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“What begins with the failure 
to uphold the dignity of one 
life all too often ends with a 
calamity for entire nations.”
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan 1
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If human development is about expanding choice and advancing rights, then violent 
conflict is the most brutal suppression of human development. The right to life and 
to security are among the most basic human rights. They are also among the most 
widely and systematically violated. Insecurity linked to armed conflict remains one 
of the greatest obstacles to human development. It is both a cause and a consequence 
of mass poverty. As the UN Secretary-General has put it, “humanity cannot enjoy 
security without development or development without security, and neither without 
respect for human rights.”2
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5 Violent conflict—bringing the 
real threat into focus

Almost 15 years after the end of the cold war 
there is a perception that our world is becom-
ing less safe. In industrial countries public opin-
ion polls suggest that this perception is linked 
to fears of terrorist threats. These threats are 
real. Yet they also create a distorted perception 
of the distribution of human insecurity. Since 
1998 terrorism has been responsible for nearly 
20,000 fatalities globally.3 Meanwhile, con-
flict in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
is estimated to have caused nearly 4 million 
deaths, the vast majority not from bullets but 
from malnutrition and disease. In Sudan the 
ongoing humanitarian tragedy in the Darfur 
region flickers intermittently into world news 
reports, yet it is claiming victims on a scale that 
dwarfs the threats facing people in rich coun-
tries. Every civilian death linked to conflict is a 
violation of human rights. But the risk of viola-
tion is heavily weighted against people living in 
the world’s poorest countries.

Since 1990 more than 3 million people 
have died in armed conflict.4 Almost all of the 
deaths directly attributable to conflict have 
happened in developing countries. Apart from 
the immediate human costs, violent conflict 
disrupts whole societies and can roll back human 
development gains built up over generations. 
Conflict disrupts food systems, contributes 

to hunger and malnutrition and undermines 
progress in health and education. About 25 
million people are currently internally displaced 
because of conflict or human rights violations.5 
Nine of the 10 countries ranked at the bottom 
in the human development index (HDI) have 
experienced violent conflict at some point since 
1990.

Violent conflict in developing countries 
demands the attention of rich countries. 
Moral responsibility to address suffering and 
a shared interest in collective security provide 
the two most compelling reasons for rich 
countries to participate in the development 
of a collective security strategy for all. The 
rights violated by conflict are universal human 
rights that the entire international community 
has a moral and legal duty to uphold. The 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
provide another rationale for putting human 
security in developing countries at the centre 
of the international agenda. Few things in the 
future are certain. But one certainty is that 
preventing and resolving conflict and seizing 
opportunities for post-conflict reconstruction 
would demonstrably accelerate progress towards 
the MDGs. Conversely, failure in these areas 
will make it difficult for the world to achieve 
the targets it has set.

Every civilian death linked 

to conflict is a violation 

of human rights. But the 

risk is heavily weighted 

against people living in 

the poorest countries
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Rich countries have another reason to 
prioritize measures to address the challenges 
posed by violent conflict in poor countries. 
That reason can be summarized in two words: 
enlightened self-interest. One hundred 
years ago states may have had the option of 
building security at home by investing in 
military hardware, strengthening borders and 
treating their countries as islands that could 
be insulated from the world beyond. That 
option has gone. In our globalized world no 
country is an island. Violent conflict creates 
problems that travel without passports and 
do not respect national borders, even when 
those borders are elaborately defended. As the 
UN Secretary-General’s High-level Panel on 
Threats, Challenges and Change warned in 
2004, in an interdependent world collective 
security cannot be developed on a purely 
national basis.6

Collective security links people in rich 
countries directly to communities in poor 
countries where lives are being devastated by 
conflict. International drug trafficking and 
illicit arms transfers provide the financing 
and the weapons that fuel violent conflicts in 
countries such as Afghanistan and Haiti—and 
they create profound threats to public welfare 
in rich countries. When health systems collapse 
because of violent conflict, rich countries as well 
as poor face an increased threat of infectious 
disease. The breakdown of immunization 
systems in Central Africa and parts of West 
Africa is a recent example. When violence 
uproots people from their homes, the flows of 
refugees and displaced people, and the export 
of conflict to neighbours, create challenges for 
the entire international community. When 
weak states tip over into violent conflict, 
they provide a natural habitat for terrorist 
groups that pose a security risk to people in 
rich countries while perpetuating violence in 
poor ones. Above all, when rich countries, 
through their indifference, display a tolerance 
for poverty and violent conflict, it challenges 
the hope that an interconnected world can 
improve the lot of everyone, including the 
poor, the vulnerable and the insecure. 

Violent conflict in poor countries is one 
aspect of global insecurity. But threats to 
security extend not just to war, civil violence, 
terrorism and organized crime, but also 
to poverty. Infectious disease, hunger and 
environmental degradation are still far bigger 
killers than armed conflict—and each of these 
killers is both a cause and an effect of violent 
conflict. While there is no automatic link 
between poverty and civil conflict, violent 
outcomes are more likely in societies marked 
by deep polarization, weak institutions 
and chronic poverty. The threats posed by 
terrorism demand a global response. So do 
the threats posed by human insecurity in the 
broader sense. Indeed, the “war against terror” 
will never be won unless human security is 
extended and strengthened. Today’s security 
strategies suffer from an overdeveloped 
military response to collective security threats 
and an underdeveloped human security 
response. 

This chapter looks at the human 
development challenge posed by violent 
conflict. The first section outlines the changing 
nature of conflict and examines the human 
development costs. It shows how the nature of 
conflict has changed, along with the geography 
of conflict: wars between states have given way 
to conflicts within borders, with poor countries 
figuring more prominently. The second section 
looks at some of the structural weaknesses 
affecting states that are prone to conflict. 
These range from weak capacity to provide 
basic services to contested legitimacy and deep 
horizontal inequalities. The third section turns 
to questions of what rich countries can do to 
enhance human security. The fourth section 
explores the transitions from war to peace to 
security and the facilitating roles of aid and 
the private sector. The final section highlights 
what the international community can do 
to build collective security. While this is a 
large agenda, it focuses on four areas: aid for 
conflict-prone countries, market interventions 
to deprive conflict areas of finance and arms, 
the development of regional capacity, and 
reconstruction. 

Today’s security strategies 

suffer from an overdeveloped 

military response to 

collective security threats 

and an underdeveloped 

human security response
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Eleven years ago Human Development Report 
1994 set out a framework for security beyond 
narrowly defined military concerns. Human 
security, the report argued, has two aspects: 
safety from chronic threats, like hunger, dis-
ease and repression, and protection from sud-
den disruptions in the patterns of daily life. 
Violent conflict undermines human security in 
both dimensions. It reinforces poverty and dev-
astates ordinary lives.

The international security institutions of 
today were formed as a response to the two great 
wars of the first half of the twentieth century 
and the threats posed by the cold war. Today’s 
world faces new challenges. The nature and ge-
ography of conflict have changed. Sixty years 
ago a visionary generation of post-war leaders 
sought to address the threats posed by conflicts 
between states. The United Nations  was a prod-
uct of their efforts. At the start of the twenty-
first century most conflicts are within states, 
and most victims are civilians. The challenges 
are no less profound than those faced 60 years 
ago. Yet as UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan 
pointed out in his proposals for reforming the 
United Nations, the response has been limited: 
“On the security side, despite a heightened sense 
of threat among many, we lack even a basic con-
sensus, and implementation, where it occurs, is 
all too often contested.”7 The human develop-
ment costs of failure to provide a vision backed 
by a practical strategy are immense, but insuf-
ficiently appreciated. 

Security risks have shifted 
towards poor countries

Viewed over the long term, we live in an 
increasingly violent world. The century that 
just ended was the most violent humanity 
has experienced. Nearly three times as many 
people were killed in conflict in the twentieth 
century as in the previous four centuries com-
bined (table 5.1).

Conflict trends can be interpreted in both a 
positive and a negative light. The last decade of 
the twentieth century witnessed a marked re-
duction in the number of conflicts. From a high 
of 51 conflicts in 1991 there were only 29 ongo-
ing conflicts in 2003 (figure 5.1). But although 
the number of conflicts has declined, the wars of 
the last 15 years have exacted an extremely large 
toll in human lives. The Rwandan genocide in 
1994 killed almost 1 million people. The civil 
war in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
has killed some 7% of the population. In Sudan 
a two-decade long civil war between the north 
and the south claimed more than 2 million lives 
and displaced 6 million people. As that conflict 

Violent conflict at the start of the twenty-first century

Period

Conflict-related  
deaths

(millions)

World population, 
mid-century

(millions)

Conflict-related deaths as 
share of world population 

(%)

Sixteenth century 1.6 493.3 0.32

Seventeenth century 6.1 579.1 1.05

Eighteenth century 7.0 757.4 0.92

Nineteenth century 19.4 1,172.9 1.65

Twentieth century 109.7 2,519.5 4.35

Source: Conflict deaths data, Sivard 1991, 1996; twentieth century population data, UN 2005d; other population data, Human Development 
Report Office interpolation based on Sykes 2004 (table B-10).

Table 5.1 Conflicts steadily cost more in human lives

The international security 

institutions of today were 

formed as a response 

to the two world wars 

and the threats posed 

by the cold war
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ended, a new state-sponsored humanitarian 
crisis erupted in the western region of Darfur. 
Today, an estimated 2.3 million people are dis-
placed and another 200,000 or more have fled 
into neighbouring Chad. The 1990s also saw 
ethnic cleansing in the heart of Europe, as vio-
lent civil conflicts swept the Balkans.

The geographical pattern of conflict has 
changed over time, with a clear shift in security 
risks towards the poorest countries. During 
1946–89 low-income developing countries ac-
counted for just over one-third of all conflicts. 
Over 1990–2003 low-income countries ac-
counted for more than half of the countries and 
territories that experienced violent conflict.8 
Nearly 40% of the world’s conflicts are in Af-
rica (figure 5.2), including several of the bloodi-
est of the last decade and a half. Meanwhile, 
even though the number of conflicts is falling, 
today’s wars last longer. As a consequence, their 
impact on human development is severe.9 

Human development costs of conflict 

Violent conflict imposes some obvious and 
immediate human development costs. Loss of 
life, wounding, disability and rape are all corol-
laries of conflict. Other costs are less immedi-
ately visible and less easy to capture in figures. 
Collapsing food systems, disintegration of 
health and education services and lost income 
are all aspects of conflict that have negative 
implications for human development. So do 
psychological stress and trauma. Statistics alone 
cannot reflect the full costs—and data are often 
at their weakest in countries undergoing violent 
conflict. But what is clear is that the immedi-
ate human costs, though enormous, represent 
a small fraction of the price countries pay for 
conflict.

The HDI provides a tool for looking at the 
longer term costs of conflict. HDI ranking is 
affected by many factors, so caution has to be 
exercised in interpreting the relationship be-
tween any given HDI score and the country’s 
conflict status. Even with these caveats there 
is a strong association between low human de-
velopment and violent conflict. Indeed, violent 
conflict is one of the surest and fastest routes to 

the bottom of the HDI table—and one of the 
strongest indicators for a protracted stay there. 
Of the 32 countries in the low human develop-
ment section of the HDI table, 22 have experi-
enced conflict at some point since 1990 and 5 
of these experienced human development rever-
sals over the decade. The lethal impact of violent 
conflict on human development is readily ap-
parent from the following: 
• Nine of the 10 lowest HDI countries have ex-

perienced conflict at some point since 1990. 
Only two of them were democracies.10

• Seven of the 10 countries in the bottom 
ranking in GDP per capita have undergone 
conflict in recent years. 

• Five of the 10 countries with the lowest life 
expectancy suffered conflict in the last 15 
years. 

• Nine of the 10 countries with the highest 
infant mortality and child mortality rates 
have suffered conflict in recent years.

• Eight of the 10 countries with the lowest 
primary enrolment ratio have experienced 
conflict at some point since 1990. 

• Nine of the 18 countries whose HDI de-
clined in the 1990s experienced conflict 
in the same period. Per capita incomes and 
life expectancy fell in virtually all of these 
countries. 
As a result of these human development re-

versals, countries suffering violent conflict are 
among the group furthest off track for achiev-
ing the MDGs. Despite data gaps in conflict 
countries that make it difficult to link conflict 
incidence with MDG performance, evidence on 
child mortality is available for almost all coun-
tries. Thirty of the 52 countries with child mor-
tality rates that have stagnated or worsened have 
experienced conflict since 1990. As in other areas 
of human development, indicators of child wel-
fare provide a sensitive barometer for measuring 
the impact of conflict on human well-being.

Striking as they are, HDI indicators for 
countries in conflict provide a static snapshot of 
a dynamic picture. The losses in welfare that they 
reflect are cumulative and extend across differ-
ent dimensions of welfare. In Sudan violent con-
flict has not only claimed lives but has created 
conditions under which human development 
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reversals are transmitted across generations. In 
southern Sudan only about one in five children 
attend school, less than one-third of the popula-
tion has adequate sanitation, and the maternal 
mortality ratio (763 deaths per 100,000 live 
births) is one of the highest in the world. The 
peace settlement that brought the long-running 
North-South conflict to a close has created at 
least the possibility of recovery. Meanwhile, in 
the Darfur region government-backed militia 
have engineered another human development 
crisis. Malnutrition rates are estimated at 40%, 
and 60% of people have no access to clean water. 
While the child mortality rate in Sudan is half 
the Sub-Saharan African average, the latest esti-
mates suggest that the mortality rate in northern 
Darfur is three times the average and in West 
Darfur six times the average. Meanwhile, the 
conflict is creating the conditions for long-term 
food insecurity. The displacement is so wide-
spread and persistent that few households are 
expected to return home for the 2005 planting 
season, with the result that access to food and 
income will become more precarious.

