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Praise for The Beginner’s Guide to Nation-Building

No challenge in international relations today is more pressing or 
more difficult than that of supporting weak states. James Dob-
bins, one of the leading practitioners of the art, offers a set of 
clear, simple prescriptions for helping to build a stable peace in 
the wake of conflict and disorder. Drawing on the often pain-
ful lessons of recent history, Dobbins brings a new level of rigor 
and openness to this essential subject, and provides a useful tool 
for all in the United Nations who are engaged in meeting this 
challenge.

—Kofi A. Annan, United Nations Secretary-General

I cooperated closely with Ambassador Dobbins in facing the 
challenges of postconflict stabilization in the Balkans and then 
Afghanistan, and came to greatly value his expertise. This latest 
RAND study draws upon that expertise and demonstrates his 
deep insights into the field of nation-building.

—Joschka Fisher, Visiting Professor at Princeton University, 
former German Foreign Minister and Vice Chancellor 

Cogent, concise, and yet remarkably comprehensive in both 
its thematic and country coverage, The Beginner’s Guide to 
Nation-Building distills the lessons from 24 historical case stud-
ies. The resulting wisdom—detailed, accessible, sobering, and 
instructive—should guide every policymaker who considers or 
prepares for such bold intervention, and every student and ana-
lyst who attempts to assess it. This is (and will likely remain for 
some time) the essential manual for rebuilding war-torn states.

—Larry Diamond, Senior Fellow, Hoover Institution, 
Stanford University



The value in this Guide is as much in the questions it forces poli-
cymakers to ask as in the recommendations it offers. If policy-
makers had asked before going into Iraq who would maintain law 
and order, how quickly could local police and military maintain 
the peace, how would local governance be established, or what 
would be the source of creating jobs—and found that they had 
few answers—then perhaps the whole mission would have been 
radically reassessed. The Guide also presents a challenge to our 
civilian institutions and the U.S. Congress. If we hope to manage 
the international consequences posed by conflict abroad, then we 
must build civilian capacities to support governance, the rule of 
law, and job creation, just as we would never expect to fight a war 
without training and equipping our soldiers.

—Carlos Pascual, Vice President of the Brookings Institution, 
former Coordinator for Stabilization and Reconstruction, 

U.S. Department of State

I know of no challenge in international affairs as demanding 
as that of state-building—what in the U.S. is called nation-
building—and none where it is as imperative to learn from our 
experiences—good as well as bad—during the last few years. 
James Dobbins has not only guided U.S. policy on some of these 
operations, but has also led the groundbreaking work by RAND 
to draw the necessary lessons from them. This book will be 
required reading for policymakers and practitioners alike.

—Carl Bildt, Swedish Foreign Minister, former Prime Minister, 
and first High Representative in Bosnia-Herzegovina
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Foreword

The U.S. occupation of Iraq was marked by a series of unanticipated 
challenges and hastily improvised responses. U.S. officials did not fore-
see the looting that accompanied the fall of Baghdad, were not pre-
pared for the disintegration of the Iraqi army or the collapse of most 
other Iraqi institutions, failed to appreciate the impact of years of sanc-
tions and misgovernment on the Iraqi economy, and were surprised by 
the emergence of organized resistance. U.S. troops stood by while Iraq’s 
public property was ransacked. U.S. occupation authorities moved to 
disband the Iraqi military and dismiss thousands of senior Iraqi offi-
cials. Washington first assumed that Iraq’s reconstruction would be 
largely self-financing, and then initiated the largest bilateral U.S. aid 
program in history. Responsibility for managing this rebuilding effort 
was assigned to the U.S. Department of Defense, an agency without 
modern experience in postwar reconstruction. 

A casual observer might conclude that the United States lacked 
experience in the field of nation-building. Appearances to the con-
trary, however, Iraq was not the first but the seventh society in a little 
more than a decade that the United States had entered to liberate and 
rebuild. In 1991, the United States liberated Kuwait. In 1992, U.S. 
troops went into Somalia, in 1994 into Haiti, in 1995 into Bosnia, in 
1999 into Kosovo, and in 2001 into Afghanistan. Six of these seven 
societies were Muslim. Thus, by the time U.S. troops entered Iraq, no 
country in the world had more modern experience in nation-building 
than the United States. No Western military had more extensive recent 
practice operating within Muslim societies. 
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How could the United States perform this mission so frequently 
yet so poorly? To answer that question, one must recall the contro-
versy that surrounded the practice of nation-building when that activ-
ity emerged in the early 1990s as the leading post–Cold War military 
endeavor. Between 1945 and 1989, the United States launched a new 
military intervention about once per decade. With the end of the Cold 
War, the United States suddenly found itself leading a new multina-
tional military intervention nearly every other year. The pace of UN 
peacekeeping accelerated even faster, from one new mission every four 
years during the Cold War to roughly one new mission every six months 
ever since. For both the United States and the United Nations, these 
missions also became increasingly lengthy undertakings, the average 
lasting five to ten years. As a result, by the early years of the current 
decade, the United States found itself having to maintain three or four 
such missions simultaneously, while the UN was struggling to oversee 
as many as two dozen active operations at the same time.

The character of international peacekeeping also changed. During 
the Cold War, most U.S.-led interventions involved either prolonged 
hot wars, as in Korea and Vietnam, or relatively brief incursions, as 
in Panama and Grenada. Most UN peacekeeping missions were quite 
limited in size and purpose. With the dissolution of the Soviet Union, 
constraints imposed by superpower competition on both UN- and 
U.S.-led military operations fell away. As a result, the objectives of 
these missions gradually became more ambitious. No longer were U.S. 
and UN forces being used simply to freeze local conflicts in place by 
separating combatants, monitoring ceasefires and patrolling demilita-
rized zones. Both U.S.- and UN-led military interventions took on 
increasingly ambitious goals, seeking to reunite divided countries by 
disarming and demobilizing former combatants, holding elections, 
and installing democratic governments. Interpositional peacekeeping 
had given way to nation-building.

Early setbacks, including the Clinton administration’s efforts in 
Somalia and the UN’s mission in the former Yugoslavia, caused many 
Americans to become skeptical of the utility of such operations. Con-
gress balked at the expense involved in funding a rising number of 
U.S.- and UN-led operations. Facing mounting domestic resistance, 
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the Clinton administration pulled back from its expansive rhetoric in 
favor of “assertive multilateralism.” Thereafter, that administration jus-
tified each successive intervention not as the new norm for multilateral 
action, but as an exceptional response to unique circumstances. 

The Clinton administration consequently made only limited 
efforts to create an ongoing doctrine for the conduct of such missions, 
to build a portfolio of best practices, to establish an enduring divi-
sion of labor among U.S. government agencies, and to build a cadre 
of experts available to move from one operation to the next. The Presi-
dent did issue a directive (Presidential Decision Directive 56) estab-
lishing an interagency process for managing operations of this sort.1
But neither the Department of State nor the Department of Defense 
established any standing machinery for carrying them out. Service 
in such missions was not career-enhancing. No special training was 
provided. Neither department published guidelines for the conduct of 
these operations. 

The Bush administration entered office even less inclined than 
its predecessor to make nation-building a national priority. President 
George W. Bush went on record during the 2000 presidential campaign 
opposing the use of U.S. armed forces in such missions. His emphasis 
was on building a leaner, more agile military capable of fighting and 
winning the nation’s wars, by which he meant conventional wars, more 
quickly and economically. In consequence, the slow improvement that 
had been registered in U.S. nation-building performance through the 
1990s, from the low point of Somalia to the increasing professionalism 
shown in Haiti, then Bosnia, and finally Kosovo, was reversed first in 
Afghanistan and then even more markedly in Iraq. 

As the situation in Iraq worsened, the administration itself finally 
recognized and even acknowledged these early failings. The Depart-
ments of State and Defense and the White House have all taken initia-
tives to build U.S. capacity to conduct nation-building operations. The 
Department of Defense has issued a directive making stability opera-
tions, that department’s term for nation-building, a core mission for 

1 See Presidential Decision Directive 56, “Managing Complex Contingency Operations,” 
Washington, D.C.: White House, May 1997.
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the U.S. military, henceforth supposedly to receive the same priority as 
preparation for major combat. The Department of State has established 
an office to prepare for and manage the civilian aspects of such opera-
tions. Five years after setting aside his predecessor’s directive establish-
ing the interagency structure for the conduct of these missions, Presi-
dent Bush issued one of his own.2

The U.S. government is not alone in seeking to promote a more 
professional approach to nation-building. The United Kingdom, 
Canada, and Germany have recently set up offices similar to that estab-
lished in the Department of State to manage their countries’ partici-
pation in postconflict stabilization and reconstruction. World leaders, 
meeting in late 2005, agreed to establish a comparable capacity at the 
global level, in the form of the Peacebuilding Commission. That new 
institution is intended to better integrate the efforts of the UN and its 
family of agencies with those of international financial institutions, 
major donor countries, and troop contributors in the conduct of such 
missions. 

Western governments thus increasingly accept that nation-
building has become an inescapable responsibility. However, West-
ern publics remain skeptical. The popular conception of such missions 
continues to be shaped by early failures in Somalia and Yugoslavia. 
Developments in Iraq have only served to reinforce that skepticism. 

This is unfortunate, since the overall nation-building record is 
encouraging. The United States has taken on the largest and most dif-
ficult nation-building challenges. Roughly half its operations have pro-
duced both sustained peace and continued democratic governance. 
The UN success rate, in generally more permissive environments, is 
actually somewhat better. Bosnia, Kosovo, Cambodia, Namibia, El 
Salvador, Mozambique, Sierra Leone, and Liberia are all at peace today 
because U.S., NATO, or UN peacekeepers came in, imposed order, 
separated combatants, disarmed and demobilized contending factions, 

2 See National Security Presidential Directive 44, “Management of Interagency Efforts 
Concerning Reconstruction and Stabilization,” Washington, D.C.: White House, Decem-
ber 7, 2005.
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organized elections, installed representative governments, and pro-
moted economic and social reconstruction.3

Research from other perspectives substantiates the utility of nation-
building. Paul Collier of Oxford University and the World Bank, with 
coauthor Anke Hoeffler, has found international military interventions 
to be the most cost-effective means of promoting sustained peace and 
economic growth in societies emerging from conflict.4 In the absence 
of such an intervention, he notes, most of those nations would eventu-
ally relapse into civil war. The University of British Columbia, in its 
Human Security Report 2005, finds that, over the past 15 years, the 
number of wars around the world has declined by half. The number 
of dead, wounded, and displaced as a result of these conflicts has been 
reduced by an even greater proportion.5

Each nation to be rebuilt may be unique, but the nation-builder has 
only a limited range of instruments on which to rely. These are largely 
the same from one operation to the next. This guide is organized around 
the main components from which nearly all nation-building missions 
are formed, including soldiers, police officers, civil administrators, and 
experts in political reform and economic development. It describes 
how such contingents are best recruited and organized, how much of 
each will be required, how long they will be needed, and how they 
have been best employed in prior operations. Each chapter ends with 
a section on sizing or costing, showing how to estimate how much of 
that particular capacity is likely to be needed, and how much it may 
cost. The intent is not to suggest that nation-building can be reduced 
to a few simple formulas or that success depends on simply marshalling 
the necessary resources. Matching aspirations to resources is essential 
to success, however. This guide is intended to assist in that process. 

3 Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler, “The Challenge of Reducing the Global Incidence of 
Civil War,” Copenhagen Consensus Challenge Paper, Oxford: Centre for the Study of Afri-
can Economies, Oxford University, April 23, 2004; James Dobbins, Seth G. Jones, et al., 
The UN’s Role in Nation-Building: From the Congo to Iraq, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND 
Corporation, MG-304-RC, 2005.
4 Collier and Hoeffler (2004).
5 Human Security Centre, University of British Columbia, Human Security Report 2005: 
War and Peace in the 21st Century, New York: Oxford University Press, 2005.
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Preface

This guidebook presents a doctrine for conducting effective nation-
building operations. It is designed to be an accessible handbook that 
describes effective policies for rebuilding a nation after—and, in some 
cases, during—a conflict. It is based on historical research into the 
conduct of such operations by the United States, Europe, the United 
Nations, and other states and organizations over the past 60 years. The 
doctrine identifies the most important components of nation-building 
operations; describes how these components are interrelated; establishes 
the best practices, size, and costs associated with each component; and 
draws upon national, international, and nongovernmental sources of 
expertise and capacity in each of these fields. The doctrine is prescrip-
tive enough to guide specific operations, but adaptable enough to cover 
diverse and varied situations worldwide.

