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This document aims to provide a basis for discussion of state building by the GES working group. The aim is not to present a comprehensive diagnosis of state weakness or a definitive prescription for state building but to stimulate debate. To this end, this document:

· sketches the nature and scale of the problem;

· analyzes the roots of state fragility;

· argues that the international community should rethink how it assists state-building efforts;

· spotlights three key challenges that must be met if a new state-building strategy is to succeed;

· identifies a handful of countries that should be high on any state building agenda; and

· suggests a number of practical projects that can be launched in the immediate future.

THE PROBLEM WITH WEAK STATES

State building—the strengthening of the legitimacy, robustness, and resilience of the state—has steadily marched from the fringe to the very center of the international community’s agenda. Major powers across the globe increasingly recognize that their interests are endangered by weak states—sometimes called fragile states. Television and other new media have made people everywhere painfully aware of the hardships endured by the citizens of such states.

The list of countries whose faltering efforts at state building threaten international stability and other interests of the international community grows with time. Pirates operating from Somalia are disrupting international shipping. Terrorists originating in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Yemen are attacking civilian and political targets at home and abroad. UN peacekeepers are needed to restrain violent conflict in states such as Sudan, Sierra Leone, Haiti, and Bosnia-Herzegovina. Ethnic fighting in Nigeria, civil unrest in Ecuador, and concerns over the stability of Iraq are all contributing to rising oil prices, threatening to derail growth worldwide. Countries where governments have trouble controlling all their territory—such as Colombia and Afghanistan—continue to be the source of much of the world’s illicit drugs.

Meanwhile, the peoples trapped in these places are forced to endure the world’s most miserable lives. Depending on how broadly weak states are defined, up to 2 billion people suffer the consequences of these countries’ meltdowns. Generally poor, undereducated, and undernourished, these communities are denied the opportunity to benefit from the explosive growth of international trade and investment. Three out of four of those living in the most dysfunctional places (some thirty countries) are affected by ongoing armed conflict. The 500 million people in these states “share bleak socioeconomic indicators—from GDP per capita levels typically half that of low-income countries; child mortality rates twice as high as other low income-countries; mortality rates plummeting by up to thirty years as HIV afflicts over 42 million; and over 200 million lacking access to improved water and sanitation.”

Sadly, despite the surge of interest among multinational companies in the developing world, and the concomitant rise in trade, investment, and outsourcing, weak states garner almost no benefits from globalization because the costs, dangers, and difficulties of doing business there are so great. As a result, fragile states typically export no more than a handful of commodities, often produced in protected enclaves that limit opportunities for embezzlement and violence. The flawed commercial environment hinders corporations from making their greatest contributions to local economies: few managers are trained, hardly any local companies learn how to supply internationally competitive products, and governments are not challenged to improve their standards of performance.

The seemingly irredeemable nature of fragile states suggests a new global bipolarity forming between, on the one side, those countries gaining from globalization and, on the other side, those that are losing. Developing countries that enjoy a reasonable degree of stability and the rule of law, such as China, India, Turkey, Botswana, and Chile, are becoming more interdependent with the international market and are reaping the consequent benefits in terms of investment and prosperity. But where a state is too dysfunctional to establish these conditions, instability feeds on itself, emasculating efforts to reform government institutions, thwarting attempts to cultivate a business climate that attracts investment, and permanently disconnecting territories from the benefits of trade.

THE ROOTS OF FRAGILITY

State building has for the most part failed in weak countries because of a misdiagnosis of their problems and an unnecessarily narrow agenda amongst those in the international community seeking to provide assistance.
The illegitimacy and poor governance that debilitate fragile states can be traced to many factors—such as colonialism—that have combined to detach states from their environments, governments from their societies, and elites from their citizens. Whereas a robust state uses local identities, local capacities, and local institutions to promote its development, a weak state’s formal governing structures undermine all of these indigenous assets. As a consequence, a weak state cannot leverage its people’s histories and customs to construct effective formal institutions with wide legitimacy; nor can it draw on the social capital embedded in cohesive groups to facilitate economic, political, and social intercourse; and nor is it able to employ the traditional governing capacities of its citizens to run the affairs of state. The sociopolitical, geographical, and economic problems that typically lie at the root of state dysfunction are usually systemic in nature and complicate all efforts to reform governments and economies.

