraq

Russia (North
Caucasus),
Serbia, Georgia
(Abkhazia)
Palestine,
Lebanon

Colombia,
Ecuador (NBZ),
Brazil, El
Salvador, Haiti,
Jamaica



too dissimilar from the historic use of landmines, and argue that engage-
ment is a necessary precondition to stop the use of such tactics.

If one is to be pragmatic and consider the current political climate,
engagement on the topic of terrorism is unlikely and not desirable for
most early-warning systems, response systems, and conflict prevention
organizations. However, despite political constraints, there is a need
for a better understanding of extremist groups and terrorism, where
relevant, in order to inform (and make more sensitive) the use of avail-
able mechanisms and instruments for response.

If we are to take a concrete example from the cases given above, how
could CEWARN better inform CEWERU responses and decision
making among IGAD member states on how to shield pastoralist
populations from atrocities committed during cross-border raids by
Somali extremists? The evidence base required for such decision
making will not come from an analysis of structural indicators—or
from current monitoring approaches. It will require different informa-
tion sources (e.g. monitors in Somalia), modified analytical methods

(e.g. detailed stakeholder analyses), and an adjusted monitoring system
(e.g. tracking cross-border movements).

The points made here are simple. First, extremism and the use of
terror tactics are prevalent and increasing in many countries affected
by conflict. Second, technical engagement on these issues will be
required by early-warning and response systems to help protect popu-
lations. Third, such technical engagement means new information
sources and adjusted methods and systems.

Climate Change Impacts
There is now broad agreement that climate changes are happening
and that these will be felt through 2100 and beyond.13 However,
although the broad impacts can be forecasted, there is a range of limi-
tations to understanding likely subregional impacts—particularly in
developing countries where data reliability is poor and collection on
climate change is not systematic. Nonetheless, many developing coun-
tries will experience drops in food production, higher temperatures,
more erosion and desertification, sea-level rises affecting crops and
fishing, as well as extreme weather conditions.14

In March 2008, the High Representative and European Commission
issued a report on climate change and its impact on conflict to the
European Council.15 The report identified seven areas of concern:

• Conflict over resources such as water, food, and fish stocks.

• Economic damage and risk to coastal cities and critical infrastruc-
ture, including decreases of up to 20 percent of global GDP per year,
damage to coastal areas that are home to about one-fifth of the
world’s population, and damage to infrastructure supporting megac-
ities, such as port facilities and oil refineries.

• Loss of territory and border disputes following receding coastlines
and submergence of large areas.

• Environmentally induced migration, particularly of populations
that already suffer from poor health conditions, unemployment, or
social exclusion.
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Table 4: Selected Countries Affected by Violent Conflict

Where Terrorism is Used by Extremist Groups

Africa Asia Eurasia Latin America

Sudan,
Somalia, DR
Congo, Uganda
Lord’s
Resistance
Army (LRA),
Mali

Afghanistan,
India (Naxalite
and Kashmir),
Yemen,
Uzbekistan,
Bangladesh,
Thailand
(South),
Pakistan, Iraq,
Indonesia

Russia (North
Caucasus),
Palestine,
Lebanon

Colombia



• Situations of fragility and radicalization in weak or failing states by
over-stretching already limited capacities of governments to respond
to the challenges they face.

• Tension over energy supply from intensified competition over access
to, and control over, energy resources.

• Pressure on international governance from impacts of climate miti-
gation policies (or policy failures) that may drive political tension
nationally and internationally.

We are not in a position to forecast these impacts at a subregional or
subnational level. From the vantage point of early-warning and
response systems, what this requires is the combination of databases
and scenario-building techniques at national and subnational levels.
However, very little of this thinking has been mainstreamed in agen-
cies involved in early warning and response—and so there is a need to
intensify work on projecting climate change impacts on conflict.

Implications
Two implications follow from this discussion of emerging threats:

• The emerging threats are real and widespread. Box 2 provides a
“practitioner’s sketch” categorization of some of the violent conflict,
armed violence, and extremism/terrorism situations present globally.
(See Box 2 on page 86.)

• We are unprepared and technically ill-equipped to deal with these
and climate change threats. We do not have the information sources,
data collection systems, analytical methods, or response mechanisms
to deal with the nature and scale of the problems that are and will
be at hand.

The conclusions we can draw from this discussion on the big picture,
regional capabilities, and emerging threats follow.

Conclusions
The purpose of this paper was to take stock of what exists in terms of

global early-warning and response capabilities and to examine
whether these are robust enough to tackle emerging security threats.
It has done so by looking at multilateral and nongovernmental early-
warning systems (coverage, perceived value, impacts, and limitations),
and by conducting more detailed review of ECOWARN and
CEWARN to illustrate the value and challenges of multilateral
warning and response systems in Africa. It then discussed three
emerging security threats—armed violence, extremism/terrorism, and
climate change, and discussed the implications of these threats for
current warning and response capabilities.

So what does it all mean for the global warning and response archi-
tecture? The discussion leads to the following conclusions:

The range of early-warning systems and response mechanisms/instru-
ments developed over the last decade has not yet yielded robust inter-
national capabilities. However, there is important value-added that
these systems provide, and there is evidence of both indirect and direct
positive impacts. Still, the warning-response link remains feeble—
largely due to weak warnings, immature response delivery mecha-
nisms, and a range of personal, institutional, and political shortfalls.

In terms of regional capabilities, using ECOWARN and CEWARN as
examples, the emerging picture is one of uneven and generally weak
regional early-warning capabilities. Beyond geography, the technical
base (information and analysis) in place does not promote effective
responses to emerging forms of violence and the cross-border dimen-
sions of conflict. Despite the presence of response mechanisms (e.g.
ECOWAS Mechanism and CEWERUs), their effectiveness is
constrained by political sensitivities, their design, and the institutions
that house them.

At a global level, three emerging threats to peace and security have
important implications for early-warning and response systems: crim-
inalized conflicts (or armed violence situations), extremism/terrorism,
and climate change. These threats are real and widespread. Existing
early-warning and response systems are unprepared and technically
ill-equipped to deal with them. The information sources, data collec-
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Box 2: A Rough Categorization of Countries Affected by Armed Violence and Extremism/Terrorism

Violent Conflict Armed Violence/ Violent Conflict Armed Violence Extremism/Terrorism

Africa

Guinea Conakry Sudan ---------------------------------�

Nigeria
(Niger Delta)

Somalia

Cote d’Ivoire DR Congo ----------------�

Senegal (Casamance)
CAR Uganda (LRA)

Chad Mali

Asia

Indonesia (Papua) Myanmar Afghanistan

India (Naxalite) ---------------------------------�

India (Kashmir)

Uzbekistan

Bangladesh

Thailand (South)

Pakistan

Iraq

Philippines

Eurasia

Turkey Serbia (Sandzak
and Presovo)

Russia (North Caucasus)

Palestine

Georgia (Abkhazia) Lebanon

Central/Latin America and
Caribbean

Guyana Colombia ----------------------------------�

Ecuador (NBZ)

Brazil

Haiti

Jamaica

El Salvador
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tion systems, analytical methods, and response mechanisms at hand
are insufficient to deal with the nature and scale of these threats.