This guidebook is designed to assist the aspiring nation-builder. It 
is also intended to assist legislators, journalists, and academics in evalu-
ating current or prospective operations of this sort. It brings together 
the best practices from the 16 case studies presented in the RAND 
Corporation’s history of nation-building, which comprises the 2003 
America’s Role in Nation-Building: From Germany to Iraq, and the 2005 
The UN’s Role in Nation-Building: From the Congo to Iraq; an addi-
tional eight case studies, currently under preparation, are included in 
this guidebook.1

1 James Dobbins, John G. McGinn, et al., America’s Role in Nation-Building: From Ger-
many to Iraq, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, MR-1753-RC, 2003; Dobbins, 
Jones, et al. (2005).
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Summary

Nation-building, as it is commonly referred to in the United States, 
involves the use of armed force as part of a broader effort to promote 
political and economic reforms with the objective of transforming a 
society emerging from conflict into one at peace with itself and its 
neighbors. In recent years, the frequency of such operations has greatly 
increased. During the Cold War, the United States embarked on a new 
military intervention on the average of about once per decade, while 
the United Nations launched a new peacekeeping mission on the aver-
age of once every four years. Few of these U.S.- or UN-led operations 
developed into full-blown nation-building missions. Since the end 
of the Cold War, the pace of U.S. military interventions has risen to 
about one every two years, while the frequency of new UN peacekeep-
ing missions is up to nearly one every six months. The duration of these 
missions has also risen, with most now lasting five to 10 years. The 
effect is thus cumulative: The United States finds itself overseeing three 
or four such interventions simultaneously, while the United Nations 
must manage up to two dozen different missions at the same time. 

The character of these undertakings has also evolved. During the 
Cold War, UN troops were usually deployed to separate combatants, 
to police demilitarized zones, and to monitor ceasefires. In recent years, 
the objectives for these missions have expanded to include reuniting 
divided societies, disarming adversaries, demobilizing former combat-
ants, organizing elections, installing representative governments, and 
promoting democratic reform and economic growth. U.S.-led opera-
tions have also become larger, longer, and more ambitious in scope. 
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Despite some notable setbacks, the overall impact of this height-
ened international activism has been beneficial. International military 
interventions have proved to be the best, and indeed the only, reliable 
means of preventing societies emerging from civil war from slipping 
back into conflict.1 Since the end of the Cold War, the number of civil 
wars around the world has reduced by half. The number of people 
being killed, maimed, or driven from their homes as a result of armed 
conflict has also, at least until recently, dropped even further. 

Despite this wealth of experience, the U.S.-led occupation of Iraq 
has been marked by a myriad of unforeseen challenges and hastily 
improvised responses. Observers might be forgiven for thinking that 
the United States had never mounted such an operation. Yet, Iraq was 
the seventh major U.S.-led intervention in little more than a decade, 
having been preceded by operations in Kuwait, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, 
Kosovo, and Afghanistan. Of those seven societies, six are Muslim, 
Haiti being the sole exception. At the commencement of the Iraq occu-
pation, therefore, no Western military had more modern experience 
operating in Muslim societies than the U.S. Army and no country had 
more experience managing large nation-building enterprises than did 
the United States. 

Unfortunately, neither the U.S. military nor the government as 
a whole had made a systematic attempt over the preceding decade to 
reflect on the experience of those earlier operations and apply these les-
sons in preparing for what was likely to be their biggest and most dif-
ficult such challenge to date, in Iraq. 

This attitude has changed. The administration has acknowl-
edged early missteps in Iraq and has begun to put in place institu-
tional arrangements designed to ensure a more professional approach 
to such contingencies in the future. Other governments, notably the 
UK, Canadian, and German governments, have set up similar struc-
tures. The UN has established the Peacebuilding Commission for the 
same purpose. These various initiatives are premised on the view that 
nation-building has become an unavoidable burden, that its practitio-
ners need to do a better job of applying the lessons from prior missions 

1 Collier and Hoeffler (2004).
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to an evolving doctrine for the conduct of future ones, and must build 
cadres of experts available to go from one operation to the next. 

This guidebook is a contribution to that effort. It is organized 
around the constituent elements of any nation-building mission. These 
include the military and police contingents, the civil administra-
tors, and the experts on political reform and economic development. 
It describes how each of these components should be organized and 
employed, how much of each is likely to be needed, for how long, and 
how much this may cost. These lessons are drawn largely from the 16 
case studies presented in earlier RAND work on nation-building,2 and 
an additional eight that are currently under preparation for a forth-
coming volume that builds on the prior research.

Mission Planning

Planning is a routine military activity, but one less developed among 
civilian authorities. The lead-up to most nation-building missions 
affords ample time for detailed planning, which should involve both 
the civilian and military components of the mission. Among the first 
issues to be addressed are the mission’s objective, the intended scale 
of commitment, and the institutional arrangements for managing the 
intervention. 

Setting the mission objective requires looking beyond its immedi-
ate purposes to appreciate the impact that an external military inter-
vention will have on both the society in question and the surrounding 
region and to plot an outcome commensurate with the likely scale of 
commitment. 

Most interventions are launched for some immediate, usually 
negative purpose, e.g., to halt aggression, civil war, famine, genocide, 
or the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. This purpose 
may be achieved quite quickly, but the intervening authorities will then 
be left with the more difficult, time-consuming, and expensive task

2 Dobbins, McGinn, et al. (2003); Dobbins, Jones, et al. (2005).
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of refashioning the society in which they have intervened. The inter-
vention itself will change power relationships within that society and 
among its neighbors. Those advantaged by the intervention may begin 
to abuse their positions. Those disadvantaged may move to frustrate 
the intervening authorities’ purposes. 

Co-Option Versus Deconstruction

Broadly speaking, there are two alternative approaches to instigating 
reforms that can turn a violent society into one at peace with itself 
and its neighbors. One might be labeled co-option, under which the 
intervening authorities try to work within existing institutions and to 
deal, more or less impartially, with all social forces and power centers, 
to redirect their ongoing competition for power and wealth from vio-
lent to peaceful channels. The alternative approach might be labeled 
deconstruction, under which the intervening authorities first dismantle 
an existing state apparatus and then build a new one, in the process 
consciously disempowering some element of society and empowering 
others. 

Most UN peacekeeping operations aspire to the first approach. 
Most U.S.-led peace enforcement missions adopt something closer to 
the second. A near-perfect exemplar of the co-option strategy would be 
the UN mission in El Salvador in the early 1990s. The embodiment of 
deconstruction would be the U.S.-led occupation of Germany in the 
late 1940s. Most missions fall somewhere between these poles. Peace-
keeping, impartiality, and co-option are clearly the less costly approach. 
But peacekeeping alone will not halt aggression, civil war, genocide, or 
nuclear proliferation, nor can the intervening power remain impartial 
in conflicts to which it has become a party. 

Where to position any given intervention along this spectrum 
from deconstruction to co-option depends not just on the needs of 
the society being refashioned, but on the resources the intervening 
authorities have to commit to that task. The more sweeping a mission’s 
objectives, the more resistance it is likely to inspire. Resistance can be
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overcome, but only through a well-considered application of personnel 
and money over extended periods of time. In planning any mission, 
therefore, it is essential to ensure a match between ends and means. 
Missions that aim to impose peace upon unwilling parties and alter 
long-standing power relationships are likely to require much greater 
resources than are operations designed to perpetuate existing truces 
while drawing contending factions into peaceful but potentially mutu-
ally advantageous power-sharing relationships. 

Mismatches between inputs, as measured in personnel and 
money, and desired outcomes, as measured in imposed social trans-
formation, are the most common cause for failure of nation-building 
efforts. In estimating the resource demands of such operations, this 
guide provides ranges that encompass both approaches. The intent is 
to assist those planning missions in increasing the necessary person-
nel and money if committed to promoting sweeping change or to dial 
down the objective if resources are likely to be limited. 

Institutional Frameworks and Consultative Forums

All nation-building missions involve a mix of national, multinational, 
and international actors. The nature of that mix is determined largely 
by the purpose and scope of the operation. Even nationally led inter-
ventions, such as the U.S. invasion of Iraq or the Australian interven-
tion in the Solomon Islands, quickly find roles for other national part-
ners, for the UN, and for other organizations. At the other end of the 
spectrum, no UN-led mission is likely to get very far without the coop-
eration of regional states and the backing of major powers. 

The UN provides the most suitable institutional framework for 
most nation-building missions, one with a comparatively low cost 
structure, a comparatively high success rate, and the greatest degree 
of international legitimacy. The United Nations does not do invasions, 
however, and seldom deploys more than about 20,000 troops in any 
given operation. For missions that require forced entry, or that demand 
more than a reinforced division of troops, a coalition led by a nation
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or by an alliance such as NATO will probably be necessary, at least for 
the first phase of the operation. However, although NATO is militarily 
much more potent than the UN, it possesses none of the other attri-
butes needed for successful nation-building. Thus NATO-led military 
operations will always require the UN or other national and interna-
tional actors to provide the various civil components without which no 
nation-building mission can succeed. 

Nation-building always requires the integration of national and 
international efforts. Larger missions require several layers of consul-
tative machinery to operate effectively. The first, inner circle should 
include the major powers that care most about the success of the enter-
prise and are prepared to commit personnel and money to it. The 
second circle should involve the major financial donors. The third 
should involve the neighboring powers. Without such coordination, 
international efforts are likely to be disjointed, with the various organi-
zations concerned competing for turf while shirking the riskier or less 
rewarding tasks. 

When nations disintegrate, the competing contenders for power 
inevitably turn to external sponsors for support. Faced with the pros-
pect of a neighboring state’s failure, the governments of adjoining states 
seek to develop local clientele and back rival aspirants to power. It is, 
therefore, practically impossible to put a broken state back together if 
its neighbors are committed to frustrating that effort. Much as one 
may regret and deplore such activity, neighbors can be neither safely 
ignored nor effectively barred from exercising their considerable influ-
ence. The adjacent states, after all, suffer the consequences of state fail-
ure and civil conflict most directly. They must shelter the refugees and 
cope with the endemic diseases, increased criminality, spread of terror-
ism, and disruptions to their commerce generated by such conflicts. 
They cannot afford to remain uninvolved. It has always proved wise, 
therefore, to find ways to engage them constructively, no matter how 
unhelpful their activities may have been in the past. Failure to do so 
can condemn to failure even the most generously resourced operation.
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Setting Priorities 

The prime objective of any nation-building operation is to make violent 
societies peaceful, not to make poor ones prosperous, or authoritar-
ian ones democratic. Economic development and political reform are 
important instruments for effecting this transformation, but will not 
themselves ensure it. Rather, such efforts need to be pursued within a 
broader framework, the aim of which is to redirect the competition for 
wealth and power, which takes place within any society, from violent 
into peaceful channels. 

The first-order priorities for any nation-building mission are public 
security and humanitarian assistance. If the most basic human needs 
for safety, food, and shelter are not being met, any money spent on 
political or economic development is likely to be wasted. Accordingly, 
this guidebook is organized around a proposed hierarchy of nation-
building tasks, which may be prioritized as follows: 

Security: peacekeeping, law enforcement, rule of law, and security-
sector reform
Humanitarian relief: return of refugees and response to potential 
epidemics, hunger, and lack of shelter
Governance: resuming public services and restoring public 
administration
Economic stabilization: establishing a stable currency and provid-
ing a legal and regulatory framework in which local and interna-
tional commerce can resume
Democratization: building political parties, free press, civil soci-
ety, and a legal and constitutional framework for elections
Development: fostering economic growth, poverty reduction, and 
infrastructure improvements.

This is not to suggest that the above activities should necessar-
ily be initiated sequentially. If adequate funding is available, they can 
and should proceed in tandem. But if higher-order priorities are not 
adequately resourced, investment in lower-order ones is likely to be 
wasted. 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Seizing the Moment

The weeks immediately following the arrival of foreign troops tend 
to be a time of maximum possibility. The appearance of an interven-
ing force normally produces a combination of shock and relief in the 
local population. Resistance is unorganized, spoilers unsure of their 
future. The situation is highly malleable. But the capacity of interven-
ing authorities to capitalize on these opportunities is usually limited 
by the absence of many mission components. To take advantage of 
what has been called the “golden hour” that follows the end of major 
combat operations, the intervening authorities need to have at their 
disposal upon arrival a minimum set of assets: enough troops, police, 
civil administrators, and humanitarian provisions to secure and supply 
at least the capital. These can be followed quickly by judicial and penal 
experts with funded plans for the disarmament, demobilization, and 
reintegration of former combatants and the training or retraining of 
the police force. 

Soldiers

Soldiers are among the first elements of any nation-building mission to 
arrive. They are often called upon initially to perform many functions 
that would be better fulfilled by civilian experts, were such experts 
available in sufficient numbers. Their first priority, however, should be 
to establish a modicum of security in what may be a chaotic situation. 
Success in this task will be key to obtaining the population’s support 
for the operation and introducing the civilian components of the mis-
sion in adequate numbers. Until individuals feel safer with the external 
military presence, they will not collaborate in reporting on criminals, 
terrorists, and other spoilers. Unless goods, services, and people can 
again circulate normally, political and economic reforms cannot begin 
to take hold. Intervening forces will normally require help from the 
local police and at least the passive cooperation of the local military 
in establishing a secure environment. Even when available, however, 
indigenous security services will usually prove incompetent, corrupt, 
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or abusive, requiring close oversight, mentoring, and institutional 
change. 