The political identity fragmentation that is a hallmark of these states directly impinges on their ability to foster the positive institutional environment necessary to encourage productive economic, political, and social behavior. In the early stages of development, when formal governing institutions are typically feeble, states must depend on the resilience of their societies to police members’ behavior, to lower the cost of various transactions between members, and to encourage the security of property. Whereas many cohesive groups of people with long common histories have developed sophisticated political, economic, and societal systems that maintain stability and foster economic progress, divided populations have no such mechanisms.

Such societies suffer from severe shortages of trust—a prerequisite for any economic and political development. Democratic systems cannot function without trust; where there is little trust, there is, for instance, little incentive to accept the results of elections. Prosperous economies likewise depend upon a certain level of trust, which is a key ingredient in all but the briefest of commercial transactions.

The state in weak countries is so weak because its societal roots are extremely shallow. Imported state structures and laws have little relevance for populations whose own institutions, norms, and systems of governance are deeply embedded in centuries of common history and intricate social relationships. A state that ignores indigenous capacities for institution building undermines the ability of its citizens to manage their own affairs—and reinforces a dependency on outsiders.

The very nature of the formal state in many fragile states frequently exacerbates their problems. Overly Westernized legal, governance, and education systems preclude local communities from taking advantage of their own resources, capacities, and social networks and create unnecessary conflict between formal and informal institutions. Highly centralized governing structures in countries where formal state bodies remain ineffective and where alternative sources of income remain few force groups to compete for scarce state resources, accentuating political identity fragmentation in the process. Society in such environments becomes obsessed by this conflict, not with generating wealth or increasing national prestige.

The deadly combination of weak social cohesion and feeble state institutions (in some cases complicated by difficult political geographies and a lack of a necessary critical mass of human resources and market size) creates problems that are not amenable to the types of solutions—such as more aid, competitive elections, and economic reform—typically advocated by the international community.
RETHINKING INTERNATIONAL ASSISTANCE

International institutions involved in state building today pay lip service to the idea that states will not prosper unless they are built by local people using local resources, but the great majority of development projects continue to be implemented with inadequate attention to the local social, cultural, and institutional context. By not seeking to better integrate indigenous institutions into the formal state—and thereby precluding the evolution of any organic process of reform led by local communities and driven by local resources—the imported, generic model of state-building has in fact perpetuated the most artificial aspects of postcolonial states, preventing them from developing real ties to their own citizens. Such an approach exacerbates existing ethnic, religious, and tribal divisions; encourages an unhealthy dependency on foreign aid; undermines whatever governing capacities local peoples have developed on their own; and torpedoes the chances of fragile states ever becoming self-sufficient.

States cannot be made to work from the outside. International assistance may be necessary but it is never sufficient to fix fragile states. Instead of seeking to impose a Western-style blueprint unsuitable for local conditions, international action should be first and foremost about encouraging the creation of governing institutions that better leverage or help form the cohesive societies necessary to promote development on their own. States work effectively when they are a logical reflection of their underlying sociopolitical, historical, geographical, human resource, and economic environments, and when they are deeply integrated with the societies they purport to represent, able to harness the informal institutions and loyalties of their citizens.

Indeed, it is not coincidence that the most successful countries in Africa and the Middle East—Botswana, Somaliland, the United Arab Emirates, and Kuwait—are all built upon traditional identities and institutions accepted by the great majority of their citizens. (Cohesive societies, it may be noted, are also able to escape the “resource curse” that seems to afflict all other developing countries.) In contrast, countries whose governments are the least dependent on their indigenous social structures—such as Nigeria, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Somalia, and Syria—are much more likely to have corrupt officials, illegitimate states, and ineffective systems of governance.