In conclusion: the balance sheet of capabilities versus threats shows a
severe deficit. The international system has made progress on early
warning and response, but emerging threats have evolved faster than
the capabilities to manage them. For multilateral agencies as corner-
stones of the global warning and response architecture, and for
governments that believe in their value, this deficit should be a grave
concern that needs urgent attention.
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1 The definition used here for early warning is that it (a) alerts decision
makers of the potential outbreak, escalation, and resurgence of violent
conflict; and (b) promotes an understanding among decision makers of
the nature and impacts of violent conflict.

2 Early-warning systems involve regular and organized collection and
analysis of information on violent conflict situations. They deliver a set of
early-warning products (based on qualitative and/or quantitative conflict
analysis methods) that are linked (directly or indirectly) to response
instruments/mechanisms.

3 These are preventive instruments and mechanisms (political,
economic/financial, social, security) that are deployed to manage, resolve,
or prevent the outbreak, escalation, and resurgence of violent conflict.
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Rapid Political Response:
A View From Turtle Bay
By Michèle Griffin
Senior Political Affairs Officer, Office of the Under-Secretary-
General for Political Affairs, United Nations

The Changing Global Security Landscape

Wefind ourselves at an unusually fluid juncture in international
relations, with practical implications for how we do business.
Patterns of political violence appear to be changing and

growing more complex. Civil wars and organized rebellion are widely
thought to be on the decrease—thanks perhaps in part to greater and
more effective international crisis response—whereas organized crime,
narco-violence, piracy, terrorism, and other types of transnational or
subnational violence are on the rise. Electoral violence, coups and
other contested, unconstitutional changes of government have experi-
enced an uptick in the past eighteen months—think of Kenya,
Zimbabwe, Honduras, Madagascar, Guinea, and Mauritania—
although, in the longer term, coups have been in steady decline.

Traditional patterns of dominance and decision making are also
shifting. We appear to be in the midst of a realignment of global
power relations, with traditional powers less able to assert their
agendas—at least in the UN context—and emerging or resurgent
powers more effectively blocking concerted action, but not yet consis-
tently playing a leadership role. This greatly complicates the nature of
the demands placed upon the United Nations and the support it
receives to meet those demands.

In this connection, there are signs of an emerging “regional prefer-
ence” in peace and security, with regional actors taking on military
roles and mediation leadership in many parts of Africa, and taking on
major mediation roles in the Middle East, while the United Nations
focuses on the civilian, support, or capacity-building sides. This trend
is entirely welcome, as long as the resulting interventions adhere to
certain norms and standards and deliver effective agreements. But it
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undoubtedly comes at a PR cost for the United Nations, which more
than ever shoulders a disproportionate burden of resolving the most
intractable crises after other actors have failed.

We are also seeing a diffusion of the international decision-making
architecture with not only regional but also ad hoc bodies like the G-
20 and even the BRIC group (Brazil-Russian-India-China) gaining
influence. While this allows for more focused solutions in some cases,
it also complicates and diffuses the response to many global issues in
addition to creating institutional competition and forum-shopping.
This was particularly evident during the early months of 2009 as
world leaders scrambled to respond to the financial crisis. That crisis
has not just birthed the G-20, but will also have lasting reverberations
for collective security. On the one hand, it means we have to do more
with less. On the other hand, it might augur more outsourcing of
political and security work to the United Nations, which is more cost-
effective than unilateral responses or even “coalitions of the willing.”
This would be a positive development but only if it is not seen as a
way to do things on the cheap.

Finally, there is the return of the United States to multilateral fora,
including but not limited to the United Nations. Within its first nine
months, the Obama administration joined the Human Rights
Council, agreed to pay $2 billion in US dues, and made positive
steps toward signing or ratifying key treaties. This new “do as I do”
approach was most keenly felt when President Obama visited
UNHQ for the opening of the 64th General Assembly in September
2009, chaired a groundbreaking Security Council summit on
nuclear nonproliferation, and delivered the most persuasive and
purposeful presidential pledge to multilateralism in many years.
Perhaps more importantly, for the purposes of this discussion, the
administration has explicitly chosen a policy of diplomacy and
engagement over confrontation and isolationism, acknowledging
that “real change can only come from painstaking, principled diplo-
macy” (Susan Rice, August 2009). For those of us who care about
quick and effective response to crises, regardless of the institution
or forum through which it might be undertaken, this is a momen-
tous development. For the United Nations, which has been



attempting to build up a more robust capacity for rapid political
response, it is a very good sign indeed.

The Machinery for Crisis Response: Existing and Evolving Realities
Surprisingly for an organization that is thought of as static and statist,
the United Nations has a history of responses to political crises and
conflicts that is marked by innovation and adaptation. To start, peace-
keeping was not even foreseen in the Charter but has evolved into the
multi-billion-dollar near-default solution to a host of internal and
intrastate crises around the globe. No longer solely a mechanism for
keeping warring parties apart, it has become the primary means
through which the international community protects civilians,
prevents mass atrocities, rebuilds shattered societies, extends the
authority of the state, and even assumes transitional governance and
service-delivery functions. (As a side note: whether this proliferation
of tasks and expectations is a positive thing for peacekeeping is a sepa-
rate question.) There are currently almost 116,000 personnel serving
in 18 UN-led peace operations on four continents, with a direct
impact on the lives of hundreds of millions of people. This represents
an eightfold increase in UN peacekeepers over the last decade.

Diplomacy—which comes in several nuanced variants such as preven-
tive diplomacy, political response, peacemaking, or mediation—is an
older art but has similarly evolved almost beyond recognition from
the UN’s early years into a semiprofessional enterprise that is
conducted by a variety of actors, of which the United Nations is the
most active and experienced but no longer the sole, or necessarily
lead, player. Throughout the organization’s sixty-four-year life span,
the secretary-general’s (SG) “good offices” have provided an avenue
for the peaceful resolution through diplomacy (albeit often backed up
with other tools) of interstate wars, civil wars, border disputes,
maritime disputes, constitutional disputes, electoral disputes, ques-
tions of autonomy and independence, hostage crises, assassinations,
highly politicized criminal and judicial crises, and a vast range of other
disagreements and problems.

Whereas peacekeeping by definition entails a deployment to the field,
diplomatic and political responses are more flexible in their institu-

tional expression. They can be conducted at the highest level by the
secretary-general himself, but are more frequently undertaken through
a special envoy or the rapid dispatch of a fact-finding team or inves-
tigative panel. In other instances, the United Nations deploys a small
political mission to the field (see annex).

The hallmarks of these diplomacy-focused responses are that they are
smaller, quieter, and less expensive than peacekeeping. They do not typi-
cally involve the deployment of troops or police, and the core business
is very often conducted behind closed doors. Success, when it comes, is
and must be “owned” by the parties themselves, not by the broker of
the peace. But these attributes have too often meant that the capacity
for, and importance of, political response has been underappreciated.

That may be about to change. With more complex patterns of
violence as well as a more complicated collective security decision-
making landscape, not to mention an overall thrust toward doing less
with more, the wise use of limited attention and resources has never
been more important. In fact, the United Nations is already moving in
that direction. For some time, there has been an evolution in what
member states are asking of the United Nations and in the range and
types of activities as a consequence.