Once a minimal level of security has been established, the dis-
armament, demobilization, and reintegration of former combatants 
should be the next priority. Agreement among the contending parties 
to take part in such a process is often a prerequisite for deployment of 
an international force. In heavily armed societies with a long tradition 
of gun ownership, depriving individuals of their small arms may prove 
impractical. At a minimum, heavy arms should be gathered, stored, or 
destroyed, and the display of small arms by any except state security 
forces should be banned. Armed units should be broken up, and indi-
viduals should be offered alternative livelihoods. It is important that 
the mission arrive with a plan and adequate funding to perform these 
tasks. 

In societies with wide-scale unemployment, it will not be possible 
to find long-term positions for all former combatants. At a minimum, 
the reintegration program should supervise and support these individ-
uals for a period long enough to allow units to be broken up and the 
ties among their members to be loosened.

The military component should establish extensive links with the 
civilian population. One avenue is through active intelligence collec-
tion, surveillance, and reconnaissance. The second is a program of civic 
action, through which military units support humanitarian and recon-
struction assistance. Such tasks fall primarily to the civilian agencies, 
but the military can often supplement those efforts in useful and vis-
ible ways. This must be pursued with some sensitivity, recognizing that 
humanitarian organizations attach great importance to maintaining 
their impartiality in conflict environments and will resist close associa-
tion with an intervening military force, even one operating on behalf 
of the UN. 

While most postconflict societies will have more soldiers than 
they need, they will probably have fewer police officers than required. 
Even as armies need to be scaled back and reformed, police forces need 
to bolstered and also reformed. The military contingent of the mission 
is often involved in the former process and sometimes in the latter, 
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although police training functions are better assigned to civilian police 
when available. 

Forced entries are often the prelude to demanding peace enforce-
ment operations. The entries themselves may not prove particularly 
difficult—indeed, in recent decades these have invariably been achieved 
rapidly and with minimal loss to the entering force. By contrast, the 
postcombat stabilization and reconstruction phase has been much 
more time-consuming and costly. 

Stabilizing an internally divided society without significant indig-
enous capacity for security can require an external military force of 10 
to 20 soldiers per 1,000 inhabitants. In circumstances in which the 
parties to the conflict have jointly sought external intervention and 
are prepared to collaborate with it, that requirement can be potentially 
reduced to one soldier or fewer per 1,000 inhabitants. Where only this 
lower force ratio is likely to be achieved, deployment should normally 
be conditioned upon prior agreement among the contending parties to 
disarm and disengage.

The cost for fielding a U.S. or NATO force is about $200,000 per 
soldier per year. The cost of fielding the typical UN peacekeeping force 
is about $45,000 per soldier per year. High-end peace enforcement 
operations require a military staffing level, on average, 10 times higher 
per inhabitant than do standard peacekeeping missions. Clearly, then, 
peace enforcement is appropriately a last rather than first resort, to be 
employed only if the stakes are great and the intervening powers highly 
committed.

Police

Public security is the first responsibility of intervening authorities. That 
security is sometimes imperiled by contending armies and is always 
threatened by criminals, gangs, and violence-prone political groups. 
International military forces are best suited for dealing with the first 
sort of threat, police with the rest. 

Military police are better than standard infantry for some public 
security functions—such as crowd control—but less well suited than 
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civilian police for criminal investigations or community policing. On 
the other hand, most international civilian police forces are not well 
equipped to deal with organized crime or large-scale violence. In many 
ways, the ideal police forces for nation-building missions are gendar-
merie-type units that combine military discipline with a high level of 
investigative, forensic, and intelligence collection skills. Unfortunately, 
only a few countries maintain such forces and, consequently, they are 
always in short supply. 

UN peacekeeping forces typically deploy about one police officer 
for every 10 soldiers. These international police forces monitor, mentor, 
and train local police forces. Where the local police force has disinte-
grated entirely, international police may need to undertake law enforce-
ment functions themselves. This requires a much larger contingent of 
international police, something feasible only for very well-resourced 
operations in smaller countries. 

Local police will need to be quickly vetted and closely super-
vised. In the medium term, they will need to be thoroughly reformed 
or replaced entirely. In the longer term, the new or retrained police 
will need to be mentored, supported, and held accountable. The inter-
vening authorities should arrive with plans, funding, and personnel to 
begin performing at least the first two functions immediately.

Like the UN, the European Union has developed the capacity 
to deploy significant numbers of international police officers. The UN 
currently deploys over 7,000 police officers to postconflict areas; the 
EU has set a goal of being able to deploy up to 5,000. The United 
States currently deploys some 300 international police officers, mostly 
in Kosovo. It continues to rely on private contractors for this purpose. 
This arrangement is clearly inferior to a system wherein the deployed 
police would be U.S. government employees, rather than contractors, 
with the greater degree of reciprocal loyalty, discipline, and commit-
ment that relationship implies. In both Afghanistan and Iraq, the 
United States has failed to deploy any civilian police whatsoever.3

3 International police are uniformed police officers who monitor local police or who them-
selves enforce the law. Civilian instructors in police training establishments, who may be 
former police officers, are not normally included in this category. 
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Most postconflict societies require at least two of their own 
police officers for every 1,000 inhabitants. The intervening authori-
ties should anticipate the need to rebuild, reequip, and, for the first 
several years at least, pay a police force of this magnitude. The annual 
cost per local police officer will be approximately three times that 
country’s per capita GDP. International police, by contrast, cost about 
$150,000 per person per year. Where the responsibilities of interna-
tional police are limited to oversight, mentoring, and training of local 
police, one for every 10,000 inhabitants may be adequate. Where they 
assume a direct law enforcement role, one for every 1,000 inhabitants 
may be needed. 

Rule of Law

In most nation-building operations, efforts to rebuild the judiciary and 
corrections systems have taken second place to police reform. This is 
unfortunate and counterproductive. Police who lack prisons in which 
to put criminals and judges before whom to bring them will inevitably 
be left with the invidious choice of either punishing miscreants them-
selves or letting them go. Either alternative will corrupt and demoralize 
the best-trained force. 

A first-order issue to be addressed in most nation-building mis-
sions is what law to enforce. The usual answer is to take the country’s 
most recently promulgated criminal code, purge it of obviously abu-
sive statutes, and employ it as the law of the land. In some cases, the 
intervening authorities may have to go further into the past to find a 
criminal code acceptable to the population. Occasionally, it may have 
to promulgate laws of its own. These are decisions that should be made 
as part of the preparation for the mission so newly arriving troops and 
police have a clear idea of what rules are to be enforced. 

In societies emerging from prolonged civil war, the legal system 
will likely have ceased to function. There will be an absence of judges, 
and those who are available may be unqualified. Courts and pris-
ons may have been destroyed, and those that survive may have been 
stripped of essentials. As with the police, the short-term objective will 
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be to vet the judiciary and corrections staff and oversee their activities, 
in the medium term to reform and rebuild both these institutions, 
and, in the long term, to foster the development of a rule-of-law cul-
ture. These activities should proceed in parallel with police reform.

Establishing the balance between retribution and reconciliation 
in societies emerging from conflict or tyranny presents a particular 
challenge. Whom to punish and whom to forgive, whom to exclude 
from the new dispensation and whom to co-opt into it are choices that 
cannot be entirely avoided. 

War crime tribunals provide a judicial vehicle for holding account-
able those most responsible for past atrocities. The local society will 
seldom be capable of mounting a credible legal process. International 
tribunals, on the other hand, are hugely expensive and may lack legiti-
macy in the eyes of the affected populations. Mixed tribunals, in which 
international and local judges sit together, can help to address some of 
these difficulties. 

Lustration represents an administrative approach to the same 
problem. Here the intention is to assess group, rather than personal, 
responsibility. The objective is not so much to punish as to exclude the 
affected group from future influence, usually by barring them from 
public employment, and sometimes stripping them of other civil rights. 
Denazification in post–World War II Germany, demilitarization in 
Japan, and debaathification in Iraq are examples of this process. 

Truth commissions lie near the opposite end of the retribution/
reconciliation spectrum. These are nonjudicial inquiries into past 
abuses with a view to assessing blame but not levying penalties. In 
going this route, society is saying, “We are prepared to forgive, but not 
to forget.” 

It is clearly easier to exact retribution in circumstances in which 
the conflict has produced clear winners and losers, particularly if the 
losers have lost so badly as to preclude any further resistance. This is 
seldom the case. In other circumstances, any effort to impose account-
ability for crimes committed in the course of conflict, whether through 
judicial or administrative processes, may occasion more resistance than 
the intervening authorities are capable of suppressing. 
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War crime tribunals are sometimes employed by the international 
community as an alternative to intervention, rather than as an adjunct. 
In such instances, tribunals serve principally as a means of assuag-
ing the international community’s conscience without requiring it to 
commit the personnel and money needed to actually stop the crimes it 
abhors and punish the perpetrators. Proponents argue that the simple 
threat of judicial action at some indefinite point in the future will curb 
abusive behavior. There is scant empirical support for this thesis. 

In the context of nation-building, war crime tribunals and lus-
tration should be employed only in those rare situations in which the 
intervening authorities are equipped to enforce the outcome and ready 
to deal effectively with the resultant resistance. Applied in any other 
circumstances, the effect is likely to be an increased polarization of the 
society in question and an eventual resumption of violence. 

Humanitarian Relief

Humanitarian operations often precede nation-building missions, initi-
ated in response to the conflict and sustained in many cases throughout 
its course. Thus, while the arrival of peacekeepers may signal the open-
ing of an operation for most of its constituent elements, it can signal 
the beginning of the end for those engaged in lifesaving humanitarian 
relief efforts, as displaced persons are helped to return to their homes, 
as refugee camps are closed, and as public services are restored. 

Most major humanitarian relief agencies are professionally 
staffed, highly experienced, and comparatively well resourced. Fund-
ing for nation-building is almost always in short supply, but humani-
tarian relief is the aspect donors are the most inclined to fund. As 
a result, relief efforts are usually among the least problematic of any 
nation-building mission. We have found no mission whose overall suc-
cess was compromised by inadequacies in this aspect of its operations. 
On the other hand, there are many examples of situations in which 
the intervening authorities’ failure to establish a modicum of public 
security has made it impossible for humanitarian agencies to com-
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plete their tasks or even to sustain lifesaving assistance to threatened 
populations.

In cases in which the intervening authorities quickly establish 
a reasonably secure environment, relief operations usually proceed 
smoothly. Refugees return, sometimes with surprising rapidity. Public 
services are gradually restored, including public health services. The 
economy revives. Within a year or two, most humanitarian agencies 
can pack up and move on to another emergency or shift their emphasis 
from lifesaving to developmental activities. 

Coordination between military forces and humanitarian orga-
nizations is never easy. The number of such organizations has grown 
vastly in recent years; not all are of the highest distinction. Humani-
tarian organizations seek to remain impartial, even when the United 
Nations is positioned on one side and local outlaws on the other. This 
may seem anomalous, as the same donor governments are often fund-
ing the humanitarian efforts and staffing the intervening military 
force. Humanitarian organizations feel strongly, however, that their 
ability to gain access to exposed populations depends on maintaining 
strict impartiality. Accordingly, representatives of such organizations 
carefully limit their interactions with international peacekeepers, even 
when they look to these forces for security. 

Coordination becomes particularly difficult when the interven-
ing authorities have failed to establish a secure environment. Then, 
the usual division of labor between international military forces and 
humanitarian organizations is difficult to maintain. Humanitarian 
organizations may find themselves unable to provide relief in very dan-
gerous areas. International military units may feel compelled to step 
into this void and begin delivering relief supplies, in the process blurring 
the distinction between combatant and humanitarian worker. While 
such arrangements are better than a complete absence of humanitarian 
relief, it is generally best if the military and the humanitarian organiza-
tions each concentrate on their respective primary tasks: maintaining 
security or delivering assistance. 
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Governance

A society emerging from conflict may be able to wait for democracy, 
but it needs a government immediately if there is to be any law enforce-
ment, education, or public health care. National governments are usu-
ally responsible for regulating and, in some circumstances, providing 
electricity and telecommunications. In most instances, municipal gov-
ernments provide water and sanitation. 

Although intervening authorities may sometimes serve initially 
as the government, they will never be in a position to deliver these 
services independently. They must rely on host country nationals and 
local institutions to provide public services. The intervening authori-
ties may provide funding, guidance, and oversight, but the teachers, 
health workers, and most of the police force must be drawn from the 
host country.

The intervening authorities select people and organizations to 
deliver these services. These individuals and organizations are provided 
with funds and influence. The intervening authorities must be attentive 
from the start to ensure that such choices do not discriminate unhelp-
fully against groups, especially those that were party to the conflict. 
The intervening authorities need to choose partners carefully with a 
view to creating a government and distribution of power that will be 
sustainable when the authorities leave.

