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““One of the most important lessons we
in the development community have
learned is just how intimately connected
development and peace really are.”

Susan Brown, Canadian International
Development Agency (CIDA)

Violent, organized group conflict is clearly the most severe impediment to sustainable
development and global security in the 21% century. A few years of war easily destroy decades of
hard effort and investments in the fight against poverty, hunger, disease, and lack of education.
Today, a strong consensus in the international community has emerged that the most effective
tool to fight these violent conflict is their prevention. Nonetheless, peacebuilding efforts still
suffer from a chronic lack of systematic application, strategic coordination, and sustained
funding.

But if conflict prevention is so widely acknowledged yielding the “biggest bang for the
buck”, in the fight for the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and
global security, why isn’t it used more extensively? | argue that there are three major structural
factors that hinder the wider use of systematic conflict prevention by the international
community: political visibility, time-inconsistency problems, and sovereign states that are
conflict parties. However, this does not imply that systematic conflict prevention is
impracticable, as long as these obstacles are overcome through well-designed institutional
mechanisms. Three of these are discussed in this paper: A UN High Commissioner for Conflict
Prevention, automated early warning mechanisms, and budget fixed as percentage of post-

conflict expenses.



“Thus, the question remains: Why is
conflict prevention still so seldom
practiced, and why do we so often fail
when there is a clear potential for a
preventive strategy to succeed?”

Kofi Annan, United Nations Secretary-General

In a world with tight budget constraints and a very limited willingness by global powers
to engage into risky military adventures, peacebuilding appears as the “win-win solution”, a
point also stressed at the ATHGO symposium.* The fight against violence and
underdevelopment are really the same: It is no coincidence that 75% of the least-developed
countries experienced wars in the last decade and that ca. 50% of low income countries were
subject to major political violence in the recent past (Brown, 2002; Stewart, 2000).? This
becomes obvious when comparing Figure 1 with Figure 2: Most top or high-priority countries in
the struggle to implement the MDGs display significant shortcomings in their peacebuilding
capacity.

While a thorough analysis reveals that carefully implemented conflict prevention is a
relatively low-cost, high-benefit policy instrument, promoting it is a difficult task mainly for
three reasons. First, its benefits remain hard to assess and largely invisible. Successful conflict
prevention bears one hallmark: No violent crisis erupts and “business as usual” prevails (UN,
2001). This poses a serious problem, as peacebuilding is continuously competing for limited
funds and attention of an international media and political community often-occupied with large-
scale crises with spectacular amounts of casualties and the highly-visible, urgent needs of the
victims. The perverse result is that help for today’s victims consumes direly needed resources in
the fight to prevent tomorrow’s crises. Yes, peacebuilding might offer “the biggest bang for the

buck”, but unfortunately the bang is a “silent” one.



Figure 1 Nation states capacity to avoid violent conflict 2005

Red countries: At the greatest risk of neglecting or mismanaging emerging societal crises such that these conflicts
escalate to serious violence and/or government instability.

Yellow countries: Intermediate risk.

Green countries: Low risk

Source: CIDM, 2005 Figure 2.1, p. 3.

Figure 2 MDG Top and High Priority Countries

Dark-brown countries: Top prioritg/ countries.
Light-brown countries: High priority countries.
Grey countries: no information available.

Source:UNDP, 2004; Figure 6, p. 134.



The second impediment to systematic conflict prevention is a time-inconsistency problem
reinforcing the attention problem described above (UN, 2001, p.36). One could say that the
“bang” is not only inaudible, but also comes only in the distant future, while the “buck” has to be
invested today. It should therefore come as no surprise that policy-makers often prefer to choose
less effective instruments as long as the benefits of these strategies are realized as soon as
possible.

Finally, most of the current violent conflicts are intra-national in nature.” These almost
always involve the sovereign institution of the state as a conflict party. Conflict prevention
initiatives, certainly in case of UN missions, depend on the agreement of the state. In cases
where the party that controls the state has no interest in mediation,” this agreement might be hard
to obtain. Two prominent examples of this are the conflicts in Sudan’s Darfur region and the
ongoing struggle in Chechnya, Russia, where governments have lobbied relentlessly against

voices for an international intervention.