Over the last year or so, the United Nations has supported more than
20 peace processes and responded to an even higher number of
disputes that do not even reach the level of a formal peace process. It
has undertaken—or supported regionally-led—rapid political inter-
ventions to stem sudden electoral and constitutional crises, getting
things back on track and supporting return to constitutional order
through power-sharing agreements or transitional elections in places
such as Mauritania, Zimbabwe, Madagascar, and Kenya. Preventive
electoral missions and other confidence- and trust-building initiatives
have been conducted in the context of transitional or fragile elections
in Bangladesh, the Maldives, and elsewhere.

The United Nations used missions on the ground and regional pres-
ence for quick and quiet response to brewing situations as well as
sustained engagement and forging of cooperative solutions where
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disputes threatened to become violent (or more violent), for instance
in West Africa, Central Asia, Nepal, Guinea-Bissau, and Iraq. It
fielded high-level mediators to broker or support agreements in
Democratic Republic of Congo, Northern Uganda, and Cyprus. The
United Nations rapidly dispatched technical experts to support
peace processes and institutional reform efforts in crisis-prone envi-
ronments, e.g., power-sharing expertise to Cyprus talks; water-
sharing expert to Central Asia and Afghanistan; police reform
experts to Kenya; security experts to Nepal; human rights/transi-
tional justice expert to Comoros. There is also a new set of innova-
tive rule of law and investigative missions that have deployed at the
request of member states to help with judicial and criminal issues
that are sources of political tensions, including the Lebanon
International Independent Investigation Commission (IIIC), the
Bhutto Commission, and the International Commission Against
Impunity (CICIG) in Guatemala. This is a wide and growing array
of interventions and outcomes and not every case qualifies or is
viewed as a “success.” Rather, they illustrate a more creative, agile,
and proactive UN approach to political response and mediation.

But the machinery has not kept pace. As is so often the case, practice
far outstrips policy or political consensus. Diplomacy’s star may once
again be ascendant. But we have inherited a crisis response system that
has long been the poor cousin to more high-profile humanitarian,
peacekeeping, and peacebuilding activities, with predictable results in
terms of available resources and capabilities. Political work is not easy
to see, not easy to quantify, not easy to sell to skeptical treasuries and
voters. This undercuts the ability to generate and sustain support,
both politically and financially. At the United Nations, this problem
has been most clearly manifest in the longstanding underresourcing of
the Department of Political Affairs (DPA).

Since 2005, some of the imbalance has begun to be rectified. With the
support of member states, DPA has embarked upon a necessarily long-
term effort to reinvigorate its support from the membership, reshape
its structures, bolster its resource base, and even change its institu-
tional culture to be able to rise to the many, varied, and growing chal-
lenges confronting the United Nations in the areas of preventing and

resolving conflict. This has taken the form of intensive discussions
with member states, resulting in:

• Some additional capacity at HQ.

• The establishment of a small Mediation Support Unit (MSU) and a
standby mediation expert capacity.

• A new approach to preventing electoral disputes.

• Exploring options for more rapid and flexible funding.

• Greater attention to coherent UN responses and better management
of political missions in the field.

• Stronger partnerships.

All of these will be covered in more detail below. In essence, it has
been a two-pronged undertaking—to overhaul capacity and appa-
ratus for response while simultaneously responding to needs on the
ground. The analogy of fixing an airplane while it is flying at top
speed is not misplaced.

In all of the cases where the United Nations is currently active, the
membership is being pressed to make better use of the entire crisis
response toolbox. If the international community of states is to do
better at averting and resolving crises more durably, tools such as
peacekeeping and peacebuilding must be regarded as part of a polit-
ical solution, not as alternatives to one. Too many years of peace-
keeping and humanitarian assistance without sufficient attention to
the political track have turned out to be a very expensive band-aid,
and in too many places the result has been a resurgence of conflict.

Nobody can afford these partial responses anymore. The annual
peacekeeping budget now stands at nearly $8 billion, just as the global
financial crisis and pressure on the militaries of developed countries
mean that available funds and troops are diminishing. Recent studies
have found that 15 years of development aid to Africa have been
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essentially cancelled out by the cost of wars on the continent (many of
which were preventable). Preventing and resolving conflicts—rather
than simply stabilizing them and ameliorating their effects at great
cost—requires political solutions. Those solutions can only be deliv-
ered with the necessary tools and the political commitment to do so.

To that end, as a stronger case is made for attention to political solu-
tions in specific country situations, the UN Secretariat has also started
to engage member states in a serious conversation about the crisis
response machinery. The United Nations issued a series of reports on
mediation, peacebuilding, and peacekeeping, with some common
messages and clear “asks”: clear strategy and political direction; better
mission planning and management; faster deployment; better delivery
on the ground; readiness to respond when things go wrong; a higher
degree of specialization; and more pre-positioned resources and capac-
ities in key areas.1 Above all, the United Nations is pressing for a real
and lasting partnership with member states for the duration of current
and future interventions and for due attention to political solutions so
that long-term peace and an eventual UN exit are possible.

In addition, dialogue has begun with member states on establishing a
global support platform for all peace operations—peacekeeping and
political missions—and on fixing some of the most problematic parts
of the budgeting process, particularly how political missions are
funded and supported. Overhauling the United Nations’ sclerotic and
deeply politicized mandating and budgeting processes will require an
unprecedented level of trust and cooperation amongst member states,
but it has to start somewhere.

Even as these important conversations get underway, the United Nations
is developing a better sense of the principles that govern, and the pillars
that support, their approach, as well as the peculiar advantages and
disadvantages of being a global intergovernmental organization trying to
do these things. These are covered in the next three sections.

Principles for a Better Political Response
The more the United Nations does, the better it has become at
defining its role and preparing to do the job better the next time. It has

also tried to be conscious of the vast body of lessons learned from over
sixty years of good offices and peacemaking work. The very first
report of the secretary-general on mediation, issued in April 2009
(S/2009/189), distills some of the main lessons and principles learned
over the years. While most pertain to formal third-party mediation,
many hold equally for the growing array of other political responses
and the political missions being undertaken.

Very briefly, these principles include:

• Resolving disputes in a timely manner.
• Establishing a lead actor.
• Selecting the most appropriate mediator/mediation team.
• Engaging the parties early.
• Structuring mediation to address the root causes of conflict.
• Using influence/leverage wisely.
• Managing spoilers.
• Accommodating peace and justice.
• Achieving peace agreements that facilitate implementation.
• Mediating throughout implementation.
• Strengthening regional capacity for mediation.
• Strengthening national/local capacity for conflict prevention/ resolution.
• Ensuring Security Council support for mediation.

The SG’s report also covered two areas that will be discussed in the
next section: resourcing mediation efforts and providing mediation
support. Both are key pillars of a developing political response system.
The report was very well received by member states (Security Council
debate of April 21, 2009), which suggests momentum in the right
direction both in terms of thinking about mediation and the efforts to
develop a better platform for doing it well and quickly.

Building the Pillars of Rapid Political Response
The effort to develop a more robust platform for rapid political response
consists of eight key pillars: (1) a stronger core; (2) professionalizing
mediation support; (3) preventive electoral assistance; (4) flexible
funding for rapid response; (5) more proactive field operations; (6) facil-
itating system-wide and integrated approaches; (7) strengthening
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regional partnerships; and (8) political action as part of a menu of crisis
response options. It is still a work in progress but member states have, by
and large, understood and supported the effort to date.