Many services can best be provided at the local level. Rebuild-
ing government from the bottom up allows new leadership to emerge, 
including individuals unassociated with the recent conflict. On the 
other hand, empowering local officials before the national government 
has been reconstituted can feed sectarian conflict in circumstances 
in which the relationship between the center and the periphery is 
unsettled. 

The intervening authorities will have to meet much, and per-
haps all, of the initial costs of restoring basic government services. The 
requirement for financing public health, education, and general gov-
ernment administration can be expected to run about 10 percent of the 
country’s preconflict GDP. 
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Economic Stabilization

The resumption of commerce requires the availability of a reasonably 
stable medium of exchange. Sustained growth is virtually impossible 
in periods of very high inflation. Although donors may finance the 
resumption of government services initially, it is important to quickly 
reconstruct the host state’s capability to allocate that funding and 
oversee its expenditure and to expand its capacity to collect its own 
sources of revenue. The more money that is pumped into government, 
the greater the opportunities for corruption, control of which requires 
institutions for auditing and accountability and the creation of a pro-
fessional civil service. 

To meet these needs, early attention should be given to creating 
or strengthening a central bank, ministry of finance, and civil service 
commission. Occasionally, the decision is made to adopt a foreign cur-
rency as the medium of exchange. More often, there is a preference 
to keep a national currency to preserve the option of adjusting the 
exchange rate to better manage economic activity. Among the most 
difficult tasks facing the central bank is ensuring that commercial 
banks become and remain solvent.

Donor budget support is required to keep government expendi-
tures and revenue in balance, thereby avoiding the need to print more 
money. Donor conferences are the usual vehicle for ensuring an ade-
quate flow of funding. It is usually best to hold at least two such meet-
ings, the first for immediate humanitarian, security, and economic sta-
bilization needs, and the second, a year or two later, to focus upon 
longer-term development. The World Bank and the United Nations 
Development Programme should be asked to prepare a needs assess-
ment in preparation for these conferences. The International Monetary 
Fund should take the lead in establishing or reforming the central bank 
and providing the wherewithal to manage the currency. 
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Democratization

The prime objective of a nation-building intervention is to leave behind 
a society at peace with itself and its neighbors. Democratization alone 
will not ensure this outcome. On the contrary, elections may be polar-
izing events in already divided societies. In the context of nation-
building, the process of democratization should be seen as a practical 
means of redirecting the ongoing competition for wealth and power 
within the society from violent into peaceful channels, not as an 
abstract exercise in social justice. 

Representative institutions based on universal suffrage usually 
offer the only viable basis for reconstituting state authority in a manner 
acceptable to most of the population. In considering constitutional 
design, a first step is to analyze the sources of violent conflict in the 
society. An exceptionally strong and committed intervening author-
ity may be able to dispossess one group and empower another in an 
enduring fashion. In most circumstances, however, success in nation-
building will depend more on co-option than on the exclusion of 
potential spoilers. In societies divided by sectarian strife, it may be nec-
essary to craft power-sharing arrangements that limit the authority of 
the majority and provide guarantees to minority parties beyond those 
found in more developed democracies.

Democracies come in many shapes and sizes. Left to their own 
devices, intervening powers will tend toward replicating their own inst-
itutions, while local populations will be inclined to opt for a system 
with which they are familiar, even if that system has served them 
poorly in the past. In most cases, it will be better to adapt the familiar 
to new circumstances, rather than import wholly new arrangements 
unfamiliar to host country citizens. 

Ideally, national elections should be preceded by the disarmament, 
demobilization, and reintegration of former combatants; the growth of 
civil society; the establishment of independent media; the development 
of political parties; and the holding of local elections. This sequence 
may not always be fully achievable. In some instances, the intervening 
authorities may be too weak to resist the call from dominant elements 
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in the society for early elections, or to administer the society without 
the support of a government legitimized through the electoral process. 

The UN is the best source of expertise on the development of 
transitional and permanent political systems. The Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) has developed consid-
erable expertise in the promotion of civil society, the establishment of 
independent media, and the development of political parties, though 
its activities thus far have been limited to Eurasia. Several nations, 
including the United States and Germany, maintain publicly financed 
party-based organizations that specialize in helping foster the develop-
ment of political parties in emerging democracies. IFES (formerly the 
International Foundation for Election Systems) has organized elections 
in dozens of countries around the world under the most challenging of 
conditions.

Infrastructure and Development

Postconflict societies are attractive candidates for development assis-
tance. Dollar for dollar, aid to nations emerging from war will result 
in much higher levels of growth than will the same amount provided 
to more settled societies. Postconflict societies also can use more assis-
tance, as measured as a share of GDP, than more settled societies can. 
Whereas most developing societies cannot usefully absorb assistance 
representing more than about 20 percent of their annual GDPs, post-
conflict nations can make good use of aid representing up to 40 per-
cent of their GDPs, and, in the first year following conflict, up to 70 
percent. 

The quality of policies adopted by the intervening authorities and 
the host government will be as important as the volume of assistance 
in determining the latter’s utility. Controlling inflation, financing the 
government’s budget (in the early years via large-transfer payments 
from international donors), creating regulatory and tax systems con-
ducive to growth, reducing or eliminating subsidies, attracting invest-
ment, and operating utilities and state-owned enterprises on a sound, 
market-oriented basis will be essential to fostering sustained growth. 
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Reforms of this nature will necessarily occasion resistance. The process 
needs to be managed in ways that draw the society’s major contending 
factions into a process of peaceful competition and away from a return 
to violent conflict. 

The term reconstruction, when used to describe the reform of post-
conflict societies, conveys the sense that physical rebuilding of homes, 
factories, roads, and power plants destroyed in the war is the prime 
need. This is misleading. Even more than infrastructure, nations 
emerging from conflict need better institutions. In most cases, these 
institutions need to be refashioned, not just rebuilt, since it is the 
old institutions that will have failed in the first place. This is as true in 
the economic sphere as in the political. 

As regards physical infrastructure, the intervening authorities 
should give priority to fixing those related to security, health care, edu-
cation, power, water, and sanitation in an effort to raise these services 
to something approaching prewar levels. The focus should be on emer-
gency repair, not new investment. The improvement, as opposed to the 
repair, of infrastructure should be funded through project financing 
by international financial institutions like the World Bank or other 
lenders rather than through bilateral grant assistance. Project financing 
imposes disciplines that are too frequently absent from schemes funded 
with grant assistance, requiring, as the former does, all the parties to 
address issues of size, cost, and repayment in light of demand, antici-
pated revenues, and rate setting. 

Security is an essential precondition for productive investment. 
Money spent on infrastructure and development will be largely wasted 
if people, goods, and services are subject to high levels of abduction, 
theft, or attack. 

Conclusion

The ultimate objective of any nation-building mission is to leave behind 
a society likely to remain at peace with itself and its neighbors once 
external security forces are removed and full sovereignty is restored. 
Some level of democratization and economic development is likely 
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to be essential to this desired result. Neither endeavor, however, can 
ensure peace, and either, if pushed injudiciously, can exacerbate rather 
than ameliorate the tendency toward renewed violence so prevalent in 
postconflict societies. If peace is to be created, security is key. Only 
when a modicum of security has been restored do prospects for democ-
racy and sustained economic growth brighten.

Most historical nation-building operations have fallen into one 
of two categories. Peacekeeping missions have been mounted on the 
basis of prior agreement among the warring parties. Peace enforcement 
operations have been launched despite the opposition of one or more 
indigenous factions. Interventions of the first type have typically been 
led by the UN; those of the second by a major global or regional power. 
Peace enforcement operations typically require 10 times more person-
nel and money than do peacekeeping operations. 

The expense of nation-building is shared among troop contribu-
tors, aid donors, and the international community as a whole according 
to various burden-sharing formulas. The costs of UN-led peacekeeping 
operations are spread most widely. Those for peace enforcement mis-
sions fall more heavily on the lead nation and its principal allies. Peace 
enforcement is thus not only much more expensive than peacekeeping; 
it is particularly so for the lead nation. 

As a practical matter, therefore, full-scale peace enforcement 
actions are feasible only when the intervening authorities care a great 
deal about the outcome, and even then, only in relatively small societ-
ies. Thus, the effort needed to stabilize Bosnia and Kosovo has proved 
difficult to replicate in Afghanistan or Iraq, nations that are eight to 
12 times more populous. It would be even more difficult to mount a 
peace enforcement mission in Iran, which is three times more popu-
lous than Iraq, and nearly impossible to do so in Pakistan, which is 
three times again more populous than Iran. Considerations of scale 
therefore suggest that the transformational objectives of intervention 
in larger societies need to be sharply restrained on account of the much 
more modest resources, relative to the population, likely to be available 
for their achievement.

Even the lighter, more consensual approach to nation-building 
epitomized by UN peacekeeping represents an expensive enterprise, 
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although not more expensive than allowing a conflict, once halted, 
to be renewed. Put differently, conflicts impose greater costs on the 
international community than the expense necessary to ensure that the 
cycle of violence, once halted for whatever reason, is not renewed.4

Just as no war plan survives contact with the enemy, no nation-
building plan can survive contact with the nation being built. The 
true test of any such planning process, therefore, is not its capacity to 
foresee every twist and turn of the operation, but rather its success in 
matching ends to means. 

4 Collier and Hoeffler (2004, p. 3); Dobbins, Jones, et al. (2005, p. 247).
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CHAPTER ONE

Preparing for Nation-Building

It is rare for nation-building missions to be launched on short notice, 
in response to unforeseen developments, and thus in circumstances 
that preclude methodical planning. The 1961 UN intervention in the 
Congo and the 2001 U.S. invasion of Afghanistan were two such cases. 
More often, the probability of an operation can be foreseen months 
in advance. The U.S.-led interventions in Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, and 
Iraq fall into this category, as do most UN missions. In such circum-
stances, advance planning can greatly improve the prospects of suc-
cess at acceptable cost. Preparations are most useful when they extend 
beyond the military sphere to encompass the many civilian compo-
nents essential to the success of any mission. This presents a challenge, 
as civilian agencies involved are both numerous and diverse and are 
also less accustomed to the discipline of planning. 

Planning for nation-building missions tends to bring together 
three types of people. First are the regional experts, those who under-
stand why the society in question is in conflict. These experts often find 
it difficult to envisage substantial change and are consequently pes-
simistic about the degree of change that may be possible. The second 
category is made up of experienced nation-builders. These individu-
als may know little of the society in question but do understand the 
process by which transformation can be attempted. They are likely to 
advise that change for the better is possible, but time-consuming and 
expensive to effectuate. The last group is composed of those who know 
little of the society in question or of the nation-building process. People 
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in this third category are most prone to believing that change can be 
achieved quickly and easily. 

Members of this last category are also normally in charge. A deci-
sion to launch any military intervention is a matter of great conse-
quence, after all, to be made not by military or civilian experts but by 
political leaders. Such leaders cannot be expected to possess expertise 
about the region or nation-building. Nor can the general public, which 
these leaders represent and to which they are accountable, be expected 
to have this expertise. Sound decisionmaking therefore requires that 
political leaders consult both categories of experts: those who under-
stand why the nation in question has failed and those who understand 
how to rebuild it. This chapter discusses the issues they should consider 
during the consultative process. 

Setting the Objective 

Military interventions are usually launched with proximate, basically 
negative objectives. Typically, such operations are intended to stop 
undesirable events, such as attacks on civilians, genocide, famine, civil 
war, or the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Once 
these proximate objectives are achieved, the intervening authorities 
will face a host of new, sometimes unforeseen, though seldom entirely 
unforeseeable, challenges. The United States invaded Germany and 
Japan to defend itself against attack. NATO intervened in Kosovo to 
protect the Albanian majority from Serb oppression. The United States 
invaded Iraq to dismantle its WMD programs. Presidents Franklin 
D. Roosevelt and Harry S. Truman did not intend to commit the 
United States to a long-term engagement in Europe and Asia, struc-
tured around alliances with revitalized German and Japanese nations. 
NATO did not intend to spend the next decade in Kosovo protecting 
the Serb minority from Albanian retribution. The Bush administration 
did not anticipate the disintegration of Saddam Hussein’s army, the rise 
of an insurgency, or the eventual need to referee a widening civil war. 

All these twists of fate might have been predicted, but none were, 
at least not by those planning the respective interventions. Such pre-



Preparing for Nation-Building    3

dictions would have required an ability to look beyond the proximate 
objectives of each operation. It would have required recognition that 
the very act of intervention alters, often radically, the power balance 
and social dynamic in the subject nation and its region. By virtue of 
an intervention, losers suddenly become winners, and winners become 
losers. Those who find themselves advantaged by the intervention may 
exercise their new power without restraint, profoundly embarrassing 
their rescuers. Those who find themselves disadvantaged are prone 
to become spoilers, intent on frustrating the intervening authorities’ 
purposes. 