The key to fixing fragile states is, therefore, to deeply enmesh government within society. People in Africa, the Middle East, Latin America, Central Asia, and elsewhere have enormous political, socioeconomic, and cultural resources built up over centuries that can serve as the foundation for political, economic, and social development. What these people and these countries need are state models and structures that can be adapted to take advantage of those resources. Foreign assistance needs to complement and reinforce local capacities and institutions and be disciplined enough to avoid undermining or warping locally driven arrangements, which is all too common today, especially with the tendency of so many international programs to focus on financial aid targets, poverty reduction targets, and the importation of generic and typically centralized state models.

Such an approach would emphasize:

· institutional changes that foster 

· a stronger sense of unity,

· more decentralization and use of indigenous governance assets,

· greater integration of traditional norms into state institutions to form hybrid systems of governance;

· capacity building; and

· the empowerment of individuals, families, communities, and small businesses.

Building unity among disparate peoples at both the national and local levels needs to be a major focus of development. Ghana, one of the more cohesive countries in Africa, has actively promoted national integration by investing in infrastructure, education, and health in the poorer northern areas; by supporting the study, teaching, and use in television and radio of all major indigenous languages; by prohibiting the formation of political parties based on ethnicity, religion, or region; and by maintaining the ethnoregional balance in the political sphere. The kind of consociational government introduced in Burundi offers a variety of opportunities to build coalitions and to reduce tensions by lessening or eliminating real or perceived imbalances in representation in cabinets, civil services, legislatures, and the military (Kenya was urged to take similar steps in the wake of its 2007–08 election turmoil). Similarly, apportioning the profits from natural resources in a fair and transparent manner, ensuring that social spending is impartially distributed (something the international community rarely considers even if it is the source of the funds), and reducing economic inequities between rival groups would dispel some of the potential for friction in divided polities. Promoting programs that create stronger social and cultural bonds across groups, that institutionalize cooperation, and that promote reconciliation can strengthen national bonds, diminishing intergroup frictions in the process.

States will work better if their authority, financial resources, and systems of accountability are decentralized around relatively cohesive population groups—such as clans in Afghanistan and Somalia, and the Kurds in Iraq—that are better able to capitalize on their common interests and affinities. In large, sprawling countries such as the DRC and Sudan, locally driven development initiatives are more likely to succeed than programs centered on the national government, to which few people have any loyalty. Constructing a series of competent city-based provincial bureaucracies built around relatively cohesive populations and based upon locally accepted institutions promises better governance than trying to shore up a national government that has probably already been hijacked by a self-interested elite. Focusing aid on “pockets of opportunity” would be effective in the short term—and encourage other areas to improve through competition in the medium term.

An important part of this strategy must be capacity building within states—giving the countries themselves greater ability to solve their own problems. The best way to do this is to focus on key “nodes” that promise to have multiplier effects across institutions. For example, organizations should be established that will improve the quality of governance, teaching, administration and management, and law (see “Suggested Projects” section below for specific examples of how these ideas could be implemented). Building up human capital is essential, but building up the institutions that enable states themselves to do more of this on their own is even more valuable.

Anything that works to equalize access to opportunity for the economically and politically disadvantaged and reduce the great inequities across groups and regions can help make states more inclusive and cohesive over time. Strengthening access to the “drivers of empowerment” that decide a person or family’s fate—schooling, financial services, information, transportation, courts, and so on—is crucial. Building roads, assisting microfinance organizations, expanding telecom coverage, helping to introduce and implement anti-discrimination legislation, increasing access to information on jobs and prices, and investing in strategic urbanization will help the most impoverished in the short term. In the long term, such measures can also indirectly reform the political dynamics of governments by contributing to a more balanced distribution of economic and social power.
Attention must be paid, too, to the international environment for state building. This is not the place to discuss efforts to combat climate warming, protect intellectual property rights, lower trade barriers, and resolve regionally destabilizing conflicts, but these and other transnational measures will shape the context within which state building takes place at the national level.
THREE KEY CHALLENGES

If the preceding analysis of the roots of state fragility and the prescription for a new international approach are broadly right, then we need to answer three big questions about how best to turn analysis into action.