A Stronger Core—Improved Geographic Knowledge and Reach
Upon assuming office, Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon laid out a
vision of a more streamlined UN crisis-response architecture that
would be underpinned by a stronger and more proactive political
department. The DPA had long been woefully underresourced for the
tasks it faced, with successive independent reports and evaluations
attesting to an unsustainable trend of rising responsibilities and zero
growth in resources. The secretary-general proposed that the DPA be
strengthened (A/62/521 and Corr.1) and in December 2008 the
General Assembly agreed (A/RES/63/261). DPA was given 49 new
posts, bringing its total staff size to 269. Although this was fewer than
half of the posts originally requested (and the department is still strik-
ingly small given its mandate), the new complement still represented a
significant bolstering of the core capacity of the department, notably
in its regional divisions. The focus has been on recruiting people with
more operational and project management skill sets, as well as filling
gaps in geographic and linguistic capacities.

Professionalizing Mediation Support—Readily
Available Technical Knowledge
The DPA’S MSU was established in 2006 and has grown rapidly into a
system-wide asset that supports the mediation initiatives of the United
Nations, member states, regional/subregional organizations, and other
relevant partners by providing technical advisory, financial, and logis-
tical support to current and prospective peace processes. The MSU is
building capacity and a cadre of professionals within the United
Nations and regional/subregional organizations for effective mediation,
and serving as a repository of mediation knowledge, policy and guid-
ance, lessons learned, and best practices. The MSU has been comple-
mented with a Standby Team of Mediation Experts able to deploy to
negotiations around the world on short notice, and to provide advice
and assistance to mediators on peace process design, security arrange-
ments, power-sharing, wealth-sharing, natural resource management,
and constitution development.

Greater Focus on Preventive Electoral Assistance—Defusing a
Common Flashpoint
In keeping with a more proactive approach to preventing conflict, and
motivated by the lessons of events in Kenya, Zimbabwe, and else-
where, the United Nations has, of late, paid more attention to elec-
toral disputes as potential flashpoints for conflict and to electoral
processes as windows of opportunity for building peace and enabling
political participation by hitherto marginalized groups. Concerted
efforts have been made to seize on these moments and to assist
member states through innovative mechanisms such as high-level elec-
toral missions that have increased both confidence in the process and
peaceful acceptance of the results.

Flexible Funding for Rapid Response—Being Able
to Get on That Plane
In addition to grappling with insufficient resources, DPA continues to
be bound by the rules and regulations for the UN Regular Budget,
which were designed at a time when the United Nations was prima-
rily a conference servicing organization rather than an operational
entity whose members require that it be nimble and responsive to their
needs. It has embarked on several related initiatives that will allow the
DPA to respond rapidly to time-critical surges, emergencies, and
mission start-up needs. These include better access for DPA to existing
provisions and funds, such as the SG’s so-called “unforeseen” fund
and the Peacebuilding Fund, better start-up and support arrangements
for its missions, and the launch of a rapid-response fund with unear-
marked funds that are readily available.

Better Managed, More Proactive Field Operations—Closer to the Pulse
DPA currently manages 21 “special political missions.” (Department
of Peacekeeping Operations, by contrast, manages 18 peacekeeping
operations.) The annual peacekeeping budget is nearly $8 billion and
the annual budget for special political missions is around $400
million. In spite of the continued failure of member states to provide
any resources for rapidly setting up these missions or for backstopping
them from headquarters, the United Nations is making a concerted
effort to get better at both jobs by tapping voluntary and other sources
of funds and by using creative ways to find the necessary staff.
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Missions are encouraged to utilize far more proactive approaches to
nipping crises in the bud and responding rapidly to political problems,
e.g., Guinea-Bissau or United Nations Mission in Nepal (UNMIN).
Regional offices are particularly useful for this type of work.

System-Wide and Integrated Responses—Making Use of All Our Tools
Over the last 15 years, the United Nations has attempted to overcome
its centrifugal predisposition (governance structures, business prac-
tices, rules, and financing that continue to produce incompatible
mandates and disunity of purpose and action) by taking decisive steps
toward system-wide coherence and so-called integrated missions in
the field—in effect seeking ways to bring a very disparate set of tools
and mandates to bear in the service of peace. The SG’s recent report
on peacebuilding in the immediate aftermath of conflict describes
many of these efforts—one key feature of which is to increase speed
and effectiveness through pre-positioned capacity and resources in the
areas where assistance is consistently requested: Security Sector
Reform (SSR); rule of law; Disarmament, Demobilization, and
Reintegration (DDR); mine action; mediation; and electoral assis-
tance. And it exhorts member states to do their part. If they do not
speak with one voice across intergovernmental bodies, in capitals,
New York, and on the ground—and if they do not put their money
(and personnel and equipment) where their mouths are—then the
internal fixes will not amount to much.

Strengthening Regional Partnerships—Sharing the Burden
The United Nations is working more closely than ever with regional
organizations in the peace and security field: in a lead role, a supporting
role, a burden-sharing role, in sequential deployments and, indeed, in
several joint operations and mediation endeavors. Considerable atten-
tion and resources are being devoted to building up regional capabilities
for this work, to sharing analysis and developing clear partnerships with
them, and to considering ways to provide them with better, more
predictable funding, maybe even from the assessed UN peacekeeping
budget. Of course, a number of challenges remain, including distinct
political, normative and operational environments as well as a wide
variety of mandates, capacities, and structures. The United Nations is
working with regional partners to tackle these challenges.

Political Action as Part of a Menu of Response Options
As the United Nations moves toward creating a nimbler, less risk-
averse political department that can be relied upon to nip more crises
in the bud and deliver more effectively in the field, member states are
encouraged to engage in all components of the UN crisis-response
architecture. The membership is keenly aware of the need to avoid an
overreliance on peacekeeping and to improve the way that they select
and use their available tools and resources.

The crux of the matter is that the United Nations needs to get better at
configuring responses according to the needs on the ground rather than
its own structures, funding arrangements, and institutions. This entails:

• Better analysis of demand (the situation on the ground) and supply
(available capacities, political will, leverage, and partners).

• Greater clarity on what the objectives are and a willingness to stop
short of fixing everything if the situation on the ground or the
enabling environment do not allow (there are many options for
lighter missions that stop short of full-blown peacekeeping, e.g.,
Nepal, Guatemala, or Nuba Mountains).

• A willingness to move quickly and take some political risks to nip a
crisis in the bud.

• An openness to a more tailored, less cookie-cutter approach.

• Full use of the comparative advantages of all partners.

• A willingness to engage with parties who often request peacekeeping
without full sense of other options.

• A readiness on the part of member states to continue to invest in pre-
positioned resources, expertise, and partnerships for rapid response.

• A predictable platform of support for the UN mission regardless of
its designation (peacekeeping or political mission).
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• Globally available services in key areas such as electoral assistance
and rule of law.

• Common procedures that enhance the speed and effectiveness of
the response.

Some of these fixes are primarily technical or financial. Many are
deeply political. To take hold, they require a renewed spirit of coop-
eration and trust on the part of the United Nations’ member states.
This will not happen overnight, but the dawn of a new approach in
Washington has changed the dynamic in ways that might begin to
make it possible. At the same time, the United Nations will always
grapple with the political and structural challenges that are intrinsic to
its intergovernmental, global, and multidimensional makeup. Our
task is, as the Serenity Prayer says, to accept the things we cannot
change, to change the things we can, and to have the wisdom to know
the difference.