Interventions have external reverberations as well, creating new 
power relationships among neighboring states, motivating some to sup-
port spoilers and oppose the efforts of the intervening authorities. As the 
United States committed itself to German reconstruction, the Soviet 
Union moved to block or diminish the effectiveness of U.S. policy. 
NATO’s intervention in Kosovo emboldened the Albanian minority 
in Macedonia to demand a greater share of power in that state. U.S. 
interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq greatly enhanced Iran’s regional 
influence. These were probably predictable consequences, although 
they were not widely predicted, at least by those planning the interven-
tions. As the United States and the rest of the international community 
gain more experience with such interventions, the capacity to look sev-
eral moves ahead and to understand how interventions will reshape the 
domestic and external environment of the nations being rebuilt needs 
to improve.

Sizing the Commitment

Most nation-building missions aim to halt a conflict, if one is still 
under way, and to forestall a resumption of fighting while promot-
ing the emergence of an indigenous government ultimately capable 
of resuming full responsibility for the security and well-being of its 
population. Democratic elections almost always play a role in estab-
lishing or consolidating such a government. Unless political and eco-
nomic reforms have preceded elections, however, balloting may simply 
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reflect, and even harden, existing social divisions. On the other hand, 
the more ambitious the reform agenda of the intervening power, the 
more resistance is likely to be engendered. Getting this balance right is 
the essence of a well-planned operation. 

When nation-building missions founder, the problem can usually 
be traced to a mismatch between aspirations and commitment. Soma-
lia is a good case in point. In 1992, the United States deployed a pow-
erful force of over 20,000 U.S. soldiers and marines with the exclusive 
purpose of protecting the flow of humanitarian relief. This mission 
was accomplished without engendering significant resistance. In 1993, 
Washington reduced its military presence in Somalia by 90 percent, 
from over 20,000 to some 2,000 troops, but assigned this residual force 
the objective of supporting a less capable UN peacekeeping force in 
an effort to promote grassroots democracy, thereby challenging every 
warlord in the country. This mismatch between rising mission require-
ments and declining military capabilities produced early and dramatic 
results. U.S. and UN forces were confronted, bloodied, and ultimately 
withdrawn, their mission unaccomplished.

As noted, the more sweeping an intervening authority’s objec-
tives, the more resistance its efforts are likely to inspire. Resistance 
can be overcome, but only through the application of personnel and 
money employed wisely over extended periods of time. In planning any 
mission, therefore, it is essential to ensure a match between ends and 
means. Missions that try to impose peace on unwilling parties or aim 
to alter long-standing power relationships are likely to require much 
greater resources than are operations that seek to perpetuate existing 
truces while co-opting contending factions into peaceful but poten-
tially mutually advantageous relationships. Peace enforcement mis-
sions of the first type typically require 10 times more personnel and 
money than those at the peacekeeping end of the scale. 

Most modern U.S.-led nation-building missions have been of the 
more demanding variety. Most UN-led missions have been of the less 
demanding peacekeeping variety. Of course, those planning a new 
mission are unlikely to have complete freedom to choose the sort of 
operation to mount. Peacekeeping alone will not halt genocide, turn 
back aggression, or prevent the proliferation of WMD. Nevertheless, 
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the distinction between peacekeeping and peace enforcement repre-
sents a spectrum, not a binary opposition. Even in circumstances in 
which a forced entry may be a necessary prelude to the nation-building 
mission, the intervening authorities are likely to have some latitude to 
determine how extensively to reorder the targeted society. That deci-
sion will in turn help determine how large a pool of spoilers the inter-
vention will create. That calculation should in turn influence how large 
a commitment of personnel and money will be needed to deter or sup-
press the resultant resistance. 

It is not always possible to scale commitments to match aspira-
tions. If resources are limited, as they normally are, ambitions may 
have to be scaled down accordingly. Even where ambitious attempts 
at social engineering are desired, costlier and less costly alternatives 
may be available. Here a comparison of U.S. approaches to post–World 
War II Germany and Japan is instructive. In Germany, the state was 
dismantled and subsequently refashioned from the bottom up. Every 
single institution of government was abolished and later recreated. In 
Japan, by contrast, nearly all the state institutions were preserved and 
subsequently reformed from within. The former approach resulted in 
more thoroughgoing social transformation (Germany is reconciled 
with its neighbors and its history; Japan is not), but also required much 
more personnel, money, and time to achieve. 

A similar contrast between the rival strategies of co-option and 
deconstruction can be observed in U.S. efforts in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. The United States did not invade Afghanistan as part of a grander 
scheme to promote democracy throughout Central Asia. U.S. efforts 
were focused on preventing Afghanistan from again becoming a 
launching pad for global terrorism. Accordingly, U.S. authorities chose 
to work with neighboring governments and local Afghan warlords to 
oust the Taliban, chase down al Qaeda, and install a broadly based 
successor regime in Kabul. Only gradually, and somewhat reluctantly, 
did Washington assume wider responsibilities for peace enforcement 
and democracy-building in Afghanistan, and then only in response to 
strong urgings from within and without Afghanistan. 

By contrast, U.S. objectives in Iraq were much more ambitious 
from the beginning. That country was intended to become a model 
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for the region. The invasion is to this day presented by Washington 
as a first step in the democratic transformation of the greater Middle 
East. Rather than working with neighboring governments and local 
power brokers to form a successor government to Saddam’s regime, 
Washington chose to mount a formal occupation with the intention of 
introducing major political and economic reforms before holding elec-
tions and restoring Iraqi sovereignty. However, U.S. planning in Iraq 
assumed that the occupying force that would oversee this immense 
experiment in social engineering could be smaller than the initial inva-
sion force designed to topple Saddam and seize the country. 

In the end, Washington miscalculated the resources needed for 
both these nation-building missions. This miscalculation has proved 
particularly costly in Iraq, where the much more ambitious effort at 
reform occasioned much greater resistance. Afghanistan, although by 
no means a model, does demonstrate that lower aspirations can allow 
for reduced commitments. 

Choosing an Institutional Framework

Modern nation-building requires a mix of military and civilian capac-
ity and national, multinational, and international participation. It 
therefore necessitates trade-offs between unity of command and broad 
burden-sharing. Both are desirable, but each can be achieved only at 
some expense to the other. For dangerous, highly demanding oper-
ations in which forced entry and conventional combat are likely to 
be necessary, the desire for unity of command normally prevails and 
nationally led coalitions of the willing are the preferred instrument. 
For sustained, long-term commitments in reasonably secure environ-
ments, considerations of burden-sharing are more likely to predomi-
nate, leading to a more prominent role for international institutions. 
This mix can shift over time. A number of missions have begun with a 
nationally led entry phase, followed by an internationally led consoli-
dation and transformation phase.

Transition from a nationally led entry force to an internation-
ally led peacekeeping mission can secure greater legitimacy and local 
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acceptance for the intervention, as well as broader burden-sharing. 
Sometimes these sequential handoffs result in several external forces 
operating in the same area with different missions and different rules of 
engagement. This occurred in Somalia, Sierra Leone, and Afghanistan. 
This is an unsound practice, engendering duplication and risking con-
fusion, miscommunication, and, in some instances, unnecessary casu-
alties. A better model is that followed by the United States in Haiti in 
1994 and by Australia in East Timor in 1999, in which the U.S.- and 
Australian-led entry forces, respectively, were drawn down and incor-
porated into the subsequent UN-led peacekeeping force. 

Many international institutions have the capacity to contribute 
to nation-building operations, but only a few are structured to deploy 
military forces. These include the United Nations, NATO, the Euro-
pean Union, and the African Union. The UN has the widest experi-
ence. NATO has the most powerful forces. The EU has the widest 
panoply of civil capabilities. The African Union possesses none of these 
advantages. 

Among international organizations, the United Nations has the 
most widely accepted legitimacy and the greatest formal authority. Its 
actions, by definition, enjoy international sanction. Alone among orga-
nizations, it can compel its member governments to fund operations, 
even requiring contributions from those opposed to the intervention 
in question. The United Nations has the most straightforward deci-
sionmaking apparatus, and the most unified command-and-control 
arrangements. The UN Security Council is smaller than its NATO, 
EU, or African Union equivalents. It takes all decisions by qualified 
majority; only five of its members have the capacity to block decisions 
unilaterally. Once the Security Council determines the purpose of 
a mission and decides to launch it, further operational decisions are 
left largely to the Secretary-General and his staff, at least until the 
next Security Council review, generally six months thereafter. In UN 
operations, the civilian and military chains of command are unified 
and integrated, with unequivocal civilian primacy and a clear line of 
authority from the UN Secretary-General through the local civilian 
representative to the local force commander. 



8    The Beginner’s Guide to Nation-Building

The UN is a comparatively efficient and cost-effective force pro-
vider. In its specialized agencies, it possesses a broad panoply of civil 
as well as military capabilities needed for nation-building. All UN-led 
operations (up to two dozen are routinely under way at any one time) 
are planned, controlled, and sustained by a few hundred military and 
civilian staffers at UN headquarters in New York. Most UN troops 
come from developing countries whose costs per deployed soldier are 
a small fraction of those of any Western army. In 2006, the United 
Nation deployed over 70,000 soldiers and police officers in 19 coun-
tries at a cost of some $5 billion per year. This made the UN the second 
largest provider of expeditionary forces in the world, after the United 
States but ahead of NATO, the EU, or the African Union. In one year, 
the cost to the UN of these 19 missions was approximately equivalent 
to what the United States spent in one month in Iraq.

Needless to say, the UN also has its limitations. While the UN 
Security Council is more compact than its NATO and EU counter-
parts, it is regionally and ideologically more diverse, and therefore 
subject to blocking in the face of strong East-West or North-South 
differences, as proved to be the case with Kosovo in 1999. On the 
other hand, the Kosovo operation was the sole occasion, since 1989, 
when either NATO or the EU agreed on an intervention but the UN 
Security Council did not. Since 1989, the UN Security Council has 
agreed to launch more than 40 operations, while the NATO Council 
has agreed to three and the Council of the European Union to two. In 
2002, the United States and the United Kingdom calculated that they 
actually had a better hope of securing UN support for their invasion of 
Iraq than they did of gaining endorsement from either NATO or the 
European Union. 

The broad latitude enjoyed by the UN Secretary-General and his 
local representatives in the operational control of blue-helmeted opera-
tions facilitates unity of command, but also serves to limit the willing-
ness of some nations to contribute. NATO and EU procedures offer 
troop-contributing members much greater day-to-day influence over 
the use of their contingents than do those of the UN. Western govern-
ments accordingly favor these institutions for peace enforcement mis-
sions where the level of risk to their units is high. 
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Similarly, the austere nature of UN headquarters staffing for 
peacekeeping operations keeps costs down but limits the organization’s 
capacity to plan and support large or highly complex missions. As a 
practical matter, the United Nations’ capacity to mount and sustain 
expeditionary forces tops out at about 20,000 soldiers, or a reinforced 
division. These forces always require permissive entry. The United 
Nations does not do invasions, although it has frequently authorized 
others to conduct them. 

NATO, by contrast, is capable of deploying powerful forces in 
large numbers and of using them to force entry where necessary. But 
NATO has no capacity to implement civilian operations; it depends on 
the United Nations and other institutions or nations to perform all the 
nonmilitary functions essential to the success of any nation-building 
operation. NATO decisions are by consensus; consequently, all mem-
bers have a veto. Whereas the UN Security Council normally makes 
one decision with respect to any particular operation every six months 
and leaves the Secretary-General relatively unconstrained to carry out 
that mandate during the intervals, the NATO Council’s oversight is 
more continuous, its decisionmaking more incremental. Member gov-
ernments consequently have a greater voice in operational matters, and 
the NATO civilian and military staffs have correspondingly less. This 
level of control makes governments more ready to commit troops to 
NATO for high-risk operations than to the United Nations. It also 
ensures that the resultant forces are often employed conservatively. 
National caveats limiting the types of missions to which any one mem-
ber’s troops may be assigned are a fact of life in all coalition opera-
tions, but have lately proved even more pervasive in NATO than in 
UN operations. NATO troops are much better equipped than most of 
those devoted to UN operations and are correspondingly more expen-
sive. The resultant wealth of staff resources ensures that NATO opera-
tions are more professionally planned and sustained, but the propor-
tion of headquarters personnel to fielded capacity is quite high and 
correspondingly more costly. 

EU decisionmaking in the security and defense sector is also by 
consensus. The European Union has a leaner military and political 
staff than NATO does, in part because it can call on NATO, if it 
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chooses, for planning and other staff functions. The EU, like the UN, 
but unlike NATO, can draw upon a wide array of civilian assets essen-
tial to any nation-building operation. Like NATO soldiers, EU soldiers 
are much more expensive than their UN counterparts. EU decision-
making mechanisms, like those of NATO, offer troop-contributing 
governments more scope for micromanaging military operations on a 
day-to-day basis than do the UN’s. 