As the case of Darfur demonstrates in ex-
treme form, violent conflict claims lives not 
just through bullets but through the erosion of 
human security more broadly. The disruption 
of food systems, the collapse of livelihoods and 
the disintegration of already limited basic ser-
vices create powerful multiplier effects, with 
children in the front rank of victims. Of the 
3 million deaths worldwide related to violent 
conflict since 1990, children account for about 
2 million. Many of these deaths occurred in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (box 5.1). 
Since 2002 a tentative ceasefire has reduced the 
number of deaths resulting directly from violent 
conflict. But the “excess death rate”—the num-
ber of people dying above the expected rate in a 
normal year—suggests that the violent conflict 
multiplier effect is still claiming 31,000 lives 
each month. Most of these deaths are attribut-
able to infectious diseases among children. 

Even limited outbreaks of violent conflict 
can create a downward spiral. Insecurity, losses 
of physical infrastructure, reduced economic ac-
tivity, the opportunity costs of military expendi-
ture, loss of assets and related vulnerabilities are 

a toxic combination for development. Conflict 
increases poverty, reduces growth, undermines 
investment and destroys the infrastructure on 
which progress in human welfare depends. It 
encourages high levels of military spending, di-
verting resources from productive investment. 
Violent conflict also spreads malnutrition and 
infectious disease through the breakdown of 
services and increased numbers of refugees and 
displaced people. The following sections look at 
some of the main elements contributing to the 
human development costs.

Slowed economic growth, lost assets and 
incomes
Violent conflict creates losses that are transmit-
ted across whole economies, undermining the 
potential for growth. With fewer assets and 
less capacity to respond to losses in income and 
assets, poor people are especially vulnerable to 
the economic impact of conflict. 

The World Bank estimates that a civil war 
lasts seven years on average, with the growth 
rate of the economy reduced by 2.2% each year.11 
Few countries losing ground on this scale have 
a credible prospect of halving poverty by 2015. 
One study puts the average cost of a conflict as 
high as $54 billion for a low-income country, 
taking into account the increased risk of future 
conflict, although attempts to quantify the im-
pact are open to challenge on methodological 
grounds.12 What is clear is that the absolute 
amounts are very large—and that they dwarf 
the potential benefits of aid flows. Cumulative 
losses increase as civil conflict drags on. Long-
running conflicts in Latin America have had se-
vere impacts on economic growth.13 In Colom-
bia armed conflict between government forces 
and rebel guerrillas since 1992 is estimated to 
have shaved 2 percentage points annually from 
the economic growth rate.

Violent conflict gives rise to chain reactions 
that perpetuate and extend economic losses. A 
slowing economy and an uncertain security en-
vironment represent powerful disincentives for 
investment, domestic and foreign, and a power-
ful incentive for capital flight: transfers of al-
most 20% of private wealth have been recorded 
in some countries as conflict looms.14 Alongside 

Violent conflict claims lives 

not just through bullets 

but through the erosion of 

human security more broadly
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falling investment is the loss of years of devel-
opment through the destruction of physical 
capital. Destroyed roads, bridges and power 
systems represent a loss of past investment as 
well as a threat to future recovery. El Salvador 
lost an estimated $1.6 billion worth of infra-
structure during its conflict years, with devas-
tating consequences for the country’s growth 
performance.15

The links between growth and violent con-
flict appear to run in both directions. Poor coun-
tries are more prone to conflict. Cross-country 
econometric research finds that countries with 
a per capita income of $600 are half as likely 
to experience civil war as countries with a per 
capita income of $250.16 This suggests that pov-
erty and low income are associated with con-
flict, which in turn reinforces the conditions for 

The conflict in the eastern part of the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo receives little media attention. Nor does it register any lon-

ger as a major international security concern on the radar screens 

of developed country policy-makers. Yet it is the site of the deadli-

est conflict since the Second World War.

The conflict illustrates graphically how the number of direct 

casualties can understate the human costs. Comparing death rates 

during 1998–2004 with what would have occurred in the absence 

of violent conflict shows an estimated 3.8 million “excess deaths”. 

The conflict demonstrates another feature of the relationship be-

tween violent conflict and human development: peace settlements 

bring no automatic recovery of losses in human welfare. Despite 

improvements in the security situation since a tentative ceasefire 

in 2002 came into effect, the crude mortality rate in the country re-

mained 67% higher than before the conflict and double the average 

for Sub-Saharan Africa. Nearly 31,000 people still die each month 

in excess of the average levels for Sub-Saharan Africa as a result 

of disease, malnutrition and violence.

In addition, whole communities have been dislocated. As of March 

2004 the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs had 

recorded 3.4 million Congolese as internally displaced out of a popu-

lation of 51.2 million. Dislocation and vulnerability at such a massive 

scale make this the world’s worst post-1945 humanitarian disaster. 

Poor households have been especially vulnerable. With dis-

location has come loss of assets, especially in rural areas, which 

are more vulnerable to looting by armed factions. Many farmers 

have been forced to abandon their land in search of short-term 

cash incomes, often joining work forces in illegal mining opera-

tions. Disruption of agriculture has undermined food systems and 

exacerbated the threat of malnutrition. Agricultural production in 

eastern provinces is now a tenth of its pre-war levels. Even where 

crops are produced or goods are available for exchange, the break-

down of river transport links further limits access to markets. In the 

country as a whole almost three-quarters of the population—some 

35 million people—are undernourished.

Children have been in the front line of casualties resulting from 

the conflict (see figure). Diseases like measles, whooping cough 

and even bubonic plague have re-emerged as major threats. In 

2002 the infant mortality rate in the eastern provinces was 210 

deaths per 1,000 live births—nearly double the average for Sub-

Saharan Africa and more than 70% higher than the national aver-

age for the country. The infant mortality rate in the eastern prov-

inces fell in 2003/04, demonstrating a “peace premium” in terms 

of lives saved and providing an indication of the costs of conflict. 

Conflict has also taken a toll on education. School enrolment rates 

in the country fell from 94% in 1978 to 60% in 2001. 

Daily insecurities persist. Despite the All-Inclusive Peace 

Agreement signed in 2003, 

hundreds of thousands of 

people have still not been 

able to resume normal lives. 

In fact, since November 2004 

nearly 200,000 people have 

fled their homes in North and 

South Kivu provinces, seeking 

safety in the forests.

The ongoing costs of 

conflict point to weaknesses 

in the peace agreement. 

Armed forces from other 

countries still operate widely 

in the Democratic Republic of 

the Congo, along with rebel 

groups. The eastern region 

has become a military base 

for the Democratic Forces 

for the Liberation of Rwanda 

(FDLR)—Hutu rebels linked to 

the 1994 genocide. It is also 

a magnet for forces from neighbouring states seeking to exploit 

the region’s vast mineral wealth. Disarming the FDLR, expelling 

the armed forces of foreign states and bringing mineral exploita-

tion under effective state control are immediate requirements for 

extending real security.

Source: FAO 2004b; IRC 2004; Global IDP Project 2005b; Oxfam GB, Save the Children and Christian Aid 2001; UNICEF 2000, 2001b; UN OCHA 2002, 
2004a, b; Oxfam International and others 2002; UNHCR 2004; WHO 2004a; Human Rights Watch 2004a.

Box 5.1 Democratic Republic of the Congo—violent conflict leaves fragile states even worse off
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poverty and low growth. For many countries, 
the conflict trap is part of the poverty trap.

The economic costs associated with conflict 
are not neatly contained within national bor-
ders. The most immediate spillover effect of a 
civil war on a neighbouring country is the influx 
of refugees, such as Afghans in Pakistan and 
Iran, Congolese and Burundians in Tanzania 
and Sudanese in Chad. But the wider impact is 
the increased risk of being drawn into the con-
flict, consequent rises in military spending, de-
clining investment in the region as a whole and 
disruption of trade routes. A country bordering 
a conflict zone can expect about half a percent-
age point decline in its own growth rate.17 

In addition to the direct loss of incomes 
and investments, there are costs with a bear-
ing on human development. Military spending 
increases during civil wars, with associated op-
portunity costs. On average a civil war results 
in extra military spending of 1.8% of GDP.18 

These are resources that could be more produc-
tively deployed to provide social services and 
economic infrastructure.

Beyond the macro level, the cost of conflicts 
falls disproportionately on poor and marginal-
ized people. Fears of violent conflict can disrupt 
local trading systems and cut people off from 
the markets on which their livelihoods—and 
sometimes their survival—depend. In northern 
Uganda violent conflict has led to the repeated 
disruption of cattle markets, with devastating 
consequences for pastoral farmers—one of the 
poorest groups in the country. The Karamoja re-
gion of northeastern Uganda bordering Kenya 
and Sudan does not appear on the standard 
media map of conflict hotspots. The scale of 
suffering caused by violent conflict suggests that 
it should. Partly generated by intense competi-
tion for resources, the conflict has increased the 
vulnerability of the Karamojong pastoralists to 
poverty (box 5.2). 

A country bordering a 

conflict zone can expect 

about half a percentage 

point decline in its own 

growth rate

Violent conflict destroys livelihoods as well as claiming lives. When 

peace breaks down, the movement of goods is often disrupted as 

traders abandon affected areas, lowering the prices of traded prod-

ucts and shrinking the incomes of the poor. Pastoral communities 

in eastern Africa have been among the most affected.

The Karamoja region in northeastern Uganda, comprising the 

districts of Kotido, Moroto and Nakapiripirit, shows what can hap-

pen when violent conflict and market disruption reinforce each other. 

Economic insecurities have become chronic. Bordering Sudan and 

Kenya, Karamoja poses a unique development challenge. It is one of 

the poorest regions in Uganda, with some of the worst human devel-

opment indicators. It is semi-arid and vulnerable to drought and has 

limited access to markets and poor delivery of social services. 

Conflict in Karamoja has complex roots. Most of the population 

are pastoralists. Colonial and, until recently, post-colonial govern-

ments viewed the Karamojong pastoral way of life as outdated, 

economically unproductive and environmentally destructive. Ef-

forts were made to enforce settlement by de-stocking, imposing 

boundaries, restricting movements to dry season grazing areas and 

forcing intensification of cropping. 

The consequences have included increased competition for 

scarce resources and destitution of pastoralist households. As 

livelihoods became more vulnerable, livestock raiding became a 

survival strategy. Large influxes of small arms following conflicts in 

Somalia and Ethiopia and, more recently, in the wider Great Lakes 

region meant that these raids took increasingly bloody forms, as 

did the reprisals. 

Today, conflicts over livestock and grazing maintain a spiral of 

violence between different pastoral clans. That violence crosses 

borders. In March 2004 the Dodoth raided the Kenyan Turkana peo-

ple when the Turkana crossed over into Dodoth territory to graze 

their livestock. The Turkana had entered with 58,800 cattle. In a sin-

gle incident of raiding the Turkana lost 2,915 cattle to the raiders. 

Highway banditry has become a standard feature of the con-

flict. During 2003 and 2004 at least 10 lorries ferrying livestock 

were ambushed along the Kotido–Mbale highway. Traders are now 

reluctant to source livestock from pastoral markets in the area. In 

March 2003 purchases were less than one-tenth the level of a year 

earlier.

Armed raids have led to the destruction of health and education 

infrastructure. Many health workers and teachers have deserted 

their work for fear of being killed in local skirmishes. In 2003–04 

two health workers and five teachers were killed at their posts. As 

a consequence, access to social services has declined.

Failure to address pastoral destitution has encouraged the in-

stitutionalization of violent conflict and raiding as part of pastoral-

ism in Karamoja. Conflict is part of daily life. The heavy militariza-

tion of the region has created a situation in which lawlessness, 

deprivation of life and property and gun wielding are now the or-

dinary way of life.

Source: Gray 2000; Nangiro 2005; Odhiambo 2004.

Box 5.2 Impact of insecurity on livelihoods—an example from Karamoja, Uganda



 158	 human	de velopment	report	2005

5

v
io

le
nt

	c
on

fli
ct

It is not just low-income countries that man-
ifest a strong link between violent conflict and 
economic dislocation. Conflict also disrupts la-
bour markets in middle-income economies, re-
ducing the returns on the most important asset 
of poor people: their labour. In the Occupied 
Palestinian Territories labour market disrup-
tion has contributed to a sharp increase in pov-
erty. Rising unemployment, increased poverty 
and falling incomes have gone together with a 
wider deterioration in human development in-
dicators (box 5.3).

Asset loss can have devastating effects, de-
priving poor households of collateral and the 
savings that provide security against future 
risks. Problems are especially pronounced in 

rural areas when people lose access to arable 
land, livestock, implements and seeds or when 
agricultural infrastructure, like irrigation sys-
tems, is destroyed. In the Bahr-el-Ghazal re-
gion of Southern Sudan 40% of households lost 
all their cattle in the 20-year conflict.19 Losses 
of male labour have intensified the pressures 
on women seeking to rebuild lost assets and 
maintain incomes. The female-male ratio in the 
region has risen to 2:1.20 Women as heads of 
households have to not only tend to their chil-
dren but also find employment and income in 
highly insecure environments.

Direct losses to agricultural production 
and infrastructure can have devastating con-
sequences for poverty reduction efforts. Net 

The Occupied Palestinian Territories registered some improve-

ments in human development through the 1990s. But the second 

intifada (uprising) since September 2000, and the associated mili-

tary incursions in the West Bank and Gaza, have resulted in a sharp 

deterioration in living standards and life chances. 