The above-mentioned structural difficulties pose a serious problem to attempts to reap the
full benefits of conflict prevention.® However, these can be tackled through effective institutional
arrangements. | advocate the creation UN High-Commissioner for Conflict Prevention, with a
small, permanent professional staff.” The High Commissioner would systematically coordinate
the scattered UN efforts for peacebuilding, promoting a “culture of prevention” throughout the
institution (Lund 2002).2 Further, the High Commissioner should be able to raise issues directly
to the Security Council, putting more pressure on states in conflict to support peacebuilding
initiatives. This would also help to “mainstream” and improve the political visibility of the idea

of conflict prevention.



“In order to translate prevention into
practice, one probably has to be a
combination of political realist and
impatient idealist™

From the “Krusenberg Conclusions”, resulting
from a joint study on peacebuilding by Norway,
Germany, the Netherlands and the UK.

Second, | propose the permanent establishment of “early warning” and “early action”
mechanisms, using the readily available expertise of specialized NGOs in the field. Systematic
monitoring of conflicts worldwide would trigger an response in the form of automatic funds and
personnel allocation in case of escalation. This automatic response is crucial to work around the
afore-mentioned attention and time-inconsistency problems: Resources would automatically
appear were they are most needed and most effective.

Third, these activities should be funded through a budget set as a fixed percentage of 10
to 15% of all realized funding for United Nations interventions during and after conflicts. Similar
to a tax, these funds would be automatically deducted from any expenses toward such activities.
This is the only mechanism that is able to translate the public’s political pressure to act against
the symptoms of violent conflicts into resources for the most effective tool in combating their
source. | am fully aware that this would further diminish the often already inappropriate funding
of these vital activities. Nonetheless, in the long run, every dollar diverted to peacebuilding in
this manner would reduce violent conflicts and underdevelopment by multiple amounts of what

results from its current use in combating “hot conflicts”.

By way of conclusion, conflict prevention is clearly the most effective means by which to
foster the implementation of the MDGs and global security. While peacebuilding suffers from a

number of structural shortcomings, hindering its deployment to its full potential, it is possible



and imperative to provide remedies for these shortcomings in form of enhanced institutional
mechanisms within the United Nations framework. Three of which were discussed in this essay:
A UN High-Commissioner for Conflict Prevention, automated early warning and action
mechanisms, and a budget fixed as a proportion of post- conflict expenses. There is no time to
lose as millions keep suffering daily. In the words of Kofi Annan: “The time has come to

translate the rhetoric of conflict prevention into concrete action” (UN, 2001).

Word count excluding figures, referencing, bibliography and endnotes: 1039.



Notes

! This point that was stressed by Prof. Michael Intrilligator in his speech at the ATHGO Symposium in Los Angeles
on Nov. 3, 2005. Responding to the question which alternative approaches instead of increases in foreign aid he has
in mind to prevent war and foster development in Sub-Saharan Africa, he explicitly pointed towards increased
diplomatic activity to help settle conflicts as an effective instrument.

2 The costs of such violence are enormous: in roughly a hundred armed conflicts, more than 5 million people have
been killed in the last decade of the 20" century alone and a “typical civil-war” is estimated to cost at least 50
billion. Civilians bearing the brunt of the costs and about half of the casualties and economic impact occurring
indirectly and often after the end of major violence (ICRG, 2000; Collier, 2004; Hoeffler & Reynal-Querol, 2003).

% This might sound trivial, but to political economist this is a well-known and serious issue: Political agents tend to
discount future gains and costs and, in the absence of appropriate institutions, this can easily lead to rational
decisions that yield undesirable long-term results.

4 55 of the 59 armed conflicts between 1990 and 2003 were wars internal to a state rather than between states
(NGLS, 2005)

> This might be the case e.g. because it feels that this might empower opposition groups or bring unwelcome
attention to the conflict.

® Nearly all of the major global institutions and many national governments in the last decade have dealt extensively
with the issue of conflict prevention (see e.g. UN, 2000a, 2001, 2004; OECD, 2001; NGLS 2005; Stremlau &
Sagasti, 1998; for multilateral institutions or Utenriksdepartementet, 2004 for national governments). However,
while some encouraging trends in conflict prevention have become apparent in recent years, only a quarter of the
civil wars since the end of the Cold War were successfully mediated and today still more than a third of the internal
conflicts worldwide have not been tackled by the United Nations (see UN 2004, especially Fig. Il on p. 34).