Half or more of all nation-building operations take place in sub-
Saharan Africa. Several African organizations, most recently the Afri-
can Union, have organized peacekeeping missions. No African Union 
member country has the capacity to conduct large-scale expeditionary 
operations. The African Union’s efforts therefore tend to be even more 
dependent on U.S. and European support than are those of the United 
Nations. In consequence, the United States and its European allies may 
end up paying a larger share of the bill for African Union operations 
than for UN operations, despite their lack of membership in the former 
organization. While African Union interventions may be more accept-
able to the host countries than ones headed by the UN, NATO, or the 
EU, this is probably for the wrong reason; the receiving government 
has opted for the weaker presence and less exigent oversight. 

Establishing Consultative Forums

No international organization, not even the United Nations, possesses 
all the capabilities needed for effective nation-building. The United 
Nations has the ability to perform military, humanitarian, and politi-
cal tasks, but generally shares responsibility for reconstruction and eco-
nomic development with institutions such as the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), which are outside the UN family 
of agencies. NATO has an even more limited palette of capabilities, 
basically providing only military forces. The World Bank, the IMF, 
regional development banks, and the European Union all have sub-
stantial capabilities in the area of reconstruction and the provision of 
financial assistance. Coordination among these various organizations 
depends heavily on guidance from their principal member states. It 
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usually makes sense, therefore, for the governments with the greatest 
stakes in a mission to meet regularly to coordinate plans and ensure 
that the various international organizations involved are collaborating 
effectively. Failing such oversight, these organizations will expend a 
good deal of energy competing for turf while shirking the high risk of 
expensive tasks. 

Neighboring states always have a profound effect, for better or 
worse, on the outcome of nation-building operations. These countries 
cannot afford to remain uninvolved: It is they that must harbor the ref-
ugees and cope with the crime, corruption, terrorism, epidemic disease, 
and commercial disruption that violent conflict engenders. Neighbors, 
therefore, can neither be safely ignored nor effectively barred from exer-
cising their considerable influence. 

When states fail, contenders for power invariably seek foreign 
sponsors, while neighboring governments back one faction or another 
in an effort to preserve their influence. When these governments back 
dissident elements and collaborate with spoilers, the task of the inter-
vening authorities is greatly complicated and, indeed, often irremedia-
bly compromised. It is wise, therefore, to find ways to engage neighbors 
constructively. This does not mean accepting troop contributions from 
adjoining states. That is almost always a bad idea, raising as it does the 
specter of permanent partition or border adjustments. It does mean 
giving neighboring governments a forum through which to express 
their opinions and pursue their legitimate interests in a transparent 
fashion. 

In the mid-1990s, NATO nations recognized that they could 
not put Bosnia back together without the active cooperation of Ser-
bian President Slobodan Milosevic and Croatian President Franjo 
Tudjman, the two men personally responsible for the genocide NATO 
was trying to stop. In late 2001, the United States recognized that it 
could not install a broadly based successor regime to the Taliban with-
out the active support of those neighboring nations that had been tear-
ing Afghanistan apart for several decades. The success of both these 
efforts depended on creating a favorable regional climate, requiring 
that the United States engage its adversaries as well as its friends. 
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In the Balkans, the United States and its allies created the Peace 
Implementation Council, which accorded each of Bosnia’s neighbors 
a role in overseeing its transformation. In Afghanistan, the United 
Nations established the “six plus two” forum, bringing together all of 
that country’s neighbors, along with the United States and Russia. It 
was this group that formally launched the process of establishing a 
successor regime to the Taliban. Its principal member governments all 
participated actively in helping choose and install that government. 

When organizing a large-scale nation-building effort, it generally 
makes sense to create several concentric forums. At the core are the 
major powers contributing troops and money to the operation. The 
next circle widens to include all the major financial donors, whether 
or not they have also committed troops. The third circle includes all 
the neighboring states. Consensus should be sought and built from the 
first to the second, and finally to the third groups. 

Setting Initial Priorities

All nation-building operations must move quickly to fill a security 
vacuum, deal with severe humanitarian distress, repair inadequate 
capacity for governance, and restore economic activity. Such missions 
require several components in addition to the military, including a 
police contingent to monitor existing local police and train and develop 
new police forces; humanitarian relief agencies; civil administrators; 
and experts in the fields of finance, reconstruction, development, and 
democratization. Ideally, all these elements should arrive at the same 
time, ready to operate at full strength from day one. Unfortunately, 
this ideal is never achieved, forcing the intervening authorities to phase 
in these operations as capacity becomes available. 

In any society emerging from conflict, security, economic growth, 
and political reform are interdependent. Most programmatic objectives 
can be achieved only if others are as well. Yet money must be allo-
cated, projects sequenced, and targets set, ideally against some hierar-
chy of objectives. With infinite personnel and money, it might be pos-
sible to launch and fully fund all desired activities simultaneously. As 
a practical matter, choices must be made among competing priorities. 
Humanitarian relief and the establishment of a secure environment 
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are normally the intervening authorities’ first priorities. Humanitar-
ian relief is usually provided in some measure in the midst of conflict. 
Consequently, relief agencies are often on the ground and operating 
even before the first peacekeeper arrives.

Nation-building missions are not launched to make poor societ-
ies prosperous, but rather to make warring ones peaceful. Prosperity 
and security are linked, but the linkage is stronger in one direction 
than the other. Security is a prerequisite for economic growth. The 
economies of societies in civil conflict almost invariably contract, while 
also reducing the growth rates of surrounding states. Societies emerg-
ing from such conflict will usually experience positive growth even 
if they receive no economic assistance. Security, even in the absence 
of economic assistance, will thus produce some economic growth, 
while economic assistance in the absence of security will produce nei-
ther peace nor prosperity. 

This is not to suggest that postconflict societies do not need or 
cannot use economic assistance. On the contrary, they are attrac-
tive candidates for development aid. Their absorptive capacity is per-
haps twice as high as that of a more peaceful society at the same level 
of development. Further, the rate of additional growth likely to be 
achieved as a result of such aid is also much higher than it would be in 
a more settled society.

Studies do suggest a correlation between poverty and societal 
conflict. Economic growth is thus an important factor in forestalling a 
return to conflict. Nevertheless, in most conflicts, people are not kill-
ing each other because they are unemployed. Rather, they are unem-
ployed because they are killing each other. The initial priority for any 
nation-building mission, therefore, is to establish a secure environment 
in which people, goods, and services can begin to circulate more freely. 
Given those conditions, economic activity will resume and incomes 
will rise. They will rise even faster if security is accompanied by aid and 
sound economic policy.

Those responsible for managing the early stages of any nation-
building operation need to give priority not to the reconstruction 
of physical infrastructure, but to rebuilding the society’s capacity to 
govern and secure itself. Except in unusually well-financed operations, 



14    The Beginner’s Guide to Nation-Building

infrastructure improvement, beyond that needed to restore basic public 
services, and large-scale employment-generating schemes are unlikely 
to yield benefits commensurate with their costs. The longer-term ben-
efits of infrastructure improvements can ordinarily be realized through 
project financing from international financial institutions that exist for 
this purpose. Make-work schemes to generate short-term employment 
have little lasting impact and are generally too expensive to reach the 
bulk of the population. 

There is an important exception to this principle: The employ-
ment of former combatants should be treated as a security task rather 
than an economic or developmental objective. These individuals may 
be among the least deserving members of society and are probably also 
among the least promising recipients of vocational training. But their 
employment should be placed among the intervening power’s highest 
priorities, not because it contributes to economic growth, but because 
it bolsters security, offering former combatants an alternative to violent 
crime or continued resistance. 

Once security has been reestablished and the population’s basic 
human needs addressed, other aspects of the mission should receive 
increased emphasis, including the resumption of public services, 
democratization, and economic development, in more or less that 
order of priority. This is not to suggest that such steps need be sequen-
tial. When resources permit, they should be pursued simultaneously. 
Higher-priority needs should be adequately resourced, however, before 
lower-priority ones are funded, because when first-order objectives are 
not met, money spent on second-order priorities will be wasted.

On this basis, a rough hierarchy of nation-building tasks can be 
identified as follows:

Security: peacekeeping, law enforcement, rule of law, and security-
sector reform
Humanitarian relief: return of refugees and response to potential 
epidemics, hunger, and lack of shelter 
Governance: resuming public services and restoring public 
administration

•

•

•
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Economic stabilization: establishing a stable currency and provid-
ing a legal and regulatory framework in which local and interna-
tional commerce can resume
Democratization: building political parties, free press, civil soci-
ety, and a legal and constitutional framework for elections
Development: fostering economic growth, poverty reduction, and 
infrastructure improvements.

Seizing the Golden Hour

The weeks immediately following the arrival of foreign peacekeepers 
tend to be a time of maximum possibility. The appearance of an inter-
vening force often produces a combination of shock and relief among 
the local population. Resistance is unorganized, spoilers unsure of 
their future. The situation is, in consequence, highly malleable. But the 
intervening authorities’ capacity to capitalize on these opportunities is 
inevitably limited by the absence of many components of the mission. 

To take advantage of this “golden hour” that often follows the 
onset of “peace” and the arrival of international forces, the mission 
leadership will need to have at its disposal upon arrival a minimum set 
of assets, including troops, police, civil administrators, and humani-
tarian workers, followed quickly by judicial and penal experts with 
funded plans for police training and for the disarmament, demobiliza-
tion, and reintegration of former combatants. 

Nation-building missions are usually launched in circumstances 
in which local security forces have disintegrated or have been dis-
credited. Whatever remains of the local police force will need to be 
supervised closely while new officers are trained. These jobs are best 
undertaken by international civilian police rather than by the mili-
tary. Accordingly, an effort should be made to deploy civilian police 
along with soldiers in the first wave of any nation-building operation. 
If civilian police are lacking, a large number of military police officers 
(MPs) should be included in the initial peacekeeping force. Before the 
first boots hit the ground, plans for a police training facility should 
be drawn up, instructors selected, a location chosen, and the program 
funded. 

•

•

•
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Police cannot perform effectively without courts in which to try 
criminals and prisons in which to keep them. These institutions, too, 
will almost certainly be found to be highly defective, if not entirely 
absent. It is important, therefore, that programs to reform the justice 
and penal systems be initiated simultaneously with police training. If 
these three efforts do not move forward in tandem, newly trained and 
reformed police will have to either let those criminals they arrest go or 
punish them extrajudicially. Either response will quickly demoralize 
the best-trained police force and undermine public security.

While local police establishments need to be reformed and 
strengthened, local militaries need to be scaled back. Among the most 
urgent tasks in any intervention are separating armed adversaries and 
demobilizing former combatants. Putting in place, as quickly as pos-
sible, a program to register such individuals, gather personal data on 
them, and provide for their immediate livelihoods will contribute to 
security in the short term while providing the basis for longer-term 
decisions regarding the size and nature of the state’s new security forces. 
Drawing up and funding a plan for disarmament, demobilization, and 
reintegration of former combatants should feature prominently on any 
preintervention checklist. 

Perhaps most importantly, the intervening authorities need to 
arrive with a carefully thought out set of mission objectives commen-
surate with the resources to be committed and appropriate for the chal-
lenges to be confronted. If the population can be made to feel that its 
security is enhanced by the intervening presence, it will be inclined to 
collaborate. If potential spoilers are faced with overwhelming force and 
offered peaceful avenues to pursue their interests, resistance may be 
minimized. If neighboring states are drawn into the process of defining 
the mission, they will be less likely to undermine its efforts. 

It has often been said that no military plan survives first con-
tact with the enemy. Similarly, no nation-building plan can expect to 
survive first contact with the society being rebuilt. The function of 
planning is not to plot an operation from start to finish, but rather 
to assemble the necessary resources and establish objectives achievable 
within those limits. The test of any nation-building plan is not whether
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it accurately predicts future events, but whether it provides the nation-
builder the resources and flexibility needed to meet such challenges as 
they develop. 
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CHAPTER TWO

The Military

The presence of foreign military forces is a unique feature of nation-
building, distinguishing these operations from other forms of political 
or economic intervention. International military forces can separate 
contending parties, disarm and demobilize former combatants, substi-
tute for or supplement local police, secure borders, deter external inter-
ference, and reform or create new indigenous military forces. Their 
primary objective should be to establish a secure environment in which 
people and goods can circulate freely, licit political and economic 
activity can take place free from intimidation, and external donors 
can bring financial resources and expertise to bear to promote political 
reform and economic growth. Most nation-building endeavors have 
been multinational. They have involved military coalitions formed for 
the purpose by an ad hoc group of nation-states, the United Nations, 
or regional organizations such as NATO or the African Union.

Key Challenges

Planning and Preparation. As a first step, the intervening authori-
ties need to acquire sufficient information on potential security threats, 
the organizational structure of local security forces, and sociopolitical 
conditions within the country that may affect military operations. Key 
questions include the following: How many military and other secu-
rity forces are necessary to establish law and order? How many of these 
should be international forces, and how many should be local forces? 
What should their primary tasks be? Much of this information will 
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need to be gathered for the combat phase in cases in which forced entry 
is believed necessary.