Coming to Terms With the Peculiarities of the United Nations
Perversely, the very characteristics that make the United Nations an
indispensable component of the international crisis-response architec-
ture are the ones that present us with an array of distinct challenges
and limitations. On the positive side, the United Nations has global
membership and reach. It can bring to bear an unmatched convening
power and worldwide presence as well as the ability to bring interna-
tional pressure and attention to bear on a given problem. It can help
not only to mediate the peace but also to guarantee and implement it,
deploying peacekeepers and mobilizing substantial international
financial, humanitarian, economic, and social assistance. As with so
many of the characteristics of the United Nations, however, this
breadth of tools and mandates can be both a strength and a strategic
weakness, since it leads to overly ambitious and unprioritized assis-
tance, and very often confuses the parties as to which United Nations
they are dealing with.

The United Nations offers a uniquely comprehensive dispute settle-
ment system (General Assembly, Security Council, Secretary-General,
Agencies, International Court of Justice), but this complexity also

presents a huge challenge, particularly when its different voices and
instruments are used inconsistently or even at cross purposes. While
political and human rights messages, for instance, can sometimes be
used differently to good effect, more often than not parties will exploit
or misunderstand the cacophony that occasionally emanates from
Turtle Bay.

This situation can be a particular challenge for the secretary-general.
In addition to Chapter VI and Article 992 of the UN Charter, the secre-
tary-general’s good offices work has a basis in the “Peking Formula,”
which provides an important interpretation of his space for personal
initiative and action independent of the other political organs. But this
is not an easy balance to strike, and member states do not always give
the necessary space or refrain from using their megaphones even when
such pressure is counterproductive.

Nor do most beneficiaries distinguish the secretary-general from the
Security Council, particularly its more powerful members. This can be
especially difficult if the council or one of its members has adopted an
adversarial stance toward one of the parties, as happened in Somalia,
Bosnia, and Iraq. The Canal Hotel bombing of August 19, 2003,
brought home to the UN Secretariat that, regardless of how impartial
(not neutral) they might perceive themselves to be, others perceive the
United Nations differently—as a tool of the West, a hotbed of anti-
Semitism, a hostage of North-South politics—and will often act
accordingly. In an increasingly complex world, this has serious impli-
cations for effectiveness and security.

Explicit mandates for political response usually come from the
Security Council or the General Assembly or from the parties them-
selves. Indeed, the consent of the parties is thought by many to be sine
qua non of UN involvement. Whether or not there is formal consent,
the United Nations is reliant on the will of the parties to be able to
make a difference. If they do not want peace, it cannot be forced. If
they do not want the United Nations on the ground, it cannot force its
way in. The “muscle” of the Security Council is a mixed blessing and
is, of course, used inconsistently.
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The secretary-general is distinctive for being a normative mediator
who stands for certain international standards. UN mediation is
governed by the growing body of international humanitarian and
human rights law, as well as new international criminal institutions
and norms regarding the “responsibility to protect.” While these
trends are positive, they can alter the potential for mediation and the
willingness of the parties to negotiate, as has been the case in Sudan
and Uganda. This is a challenge with which we are still coming to
terms, at the level of policy and case-specific responses.

In this connection, the United Nations has always been positioned as
willing to talk to all parties—but it is also an organization of member
states. In the days of terrorist lists and proscribed groups, how easy is
it to maintain this position?

More generally, outreach to nonstate actors is patchy and leverage
with them is variable. The United Nations is risk-averse when it
comes to taking action that might legitimize nonstate actors, espe-
cially armed groups, and yet engagement with them is needed.
Another consequence of its intergovernmental nature is that the
United Nations is easily limited or denied entry if a powerful member
state declares a conflict “off limits” or is unwilling to bring pressure
to bear.

Not least, thanks to the emerging preference for regional solutions,
the United Nations has become the mediator of last resort for the most
intractable conflicts. This unenviable position is a PR challenge.

Finally, the United Nations is only as powerful and effective as its
member states want and allow it to be. Clear, unambiguous support
of the Security Council—and unity of the P-5 in particular—is almost
a sine qua non of effective political response by the United Nations.
Other groups of interested states can also make or break a peace-
making initiative. Even more, perhaps, than in the council, unity and
support in the region—or at least restraints on meddling by neigh-
boring countries—is paramount. Groups of friends—be they of the
secretary-general, the peace process, or the country—have proliferated
and often provide leverage, information, and resources. Such mecha-

nisms are not a panacea, however, but must be part of a wider strategy
for international engagement in a peace process.

Part of this strategy must begin “at home,” within the UN system
itself. The secretary-general is far more “secretary” than “general.”
He does not enjoy full control even over the UN system, never mind
the other actors (states, international financial institutions, regional
organizations) that are often required to implement mandates. Too
often, governments fail to speak with a single voice across the relevant
committees in the United Nations, notably those that mandate and
those that provide the funds.

Working With the United States
There is still one member state upon whose support the United
Nations depends: the United States. The United States wields unpar-
alleled influence on the United Nations’ peace and security activities
through its role on the council, its contribution to the budget, and its
political weight around the world. The United Nations cannot be
effective without strong US participation and leadership, and the
United States needs to see that the United Nations can be an impor-
tant partner in addressing a whole range of regional and global prob-
lems. Recent signs are very promising in both regards.

There is in Washington a new administration that seems to believe
sincerely in collective responses to global problems and in moving
away from the long tradition of American exceptionalism. The
signals given by President Obama at the General Assembly in
September 2009—that the United States would continue to invest in
more effective UN peacekeeping and in more energetic crisis preven-
tion—were welcome, as was his frank acknowledgement that this
involves hard choices and that a lot of the hard work has to be done
in capitals, persuading ignorant or skeptical publics that solutions
can, and should, be forged multilaterally. The United Nations
welcomes, but is not naïve about the difficulties of propagating, a
new domestic message on its utility, highlighting the burden-sharing
aspects and cost-effectiveness of pursuing foreign policy objectives
through the United Nations rather than unilaterally.
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As for attention to political responses, US Permanent Representative
to the United Nations Susan Rice made a point of mentioning during
her confirmation hearings that there was a need for holistic
approaches to peacekeeping that encompass ways to resolve problems
politically. In the April Security Council debate on mediation, US
Ambassador DiCarlo pointed to “a new [US] premium on energetic
diplomacy to resolve some of the toughest issues we face.”

This new approach can already be seen in the US handling of issues
on the United Nations’ agenda. The United Nations can be politically
helpful in some hot spots where US security interests are very high:
Iraq (holding elections, encouraging constitutional reform, providing
formulas for resolving Kirkuk and other disputed boundaries, and
trying to enlist the cooperation of Iraq’s neighbors), Afghanistan,
Pakistan, and Somalia.

The United Nations is also active in places where the United States
would prefer not to, or cannot, act alone. In other cases, neither the
United States nor the United Nations will lead, but both will
inevitably be involved in coordinating and supporting the response led
by a regional or other partner.

One of the qualities that defines the United Nations under these
circumstances is the ability to be seen as impartial and to talk to
people whom the United States finds it difficult to engage (e.g., Iran,
Myanmar, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea [DPRK], Cuba,
Hamas). To preserve that impartial identity, the United Nations needs
to be understood and tolerated in Washington when it raises human
rights concerns in Iraq, for example, or speaks up about civilian casu-
alties in Afghanistan, or when proposing outreach and dialogue with
groups who are outside the political process. That’s the United
Nations’ job and trying to undercut that is shortsighted because it
diminishes much of what the blue flag has to offer.