One effect of the conflict has been a major downturn in the 

Palestinian economy. Border closures have cut workers off from la-

bour markets in Israel. Meanwhile, small enterprises have suffered 

disruptions to supplies of inputs and exclusion from markets. The 

effect has been to drive down wages and drive up unemployment. 

Unemployment rates rose from 10% before September 2000 to 

30% in 2003. In 2004 the figure climbed to 40%.

An educated and, until 2000, increasingly affluent work force 

has experienced a dramatic increase in poverty. The poverty 

rate more than doubled from 20% in 1999 to 55% in 2003 (see 

table).

Conflict has disrupted all economic activities. Consider 

the relatively prosperous West Bank district of Nablus. Prior to 

September 2000 the town was a commercial hub. As a result of the 

conflict there has been a growing military presence, long curfews 

(a 24-hour curfew during much of the second half of 2002), more 

checkpoints and blocked access roads. The result: shops closing, 

workers selling their tools and farmers selling their land. 

Restrictions on movement have affected healthcare and educa-

tion as well. Nearly half the Palestinian population is unable to ac-

cess health services. Maternal care fell sharply by 2002, and chronic 

malnutrition in children increased by 50% in both the West Bank 

and Gaza. In the past four years 282 schools have been damaged, 

and another 275 are considered in the direct line of confrontation. 

Increased insecurity is affecting work opportunities and the 

provision of basic services, with negative consequences and rever-

sals of human development for the Palestinian population.

Source: World Bank and Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics 2004; UN OCHA 2004b.

Box 5.3 Occupied Palestinian Territories—how human development is being reversed

Human development reversal on a grand scale

Percent

Indicator
Before  

September 2000 2001 2002 2003

Poverty rate 20.1 45.7 58.6 55.1

Unemployment rate 10.0 26.9 28.9 a 30.5

Women receiving antenatal care 95.6 .. 82.4 ..

Women giving birth at home in the West Bank 8.2 7.9 14.0 ..

Chronic malnutrition in children in the West Bank 6.7 .. 7.9 9.2

Chronic malnutrition in children in Gaza 8.7 .. 17.5 12.7

.. Not available.
a. Data are as of the first quarter of 2002.
Source: UN OCHA 2004b.
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losses to agricultural production from armed 
violence in Africa are estimated at $25 billion 
for 1970–97, or three-quarters of all aid in the 
same period.21 In Sierra Leone, where some 
500,000 farm families were displaced,22 pro-
duction of rice (the main staple crop) during 
the 1991–2000 civil war fell to 20% of pre-war 
levels.23

Lost opportunities in education
Education is one of the building blocks of 
human development. It is not just a basic right, 
but a foundation for progress in other areas, 
including health, nutrition and the develop-
ment of institutions and democracy. Conflict 
undermines this foundation and also contrib-
utes to the conditions that perpetuate violence.

Violent conflict destroys education infra-
structure, reduces spending on schools and 
teachers and prevents children from attending 
classes. Schools are often a target for groups hos-
tile to the government because of the associa-
tion with state authority. During Mozambique’s 
civil war (1976–92) almost half of all primary 
schools had been closed or destroyed by 1989.24 
Education infrastructure has also been badly 
damaged in the Occupied Palestinian Territo-
ries: 282 schools were damaged during 2000–
04 (see box 5.3). The capacity of governments to 
maintain education systems is further eroded by 
budget constraints as military spending crowds 
out social spending. For low-income countries 
with data, spending on education was 4.2% of 
GDP for countries not in conflict and 3.4% for 
countries in conflict since 1990—almost one-
fifth lower.25 

Violent conflict also creates barriers to edu-
cation. Parents are reluctant to send their chil-
dren to school when there are security risks. In 
Colombia children abandon schooling at higher 
rates in municipalities where paramilitaries and 
insurgents are active than in other areas.26 Inse-
curity linked to violent conflict is strongly asso-
ciated with gender disparity in education. Even 
where schooling is available (in relief camps, for 
instance), fears of personal insecurity are a key 
factor preventing girls from attending school. 
The ratio of girls to boys enrolled in primary 
schools was 0.83 for 18 low-income countries 

that were in conflict at some point since 2000 
and for which data were available. The ratio 
for low-income countries not in conflict was 
0.90.27 

Education provides another example of 
how violent conflict creates a cycle that is hard 
to break. One survey of ex-combatants in Sierra 
Leone found that an overwhelming majority 
of those who joined the brutal rebellions were 
youths who had been living in difficult condi-
tions prior to the onset of the war. Based on 
interviews with 1,000 ex-combatants, the sur-
vey found that half had left school because they 
could not afford the fees or because the school 
had shut down. 

Adverse consequences for public health
Like education, health is a primary determinant 
of human development. Violent conflict gener-
ates obvious health risks in the short run. Over 
the longer term the health impact of violent 
conflict claims more lives than bullets.

Most of the 2 million child deaths attrib-
utable to conflict fall into this category. Simi-
larly, increased vulnerability to disease and in-
jury poses major threats for vulnerable groups, 
especially for refugees and internally displaced 
people. Acute malnutrition, diarrhoeal diseases, 
measles, respiratory infections and malaria 
are often cited as reasons why mortality rates 
among refugees have been more than 80 times 
the baseline rates in parts of Africa.28 But even 
the non-displaced suffer because diseases that 
develop in refugee camps tend to spread easily 
to local areas. In Chechnya the rate for tuber-
culosis was found to be 160 cases per 10,000 
compared with 90 for the rest of the Russian 
Federation.29 

Violent conflict has a proven track record in 
disrupting the supply of basic health services, 
especially to poor communities. Like schools, 
health facilities are often viewed by rebel groups 
as a legitimate military target. Nearly half of all 
primary health centres in Mozambique were 
looted and the surrounding areas mined during 
the civil war.30 Medical personnel often flee con-
flict areas as well. Even areas with good health 
indicators prior to the onset of violence can 
experience sharp deterioration. In Bosnia and 
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Herzegovina 95% of children were immunized 
before hostilities broke out in the early 1990s. 
By 1994, at the peak of the fighting, the immu-
nization rate had plunged to less than 35%.31 
Conflict can disrupt the provision of important 
public goods needed to improve health across 
society and combat debilitating and deadly dis-
eases. Despite worldwide attempts to eradicate 
Guinea worm, river blindness and polio, these 
diseases have taken hold in areas of the most in-
tense conflict in Africa.32 

Armed conflict has had a role in the spread 
of the HIV/AIDS pandemic. In 2003 of the 17 
countries that had more than 100,000 children 
orphaned by AIDS, 13 were in conflict or on 
the brink of an emergency.33 Several factors can 
contribute to the spread of HIV during con-
flict situations, and many of those factors leave 
women particularly vulnerable: population dis-
placement; breakdown of relationships; use of 
rape as a weapon; increased sexual coercion in 
exchange for money, food or protection; col-
lapse of health systems, with a resulting break-
down in access to information and supplies 
that can help control exposure to HIV; and de-
clining safety of blood transfusions.34

Again as with education, armed conflict 
often results in fewer resources available for 
healthcare (figure 5.3). In 2002 countries with 

a low HDI spent an average of 3.7% of GDP 
on military expenditures and 2.4% on health.35 
In some cases—for example, Burundi and 
Eritrea—countries allocate a much higher share 
to military expenditure than to education and 
health combined. 

Displacement, insecurity and crime
Displacement is an almost inevitable corol-
lary of violent conflict. The consequences are 
often long term. Following the loss of homes 
and assets, people are left with no means of 
sustainable livelihoods. Even once well-to-do 
families cannot support themselves or poorer 
relatives. For poor households asset loss trans-
lates into increased risk of malnutrition and 
sickness. 

Worldwide, an estimated 25 million people 
are displaced by conflict. Driven out by armed 
groups or fleeing to escape violence, these peo-
ple are acutely vulnerable. The camps housing 
an estimated 1.8 million people in the region of 
Darfur have become a symbol of the displaced. 
Driven from their homes by state-backed mili-
tia, people face far higher risks of malnutrition 
and infectious disease than they did before. In 
Colombia a protracted civil war has led to one 
of the largest displacements since those caused 
by the Second World War in Europe. By 2002, 
2 million people of a population of 43.5 million 
were refugees or displaced.36 Measured relative 
to the size of the population, some countries 
have suffered even worse levels of displacement. 
Three-quarters of a million people were dis-
placed within Guatemala or had fled to Mexico 
by the mid-1980s, accounting for nearly a tenth 
of the population.37 Over 600,000 Chechens—
half of the population—are internally displaced 
after nearly a decade of conflict.38

While entire communities suffer from the 
consequences of violent conflict, women are 
especially vulnerable. Many of them suffer the 
brutality of rape, sexual exploitation and abuse, 
both during and after conflict. In recent years 
mass rape during war has been documented in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Cambodia, Liberia, 
Peru, Somalia and Uganda. During the conflict 
in Sierra Leone more than half the women ex-
perienced some type of sexual violence.39 Many 
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of these women continue to suffer from serious 
long-term physical and mental health prob-
lems, and some of them face rejection by their 
families and communities. Violence and acts of 
terror perpetrated against women are now in-
stitutionalized strategies adopted by warring 
factions—including government forces—in 
many countries. 

Children too are especially vulnerable to the 
impact of violent conflict. Not only do they bear 
the brunt of the human cost, but they are also 
at risk from a special horror: the risk of forced 
recruitment as soldiers. The Lord’s Resistance 
Army, which operates across a broad swathe of 
territory in northern Uganda, is accused of hav-
ing abducted 30,000 children. Worldwide there 
are about 250,000 child soldiers.40 Abduction is 
a central conscription strategy, though factors 
operating on the supply side also contribute to 
recruitment. In particular, poverty drives the 
children of poor households into the ranks of 
armed groups. In countries such as Sri Lanka 
rebel groups have recruited youths from the 
poorest backgrounds by offering them or their 
families cash or food.

Less visible than the refugees or child sol-
diers but no less important for human develop-
ment is the breakdown of trust and traditional 
forms of mediation that can happen as a result 
of violent conflict. When these institutions are 
weakened, crime and insecurity invariably in-
crease. This is especially the case in situations 
marked by high unemployment or where the 
state is too weak to preserve civil law and order. 
Civilians are often victims of looting and perse-
cution by both state forces and insurgents. Dur-
ing 1998–2001 there were more than 100,000 
homicides in Colombia—an average of 61 vic-
tims per 100,000 people each year. By compari-
son, there were about 5.7 homicides per 100,000 
people per year in the United States in the same 
period.41 This high homicide rate in Colombia 
reduced life expectancy during the 1990s by an 
estimated 1.5–2 years.42

Poor households often bear the brunt of 
financing the very conflicts that jeopardize 
their security. Both rebels and state actors fund 
themselves by looting assets from ordinary 
people or exploiting natural resources, creating 

a war economy that feeds the conflict. Those 
who benefit have a vested interest in opposing 
peace agreements. Illegal taxation and extortion 
are often preferred means of raising revenue. In 
eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo the 
Democratic Forces for the Liberation of Rwanda 
(FDLR) impose illegal taxes and systematically 
pillage local markets. The weekly “war tax” ex-
ceeds the income of most local residents. Civil-
ians are also sometimes forced to pay the FDLR 
a large part of their profit from mining coltan, 
one of the few income-generating activities in 
the area.43 Banditry, livestock looting and the 
state’s inability to provide protection make 
insecurity a daily reality in conflict-affected 
regions.

The emergence of black markets and par-
allel economies that often accompanies vio-
lent conflict creates new opportunities for 
combatants—and new sources of economic 
dislocation for society. Limited state capacity 
to regulate natural resources, for instance, along 
with widespread corruption makes it easier for 
informal and illicit networks to develop. In Si-
erra Leone the informal diamond industry was 
a rich source of revenue for the rebel Revolu-
tionary United Front and their sponsor, former 
Liberian President Charles Taylor. Thus, crime 
and insecurity become the manifestations of 
conflicts that might originally have had politi-
cal underpinnings. 

Interlocking insecurity
The human development costs associated with 
violent conflict make a powerful case for pre-
vention. Once under way, violent conflict can 
lead to problems that are difficult to resolve—
and to human development costs that are 
cumulative and irreversible. When poor people 
lose assets, their ability to cover health costs, 
keep children in school and maintain nutri-
tion is diminished, sometimes with fatal con-
sequences. Lost opportunities for education 
are transmitted across generations in the form 
of illiteracy and reduced prospects for escaping 
poverty. 

It is not just human development costs 
that make prevention an imperative. The 
institutional costs of violent conflict can have 
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devastating consequences for long-run develop-
ment. When conflicts end, roads and bridges 
can be swiftly rebuilt with external support. 
But the breakdown of institutions, loss of trust 
and the trauma inflicted on vulnerable peo-
ple can make renewed conflict more likely. By 

weakening states, violent conflict can lock en-
tire populations, and the populations of neigh-
bouring states, into cycles of violence. Breaking 
these cycles is one of the greatest human de-
velopment challenges facing the international 
community.

For much of the twentieth century violent con-
flict was the product of a breakdown in relations 
between states. Today, violent conflict is a prod-
uct primarily of the failure of states to prevent, 
contain and resolve conflicts between groups. 
No two conflicts are the same. Yet states that are 
prone to conflict share some common features.

Violent conflict can break out for many rea-
sons. Attempts have been made to model indi-
vidual risk factors. In reality, though, what ap-
pears to matter are clusters of risks and catalytic 
events. Some risk factors are rooted in poverty 
and inequality, though the linkages are not au-
tomatic. Others can be traced to institutional 
failure and undemocratic political structures, 
occupation or rival claims over territory. Ex-
ternal events such as economic shocks, regional 
conflicts and changes in society that create ten-
sions between political elites can tip societies 
over into violent conflict.