1. How can we develop and refine a new model of state building that better takes into account local values, institutions, and capacities for self-governance? What kinds of state structures are most likely to foster cohesion, inclusiveness, and broad-based development in divided societies? Can we identify general principles from the experiences—both positive and negative—of states across the world that would better shape the international agenda?
2. Do we need a new approach to “development aid” given its poor track record in weak states? How can we better leverage the diverse interests, values, and assets of leading international actors (such as the G-20, the World Bank, etc.)? What is the role of international business in state-building processes? Is there a need to establish new institutions and mechanisms to promote better aid, more development-friendly investment, and greater cooperation amongst the fragmented international players?

3. What should be the role of the international community in what needs to be an internally driven process? How proactive should outside players be? Should donors, lenders, investors, and trading partners be doing anything to make elites focus more on state building? Should outsiders circumvent obstructive or ineffective national governments and work directly with the peoples and local institutions of weak states? Should they seek to facilitate the cooperation of conflicting stakeholders, including ethnic and religious groups, in deeply divided societies?

PRIORITY COUNTRIES

Answers to these questions will help the international community determine how to move ahead. But it also needs to decide where to focus its efforts. International resources (political will and political capital as well as financial capital and human resources) are limited, and priority should be given to those states that combine geopolitical importance, long histories of government weakness, sizable populations that can benefit, and domestic conditions that offer some prospect of success for projects initiated by the GES network. By these criteria, the following states belong at the head of the queue:

· Afghanistan

· DRC

· Pakistan

· Sudan

· Yemen

SUGGESTED PROJECTS

A wide variety of relatively inexpensive initiatives—especially related to capacity building—could be undertaken by the GES network to support state building in such states. For example (in no particular order):
1. Establish within fragile states organizations committed to developing local governance capacity. Activities would include recommending policies and priorities for the national or regional governments, training local-level officials in areas such as management, policy formulation, and accounting, examining long-term strategic issues in a way weak states are rarely capable of, improving business conditions, and working to improve administrative and judicial systems. Sample project: Southern Sudan State Building Institute: in the process of seeking funding—see concept note for more details.
2. Partner with an organization that specializes in enhancing local government efficiency and accountability to devise reforms appropriate to weak states. Among other considerations, these reforms should seek to integrate indigenous governing systems (whether customary or recently established) with more formal Westernized bodies. Work with a country’s leadership to set up long-term mechanisms to strengthen, empower, and fund local government units. The partnership could also focus on specific cities, working to enhance through reengineering structures, training, and policy papers all aspects of its administration.
3. Establish rule of law institutes specifically designed to help build coherent hybrid legal systems that merge indigenous social norms and judicial practices with more Westernized state-level laws and courts. (Four out of the five “priority countries” listed above have strong tribal, ethnic, or religious traditions reflected in customary law.) These institutes would also provide extensive training, policy advice, and hands-on assistance throughout the legal system.

4. Work with leading companies in rapidly developing countries (such as China, India, and Brazil) to make their best low-cost technology—such as inexpensive cars, portable bank branches, water-purification systems, and battery-run refrigerators—available to poor countries elsewhere.

5. Partner with a number of leading development or academic institutions to launch a new organization dedicated to promoting multipolar cooperation and dialogue between established major powers (those countries that have traditionally provided the lion’s share of funds for international development) and rising powers (such as China, India, Turkey, Brazil, and South Africa). This organization should not only identify and explore common ground between these two groups but also help build concrete mechanisms to cement and facilitate a close working relationship in the field of state building.

6. Partner with local universities, major multinationals, and international institutions to create multifaceted business and governance schools that can both provide business and government management courses to executives as well as a series of short-term courses for owners of small businesses and mid- and low-level administrative officials (and that has the flexibility to adapt programs to what will be very diverse needs).

7. Fund education and training scholarships for top students and young leaders from weak states to expand the pool of well-qualified business people, governors, and civil society actors. Where practical, enlist the expertise and contacts of leading members of diasporas to maximize the impact of programs.
8. Invest in human resource development for especially underserved communities in weak states. For example, partner with colleges in countries with especially low literacy levels (all five of the above countries qualify) to establish new or upgrade existing teacher-training departments for primary and secondary school instructors.

� World Bank, Fragile States: The Low-Income Countries Under Stress (LICUS) Initiative (Washington, DC: World Bank).