Another difficult balance to strike for Washington is giving good
offices or mediation work the space and time that are often
required, even when domestic political pressure to grandstand or
threaten becomes overwhelming. In cases like Myanmar and

Zimbabwe, megaphone diplomacy by western powers has not
always proven useful.

The United States also needs to move away from its tradition of
starving the United Nations of resources. The repayment of arrears is
a great start, as was the agreement nearly twelve months ago to allow
a modest strengthening of DPA. But a more fundamental change in
approach is needed. The United States has to stop equating reform
with budget cutting. Reform is an investment, especially if it is
designed to bring about a fundamental shift in the way the United
Nations does business.

Working for a less confrontational and mistrustful atmosphere within
the Security Council and between the council and the General
Assembly should also be a US priority; this would have a significant
impact on how the organization does business (and be helpful to the
United States). Some ideas for how this might be done include:

• Engaging seriously on Security Council reform.

• Unilaterally pledging to refrain from use of veto in cases of genocide
and serious human rights violations.

• Making concerted attempts to unite member states, including by
finding common cause with Russia and China and by championing
issues that matter to the Global South.

• Encouraging leadership from key regional powers (Brazil, India,
Nigeria, and Egypt) on global issues and peace and security concerns
beyond their own immediate regions.

• Proposing a serious dialogue within the Security Council on backing
up mandates with resources and political will and, specifically, on
costing of resolutions before approval.

There has been a noticed and welcomed change in the tone and
content of the US engagement in Turtle Bay: Obama’s chairing of the
Security Council summit was a first—and sent an important message
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about his commitment to achieving US peace and security goals
through the United Nations. However, his immediate departure there-
after for the G-20 meeting in Pittsburgh showed that some serious
global issues will not be solved through the organization.

One of the issues that nobody disputes is best conducted through or
with the United Nations is diplomacy. With the new approach of the
United States and the more robust and ready capacity of the United
Nations to act, even in the face of a more complex world, there is
much reason for optimism.

Endnotes
1Report of the Secretary-General on enhancing mediation and its support activ-
ities (S/2009/189); Report of the Secretary-General on peacebuilding in the
immediate aftermath of conflict (A/63/881–S/2009/304); A New Partnership
Agenda: Charting a New Horizon for UN Peacekeeping, UN DPKO.

2 The parties to any dispute, the continuance of which is likely to endanger
the maintenance of international peace and security, shall, first of all, seek
a solution by negotiation, enquiry, mediation, conciliation, arbitration,
judicial settlement, resort to regional agencies or arrangements, or other
peaceful means of their own choice. (Article 33.1) The Secretary-General
may bring to the attention of the Security Council any matter which in his
opinion may threaten the maintenance of international peace and security.
(Article 99)

Annex: List of UN Political Missions (of Which 21 Are Led by
Department of Political Affairs)

1. Special Envoy of the Secretary-General for Myanmar
2. Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on Cyprus
3. Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on the Prevention of

Genocide
4. Personal Envoy of the Secretary-General for Western Sahara
5. Special Envoy of the Secretary-General for the Implementation of

SC Resolution 1559
6. Office of the United Nations Special Coordinator for Lebanon
7. Monitoring Group on Somalia
8. Panel of Experts on Liberia

9. Group of Experts on Côte d’Ivoire
10. Group of Experts on the Democratic Republic of the Congo
11. Panel of Experts on the Sudan
12. Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team established

pursuant to SC Resolution 1526 (2004) concerning Al-Qaida
and the Taliban and associated individuals and entities

13. Support to the Security Council Committee established pursuant
to Resolution 1540

14. Counter-Terrorism Committee Executive Directorate
15. Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for

West Africa
16. United Nations Peacebuilding Support Office in the Central

African Republic
17. United Nations Peacebuilding Support Office in Guinea-Bissau
18. United Nations Political Office for Somalia
19. United Nations Integrated Peacebuilding Office in Sierra Leone
20. Cameroon-Nigeria Mixed Commission
21. United Nations International Independent Investigation

Commission
22. United Nations Regional Centre for Preventive Diplomacy for

Central Asia
23. United Nations Integrated Office in Burundi
24. United Nations Mission in Nepal
25. United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan
26. United Nations Assistance Mission in Iraq
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The United States’ ability to address the complex and diverse
security challenges of Africa requires a well-informed, well-
resourced regional command. The establishment of a unified

regional command (AFRICOM) represents an opportunity for the
United States to reexamine and focus on its interests in Africa. Yet
even its rollout encountered more confusion and suspicion than coop-
eration. Is the United States preparing to invade an African country?
What are US security interests in Africa? What will be expected from
the African states on the other side of this cooperative engagement?

At the Stanley Foundation’s Strategy for Peace Conference on
addressing the challenges of state fragility, the roundtable on African
Security and the Future of AFRICOM reexamined Africa’s security
challenges from both the American and African perspectives.
AFRICOM’s task is to be effective where those two security lenses
converge. One goal of the United States, for instance, is to identify and
support its African partners and deal with mutual security concerns.

US and Regional Perspectives on Security in Africa
In dealing with security questions in the region, the United States
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tends to divide Africa into two: North Africa and sub-Saharan Africa.
Roughly speaking, these two halves are also split in terms of the rela-
tive focus on traditional versus human security challenges. The prior-
ities in North Africa include counterterrorism and the threat of
attacks by substate actors against US targets and interests. In sub-
Saharan Africa, the emphasis is more on state institutions, trafficking,
corruption, and their implications broadly for global instability.
Despite these distinctions, both regions prompt concerns about
ungoverned spaces, episodic and entrenched conflicts. States across
the subregions of Africa are also important in terms of United States
energy security.

The US has important strategic concerns over lines of communication
and trade—for instance, the Suez Canal, the Sahel, and the Red Sea.
Monitoring black markets and transnational networks along these
pathways is central to counterterrorism and traditional security.

Combating piracy is a mounting concern for the United States and
other countries that trade with African countries, but many of those
governments themselves do not yet view it as an urgent priority.



Western nations have advocated the maintenance of coast guards and
navies along the entire East and West African coasts because of the
glaring capacity gaps. Yet such an effort would be very costly and
could be undermined by local corruption. This leaves most African
coastal waters unguarded and vulnerable to exploitation by criminal
groups. Despite the shared transnational threats, security dilemma
concerns linger that if one country develops a strong navy, then its
neighbors will grow suspicious of that strength.

Conference participants noted that piracy may grow as a priority for
African countries once its economic ramifications draw more atten-
tion. Indeed, there have already been examples. Liberia and Ghana,
for instance, now want effective coast guards to protect their nations’
resources and livelihoods. Nigeria and Benin are starting to build
counter piracy and trafficking capacity. Key questions, however,
remain. Where will the fiscal resources come from? How will the
resources be guarded against being siphoned off through corruption?
How can regional approaches be adopted?

For African states, the primary concerns are the threats of internal
conflicts, state fragility, criminal organizations, corruption, and the
breakdown of law and order. The growing youth bulge and related
migration to cities are dark clouds over Africa’s future. The scarcity
of arable land and of irrigation is a powerful push factor for the
movement of rural populations to cities. This is a risk factor for
violent protests, and the associated insecurity, perhaps most visibly,
in Côte d’Ivoire.