The collapse of effective authority in some 
countries has undermined capacity to prevent 
and resolve conflict. Governments lacking ei-
ther the means or the will to fulfil their core 
functions, including territorial control, pro-
vision of basic services, management of pub-
lic resources and protection of the livelihoods 
of the poorest people, are both a cause and a 
consequence of violent conflict.44 As the In-
ternational Commission on Intervention and 
State Sovereignty notes: “In security terms, a 
cohesive and peaceful international system is 
far more likely to be achieved through the co-
operation of effective states...than in an envi-
ronment of fragile, collapsed, fragmenting or 

generally chaotic state entities.”45 While inef-
fective states vary in form, three common char-
acteristics that increase the risk of political ten-
sions and economic pressures spilling over into 
violent conflict have been well summarized by 
the Commission on Weak States and US Na-
tional Security: the security gap, the capacity 
gap and the legitimacy gap.46 
• The security gap. Security, including human 

security in its broadest sense, is a basic foun-
dation for sustainable development and ef-
fective government. Providing security is 
one of the state’s most basic functions. This 
implies protection from systematic human 
rights abuses, physical threats, violence and 
extreme economic, social and environmen-
tal risks. Many conflict-prone states are un-
willing or unable to provide security, creat-
ing opportunities for non-state actors to fill 
the security space. During the conflicts in 
Liberia and Sierra Leone government capac-
ity to provide security was barely evident 
beyond a few urban centres. In Sudan the 
government has actively undermined the se-
curity of black Africans through its support 
for Arab militias and direct military acts 
against the civilian population.

• The capacity gap. State authority depends 
critically on the ability to provide basic 
services and infrastructure. When govern-
ments are unable or unwilling to do this, 
the resulting deprivation, suffering and ex-
posure to threats of epidemics can build re-
sentment and add to the loss of public con-
fidence. In Liberia, for instance, the health 
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sector has been essentially organized and 
paid for by international non-governmental 
organizations since 1990, not the nomi-
nally responsible Ministry of Health. In Si-
erra Leone only about a quarter of all rural 
births are registered, betraying the inad-
equate reach of welfare services. More than 
90% of pharmaceuticals distributed by the 
central state pharmacy do not reach their 
intended beneficiaries. 

• The legitimacy gap. Political, social and eco-
nomic rivalry is part of the development 
process. Whether these rivalries take vio-
lent form depends on the capacity of state 
institutions to articulate the interests and 
aspirations of different groups, to arbitrate 
between them and to mediate conflict. 
All of this depends on having institutions 
that are seen as legitimate and accountable, 
rather than as channels for pursuing private 
interests. Conflict-prone states tend to have 
institutions that are dysfunctional, liable to 
breakdowns in political authority and tend-
ing towards violence to advance claims for 
control over resources, state revenues and 
state power. 
Poverty, insecurity and violent conflict sys-

tematically reinforce each other. Not all impov-
erished countries are conflict prone—and pros-
perity does not remove the threat of conflict. 
But interacting with other factors, poverty can 
exacerbate the tensions created by the security, 
capacity and legitimacy gaps. The UK Depart-
ment for International Development (DFID) 
lists 46 fragile states, which it describes as hav-
ing governments that are unable or unwilling to 
perform core functions such as controlling ter-
ritory, providing security, managing public re-
sources and delivering basic services; 35 of these 
countries were in conflict in the 1990s.47 On 
DFID’s estimate these states account for one-
third of people living on less than $1 a day. At-
tempting to establish whether these countries 
are poor because they are in conflict or in con-
flict because they are poor is a futile and largely 
meaningless exercise. What is clear is that pov-
erty is part of the cycle that creates and perpetu-
ates violent conflict—and that violent conflict 
feeds back to reinforce poverty.

Horizontal inequalities

Just as mass poverty does not lead automatically 
to violent conflict, so the links between inequal-
ity and conflict are complex and varied. High 
inequality is not an automatic marker for violent 
conflict. If it were, Latin America would be one 
of the world’s most violent regions. High levels 
of vertical inequality based on income are associ-
ated with social dislocation, including high lev-
els of crime and personal insecurity. Horizontal 
inequality between regions and groups poses 
threats of a different order, not least because these 
inequalities can lead to a perception—justified 
or unjustified—that state power is being abused 
to advantage one group over another. In practice, 
horizontal and vertical inequalities often inter-
act, and the decisive factor may not be the scale 
of inequality in isolation, but complex political 
and economic tensions that have been played out 
over several generations. 

The conflict in Nepal illustrates how in-
equalities across different dimensions can cre-
ate the conditions for violent conflict.48 In 
1996, the year the current insurgency began, 
the poverty rate was 72% in the Mid- and Far-
Western regions and 4% in the Kathmandu 
valley. Overlaying these regional disparities are 
disparities in human development status, with 
the HDI of upper-caste Nepalese about 50% 
higher than that of hill ethnic, Tarai ethnic 
and occupational caste groups. And while in-
digenous people constituted 36% of the popula-
tion and dalits 15% in 1999, indigenous people 
held only 8.42% of posts in government agen-
cies and dalits held only 0.17%. The insurgency 
in Nepal has its deepest roots in precisely the 
western regions where development has lagged 
behind the rest of the country—and where mar-
ginalized groups harbour a deep sense of injus-
tice over the failure of state institutions. More 
than 8,000 people have died since 1996.

Nepal demonstrates how responses to violent 
conflict can exacerbate the underlying causes. 
Faced with a widespread insurgency, the govern-
ment has responded with a battlefield strategy 
to counteract the activities of Maoist guerrillas. 
That strategy has been supported by military aid 
from some rich countries. The rhetoric of the 
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“war on terror” has been used to justify the strong 
military response. Serious human rights abuses 
have been reported on all sides, but in some parts 
of the country there is a perception that state ac-
tors are now part of the security problem.

Political strategies for addressing the deep 
inequalities that have fuelled the insurgency 
have been less in evidence. Indeed, the politi-
cal response to conflict appears likely to exac-
erbate its underlying causes. Citing overarching 
security imperatives, the royal government has 
instituted an absolute monarchy, undermining 
democratic institutions and outlawing main-
stream politicians and human rights groups—
prompting India and the United Kingdom to 
suspend aid. Weakening democracy in this con-
text can only undermine the institutions needed 
to resolve conflict and restore peace. More vi-
able would be a strategy to unite democratic 
forces to deal with the very real security threats 
posed by the insurgency and to develop a peace 
settlement that includes measures to reduce the 
deep inequalities driving the conflict. 

Failure to address challenges posed by hori-
zontal inequality can lead to violent conflict in 
more stable states as well as fragile ones. Until 
the late 1990s Côte d’Ivoire was one of the most 
stable states in West Africa. Government legiti-
macy suffered when political changes and ris-
ing regional inequalities were perceived as dis-
advantageous to one part of the political elite. 
The result was an eruption of political violence 
at the end of the 1990s followed by a tenuous 
peace in 2003. The lesson: political legitimacy 
and stability are fragile commodities that are 
easier to lose than to restore (box 5.4). 

Horizontal inequalities do not exist in isola-
tion. They interact with wider political processes 
that can generate violent conflict. In Bolivia recent 
outbreaks of political instability and violence have 
been linked to disputes over policies for managing 
the wealth generated by mineral exports. These 
conflicts have been touchstones for deep griev-
ances among indigenous people over the unequal 
sharing of benefits from development. 

In Indonesia the violent conflict in Aceh can 
be traced partly to the same source. Indigenous 
groups have mobilized around a programme 
that claims for them an entitlement to a greater 

share of the wealth generated by mineral ex-
ports, along with resentment at the perceived 
advantages in employment and education 
conferred on migrants from Java.49 In 2000 
Aceh was among the richest regions in Indo-
nesia measured in terms of wealth but among 
the poorest as measured by the level of income 
poverty. Over the two decades to 2002, a pe-
riod marked by rising oil wealth, poverty levels 
more than doubled in Aceh while falling by half 
in Indonesia as a whole. Rising mineral wealth 
has created a demand for skilled labour in the 
oil and gas industry and in government depart-
ments, which has been disproportionately met 
by migrants from Java. By 1990 (around the 
time the current conflict began) urban unem-
ployment among Acehnese was double the level 
for migrant Javanese. At the same time, migra-
tion policies encouraged the settlement in Aceh 
of farmers from Java, most of whom had larger 
plots than the Acehnese farmers. The perceived 
injustice of these horizontal inequalities mani-
fested itself in anti-Javanese sentiment, to which 
the separatist movement continues to appeal. 

Conflicts linked to high levels of horizontal 
inequality or political rifts between groups and re-
gions can be addressed. One approach is to restore 
political confidence through a process of multi-
stakeholder dialogue. This approach starts from 
the simple principle that conflict can be resolved 
peacefully—and lastingly—only through trust 
and dialogue. The multistakeholder model has 
been widely used in Latin America, with varying 
success. In Guatemala the Civil Society Assembly 
played a crucial role in formulating consensus po-
sitions during Guatemala’s peace process in 1994, 
with many proposals becoming part of the final 
peace accords. The assembly built bridges between 
government and wider society, although the gov-
ernment’s failure to honour some of its pledges on 
land reform has weakened the outcome. What-
ever the form, multistakeholder dialogue is un-
likely to produce results if government actors fail 
to respond effectively to the social and economic 
inequalities that drive conflict. In Bolivia several 
rounds of dialogue between civil society and suc-
cessive governments have failed to deliver tangible 
results—hence the periodic descent into political 
violence and chaos (box 5.5).
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Natural resource management

In addition to intensifying inequality, natural 
resource abundance can magnify the capac-
ity gaps that make some states more prone to 

conflict. Conflict-prone states are often desper-
ately poor, but enormously rich in resources. 
Susceptibility to violent conflict appears to be 
a feature of what has been called the “resource 
curse”. Once again, the links between resources 

Ten years ago few people would have considered Côte d’Ivoire a 

candidate for fragile state status. The country appeared to have 

institutions and political structures capable of accommodating the 

interests of different groups and regions. Today, after several bouts 

of violent conflict, Côte d’Ivoire’s political stability remains uncer-

tain. What went wrong?

Côte d’Ivoire has five main ethnolinguistic communities. The 

Akan (42.1% of the population) and Krou (11%), concentrated in 

the south and west, are Christian. The Northern Mandé (16.5%) 

and Voltaic (17.6%) groups live largely in the north and are predomi-

nantly Muslim. The fifth group is the Southern Mandé (10%). The 

country also has a large population of foreign origin who came dur-

ing the 1940s from the current Burkina Faso to work on coffee and 

cocoa plantations. Many of these migrants settled permanently in 

Côte d’Ivoire. In 1998 one-quarter of the population was of foreign 

origin, though they were born in Côte d’Ivoire. 

After independence in 1958 President Felix Houphouet-

Boigny instituted a one-party state. But he carefully nurtured a 

balance among regions and ethnic groups through a system of 

quotas for government positions. He also enfranchised immi-

grants and eventually introduced a multiparty system. During the 

first 20 years after independence Côte d’Ivoire experienced po-

litical stability and sustained high growth—a rare achievement in 

West Africa.

This relative success started to unravel in the 1980s. Falling cof-

fee and cocoa prices increased economic vulnerability, inequalities 

between the north and the south widened and tensions between 

locals and economic migrants in the southern regions increased. 

The 1990s witnessed the rise of Ivorian nationalism. “Foreigners” 

were no longer allowed to vote, a move that excluded political lead-

ers from the north from contesting elections. The ethnic group of 

whichever regime was in power came to be increasingly overrepre-

sented in state institutions, including the military.

Social and economic inequalities widened, partly through eco-

nomic pressures and partly as a result of the use of state power to 

support favoured groups and regions. By the end of the 1990s five 

of the six regions with the lowest primary school enrolment rates 

were in northern areas. As measured by the Socio-Economic Pros-

perity Index,1 the period 1994–98 saw the southern groups (Akan 

and Krou) improve their positions relative to the national average, 

especially the Baoulé tribe, while the Northern Mandé and Voltaic 

remained far below the national average (see figure). The Northern 

Mandé’s position worsened from 1.19 times the national average in 

1994 to 0.93 times the national average in 1998.

The rising inequalities interacted with simmering grievances 

linked to political exclusion and the perceived use of state power 

to favour certain groups and regions. A coup in December 1999 

led to the establishment of a military-dominated government. While 

this government agreed to hold new elections, it also introduced 

constitutional changes that barred those whose nationality was 

“in doubt” from holding political office. Disagreements over elec-

tion results in October 2000 led to widespread protests and an-

other change of government. The new government continued to 

favour southern groups, prompting an uprising in 2001 led by the 

northern-based Patriotic Movement of Côte d’Ivoire, which ex-

tended its control over half the country’s territory. 

Under strong encouragement from France and the Economic 

Community of West African States, the rival groups signed a 

peace agreement in January 2003. But implementation lagged, 

with deadlock over disarmament of rebels, eligibility criteria for 

presidential candidates and nationality laws. Political fighting has 

started up again in recent months, together with growing resent-

ment against French peacekeeping troops. The current presi-

dent recently announced that 

the opposition leader could 

contest elections later in the 

year, but core issues remain 

unresolved. 

Côte d’Ivoire’s descent 

into state fragility is a product 

of complex social, economic 

and political forces. However, 

the failure of the state to re-

dress rising inequalities based 

on region and on group mem-

bership has been an impor-

tant contributory factor. So 

has the failure of the state to 

ensure that it was perceived 

as reflecting a fair balance 

among different groups. The 

conclusion: horizontal eco-

nomic and political inequali-

ties can destabilize states.