" This idea is not new. E.g. the “Secretary-General’s High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change” in its
final report the creation of a second Deputy Secretary General for peace and security (UN, 2004)

& Methods promoting such a culture would include training and raising awareness among other UN agencies and
staff about conflict prevention and fostering a permanent dialogue with other multilateral institutions, the media, and
the numerous specialized NGO’s in the field.



References and Bibliography

Brown, Susan Why Conflict Prevention? (2002) Retrieved from the WWW, November 9, 2005:
http://ligi.cfhosting.ca/admin/Information/100/whycpl.pdf

Collier, Paul. (2004). Development and Conflict. Presented on October 5, 2004 at the 59" Session of the Second
Committee of the General Assembly of the United Nations. Retrieved from the WWW, November 9, 2005:
http://www.un.org/esa/documents/Development.and.Conflict2.pdf

Foster, John W. Links for life. Opportunities for more effective civil society engagement with the UN system.
Unpublished paper of the North-South Institute in Ottawa, Canada, Retrieved from the WWW, November
9, 2005: http://www.gppac.org/page.php?id=220

Hoeffler, Anke and Marta Reynal-Querol. (2003). Unpublished paper. Retrieved from the WWW, November 9,
2005: http://users.ox.ac.uk/~ball0144/hoereyque.pdf

ICRG (International Committee of the Red Cross) Fred Tanner (2000). Conflict prevention and conflict resolution:
limits of multilateralism. In Review of the Red Cross No. 839, p. 541-558.

International Alert, FEWER, Manuela Leonhardt, and David Nyheim (2000). Promoting Development in Areas of
actual or potential Violent Conflict: Approaches in Conflict Impact Assessment and Early Warning.
London: International Alert, FEWER.

Lund, Michael S. (2002) “From Lessons to Action’ In Hampson, Fen and David Malone (eds.): From Reaction to
Prevention: Opportunities for the UN System in the New Millennium. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner
Publishers.

NGLS (United Nations Non- Governmental Liaison Service) Dress, Tobi P (2005) Designing A Peacekeeping
Infrastructure: Taking a systems approach to the prevention of deadly conflict. New York and Geneva:
United Nations.

OECD (2001) The DAC Guidelines Helping Prevent Violent Conflict. Paris: OECD.

SIPRI (Stockholm International Peace Research Institute) (2000). Preventing Violent Conflict. Stockholm, Sweden:
SIPRI.

Stewart, Frances. (2000). Crisis Prevention: Tackling Horizontal Inequalities. Working paper 33 Queen Elizabeth
House (QEH), Oxford University. Retrieved from the WWW, November 11, 2005:
http://www2.geh.ox.ac.uk/pdf/gehwp/gehwps33.pdf

Stremlau, John and Francisco Sagasti. (1998) Preventing Deadly Conflict Does the World Bank have a Role? Report
to the Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict. Retrieved from the WWW, November 9,
2005: http://www.wilsoncenter.org/subsites/ccpdc/pubs/world/frame.htm

UN. (2000a) Report of the Panel on United Nations Peace Operations. (A/55/305). New York: UN.

UN. (2000b) Resolution 55/2 United Nations Millennium Declaration. (A/55/L.2). New York: UN.

UN. (2000c) Resource requirements for the implementation of the report of the Panel on United Nations Peace
Operations. (A/55/507). New York: UN.

UN. (2001). Prevention of armed conflict. Report of the Secretary General. (A/55985). New York: UN.



UN. (2003). Interim report of the Secretary General. On the prevention of armed conflict. (A/58/365). New York:
UN.

UN (2004) A more secure world: Our shared Responsibility Report of the Secretary-General’s High-level Panel on
Threats, Challenges and Change. (A/59/565). New York: UN.

UNDP, (2004). Human Development Report 2004. New York: UNDP.
Utenriksdepartementet (Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs) Smith, Dan (2004). Towards a Strategic Framework

for Peacebuilding: Getting Their Act Together” Overview Report of the Joint Utstein Study of
Peacebuilding. Oslo, Norway: Royal Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.