Corruption is a problem with its own complexities. In a number of
African societies, government positions bring fairly high expecta-
tions of a shared good fortune in families, clans, and villages.
Navigating between culture and progress-crippling corruption is a
major challenge in this area. Conference participants asked whether
new definitions and categories could help curtail corruption. The
group recognized the corrosive impact of corruption on security and
good governance from the other side of development and social
capital: the “brain drain” problem, with educated African elites
moving to the West rather than investing in their own countries.

There was discussion of some discrete successes in stemming the
brain drain in South Africa.

Of course the failure to compensate military personnel can also pose
a security threat, and participants were particularly interested in an
innovative system used in the Democratic Republic of Congo to pay
soldiers their salaries through their cell phones. State police forces that
are underpaid are often susceptible to corruption. The problem of
civilian police capacity falls between the bureaucratic cracks in the US
system, with AFRICOM only able to do military-to-military training
and training police falling under the responsibility of other agencies.
This issue would typically fall in the remit of a development assistance
agency like USAID; however, USAID is proscribed by law from
providing this type of training. The experience in Iraq and
Afghanistan may prompt new approaches, but in the meantime
AFRICOM is not likely to meet this important need.

The question of substate actors, and the difficulty they pose for tradi-
tional security strategy, came up in the discussion of areas of potential
convergence. As with piracy, countering this threat is not universally
recognized as a vital strategic interest. Governments in the region are
not yet convinced that these actors are threats to African states,
although with recent violence in northern Nigeria and the prevalence
of low-level entrenched conflicts, there is some room for cooperation
on this issue. For instance, illicit trafficking itself may not seem to pose
a direct threat to African politicians; however, the proceeds from it
fuel instability throughout the continent. Similarly, energy security
concerns in the global North intersect with the so-called “resource
curse” which has given rise to intractable conflicts such as the Niger
Delta, Cabinda, or the Ogaden militant movements. Given the inter-
connections among problems, however, corruption must be dealt with
in both of these troubled areas.

Another example of a common interest is infectious disease prevention.
Diseases easily pass back and forth between Africa and the United
States, due to the high volume of business travel, for instance between
major financial hubs such as Lagos and New York City. Several coop-
erative initiatives in response to epidemics have met with success.
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Indeed, nearly all the challenges discussed at the conference were
described as multilayered and complex, often needing to be
addressed at both the sociopolitical and technical levels. Many of
these complex threats center on governance and institution building.
Food security, for instance, is an area where the solution is a mix of
improved governance as well as more efficient agricultural practices.
Such combinations of initiatives are essential to AFRICOM’s
approach to conflict prevention.

Yet the need to engage locally through diplomacy and development
raises issues of the US government’s available capacity and resources.
The associated incentives and long-term strategies might not be
matched by a commitment to follow-through in the US political
culture. How can AFRICOM exert maximum leverage through the use
of short-term, value-added tactics? How should AFRICOM prioritize?

Challenges to AFRICOM
As part of its strategic approach, AFRICOM has taken pains not to
look at each African country in isolation. How, then, can AFRICOM
set priorities for itself and still try to affect the continent as a whole?
And for an organization with a core emphasis on supporting security
sector reform, where do such efforts begin and end? Does a compre-
hensive and holistic approach require training police institutions,
building modern jails and court systems, as well as anticorruption
measures? How sustainable can one piece be without the others?
Furthermore, if an emphasis is put on building up professional mili-
taries, yet their civilian counterparts remain corrupt and abusive,
could that lead to military coups that further destabilize the country?
In some cases, the organs of the state are themselves benefiting from
instability. How can AFRICOM promote security sector reform in
countries where the military is acting against its people? These ques-
tions call for a sophisticated understanding of local power realities
and the interconnections among the different parts of the system.

The group discussed Somalia at some length, noting the combination
of different challenges and the traumatic legacy for US involvement
in the region. Somalia is, for instance, a haven for terrorists whose
activities have the potential for spillover into Yemen, which is already

quite fragile. The United States has been supporting the Somali
government in its struggle for legitimacy and for the control of down-
town Mogadishu.

The conference discussion centered on the failures of the past and the
possibilities for the future, with many participants stressing the impor-
tance of a bottom-up approach. One participant suggested looking at
three regions within Somalia in terms of their relative stability and the
threats that they pose. According to this approach, for instance, the
Puntland would be singled out as a source of piracy, and Somaliland
seen as having internal problems that are not a direct threat to the
United States. Understanding that the current conflict is largely limited
to one section of the country, participants stressed the importance of
identifying and working with the best possible partners among civil
society and women’s NGOs.

Just as the conflict in Liberia had disastrous repercussions for its
entire subregion, that nation’s post-conflict recovery is similarly
crucial for the future stability of West Africa. Efforts at training and
professionalizing the Liberian military, for instance, offer important
lessons. Participants familiar with the case stressed that rehabilitating
and disarming militia groups, or training a new military or police
force, are important as first steps, but must be part of a more compre-
hensive approach. They also noted the legal and bureaucratic obsta-
cles that have hindered the United States from offering as much
support as it could.

One participant stressed that the frontiers between countries, as well
as the areas where subregions meet, can be either sources of problems
or of dynamism. This prompted a discussion of the Sahel as the cross-
roads of West Africa and the Maghreb. The region could lend itself
to cooperation between the US and African governments on intelli-
gence sharing, not only on terrorism but also on the trafficking of
arms, people, and drugs. On the other hand, the reliance of local
African economies on a single product controlled by the elite, in some
cases might act as a strong disincentive. Mali was noted as an impor-
tant ally in countering terrorism in the Sahel, and there seems to be
genuine regional interest in responding to Al Qaeda in the Maghreb.
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Part of this momentum on counterterrorism traces to a provocation
by Al Qaeda in the Maghreb regarding the killing of a highly placed
official in Bamako.

Even though support for regional organizations such as the African
Union is a logical way to strengthen African partners and keep
AFRICOM from being the center of attention itself, the African Union
is already stretched to its limits, particularly as it deals with Somalia
and Sudan. There is currently an active debate over multilateral and
bilateral roles and capacity—including the potential creation of a new
African Standby Forces structure, though there are questions about
whether capacity in the region warrants such a vehicle.

The fact that many African nations are major troop contributors to
peacekeeping operations provides both an opportunity and a chal-
lenge. Despite the obvious strain on the troops, the deployments help
professionalize militaries in the region, and perhaps divert them from
interfering in domestic politics in their countries. Continued training
and experience would boost the effectiveness of peacekeeping and
ameliorate the overall problem of conflict in the region. The debate
over the African Union role is pertinent here, though, as African
leaders worry about security challenges distracting from the organiza-
tion’s core economic agenda.

US Africa Command (AFRICOM)
To a significant extent, AFRICOM is spurred by the shortcomings of
the regional commands’ previous approach to the region. Not only
was responsibility for Africa split among three regional commands,
but it was also a second-order concern for all of them. Consequently,
US military staff were often unable to make real commitments to
African allies, and sometimes failed to follow through on the commit-
ments that they did make.

In contrast, AFRICOM will not turn its focus from Africa. According
to AFRICOM officials, the way to prove the new command structure’s
value-added is by showing its ability to engage consistently, develop
trust, and make good on commitments.