1. The Socio-Economic Prosperity Index is based on five indicators (ownership of a refrigerator, ownership of a car, access to piped water, flooring material 
in the home and access to flush toilets). It shows the position of a group relative to the national average.

Source: Langer 2005.

Box 5.4 Côte d’Ivoire—horizontal inequalities unravel the “African Miracle”



 166	 human	de velopment	report	2005

5

v
io

le
nt

	c
on

fli
ct

and violent conflict are neither automatic nor 
inevitable. Botswana has converted diamond 
wealth into high growth and rapid human 
development, while avoiding group-based con-
flict over revenue sharing. However, this is the 
exception rather than the rule across much of 
the developing world. The combination of weak 
governance structures and resources that offer 
the promise of windfall gains to those who con-
trol their production and export is a major cause 
of violent conflict. 

In the post–cold war era revenues from 
natural resources have replaced superpower 
funding as the fuel of war. Between 1990 and 
2002 the world saw at least 17 such conflicts in 
which natural resource wealth was a primary 
factor. Diamonds in Angola and Sierra Leone, 
timber and diamonds in Liberia, gems in Af-
ghanistan, and copper, gold, cobalt and timber 
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo have 
all been at the centre of civil conflict, or—in 

the case of the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo—incursions supported by neighbour-
ing states (table 5.2). In Cambodia the Khmer 
Rouge insurgency was financed in large mea-
sure by exports of timber. 

As discussed in chapter 4, for many coun-
tries natural resources have become a curse not 
a blessing. In the conflict sphere the “resource 
curse” pathology works through various chan-
nels, impeding the development of political 
institutions and market economies capable of 
converting natural wealth into human develop-
ment. Part of the pathology is in the diversion 
of national wealth. Financial flows that could 
have been used to support human development 
have frequently been diverted into funding civil 
wars, with governments, rebels and assorted 
warlords seeking control over oil, metals, min-
erals and timber. Angola is a stark example. The 
wealth from the second largest oil reserves in 
Africa and the fourth largest diamond reserves 

National multistakeholder dialogues are inclusive, participatory exercises intended to build trust 

among interest groups. With the help of neutral facilitators, national dialogues enable governments 

to respond to crises or to formulate long-term strategic policies. They are particularly useful when 

trust in political institutions has eroded or where democratic processes are fragile. 

But dialogue cannot resolve conflicts or reduce social tensions where states fail to address deep 

structural inequalities that cause political breakdown. Bolivia provides living proof of the problem. 

In recent years the country experimented with dialogues to frame development strategies. In 

1997 a dialogue led to the General Economic and Social Development Plan for 1997–2000, aiming 

at poverty reduction centred on equity, opportunity, institutionalism and dignity. In 2000 another 

national dialogue was convened as part of the poverty reduction strategy process. It was run by an 

independent secretariat, which included many civil society participants. But frustrations increased 

as the policies emerging from the dialogues were not effectively put into practice. There has been 

growing disagreement over issues of economic policy: the exploitation of natural gas reserves; the 

eradication of coca crops in 1998–2001, which cost 59,000 jobs; and opposition to the privatization 

of public services.

Meanwhile, widespread inequalities persist. The income of the richest 10% of the population is 90 

times that of the poorest 10%. Land is unequally distributed—2 million families, mostly indigenous, 

work 5 million hectares of land, while fewer than 100 families own 25 million hectares. On average Bo-

livians spend five and a half years in school, but there is a difference of seven years in mean schooling 

between the richest and poorest 20% of the population. Poverty rates, which had declined to 48.7% 

in 1999, rose to 61.2% in 2002. Moreover, 88% of indigenous people are poor. 

Inequalities and discontent over policy responses resulted in violent demonstrations in 2003 in-

volving peasant unions, worker federations and even middle-class intellectuals, forcing a presidential 

resignation. With growing protests, and the breakdown in trust they reflect, it becomes harder for 

governments to respond to demands in a sustained manner.

Source: Barnes 2005; ICG 2004a; Justino, Litchfield and Whitehead 2003; Petras 2004.

Box 5.5 The benefits and limits of participatory dialogue for preventing conflict
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in the world was used to fuel a civil war that 
killed or maimed 1 million people between 
1975 and 2002 and left another 4 million inter-
nally displaced. Today, Angola ranks 160 of 177 
countries on the HDI, with a life expectancy of 
about 40 years. 

Windfalls of natural resources revenue 
can weaken the state at various levels. Two 
perverse incentives exacerbating bad gover-
nance stand out. First, the availability of large 
revenue streams can weaken the incentive for 
governments to develop stable revenue systems 
through national tax structures. A state that 
becomes less dependent on tax revenues will 
become less accountable to its citizens.50 Sec-
ond, natural resource rents offer immensely 
high returns to corruption for the state—and 
the individuals and groups that control it. Weak 
governance structures provide extensive oppor-
tunity for “off-budget” activity, and large rev-
enue flows give individuals with power an inter-
est in ensuring that these opportunities remain 
intact. There is no official figure for oil revenue 
in Equatorial Guinea, but the World Bank esti-
mate of $710 million points to a large mismatch 
between reported and actual income. Such prac-
tices weaken the conditions of accountability 
and transparency central to the development of 
legitimate state authority.

Beyond borders

Not all conflict is the product of state failure. 
External factors are equally important in many 
cases. External problems are imported through 
porous human security borders, and they are 
re-exported as new security problems for other 
states.

These external factors take various forms. 
The unravelling of the Afghan state was actively 
supported through a Soviet invasion and the 
recruitment by external powers of mujahideen 
fighters to end the Soviet occupation. The subse-
quent civil war among resistance groups devas-
tated the country and enabled the most ruthless 
elements to emerge victorious. The Taliban gov-
ernment, which was to take Afghanistan into a 
human development free fall, took advantage of 
the internal chaos abetted by external influence. 
In Somalia a process of militarization sponsored 
first by the Soviet Union and then by the United 
States led to a war with Ethiopia and to a brutal 
civil war between rival warlords controlling an 
estimated 500,000 weapons. 

Whatever the balance between internal and 
external factors in causing conflict, the conse-
quences are invariably regionalized and inter-
nationalized. Ethnic cleansing in the Balkans 
created flows of refugees into Western Europe, 

External problems, imported 

through porous human 

security borders, are 

re-exported as new security 

problems for other states

Country Duration of conflict Resources

Afghanistan 1978–2001 Gems, opium

Angola 1975–2002 Oil, diamonds

Angola, Cabinda 1975– Oil

Cambodia 1978–97 Timber, gems

Colombia 1984– Oil, gold, coca

Congo 1997 Oil

Congo, Dem. Rep. of the 1996–97, 1998–2002 Copper, coltan, diamonds, gold, cobalt

Indonesia, Aceh 1975– Natural gas

Indonesia, West Papua 1969– Copper, gold

Liberia 1989–96 Timber, diamonds, iron, palm oil, cocoa, coffee, marijuana, rubber, gold

Morocco 1975– Phosphates, oil

Myanmar 1949– Timber, tin, gems, opium

Papua New Guinea 1988–98 Copper, gold

Peru 1980–95 Coca

Sierra Leone 1991–2000 Diamonds

Sudan 1983–2005 Oil

Source: Adapted from Bannon and Collier 2003.

Table 5.2 Natural resources have helped fuel conflicts in many countries
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and violence in Darfur creates refugees in Chad. 
Once started, conflicts can spill over into neigh-
bouring states, undermining security and cre-
ating cross-border cycles of violence. The West 
African regional war that began in Liberia in 
1989, migrated to Sierra Leone, returned to 
Liberia (where it undermined a disarmament 
process in 1997) and then moved into Guinea. 
In September 2002 combatants from Liberia 
and Sierra Leone were involved in the fighting 
that erupted in Côte d’Ivoire.

One feature of globalization is the narrow-
ing of the economic space between countries. 
When states collapse, security threats can cross 
this narrow space with impunity. The creation 
of terrorist networks out of the very groups that 
had been supported by the West to oust Soviet 

forces provides a striking example of the boo-
merang effect of the Afghan proxy war. 

Conflict-prone states pose an immense 
threat not just to their own citizens, but to the 
international community. They are a natural 
locus for warlords, criminal networks and ex-
tremist groups seeking to exploit a vacuum of 
governance. From Afghanistan to West Africa 
and beyond, state breakdown opens the door to 
the creation of havens for groups posing security 
threats to local people and to the incubation of 
cross-border threats linked to flows of refugees, 
arms trafficking, drug economies and disease. 
Fragile states matter beyond their borders partly 
because they lack the capacity to effectively con-
trol their territories, which can become safe ha-
vens for terrorists and criminal organizations. 

In 1945 US Secretary of State Edward R. Stet-
tinius reported to his government on the San 
Francisco conference that established the 
United Nations. He identified the two fun-
damental components of human security and 
their connections: “The battle of peace has to 
be fought on two fronts. The first front is the 
security front, where victory spells freedom 
from fear. The second is the economic and social 
front, where victory means freedom from want. 
Only victory on both fronts can assure the 
world of an enduring peace.”51 

Sixty years on, those words retain a power-
ful resonance for the collective security chal-
lenges of the early twenty-first century. Victory 
on both human security fronts remains a con-
dition for success, yet the rate of advance is un-
even. Progress on the economic and social front 
has been limited, obstructing progress on the 
security front. Improving living standards, ex-
tending opportunities for health and education 
and building the institutions needed to deliver 
real democracy should be seen as the first line 
of defence. Overcoming poverty will not only 

save millions of lives, but it will also make the 
social and economic tensions that create con-
flict more amenable to resolution. For violent 
conflict, as in public health, the first rule of suc-
cess is this: prevention is better than cure. And 
development is the most effective strategy for 
prevention.

The international environment for develop-
ing an effective collective security response is 
marked by threats and opportunities. New peace 
settlements, fragile as some may be, demonstrate 
the potential human development benefits of 
resolving violent conflict: five years ago few 
people would have predicted that Afghanistan, 
Liberia or Sierra Leone would be in a position to 
launch a human development recovery. Indus-
trial country governments are increasingly aware 
of the importance of building conflict preven-
tion measures into their development assistance 
programmes. At the same time the military re-
sponse to security threats is overdeveloped in re-
lation to the broader human security response. 
The MDGs have given a renewed focus to global 
poverty reduction efforts. But as earlier chapters 

the international response

For violent conflict, as in 

public health, the first rule 

of success: prevention 

is better than cure
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in this Report have argued, agreement on the 
MDGs has yet to induce the sustained financial 
and political commitment needed to translate 
targets into practical outcomes. 

How developed countries perceive security 
will have an important bearing on the effective-
ness of the two-fronts strategy. Security in the 
developed world has increasingly come to mean 
military security against the threat posed by 
“terror”. Wider objectives have been subordi-
nated to this goal. The threat posed by terror-
ism is real enough, for poor countries as well as 
rich. There is, however, a danger that the war on 
terrorism will distort priorities and give rise to 
strategies that are either ineffective or counter-
productive. For example, the war on terrorism 
cannot justify brutal violation of human rights 
and civil liberties and militarized responses to 
development problems. Yet a number of govern-
ments have cited the overwhelming imperatives 
of that war to strike out against groups conve-
niently labelled “terrorist”. These transgressions 
threaten to weaken the norms and institutions 
needed to secure peace. From the perspective of 
a broader conception of human security, there 
is a danger that the war on terrorism could side-
line the struggle against poverty, health epidem-
ics and other challenges, drawing scarce finan-
cial resources away from the causes of insecurity. 
There remains a very real threat that already 
limited development assistance budgets could 
be re-allocated to reflect the perceived impera-
tive of military and foreign policy goals. 

Human security can be fully developed 
only with leadership in developing countries 
themselves—it is not a commodity that can 
be imported. Yet human security is one of the 
key elements of the new partnership for devel-
opment between rich and poor countries. De-
veloped countries have a central role to play in 
removing the barrier to human development 
created by violent conflict—and they have a 
strong rationale for action rooted in moral im-
perative and self-interest.

Improving aid

As shown in chapter 3 international aid is one 
of the main resources available to accelerate the 

advance on the second front identified by Sec-
retary of State Stettinius: the war against want. 
But well designed aid can also help address some 
of the challenges faced by conflict-prone states.

Recognizing that development processes 
intended to improve human well-being can un-
intentionally generate conflict is the first step 
towards conflict prevention. When aid is deliv-
ered into conflict-prone environments it can ex-
acerbate tensions between groups—as happened 
in Rwanda. Development assistance benefiting 
a small part of the population to the exclusion 
of the majority contributed to inequality, fuel-
ling resentment and contributing to structural 
violence.52 Had donors been more aware of the 
consequences of their actions and more willing 
to engage in conflict prevention, it is possible 
that they could have pre-empted the resulting 
genocide. 