Public Security. Providing for public security is essential to gain-
ing any population’s cooperation. Only when the local population feels 
safer because of the presence of international forces will citizens likely 
collaborate with the intervening authorities. Even when an interven-
tion is welcomed by the great majority of the local population, the 
intervening military forces must anticipate the emergence of criminal 
and extremist elements intent on preying on the population and frus-
trating the objectives of the intervening authorities. It is essential that 
political and military steps be taken immediately to deter, dissuade, 
or prevent these criminal and extremist elements from evolving into 
a source of organized and violent resistance. Failure to preempt the 
development of overt violent resistance can result in the transformation 
of the stability mission into a counterinsurgency campaign.

Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration. The disarma-
ment, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) of former combat-
ants are important priorities. DDR programs have been developed for 
tribal militias in Afghanistan, the Farabundo Martí National Libera-
tion Front in El Salvador, the Resistencia Nacional Moçambicana in 
Mozambique, and the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia. These programs 
have met with mixed success. Militias often strongly resist disarming 
and demobilizing. The success of such programs hinges on the con-
sent, support, and participation of local political and military lead-
ers, including political representatives of the warring parties. Strong 
international forces can, to some extent, compensate for weak consent 
among the parties. But under any circumstances, significant attention 
needs to be given to providing the parties political and economic incen-
tives to cooperate, as well as establishing a framework for international 
military oversight of the process.

Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance. According to 
British Colonel C. E. Callwell, a military historian,

It is a very important feature in the preparation for, and the car-
rying out of, small wars that the regular forces are often working 
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very much in the dark. . . . What is known technically as “intel-
ligence” is defective, and unavoidably so.1

Nation-building operations demand greater attention to civilian 
considerations—political, social, economic, and cultural factors in an 
area of operations—than do more conventional offensive and defensive 
operations. Military commanders must expand intelligence preparation 
beyond geographical and force capability considerations. Key missions 
are not just combating insurgent or criminal forces, but may be restor-
ing basic services or encouraging public support. Cultural information 
is critical in gauging potential reactions to the operation, avoiding mis-
understandings, and improving the operation’s effectiveness. Changes 
in the behavior of the population may suggest a need to change tactics 
or strategy. Biographical information and leadership analysis help to 
improve understanding of adversaries, their methods of operation, and 
how they interact with their environment. Knowledge of the ethnic 
and religious factions in the area of operations and the historical back-
ground of the conflict is vital to mission success.

Civic Action. As Mao Tse-Tung argued, “The richest source of 
power to wage war lies in the masses of the people.”2 If spoilers are able 
to separate the population from the government and acquire its active 
support, they increase the likelihood of an insurgency. In the end, the 
exercise of political power depends on the tacit or explicit agreement of 
the population or, at worst, on its submissiveness.3 Consequently, sta-
bility operations must seek to separate spoilers from their support base 
by helping indigenous governments provide security and essential ser-
vices to the population. This often means that military forces become 
involved in civic action or small-scale reconstruction programs. These 
activities can include a wide variety of projects that range from helping 

1 C. E. Callwell, Small Wars: Their Principles and Practice, Wakefield, UK: EP Publishing 
Ltd., [1906], 1976, p. 43.
2 Mao Zedong, Selected Military Writings of Mao Tse-Tung, Peking, China: Foreign Lan-
guages Press, 1963, p. 260.
3 Roger Trinquier, Modern Warfare: A French View of Counterinsurgency, Daniel Lee, trans., 
New York: Praeger, 1964, p. 8; David Galula, Counterinsurgency Warfare: Theory and Prac-
tice, New York: Praeger, 1964, pp. 7–8.
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the indigenous government offer basic health care to the local popula-
tion to rebuilding schools, government buildings, and hospitals. 

Security-Sector Reform. Existing military and police forces 
will almost certainly have to be rebuilt, in some cases from scratch. 
At the conclusion of any conflict, the number of soldiers will usually 
be in excess of the society’s needs, while the number of police offi-
cers is likely to be in deficit. One will have to be decreased while the 
other is increased. Quality and control are at least as important as num-
bers in reconstituting state security forces. End-state goals need to be 
established to provide the society adequate numbers of police officers 
and military personnel to meet its security needs without overburden-
ing its fiscal resources. 

Best Practices

Planning and Preparation

Key components of advanced preparation include intelligence, com-
mand-and-control arrangements, education, and training. Several 
types of intelligence are needed for stability operations. The first con-
cerns the country’s current and potential security threats, including 
an analysis of the root causes of the conflict. These causes may be a 
result of economic conditions, interethnic disputes, or other factors. A 
second type of intelligence involves information on the organization of 
local military and police forces and of other armed combatants. Who 
are they? How are they organized? How effective have they been? How 
does the population perceive them? A third category of intelligence 
relates to social, political, and cultural conditions in the country. Inter-
national military forces need to be sensitive to such issues as the role 
of women in the local society, the importance of tribal affinities, and 
religious practices.

Unity of command is as desirable in a stability operation as in 
war. Planners should attempt to maintain unit integrity to the extent 
possible. Most military forces train as units and are much better able 
to accomplish a mission when deployed as a unit. By deploying as an 
existing unit, forces are able to continue to operate under established 
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procedures, adapting these to the mission and situation as required. 
When personnel and elements are drawn from various units, they are 
less effective. It takes them more time to adjust to the requirements of 
the mission. 

Political and other considerations often lead to divided command 
arrangements in stability operations. In Sierra Leone in 1999–2000, 
British forces operated independently in support of a UN military 
mission. In 2003 in the Democratic Republic of Congo, an EU force 
operated in support of, but independently from, a larger UN force. 
In Afghanistan, two separate coalitions operated in increasingly close 
proximity—one led by the United States and the other led by NATO. 
While such arrangements may maximize the capacity of national gov-
ernments to control or circumscribe the activity of their troops, they 
increase the risk of losses through either fratricide or failure to render 
effective and timely support. The activities of these separate forces can 
be deconflicted, but only at the cost of additional command time and 
effort and with unnecessary friction. 

The education of commissioned and noncommissioned officers 
is a key component of stability operations. Preparation requires differ-
ent skills and a different mindset from major combat operations. Of 
particular importance is recognizing the need for popular support and 
designing a strategy that ensures public security and basic humanitar-
ian needs for the population. Education for such operations should 
begin with basic leadership training and culminate at the senior service 
or academy level. Education on stability operations should ensure that 
leaders at all levels understand the objectives, principles, and character-
istics of stability operations, and can plan and conduct these operations. 
Leader education should include discussions, lessons learned, and situ-
ational exercises, and should culminate with senior leaders performing 
in command or staff positions during stability operation exercises.

Training should ensure that individuals and units have the nec-
essary skills for the mission and that the staffs can plan, control, and 
support the operation. Depending on the anticipated operation, prede-
ployment training should include individual skills training; situational 
training exercises; field training exercises; combined arms live-fire 
exercises; mobility exercises; command post exercises; and simulation 
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exercises to train commanders, staff, and units. If there is sufficient 
time prior to actual deployment, predeployment training for units 
should culminate in a joint training exercise based on the anticipated 
operation. The unit tasked with the operation should participate in 
the exercise with the supporting units with which it normally deploys, 
and, if possible, with the next-higher headquarters for the actual opera-
tion. Once deployed, and if the situation allows, military skills training 
at the individual and unit levels should continue. Training following 
redeployment should again focus on the unit’s missions. There may 
not always be time to train soldiers for a specific operation, but a well-
prepared force can adapt to stability operations under the leadership of 
commissioned and noncommissioned officers in these operations.

Public Security

International interventions are invariably launched to deal with a secu-
rity gap that has emerged: Either a civil war is under way, public order 
has broken down, or a regime is abusing its own citizens or threaten-
ing its neighbors. In general, in the immediate aftermath of civil or 
interstate wars, a period of anarchy ensues in which groups and fac-
tions seek to arm themselves for protection. Some may also have offen-
sive intentions and want to impose their ideology on others, seize the 
property of rival factions, or exploit public resources for private gain.4

Whatever the antecedent circumstances, the intervening military force 
will almost always need to provide some measure of public security, 
either because the indigenous security institutions have disintegrated 
or because they have been discredited as a result of abusive behavior. 
A key element in filling this security gap is to quickly vet and deploy 
indigenous security forces. Even minimally competent, vetted indig-
enous forces can be extremely beneficial in quickly establishing a mini-
mal level of order. These forces speak the local language, are familiar 

4 Barry Posen, “The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict,” in Michael E. Brown, ed., 
Ethnic Conflict and International Security, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1993, 
pp. 103–124; Michael W. Doyle and Nicholas Sambanis, “International Peacebuilding: A 
Theoretical and Quantitative Analysis,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 94, No. 4, 
December 2000, pp. 779–802 [p. 780]; Roland Paris, At War’s End: Building Peace After 
Civil Conflict, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004, pp. 161–163.
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with the culture, and may be more trusted than international forces 
by the local population. The use of local security forces brings with it 
attendant problems of potential human rights abuses and difficulties 
in separating out those found to be unsuitable for a reformed police 
force or military. Nevertheless, it is usually preferable to rely on flawed 
local security forces, provided these are closely monitored, than to cede 
the streets to criminals and political extremists. Only an exceptionally 
large and well-equipped external intervention force can expect to fully 
substitute for such local capacity. 

If the intervening authorities do not move quickly to provide 
for public security, the resultant vacuum will be progressively filled 
by criminal and extremist elements. The longer such elements are left 
unchallenged, the more opportunity they have to organize, gain con-
fidence, intimidate the population, cow any remaining local security 
forces, and present an enduring threat to the intervening authorities. 
As discussed in Chapter One, international interventions can profit 
from a “golden hour.” This is an initial period during which the shock 
of their arrival, the relief at the end of conventional combat, and uncer-
tainty about the future can help secure for the intervening authori-
ties a high degree of local cooperation, a degree of cooperation that 
is likely to diminish over time. To the extent that international forces 
arrive quickly, in sufficient numbers, and with well-conceived plans for 
rapidly expanding public security, this “golden hour” can become the 
period during which the intervening powers’ authority is consolidated, 
and that of local and transnational spoilers is marginalized.

The contrast between the international community’s experience 
in Bosnia and Kosovo in the late 1990s is illustrative. In the former, 
local police remained responsible for public security while international 
military forces separated combatants and enforced disarmament and 
demobilization. In Kosovo, by contrast, the international community 
was compelled to assume responsibility for law enforcement from the 
first day of the intervention. In Kosovo, the international community 
deployed a much larger number of international police officers, but the 
society was still plagued by disorder and high levels of violent crime. 
On the other hand, Kosovo has probably come further than Bosnia 
in creating a professional, honest, multiethnic police force because it 
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could start from scratch. Thus, while the Kosovo approach may have 
its advantages, it is only feasible in relatively small societies in which 
the international community is ready to make a relatively large invest-
ment. Replicating the Kosovo approach in Iraq, for instance, with a 
population 12 times larger, would have required the deployment of 
60,000 international civil police officers, a number far exceeding the 
total number of such police currently deployed worldwide. 

Once military forces have been deployed to help fill the security 
gap, they conduct a range of operations: basic law enforcement, coun-
ternarcotics, counterterrorism, counterinsurgency, and miscellaneous 
functions such as securing elections. International forces engaged in 
stability operations may not have to conduct all of these tasks. But 
they will likely have to conduct many of them and may need to con-
duct all of them. Local security forces should be associated with such 
missions as soon as possible; leadership should be transferred to them 
as quickly as their capacity permits.

Intervening military forces should be prepared to conduct law 
enforcement operations and to support, reinstate, and establish civil 
authorities. Law enforcement operations should be designed to restore 
stability to the point at which indigenous forces and international police 
can effectively enforce the law and reinstate civilian authorities. Basic 
tasks include patrolling streets; guarding key public buildings, weapon 
depots, and other infrastructure such as oil facilities; and monitoring 
borders. Military forces may be given the authority to detain people 
suspected of criminal or unlawful actions. Interpreters and military 
police officers should be used when possible. Military forces may also 
be asked to capture war criminals.

Military forces should be prepared to counter drug traffickers and 
other organized criminal groups. Virtually all stability operations have 
faced serious problems with organized crime. In general, military forces 
may be asked to help detect, monitor, and counter the production, traf-
ficking, and use of illegal drugs and other substances. They may also 
be asked to target the infrastructure—personnel, materiel, and distri-
bution systems—of illicit entities. This may involve searching areas 
and apprehending personnel, confiscating contraband, or interdicting 
smuggling operations. Operations may be as simple as using check-
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points to search personnel and vehicles, or may involve more complex 
missions such as cordon and search operations. Searches, apprehen-
sions, and seizures must be legal and in compliance with the mandate 
or agreement worked out at the beginning of the operation.