The US military “brand” as a paragon of military professionalism is
important in Africa, but needs to be used carefully. Many fears
remain from the clumsy initial rollout of the idea of AFRICOM. The
presence of US soldiers on African soil can cut symbolically in one of
two ways: by evoking images of former colonial occupation, or by
inspiring African militaries to professionalize and prey less on their
own populations.

Tests of Effectiveness and Impact
One question for AFRICOM is whether it will succeed in integrating
US government agencies where others have fallen short. While the
history of cooperation between the different parts of the government
has been sparked by extreme conditions and pressures, AFRICOM is
quite deliberate in developing a holistic interagency approach and
streamlined communication. Participants familiar with AFRICOM’s
operation reported near-constant examination of how best to combine
agencies for maximum capacity and effectiveness. This may help
AFRICOM develop a comprehensive understanding of African secu-
rity issues, and focus on the second- and third-order effects that have
received short shrift in the past.

That said, AFRICOM cannot escape the United States’ overall short-
fall in civilian international affairs capacity stemming from the steep
historical decline in budgets. For example, the Department of State’s
staff contribution to AFRICOM is supposed to be a modest 14 people,
but it is really only 4. There was disagreement amongst conference
participants about how dire this situation is. Some considered it
important to mark the improved relationship between DOS and DoD,
with AFRICOM as a standout. This also raised the issue of the use of
outside contractors and the associated questions of proper govern-
ment functions and whether the lowest bidding contractors offer real
value. African militaries are often acutely aware that much of the
training they receive comes from contractors rather than uniformed
US military.

The nature and balance of the United States engagement with Africa
was another concern—a worry about the potential militarization of
US approach to Africa. Notwithstanding arguments from the military
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that much of its resources go to operational support, AFRICOM
currently has many more personnel working on Africa than any other
part of the US government. Isn’t this bound to skew US engagement
in the region?

Participants were also torn between the palpable need for police devel-
opment and the fact that civilian police and other elements of state
building simply are not within the military’s jurisdiction. In order to
deal with these challenges, AFRICOM either needs to obtain the
necessary legal and funding authority, or its civilian counterparts must
grow to catch up with demand. It was noted that AFRICOM does not,
for instance, have discretionary resources with the flexibility of the
CERP funds used by commanders in Iraq. There was strong agree-
ment that AFRICOM needs to examine and determine its exact niche
of security sector reform and stick to it—basing its programs on what
individual countries want and need.

With a headquarters in Stuttgart, Germany, AFRICOM comprises
approximately 1,300 people, including seconded personnel from over
two dozen other agencies. Due to AFRICOM’s unusual mission, its
staff includes cultural anthropologists and specialists on conflict and
security trends. Within its engagement directorates, AFRICOM
personnel cover peacekeeping, maritime awareness, crosscutting issues,
and provide information about airspace to African partners. One is
aligned to match the African Union organization as well as subregional
bodies. Another monitors all of the command’s military-to-military
activities on the continent. The third coordinates and “synchronizes”
all activities to enable AFRICOM to keep from overwhelming indi-
vidual countries and really look at Africa from an overarching strategy
(US perspective, continental then regional). There are also counternar-
cotics teams with links to counterpart teams in South America and
Afghanistan. AFRICOM is also developing service elements such as
Marine Forces Africa, US Army Africa, and US Naval Forces Africa,
raising the question of how they could become effectively integrated.

Finding the Right Strategy
Participants saw significant challenges for AFRICOM in the clarifica-
tion of its basic strategy. The command’s stated goal is to boost

prevention rather than reaction. But how well do we understand the
most effective means of prevention? Does AFRICOM have the right
capabilities for this strategic objective relationship? How will it
address counterterrorism? Some counterterrorism capacity is available
through the Combined Joint Task Force–Horn of Africa (CJTF-
HOA), but that is very much focused on the Horn of Africa. What
about infectious disease? Weapons of mass destruction? Violent polit-
ical polarization?

The emphasis on prevention also points clearly toward the effective
integration of the tools of defense, development, and diplomacy. This
has been a difficult struggle in Iraq and Afghanistan and confronts
the military-civilian resource imbalances noted above. For example,
many conflicts in Africa are driven or exacerbated by natural
resource problems such as water and irrigation, yet the USAID office
that is dedicated to these issues is staffed by just 10 people to cover
the entire world.

Beyond conflict prevention, does AFRICOM have capacity for
conflict management, resolution, or post-conflict reconstruction?
Even within the core responses of conflict resolution and peace-
making—what are the indigenous African solutions and how will
AFRICOM support them? And to the extent that deployed forces are
the proper response, while AFRICOM has the personnel, it does not
have operational units of its own and would have to get them from
another command.

One of AFRICOM’s core strategic concepts is to distinguish between
two distinct modes of operation. Indirect security sector support
works to help African partners grow their capacity to perform secu-
rity and peacekeeping operations in the region. Under the direct secu-
rity approach, AFRICOM gets involved in African countries such as
Sudan, DRC, and Liberia as they stabilize themselves after conflict.

Liberia is an example of the latter, with AFRICOM leading a signifi-
cant security sector reform effort. Professionalizing the Liberian mili-
tary has been difficult, though. The military drew 14,000 applicants
for 2,000 billets, and only six former rebel forces were successfully
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integrated into the Liberian Army. And as the Liberian military profes-
sionalizes, will the civilian organs of government follow suit?

The most prominent US military activity in the region by far is the
CJTF-HOA. The Obama administration is starting to make what
HOA does more regular. Many members of Congress have been sold
on the American presence in Djibouti. It is impossible, for instance, to
overemphasize the Djibouti operation’s importance in feeding
Ethiopia. How will AFRICOM keep the US Congress informed about
African security needs and keep the political will necessary to launch
such complex operations? There was a related concern that informa-
tion about Africa in the news media will dwindle as a way to highlight
the region as struggling news agencies close their Africa sections.

Potential for Progress in the Region
There are reasons to be hopeful about African security issues.
Currently, when African heads of state hold their summit meetings,
none of them appears in military uniform, a notable break with the
earlier pattern and a welcome shift toward civilian leadership. Coups
now are also much rarer than in the past.

Given that Africa will not likely emerge as a top strategic priority
for the United States, it is all the more essential that AFRICOM
clarify its strategy and purpose. What is the relationship between
AFRICOM’s activities and the region’s major challenges? If the
youth bulge and rapid urbanization are expected to pose huge prob-
lems for Africa, how can AFRICOM help? How does the US mili-
tary advance economic development, create jobs, reduce
corruption, and build institutions?

Our experts repeatedly expressed the need for a long-term and
comprehensive approach to African security. Can AFRICOM provide
this? Do we know what other donor countries are doing? Can we
avoid redundancy? Are the US trainers or forces capable of dealing
with large post-conflict demobilization and disarmament initiatives?

Sensitive to these questions, AFRICOM officials offer a carefully cali-
brated standard of success: the command’s ability to add value in
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response to a given problem. Because of the military-civilian resource
imbalances among US agencies, they are also aware of the need for
AFRICOM to contribute to other agencies’ efforts without overshad-
owing them. If AFRICOM indeed passes these tests, it will not only
contribute toward the future peace and prosperity of Africa, but also
serve as an important international model of effectiveness.
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