New approaches to aid under the rubric 
“conflict-sensitive development” now engage 
donors directly in evaluating the potential 
impact of development assistance on differ-
ent groups. Between 1998 and 2000 violence 
erupted in the Solomon Islands when indig-
enous groups in Guadalcanal launched violent 
attacks on communities from a neighbouring 
island who had settled in the capital city, Ho-
niara. The conflict was defined largely in eth-
nic terms. A peace settlement was concluded in 
2000, but militant groups refused to disarm. In 
2003 the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP) and other donors worked 
with the National Peace Council and the gov-
ernment’s Department of National Unity, Rec-
onciliation and Peace to explore, through a wide 
ranging, multistakeholder consultation process, 
the grievances and frustrations that led to the 
violence. The consultation process itself chal-
lenged the prevailing idea that the conflict was 
fundamentally about ethnic identification. Par-
ticipants identified several major flashpoints, 
especially tensions over land rights, the roles 
of traditional and non-traditional authority 
structures, access to government services, lack 
of economic opportunities and a breakdown of 
law enforcement mechanisms. The consultation 
process thus challenged the widely held and po-
tentially dangerous belief that the conflict was 

New approaches to aid 

for “conflict-sensitive 

development” evaluate 

the impact of assistance 

on different groups
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fundamentally about ethnic identity. It also ex-
posed the fact that, in some cases, donor actions 
to support government services taken without 
prior consultations had inadvertently exacer-
bated tensions.53

External financing can fill some of the capa-
bility gaps that make states prone to conflict. To 
the extent that this financing prevents conflict, 
it can be expected to generate very high returns 
for growth and human development. Yet aid to 
fragile states appears to be disproportionately 
low, especially when discounting flows to Af-
ghanistan and Iraq. With a few notable excep-
tions fragile states do not attract large aid flows. 
The issue is not purely one of poor governance. 
Cross-country research by the World Bank 
using a poverty- and performance-based allo-
cation model suggests that aid to fragile states 
could be increased by as much as 40% based on 
the quality of their institutions. An additional 
problem, highlighted in chapter 3, is that aid to 
fragile states is twice as volatile as aid to other 
countries. For governments with a weak revenue 
base, this is likely to be highly destabilizing and 
to erode already weak capacity. Of course, there 
are immense challenges facing donors wanting 
to disburse aid in post-conflict environments. 
But it is important that allocation decisions be 
made on the basis of carefully considered and 
transparent judgements.

International aid is critically important 
in the reconstruction period. The objective of 
post-conflict reconstruction is to avoid return-
ing to pre-crisis conditions and to build the 
foundations for lasting peace. If the threat of 
reversion to conflict in fragile states is to be 
averted, then aid is an investment in creating 
the conditions for sustained peace. Using allo-
cation as a basis for assessment, there is little evi-
dence that aid flows reflect a coherent response 
to reconstruction financing needs. Per capita 
spending in the two-year period after conclu-
sion of a peace settlement ranges from $245 in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina to $40 in Afghanistan 
and $31 in Liberia (figure 5.4). 

Differences in policy performance and ab-
sorptive capacity doubtless explain some of the 
discrepancy—and there is no set formula for 
squaring need with financing. Even so, there 
appears to be little internal consistency in a re-
source allocation pattern that leaves countries 
such as Burundi, the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo and Liberia near the bottom. The 
World Bank has acknowledged this problem 
in the use of International Development Asso-
ciation (IDA) funds—one of the major interna-
tional sources for post-conflict reconstruction. 
Post-conflict reconstruction financing through 
IDA amounted to $45 per capita in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina between 1996 and 1999 but to less 
than $5 per capita in Rwanda in the three-year 
period after the genocide.54 These discrepancies 
point to the need for far greater transparency in 
donor decisions on post-conflict reconstruction 
financing. 

Aid sequencing presents another problem. 
In the typical post-conflict aid cycle aid peaks 
in the early years after conflict and then falls 
sharply. This is the opposite of what is needed. 
Capacity to absorb aid is most limited in the 
immediate post-conflict period, as new institu-
tions are put in place, leading to large gaps be-
tween donor commitments and disbursements. 
Research suggests that the optimal period for 
absorbing increased aid is about six years after 
a peace settlement, by which time donor in-
terest has moved on. The cycle just described 
helps to explain the findings of World Bank 
research indicating that in post-conflict states 

Aid for post-conflict reconstruction—politics over need Figure 5.4

Note: Data refer to three-year averages beginning the year conflict ended, except for Democratic Republic of the Congo, Côte d’Ivoire and 
Sierra Leone, for which data refer to two-year averages, and Liberia, for which data refer to a single year.  

Source: Calculated on the basis of data on ODA from OECD/DAC 2005f and data on population from UN 2005d.
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aid absorptive capacity is nearly double that in 
other countries at similar levels of poverty.55

After conflict, states are especially suscep-
tible to some of the general problems of aid de-
scribed in chapter 3. An immediate priority in 
any post-conflict state is to develop institutional 
capacity and accountability to local popula-
tions. When donors choose to work “off-bud-
get”, through projects, and to create parallel 
structures for reporting, auditing and procur-
ing goods, they undermine development of the 
institutional structures on which future peace 
and security depend. The danger is that poor 
judgement by donors will compound the very 
problem that donors want to address: the weak-
ening of state structures and local capacity. The 
failure of coordination and coherence is partic-
ularly striking in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The 
country has received more aid per capita than 
Europe did under the Marshall Plan. Yet more 
than six years after the peace agreements were 

signed it was still in financial crisis.56 At a far 
more limited level of institutional development, 
Afghanistan has also faced serious problems.

Managing natural resources 
and tackling small arms

Developed countries could be far more active 
in addressing two problems that generate and 
sustain violent conflict: the mismanagement of 
natural resource exports and inadequate man-
agement of small arms imports. 

Breaking the resource curse
National governments must shoulder the main 
responsibility for effective governance of natural 
resources. But the international community can 
help to sever the links between natural resources 
and violent conflict. Cutting off markets can 
stem the flow of finances into areas in conflict 
and reduce the incentives to control natural 

The form and function of the state have usually been at the centre of 

conflict. The critical challenge in the wake of the political processes 

ending overt conflict is to adopt policies, procedures and interven-

tions that would make peace sustainable, lead to an environment 

of mutual trust and solidarity and build the state as the organized 

power of society. 

More specifically, several issues must receive critical attention: 

•	 Build	consensus	on	a	strategy. In the immediate post-conflict 

environment a range of domestic and international actors en-

ters the scene. Each has different perceptions, different capa-

bilities and a different set of priorities, reflecting different man-

dates, resources and interests. If each of these actors pursues 

an autonomous strategy, the result will be a waste of resources, 

growing distrust and possible renewal of conflict. It is therefore 

imperative for the government and donors to reach agreement 

on priorities within the framework of a coherent strategy, agree 

on a division of labour and strive to create modalities of coor-

dination and cooperation. 

•	 Restore	and	expand	trust	in	the	state. For trust in the state to 

be restored, the focus must be on revitalization and reform of 

processes of governance, with particular attention to security, 

administration, rule of law and basic services. Creation of par-

allel institutions to the state, whether through UN or bilateral 

agencies, can undermine this necessary focus on the state. 

•	 Ensure	 adequate	 public	 finances. Restoration of the func-

tions of the state requires that the state have resources at its 

disposal. Aid flows are a significant part of these resources in 

the initial phase, but domestic revenue mobilization through 

activities that can yield major resources should be at the fore-

front of attention. Trust in the state requires making the budget 

the central instrument of policy and the arena for determining 

priorities and building consensus on the use of resources to 

meet national priorities. The aid system must try to help the 

government rapidly acquire the capacity for a medium-term ex-

penditure framework and create mechanisms of accountability, 

including in procurement, financial management and auditing, 

that would result in donor and citizen confidence. 

•	 Use	the	regulatory	function	of	the	state	to	protect	residents	and	

build	trust. In addition to the other obvious tasks, stakeholders 

must pay attention to the regulatory functions of the state. Award 

of licences and regulation of the activities of the private sector 

(to protect citizens against such harms as leaded fuel or expired 

medicine) can be critical to trust. National programs directed in 

particular towards the urban and rural poor are an instrument for 

creating a sense of citizenship and using resources effectively. 

Dr. Ashraf Ghani

Former Minister of Finance

The Islamic State of Afghanistan

Special contribution Challenges for post-conflict reconstruction: lessons from Afghanistan
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resources. Certification can be used to restrict 
consumer access to illegal products by inform-
ing potential buyers and customs authorities of 
the legal standing of commodities. In early 2000 
southern African governments led efforts to 
prevent the export of “conflict” diamonds from 
Angola, Liberia and Sierra Leone. The outcome 
was the Kimberley process—a scheme under 
which importing and transit countries agree not 
to take rough diamonds whose legal status is not 
confirmed by an official certificate. 

It is still too early to draw conclusions about 
the effectiveness of the process, but indications 
are that it has had some success: it now covers 
42 countries and almost all global production 
of rough diamonds.57 The European Union has 
begun to develop an analogous process to ex-
clude imports of illegal timber products under 
its Forest Law Enforcement Governance and 
Trade programme. However, widespread illegal 
export of timber continues to cause large losses 
of government revenue, to generate extensive 
environmental damage and to undermine ef-
forts to control corruption. It is estimated that 
illegal trade in timber amounts to 10% of the 
$150 billion annual trade in timber.

Improved transparency is another prior-
ity. The Group of Eight (G-8) countries has at-
tached a high priority to improved disclosure 
and accountability in the minerals sector. An 
example is the multistakeholder Extractive In-
dustries Transparency Initiative, which calls on 
oil and gas companies to disclose all payments 
and calls on governments to disclose all receipts. 
The initiative is voluntary, however, and lacks 
clear implementation guidelines. Moreover, 
progress has been limited by perverse market 
incentives: any company offering greater trans-
parency runs the risk of losing out to rivals that 
do not encumber governments with public ac-
countability obligations. 

Corporate practices can add to the problems 
of natural resource management. Inadequate 
transparency can reinforce corruption and weak 
governance. The counterpart to off-budget ac-
tivity by governments is off-the-book payments 
by companies to key individuals who are seen as 
gatekeepers to natural resource rights. In An-
gola more than 30 multinational oil companies 

have paid the government for rights to exploit 
oil, without disclosing either to Angolans or 
to their shareholders how much they paid or 
to whom. In the Caspian region oil exploita-
tion rights are governed by multinational part-
nership agreements between governments and 
foreign investors. Negotiated in secret, these 
agreements have given rise to some of the larg-
est foreign corruption investigations in US legal 
history. Lack of transparency weakens govern-
ment accountability and can exacerbate the un-
derlying distrust that fuels conflict.

The UK-sponsored Commission for Af-
rica has proposed building on the Extractive 
Industries Transparency Initiative approach 
and adding some legal teeth. Under most cur-
rent legal frameworks it is difficult to prosecute 
a transnational company headquartered in one 
country for corrupt practices in another coun-
try. The framework proposed by the commis-
sion would close this loophole. It would allow 
governments in the countries in which transna-
tional companies are located to take legal action 
against corrupt practices overseas. And it would 
allow developing countries easier access to legal 
processes for recovering stolen assets. Greater 
transparency could be encouraged if other in-
dustrial economies followed the US lead and 
strengthened laws to make corruption by trans-
national companies overseas a crime at home. 
The argument that such measures run contrary 
to the principle of open markets for investment 
is misplaced: such measures would be no dif-
ferent from financial data disclosure require-
ments imposed on all publicly listed companies 
in western economies. Moreover, they would 
be consistent with the UN Convention against 
Corruption and Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development Guidelines on 
Multinational Enterprises. 

Controlling small arms
More effective action by the international com-
munity to control the spread of weapons is a 
key requirement for human security. The avail-
ability of weapons may not cause conflict. But 
it makes conflict more likely—and it increases 
the likelihood that conflicts will take more vio-
lent forms.
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The weapons of choice in today’s conflicts 
are small arms. They kill 500,000 people a year 
on average, or one person per minute.58 Anti-
personnel mines kill another 25,000 people a 
year.59 In conflict-prone areas small arms are 
used by warring factions to terrorize, kill and 
displace vulnerable populations. The dispersal 
of guns to private armies and militias feeds a 
cycle of violence. Meanwhile, societies emerg-
ing from years of conflict face the threat of con-
tinuing violence as the availability of small arms 
facilitates political and criminal violence. 

There are no fully reliable estimates for 
the number of small arms in circulation. 
One authoritative source puts the figure at 
639 million.60 Global production of small arms 
runs at 7–8 million pieces a year, some 1 million 
of them military-style weapons. The United 
States, Russia and China dominate production, 
but there are at least 27 other significant sources 
of supply. Worldwide, at least 1,249 companies 
in 92 countries are involved. The small arms 
economy is an integral part of the collective 
security threat posed by fragile states. In Af-
ghanistan anti-Soviet mujahideen groups paid 
for guns with revenue from opium. In Cam-
bodia, Liberia and Sierra Leone revenues from 
diamonds and timber financed the small arms 
trade. 

In the past decade some governments have 
moved towards greater transparency in moni-
toring the small arms trade. Governments in 
importing countries in Sub-Saharan Africa 
have been prominently involved. The Morato-
rium on the Import, Export and Manufacture 
of Small Arms and Light Weapons in West Af-
rica of 1998, established by the Economic Com-
munity of West African States (ECOWAS), 
was the world’s first regional moratorium on 
small arms. It banned imports of new weapons 
without approval from other member states. 
In 2004, 11 African governments in the Great 
Lakes and Horn of Africa regions—two of the 
highest conflict areas—signed the Protocol for 
the Prevention, Control and Reduction of Small 
Arms and Light Weapons. 

Exporting countries have also stepped up 
cooperation. The European Union’s Code of 
Conduct on Arms Exports prohibits the sale 

of weapons that could be used for internal re-
pression or external aggression. European coun-
tries have also expanded their data sharing ac-
tivities through the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). In 2001 
UN Member States negotiated a binding pro-
tocol prohibiting the illegal manufacture of and 
trafficking in firearms to supplement the UN 
Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime. The Wassenaar Arrangement Best Prac-
tice Guidelines for Exports of Small Arms and 
Light Weapons (2002), accepted by 33 states—
the majority of global arms manufacturers and 
exporters—requires that arms transfers be con-
ducted in a manner that minimizes the diver-
sion of human and economic resources. 

These are important initiatives. They reflect 
a growing awareness of the scale of the problem. 
But current arrangements suffer from a number 
of shortcomings. They are not legally binding, 
and they focus solely on illicit arms rather than 
on state-authorized transfers. Because of multi-
ple suppliers, states have access to weapons from 
sources with less than scrupulous reporting re-
quirements—a large loophole. Another prob-
lem is that regional agreements are not always 
mutually consistent or effectively coordinated. 
Major exporters have tightened export prac-
tices: it is now more difficult for governments to 
authorize arms transfers to regimes that do not 
respect basic human rights. Even here, though, 
a recipient government’s willingness to sign up 
for the “war on terror” can often override scru-
tiny of its human rights record.

Since most small arms enter the market le-
gally, supply-side regulations can be very effec-
tive. Two powerful barriers have obstructed ef-
forts to stem the flow of small arms at source: 
diversity of supply, as mentioned, and lack of po-
litical will. Considering the threat posed by ter-
rorism, it might be thought that industrial coun-
tries would be leading efforts to regulate trade in 
small arms. Yet this lethal trade remains weakly 
regulated at best, with devastating consequences 
for human development. Needed is a compre-
hensive international arms trade treaty that 
establishes legally binding agreements on ter-
ritorial and extraterritorial arms brokering and 
common standards on enforcement. The 2006 
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Small Arms Review Conference at the United 
Nations provides a critical opportunity to agree 
on an arms trade treaty to regulate transfers to 
states and to stop illicit transfers of weapons. 

Building regional capacity

Civil wars affect neighbouring countries 
whether by spilling over directly or by blocking 
access to trade routes and creating unfavourable 
conditions for foreign and domestic investment. 
That gives neighbouring countries an immedi-
ate interest in minimizing this impact. The 
problem is that the poorest countries facing 
the gravest regional security challenges lack the 
financial and institutional capacity to mount 
an effective response. Building that capacity is 
a vital part of building a more secure world. 

Regional organizations can play an impor-
tant role in addressing security challenges. This 
is as true for Europe as for Sub-Saharan Africa. 
The European Union, the OSCE and the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization have all made se-
curity interventions in recent years. Regional 
bodies are well placed to monitor peace agree-
ments and produce early warnings of a crisis. 
Early warning mechanisms developed in Af-
rica, such as the Conflict Early Warning and 
Response Mechanism of the Intergovernmen-
tal Authority on Development, have enabled re-
gional organizations to monitor developments 
at close quarters. Regional institutions can also 
mediate among parties to a conflict: the African-
led mediation in the Great Lakes in 2004 and in 
Sudan in 2005 are examples.

When conflicts break out, regional bodies 
have the strongest vested interest in responding 
decisively to contain them. In Darfur the African 
Union sought a strong mandate to send in forces 
to protect civilians and to monitor a widely ig-
nored ceasefire. This would have been the most 
effective international response. Yet by August 
2004, when the killings were still at a very high 
level, there were fewer than 300 soldiers in place 
to guard an estimated 1.5 million Darfuris driven 
from their homes by government-backed militias. 
By mid-2005 the African Union forces had in-
creased to 3,000 troops—this to monitor a region 
the size of France. While donors have increased 

their pledges to the African Union’s peacekeep-
ing force, pledges still fall far short of requests.61 
Despite these constraints the African Union is 
considering sending in troops to disarm hardline 
Rwandan rebel groups in eastern Democratic Re-
public of the Congo. It is also considering sending 
forces to Somalia. Success in such operations will 
require a far higher level of coordinated support 
from the international community.

The Darfur case points to a wider problem. 
African governments are recognizing their re-
sponsibility to address regional peace and secu-
rity concerns. Humanitarian intervention has 
increased. In West Africa ECOWAS has inter-
vened in Liberia (1990), Sierra Leone (1991–
99) and Guinea-Bissau (1998–99), albeit with 
varying success. African governments have rec-
ognized that the creation of effective regional 
security forces is essential for maintaining the 
territorial integrity of their states and for help-
ing fragile neighbouring states prevent conflict. 
In 2000 the Constitutive Act of the African 
Union gave it the right to intervene under cir-
cumstances of “war crimes, genocide and crimes 
against humanity”.62 Subsequently, a Peace and 
Security Council was established and called for 
the creation of an African standby force. 

The problem is that regional bodies in Af-
rica lack the resources, logistics and human 
capacity to act on such ambitious mandates. 
In the early 1990s the Organization for Afri-
can Unity identified anticipating and prevent-
ing conflict as well as peacemaking and peace-
building as important objectives. A Peace Fund 
set up for this purpose was able to mobilize only 
$1 million a year during 1996–2001, with many 
member states failing to meet their financial 
obligations.63 In the ECOWAS intervention 
in Liberia, Nigeria ended up covering 90% of 
the costs of operations, which ran to more than 
$1.2 billion. Canada, the European Union, 
Japan, the United Kingdom and the United 
States also contributed, but not enough.64 In 
the absence of adequate financial and logistical 
support, Tanzania and Uganda withdrew from 
the Liberia mission in 1995. 

Efforts have been made to improve inter-
vention capacities. In 1996 the United States 
launched the African Crisis Response Initiative 
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to train African soldiers. By 2004 more than 
10,000 troops had been trained. In February 
2004 the European Union pledged $300 mil-
lion for creating five regional, multinational 
standby brigades.65 These are a start, but still 
far short of an effective intervention force for 
responding rapidly to the region’s conflicts.

Establishing the African standby force pro-
posed by the African Union will require con-
tinuing support for planning and logistics if the 
proposed capacity of 15,000 troops is to be in 
place by the target date of 2010. Investment in 
the development of the African standby force 
would be a powerful contribution to human de-
velopment and collective security. Were such a 
body in place today, the human toll of the con-
flict in Sudan might be far less. In April 2004 
the African Union, along with the European 
Union and the United States, mediated a cease-
fire agreement between the Sudanese govern-
ment and rebels in Darfur. But its mission to 
oversee the ceasefire is constrained by a lack of 
financial support from developed countries.66

While prospects are promising, relying on 
regional responses has drawbacks. One obvi-
ous risk is that regional interventions may be 
compromised by states with a strategic interest 
in a particular outcome. Rivalries in the Great 
Lakes region limit the scope for involving forces 
from states in the region, for example. Regional 
peacekeeping bodies also face some of the same 
constraints that reduce the effectiveness of UN 
peacekeeping missions. In the case of Darfur 
the government of Sudan was willing to accept 
an African Union peacekeeping force in part 
because it had a mandate to observe rather than 
to protect civilians. 

Challenges for reconstruction 

Peace settlements are moments of great 
opportunity—and great vulnerability. Most frag-
ile states are trapped in cycles of temporary peace 
and resumed conflict: half of all countries emerg-
ing from conflict relapse into violence within five 
years. Breaking the cycle requires decisive action 
to seize the opportunities that peace creates by 
providing security, rebuilding institutions and 
supporting social and economic recovery.

Security is an immediate priority. In Sierra 
Leone the United Kingdom has committed to 
providing a 15- to 25-year “over the horizon” 
security guarantee, helping to create the condi-
tions for the development of national institu-
tions. Support from donors is financing a pro-
gramme to integrate former combatants into a 
national security force and to provide retrain-
ing. By contrast, the peace settlement in neigh-
bouring Liberia remains tenuous. Disarmament 
has been less complete. And parts of the country 
remain insecure. The challenge for Sierra Leone 
is to move beyond security to the next phase of 
reconstruction through a long-term national 
strategy for economic recovery and the develop-
ment of accountable institutions. The challenge 
for Liberia is to create the security conditions 
for reconstruction.

Creating an effective umbrella for the devel-
opment of human security is the first step on 
the road to reconstruction. That step requires a 
financial commitment—but it is a commitment 
with a high return in lives saved and economic 
gains. One estimate puts the cost of UK military 
intervention in Sierra Leone at $397 million a 
year for 10 years, with an estimated return of 
$33 billion, or more than 8 times the invest-
ment. Beyond immediate security, restoring or 
rebuilding institutions capable of overseeing 
long-term peace and development poses great 
challenges. 

The United Nations has taken on an increas-
ingly important role in building or strengthen-
ing institutions of the state—taking charge of 
organizing elections and providing police per-
sonnel (table 5.3). While transitional adminis-
trations led by the United Nations—as in Bos-
nia and Herzegovina—are still the exception 
rather than the rule, the reconstruction chal-
lenge is the same: building effective states that 
provide basic services and creating secure condi-
tions for development. 

Much has been learned since 1990 about the 
conditions under which reconstruction fails to 
provide a framework for recovery. Post-conflict 
peace-building is a complex task, requiring sus-
tained engagement. To be successful it must 
both address the underlying causes of conflict 
and develop institutions perceived as legitimate 
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Territory Mission Date

Primary 
responsibility 
for police?

Primary 
responsibility 
for referendum?

Primary 
responsibility 
for elections?

Executive 
power?

Legislative 
power?

Judicial  
power?

Treaty  
power?

Congo United Nations 
Operation in 
the Congo

1960–64 De facto in 
limited areas

De facto in 
limited areas

West Papua United Nations 
Temporary 
Executive 
Authority

1962–63 Yes Regional 
elections only

Yes Limited

Namibia United Nations 
Transition 
Assistance Group

1989–90 Yes De facto (Council 
for Namibia)

Western Sahara United Nations 
Mission for the 
Referendum in 
Western Sahara

1991– Yes

Cambodia United Nations 
Transitional 
Authority in 
Cambodia

1992–93 Yes Yes As necessary

Somalia United Nations 
Operation in 
Somalia II

1993–95 Disputed

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Office of the High 
Representative 
(before Bonn 
powers) a

1995–97 Yes (Organization 
for Security and 
Co-operation 
in Europe)

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Office of the High 
Representative 
(after Bonn 
powers) a

1997– Yes (Organization 
for Security and 
Co-operation 
in Europe)

De facto

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

United Nations 
Mission in Bosnia 
Herzegovina

1995–2002 De facto

Eastern Slavonia 
(Croatia)

United Nations 
Transitional 
Authority in 
Eastern Slavonia, 
Baranja and 
Western Sirmium

1996–98 Yes Yes Yes

East Timor United Nations 
Mission in 
East Timor

1999 Yes

Sierra Leone United Nations 
Mission in 
Sierra Leone

1999– De facto Limited (Special 
Court)

Kosovo (Federal 
Republic of 
Yugoslavia/Serbia 
and Montenegro)

United Nations 
Mission in Kosovo

1999– Yes Yes (Organization 
for Security and 
Co-operation 
in Europe) 

Yes Yes Yes

East Timor United Nations 
Transitional 
Administration 
in East Timor

1999–2002 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes De facto

Afghanistan United Nations 
Assistance 
Mission in 
Afghanistan

2002–

Iraq Coalition 
Provisional 
Authority a

2003–04 As occupying 
power

Unclear As occupying 
power

Limited Limited

a. Not a UN operation. 
Source: Chesterman 2005.

Table 5.3 Post-conflict peace-building operations exercising governmental powers
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by all sides. There are no blueprints. However, 
experience highlights an underlying cause of 
failure: a lack of strategic and institutional clar-
ity allied to the inability or unwillingness of the 
international community to make long-term 
commitments to state-building.67

International interventions require strategic 
clarity of objectives. In East Timor the recog-
nized objective was independence. By contrast, 
Kosovo’s final status remains harder to deter-
mine. The mandate never specified whether 
Kosovo would become independent or remain 
an autonomous province within Serbia and 
Montenegro. The result: confusion over the roles 
of each party in the reconstruction: Kosovars, 
Serbian and Montenegrins and international 
institutions. The 2000 Report of the Panel on 
UN Peace Operations stated bluntly that mis-
sions with uncertain mandates and inadequate 
resources should not be created at all.68 

Problems of institutional coordination and 
policy coherence are magnified in post-conflict 
situations. Coordination problems arise when 
different agencies pursue similar goals. Coher-
ence problems arise when different agencies 
pursue different goals, from security to human-
itarian assistance to development. At an opera-
tional level policy ambiguity undermines chains 
of authority and command. For international 
actors coordination problems arise between the 
civilian administration (run by the United Na-
tions or the national government) and military 
personnel with independent command (for ex-
ample, the Kosovo Force and the International 
Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan). Since 

the United Nations cannot wage war, the way to 
achieve a single chain of command is to bring 
the political process in line with development 
assistance. In the 1990s this was called “peace-
building”, but no additional institutional capac-
ity was created for designing policy or providing 
operational oversight. 

The challenge for post-conflict reconstruc-
tion can be addressed by focusing on two core 
objectives: ensuring physical security for civil-
ians and providing adequate finance for both 
rapid response and long-term commitments.

Any international or regional intervention 
must ensure the safety and security of civilians. 
This requires providing peacekeepers with the 
political and material support needed to pro-
tect threatened populations. An Independent 
Inquiry on Rwanda concluded that whether a 
peacekeeping operation has a mandate to pro-
tect civilians or not, its very presence creates 
the expectation that it will do so. Protecting ci-
vilians also demands that funding to maintain 
law and order and improve the democratic gov-
ernance of security forces be a priority.69 

Financial commitments are critical for 
meeting the challenges of violent conflict, both 
before violence becomes generalized and after 
peace agreements have been signed. Timely fi-
nancial support can help the authorities provide 
services that people value, diminishing incen-
tives for conflict. The problem is that financing 
for reconstruction is fragmented. Peace settle-
ments are typically followed by surges of hu-
manitarian aid, which soon dry up, leaving large 
gaps in state capacity to meet basic needs. 

High levels of foreign aid are no guarantee of a 
smooth transition to reconstruction, economic 
recovery and greater self-reliance. While some 
post-conflict countries receive exceptionally high 
levels of per capita aid, many are unable to convert 

the peace dividend into an exit from aid depen-
dence. One recurrent theme appears to be the 
weakness of the private sector response to peace.

Bosnia and Herzegovina is an extreme 
case of protracted aid dependence and limited 

transitions from war to peace and 
from peace to security
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progress towards economic recovery. In the 
two years after the 1995 Dayton Accord aid per 
capita reached $245, and today it is $138, still 
among the highest in the world. The huge surge 
in aid has generated growth, but private sector 
investment has not taken off. This matters not 
just because of the high levels of unemployment, 
but also because of the critical role of the private 
sector in taking over functions financed by aid.

The case of Nicaragua provides another il-
lustration of the problem. During the 1980s 
civil war led to the large-scale destruction of 
economic and social infrastructure. When the 
peace accord was signed in 1990, inflation was 
above 13,000%, the fiscal deficit was at 20% 
of GDP and military expenditure represented 
40% of the national budget. Within a year infla-
tion was under control and military expenditure 
was cut by half. Yet the 1990s saw a limited eco-
nomic recovery, with per capita incomes rising 
at less than 1% a year. Like Bosnia and Herze-
govina, Nicaragua remains critically dependent 
on development assistance, with per capita aid 
currently running at $152.

Economic stagnation amid high per capita 
aid is a reflection of the weak response of the 
private sector. But why is it that, in stark con-
trast to post-war Europe, large inflows of aid 
sometimes fail to stimulate the recovery of com-
mercial markets?

Part of the problem appears to be that vi-
olence leaves a legacy of disarticulated com-
mercial networks, loss of trust and weakened 
market institutions. The chronic uncertainty 
that prevails during conflict situations can spill 
over into the peace period, leading to subopti-
mal patterns of investment. For example, fears 
of future insecurity can generate a preference 
for short-term investments with high returns, 
rather than for the longer term investments on 
which sustained recovery and employment gen-
eration depend. Prospects for broad-based re-
covery suffer as a result. So too does the recovery 
of the tax base—an essential requirement for re-
ducing aid dependence and financing basic ser-
vice provision.70

Other barriers to private sector recovery 
can also emerge. In Nicaragua the poor per-
formance of the private sector can be traced 

in part to uncertainty about the stability of 
the government—and hence about the future 
direction of policies on interest rates, public 
spending and inflation. Moreover, in a post-
conflict environment bad policies and weak in-
stitutions can magnify the effects of low trust. 
In Bosnia and Herzegovina the poor business 
environment is reflected in a range of indicators. 
For example, the cost of registering a business 
amounts to 52% of average income, compared 
with 38% for low- and middle-income coun-
tries. Similarly, it takes on average 630 days to 
enforce a contract—twice the average for Sub-
Saharan Africa. The formal banking sector also 
accounts for a proportionately far lower share of 
domestic credit than the average for low-income 
countries. Each of these facts reflects a combina-
tion of low trust, weak institutions, flawed poli-
cies and fears of future insecurity.

Slow aid disbursement can also retard pri-
vate sector recovery. Countries moving from 
conflict to recovery face a daunting array of 
challenges. The reconstruction agenda includes 
building peace, securing political stability, re-
creating basic functions of state administra-
tion, resettling refugees and rebuilding social 
and economic infrastructure. Large aid inflows 
bring with them a wide range of actors, includ-
ing multilateral donors, bilateral donors and 
non-governmental organizations. Meanwhile, 
weak state structures and a lack of coordination 
represent an obstacle to effective recovery.

Different components of an “integrated” 
peace-building programme will have different 
sources of funding. Donors make assessed con-
tributions (as a percentage of GNP) for peace-
keeping operations and voluntary contributions 
for other specialized UN agencies like UNDP 
and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees. 
But multiple criteria for reporting and lack of 
harmonization can slow the release of funds 
during the sensitive post-conflict period, ham-
pering reconstruction of the infrastructure 
needed to support private investment. 

Efforts are being made to address problems 
of reconstruction through a unified framework. 
The UNDP, the UN Development Group and 
the World Bank have already developed guide-
lines for post-conflict needs assessments, feeding 
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into the creation of transitional results matrices. 
Equivalent to poverty reduction strategies, for 
fragile and post-conflict states, where capac-
ity development remains the foremost priority, 
such transitional results matrices are now being 
used in five fragile states: Central African Re-
public, Haiti, Liberia, Sudan and Timor-Leste. 
In Iraq a new cluster approach for reconstruc-
tion assigns to each UN agency responsibility 
for a single sector. Not only does this locate 
agencies in their areas of expertise, but it also 
avoids duplication of tasks.

The Report of the UN Secretary-General’s 
High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and 
Change has proposed going a step further. It 
argues for the creation of an intergovernmen-
tal peace-building commission—a proposal 
endorsed in the Secretary-General’s Report 
In Larger Freedom. If established, the commis-
sion would report in sequence to the Security 
Council and the Economic and Social Council. 
It is a bold proposal. Its major benefit would be 
to straddle three important dimensions of re-
construction activities—mandate, agencies and 
operations—coordinating all activities from 

fund raising to fund disbursement and regularly 
reviewing targets.

A central challenge facing the commission 
will be to identify the conditions under which 
private sector recovery can help to reduce de-
pendence on aid. Blueprints are unlikely to 
help because each conflict arises from a differ-
ent context and leaves a different set of prob-
lems. New approaches need to be explored, in-
cluding the use of public finance or public credit 
guarantees to reduce risk and create incentives 
for private investment. Using aid to promote 
public-private partnerships in service provision 
is also important. Perhaps most important is 
the development of strategies for rebuilding the 
institutions and trust on which private sector 
investment depends.

All this requires sophisticated and inte-
grated post-conflict recovery strategies. Differ-
ent phases of recovery need to be supported by 
aid and by appropriate incentive policies. The 
progression would be from a humanitarian 
focus in the immediate post-war period to an ap-
proach based on encouraging private investment 
and risk pooling in the later recovery stages.

While the MDGs provide a focus for progress 
towards freedom from want, the world still lacks 
a coherent agenda for extending freedom from 
fear. As the UN Secretary-General’s report on 
reform of the United Nations argues, there is an 
urgent need to redefine security. Defining secu-
rity narrowly as the threat of terrorism encour-
ages military responses that fail to achieve col-
lective security. What is needed is a security 
framework that recognizes that poverty, social 
breakdown and civil conflict are the core com-
ponents of the global security threat—and the 
world must respond accordingly.

Collective security is not an abstract con-
cept. It captures the fundamental realities of 
the threats facing governments as they seek to 

build human security. As the Report of the 
UN Secretary-General’s High-level Panel on 
Threats, Challenges and Change forcefully ar-
gued, today’s threats are not confined within 
national borders. When states fail and violent 
conflict follows in any one country, the condi-
tions for insecurity are created in other coun-
tries. Thus no state can achieve security on its 
own. Building collective security requires ac-
tions on a broad front, from conventions for 
tackling head-on the threats posed by global 
terrorism and nuclear weapons to progress 
in reducing poverty. Investments in equita-
ble development—in economic growth, job 
creation and human security in the broader 
sense—remain the key to preventing conflict. 

redefining security and building collective security
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The following are among the main measures 
needed to reverse the downward spiral of con-
flict and underdevelopment:
• Putting prevention of violent conflict at the 

centre of planning for poverty reduction. All 
governments, donors, financial institutions 
and the United Nations should undertake 
comprehensive risk assessments to evaluate 
how specific policies affect conflict. The as-
sessments should focus on the risks related 
to recent or ongoing conflicts and on poten-
tial risks associated with inequality in the 
distribution of benefits from development. 

• Establishing a new deal on aid. Starving 
conflict-prone or post-conflict states of aid 
is unjustified. It is bad for human security in 
the countries concerned—and it is bad for 
global security. As part of the wider require-
ment to achieve the aid target of 0.7% of 
GNI, donors should commit to an increased 
aid effort and to greater predictability of aid 
through long-term financing commitments. 
Donors should be more transparent about 
the conditions for aid allocations and about 
their reasons for scaling down investments 
in conflict-prone countries.

• Restricting “conflict resource” markets. Ur-
gent action is needed to weaken the links 
between violent conflict and natural re-
sources. Creating a Permanent Expert Panel 
within the UN Security Council to moni-
tor these links is a first step. The second step 
is creating legal instruments and certifica-
tion schemes to obstruct trade in conflict 
resources, building on current initiatives in 
diamonds and timber. The absence of clear 
criteria for defining “conflict resources” and 
restricting their sale remains a major prob-
lem. Resolving these problems requires the 
third step of effective sanctions. The Report 
of the UN Secretary-General’s High-level 
Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change 
has identified a number of measures to 
strengthen sanction arrangements.71 These 
include the creation of a senior UN post 
and effective machinery to monitor trade 
in conflict resources and to enable the UN 
Secretary-General to make concrete recom-
mendations on sanctions and compliance to 

the Security Council. The Security Council, 
for its part, needs to show greater resolve in 
imposing secondary sanctions against coun-
tries involved in sanctions busting. 

• Encouraging corporate transparency. The 
lack of transparency in accounting for the 
natural resource wealth and the distribu-
tion of benefits that it generates is itself a 
major source of violent conflict. It is also 
both a symptom and a cause of weak gov-
ernance. The international community 
could do far more to increase the trans-
parency of payments by requiring higher 
reporting standards and by giving current 
initiatives—such as the Extractive Indus-
tries Transparency Initiative—legal teeth. 
Of course, developing country governments 
need to report to their own citizens on rev-
enue flows through transparent national 
channels—and many systematically fail to 
do so. But more effective international ac-
tion could also create the right incentives—
and disincentives—for the companies that 
interact with governments. As proposed by 
the UK-sponsored Commission for Africa, 
an international legal framework to facili-
tate the investigation of corrupt practices 
in developing countries by companies head-
quartered in industrial countries could raise 
the legal risks associated with off-budget 
and off-the-book activities.

• Cutting the flow of small arms. The control 
agreements mentioned in this chapter are 
not sufficient. Arms have continued to flow 
into Sudan during the crisis in Darfur. 
Elsewhere, there is a steady flow of small 
arms into areas marked by violent conflict 
and state repression. Some of the largest ex-
porters of the arms that eventually claim 
innocent lives in the world’s poorest coun-
tries are to be found in the G-8 and the Eu-
ropean Union. Many of these states have 
weak controls on arms brokering, transit 
trade and the extraterritorial activities of 
arms traders and weak enforcement of cur-
rent rules. The 2006 Small Arms Review 
Conference provides an opportunity to 
agree on a comprehensive arms trade treaty 
to regulate markets and curtail supplies to 
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areas of violent conflict. The treaty would 
provide a comprehensive international 
mechanism to restrain arms transfers to 
areas marked by violent conflict, human 
rights abuse or terrorism and would create 
an international legal mechanism for pre-
venting the brokering of deals for supply-
ing such areas. 

• Building regional capacity. An immedi-
ate priority is the development, through 
financial, technical and logistical sup-
port, of a fully functioning African Union 
standby force. Donors should agree to fund 
70%–80% of the African Union’s Peace 
Fund from 2005, with African Union mem-
bers increasing their own resource mobiliza-
tion over time. In addition to building this 
capacity, there is a need for far greater use of 
early warning systems, linking monitoring 
activities with action. Though the actors will 
vary from region to region, this will require 
a global partnership among bodies such as 
the OSCE, which has developed extensive 
early warning systems, other regional bodies 
and non-governmental organizations. 

• Financing post-conflict recovery. The UN 
Secretary-General’s High-level Panel on 
Threats, Challenges and Change has called 
for an international peace-building com-
mission to provide a strategic framework 
for an integrated approach to collective 
security. As part of that approach a global 
fund should be created to finance immedi-
ate post-conflict assistance and the transi-
tion to long-term reconstruction on a pre-
dictable basis. The panel has recommended 
creation of a $250 million peace-building 

fund. The fund would allow for short-term 
financing to enable governments to dis-
charge their immediate functions by paying 
civil servants and delivering basic services. It 
would also finance longer term reconstruc-
tion. In parallel, there is a case for expand-
ing the World Bank’s Post-Conflict Fund. 
The UK-sponsored Commission for Africa 
has called for a phased three-year increase 
from the current $30 million to $60 mil-
lion a year. Debt relief also has a critical 
role to play. One shared characteristic of 
many post-conflict countries—including 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Li-
beria and Sierra Leone—is a high level of 
arrears to multilateral agencies. High debt 
servicing burdens and the disruption in rela-
tions with donors caused by arrears suggest 
a case for accelerated debt reduction. Allied 
to increased funding, donors need to cre-
ate a strategic environment for recovery by 
committing themselves for the long haul of 
reconstruction. 
There are no blueprints for preventing or re-

solving violent conflict. However, without much 
more—and much more effective—international 
cooperation to tackle the threats posed by vio-
lent conflict, the international community can-
not hope to protect basic human rights, advance 
collective security and achieve the MDGs. Put-
ting the threat posed by violent conflict at the 
heart of the development agenda is an impera-
tive, not just to save lives today but to save the 
future costs of humanitarian aid, peacekeeping 
and reconstruction—and to reduce the global 
threats posed by a failure to advance human 
security.
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