Terrorism may pose a significant security challenge. Combating 
terrorism involves both offensive and defensive operations. Offensive 
actions usually involve strikes and raids against terrorists and their 
infrastructure. They are generally conducted by special operations 
forces that are organized and trained for this purpose. Defensive actions 
should aim to reduce the vulnerability of individuals and property to 
terrorist acts and should include response and containment by indig-
enous military forces. This usually involves improving the capabilities 
and resources of indigenous personnel in such areas as crisis manage-
ment, airport security, terrorist financing, and border control. Military 
commanders are responsible for planning, resourcing, training, exer-
cising, and executing counterterrorism measures. 

Military forces may assist in holding elections. This may include 
providing administrative support and security at polling stations and 
voter registration centers, as well as creating an environment that per-
mits refugees and internally displaced persons to vote. The integrity of 
elections is typically the responsibility of the election commission. But 
military commanders should work with the appropriate international 
and local agencies during elections to help ensure that integrity, espe-
cially since those who stand to lose power may use violence to destabi-
lize or discredit elections.

Finally, demining has been important in establishing security 
during stability operations in such countries as Afghanistan, Cam-
bodia, El Salvador, Mozambique, and Namibia. Antipersonnel land-
mines cause serious injuries to civilians, including blindness, burns, 
destroyed limbs, and shrapnel wounds. Most of these countries already 
had mine-clearing programs before their respective interventions. 
These were run by the UN or nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). 
In addition to supporting demining, normally a civil function, inter-
national military forces should provide education on mine awareness 
and train host-nation personnel to survey and mark minefields and to 
clear mines. Military specialists, such as explosive ordnance disposal 
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personnel, may be called on to destroy unexploded ordnance, such as 
shells and rockets. 

Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration

Successful DDR of former combatants hinges on the consent, support, 
and participation of local political and military leaders. These include 
the political representatives of the state and warring parties, military 
commanders, and warlords. Strong international forces can, to some 
extent, compensate for weak consent among the parties. But only a 
voluntary process is likely to be very effective. Consequently, the inter-
vening authorities need to pay attention to providing the parties politi-
cal and economic incentives to cooperate, as well as arranging for the 
nuts and bolts of this process.

Under most disarmament programs, combatants hand over 
weapons to international or local authorities, who are responsible for 
their collection, safe storage, disposal, or destruction. Disarmament 
generally involves three steps: (1) a weapon survey; (2) weapon collec-
tion; and (3) weapon storage, reutilization, or destruction. A weapon 
survey is necessary to answer vital planning questions at an early stage: 
Approximately how many weapons are there? Who is expected to turn 
them in? Who controls weapons outside the armed forces? For weapon 
collection programs to be successful, advice and assistance from explo-
sive ordnance disposal and ammunition specialists is needed. Weapon 
collection programs should minimize the risks of loss posed by the 
movement, management, and storage of collected arms. Programs may 
involve exchanging weapons for food, goods, or money. Those run-
ning the program need to create storage areas large enough to secure, 
store, inspect, and possibly destroy weapons and materiel. Space must 
be allocated to support a security force and administration capabili-
ties, such as accounting for materiel stored, collected, transferred, or 
destroyed. The program needs to maintain logs accounting for per-
sonnel or units surrendering materiel. Security and accountability are 
critical. Disarmament may include seizing ammunition, collecting and 
destroying weapons and supplies, closing weapon and ammunition fac-
tories, and preventing resupply. 
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Demobilization entails disbanding a formerly armed unit or 
reducing the number of combatants in an armed group. It can also 
involve disassembling—and then reassembling—the host country’s 
armed forces. Demobilization entails registering, counting, and moni-
toring combatants, and then preparing them for discharge (see Figure 
2.1). The process of demobilization comprises different scenarios, from 
individual combatants flowing through temporary centers to the col-
lection of soldiers in camps designated for this purpose. The dwelling 
time in the camps should be as short as possible and should lead to a 
direct transition to reintegration. If the capacities of the reintegration 
programs are insufficient, the implementation of these measures will be 
delayed. Until then, the combatants should remain in the camp. Some 
camps are dissolved years after demobilization, since they provide reli-
able maintenance and take care of the ex-combatants. International 
forces can play an important role in demobilization in several ways:

Provide intelligence support and overall security during 
demobilization. 
Provide incentives for forming, arming, and training a competent 
new defense force under government control.
Support information operations.
Provide liaison coordination teams to local commanders as a con-
fidence-building measure.

Reintegration is the process under which combatants reenter the 
civilian workforce. The objective of reintegration programs is to assist 
ex-combatants in their social and economic reintegration into civilian 
society so that they do not return to banditry or violence. Programs 
need to incorporate into their plans the community in which the ex-
combatant will settle. Matching the skills and needs of the individ-
ual to the receiving community can mean the difference between an 
individual who becomes a productive member of a community and 
an ex-combatant who resorts to violence and crime. One of the first 
steps of reintegration programs should be to provide training; employ-
ment; shelter; and, where appropriate, land to ex-combatants. The 
demand for land cannot be addressed solely within a DDR program. 

•

•

•
•
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Figure 2.1
Demobilization Steps
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2004.
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Reintegration programs should be linked with existing programs for 
agricultural training and land distribution to facilitate access to land. 

The military may not be the appropriate actor to lead reintegra-
tion efforts, which are probably better handled by civilians. However, 
military forces have nonetheless provided temporary jobs to former 
combatants. In the Balkans, for example, NATO forces employed 
ex-combatants for such short-term jobs as painting, repairing side-
walks, repairing roads, and picking up garbage. Over the long run, 
however, reintegration programs need to incorporate a training com-
ponent, since many ex-combatants have few marketable skills. There 
will be considerable differences in the social and educational profiles of 
ex-combatants. Target groups can be differentiated on the basis of age, 
sex, marital status, formal qualifications, work experience, and educa-
tion. Training should improve the chances for ex-combatants to find 
better-paying employment. Business training and small credits may be 
used to support those who want to set up their own businesses.
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Employment creation schemes are seldom a productive use of 
donor resources following a conflict. The exception to this rule is for 
former combatants. Finding alternative sources of livelihood for these 
individuals is an important security concern and should be addressed 
accordingly. Based on past behavior, former combatants may well be 
the least deserving elements of society. However, they remain the most 
necessary to assist if renewed conflict is to be avoided. While long-term 
employment of former combatants should be the goal, this may not 
be realistic. The minimum objective should be to detach these indi-
viduals from their former associates long enough to prevent them from 
easily reassembling, rearming, and again posing a threat of renewed 
conflict. 

An alternative to demobilization is to integrate some former com-
batants into new or reformed local security units. These units will 
require careful vetting and oversight. International authorities should 
be careful not to build new security forces larger than the country can 
afford to maintain over the longer term. In most cases, the host state 
will not have the resources to pay for and maintain its own security 
forces for several years following the intervention. If the intervening 
authorities also fail to do so, these new units will themselves become a 
source of insecurity and renewed conflict. 

Critical to an effective DDR program is the process of registering 
the former combatants and providing each some source of livelihood 
while the process goes forward, either in the form of a stipend, in-
kind payment, or alternative employment. Once the former combat-
ants have been registered, and have had their immediate needs cared 
for, the process of deciding which are to be demobilized, which are to 
be reformed into new units and retrained, and which are to be offered 
alternative civil employment or vocational training can proceed at a 
more deliberate pace. One does not need to begin the process know-
ing exactly how many former combatants will be discharged and how 
many retained, as long as all the former combatants are rapidly identi-
fied and assured an interim source of livelihood while their longer-term 
prospects are determined. 
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Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance

Stability operations require multidisciplined, all-source, fused intelli-
gence. Human intelligence (HUMINT) is usually the most useful way 
to gather information in stability operations. Interpreters, low-level 
source operations, debriefs of indigenous personnel, screening opera-
tions, and patrolling are good sources for assessing the economic and 
health needs, military capabilities, and political intent of adversaries. 
Military commanders should emphasize to all personnel the impor-
tance of being conscious of sources of intelligence and should provide 
basic guidelines to improve their intelligence-gathering capabilities. 
Medical personnel must be aware of Geneva Convention restrictions 
against their collecting information of intelligence value except that 
which is observed incidentally while accomplishing their humanitar-
ian duties.

However, a single-source approach cannot support all require-
ments. Manned and unmanned aerial intelligence sensors can provide 
valuable information when other means of collecting intelligence are 
not available. Remote sensing systems can provide information on ter-
rain, weather, and other environmental factors. Data from space sys-
tems can be used to update antiquated maps and provide up-to-date 
locations of facilities and obstacles. Sensors on space and aerial plat-
forms can also monitor terrestrial force movements and assist in treaty 
verification. Communication systems can provide secure, reliable dis-
semination of intelligence and other information where there are few 
or no existing civilian communication systems.

Counterintelligence should support operations even if no well-
defined threat exists. Adversary HUMINT efforts focus on gaining 
access to international military personnel and operations information 
by providing services such as laundry, cooking, driving, and translat-
ing. Adversaries or spoilers may also attempt to exploit other members 
of the local populace who interact with international forces. 

Surveillance and reconnaissance may be employed to deter-
mine the disposition, activities, and intentions of civilian populations 
(hostile and neutral) and uniformed or irregular threats. Reconnais-
sance for information collection and security should continue through-
out the operation. Forces conducting domestic support operations must 



The Military    33

know the legal limitations when acquiring information on civilians. 
In many instances, international organizations and nongovernmental 
humanitarian agencies have been in the area of operations long before 
international military forces. These organizations produce reports, 
have Web sites, and maintain databases. These organizations have 
often conducted surveys of minefields using global positioning system 
(GPS) data. International forces can access much of this information 
before deploying. Military commanders should communicate and 
coordinate with these organizations to become familiar with the cul-
tures and sensitivities of the local population. This means establishing 
trust and good relations with international and nongovernmental orga-
nizations before an operation so they are willing to share information.

Civic Action

The nature of stability operations places military forces in direct con-
tact with civilians, local and government officials, and NGOs. These 
relationships make humanitarian and civil-military operations criti-
cal to any stability operation. As noted previously, international and 
nongovernmental organizations—not military forces—should nor-
mally take the lead in providing humanitarian assistance. But mili-
tary forces are often the first international personnel on the ground 
and have become increasingly involved in humanitarian operations. 
In addition to providing a security shield for early humanitarian relief 
and reconstruction activities, civil affairs units of the military can help 
provide health care, supply food and water to the population, deal with 
mines and hazardous materials, institute quarantine measures in the 
event of communicable disease outbreaks, guide the return of refu-
gees, and perform emergency repairs of infrastructure. In Afghanistan, 
for example, military forces worked closely with civilian personnel in 
provincial reconstruction teams. Projects implemented by these teams 
included roads, water supply plants, irrigation systems, government 
administrative buildings, schools, health clinics, and micro–power-
generation plants. Military forces need to include personnel with the 
language and background skills necessary to work effectively with a 
wide range of official and civilian actors in a dynamic, complex, and 
sometimes murky environment.
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“Team Village” missions have been used effectively in some sta-
bility operations. Team Village refers to a group of personnel—usually 
a mix of civil affairs and psychological operations personnel—tasked 
with conducting civil-military operations within a larger campaign. 
Many include tactical HUMINT teams, interpreters, military police, 
media and public affairs personnel, medical personnel, and local forces. 
Health care operations can be particularly successful in winning sup-
port from the local population. International military forces may 
encounter lines of patients seeking treatment for everything from mild 
bumps and bruises to more serious injuries and illnesses. These can 
be treated from the back of the high-mobility multipurpose wheeled 
vehicles or in more secured compounds. 

Security-Sector Reform

The military component of any mission usually contributes to the 
rebuilding of a local military, either by promoting the reform and pro-
fessionalization of an existing military force or building a new military 
force. The military has also participated in efforts to rebuild the police 
in such countries as Iraq and Afghanistan, though it is usually prefer-
able for the civil element of the mission to organize such training. 

A first step in building or rebuilding a security unit is vetting 
those who are retained for past human rights abuses, corruption, and 
ability. Vetting is important in verifying that soldiers and police have 
not been involved in major human rights violations, are not corrupt, 
and have achieved at least a minimal level of competency. Individuals 
who successfully pass through the vetting process are likely to require 
retraining, new equipment, and a period during which international 
supervisors monitor their performance. Blanket exclusions on the basis 
of membership in political parties or other groups are not usually a 
good way of undertaking vetting. In Iraq, the decision to ban rank-
ing Baath Party members from public-sector employment meant that 
large numbers of senior officers in the defense and interior ministries 
and security-related services were released from duty, not to mention 
thousands of schoolteachers and other mid-level functionaries. Some of 
these individuals were apolitical and had only become party members 
as a condition of employment. Vetting can be challenging: Interna-
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tional and local military forces and personnel may be unable to accu-
rately evaluate applicants because of the loss—or absence—of central 
government files and databases. International staff should be employed 
in these capacities until it is clear that indigenous personnel can exe-
cute these responsibilities effectively.

Training of indigenous forces should create skills necessary for 
effective operations and maintenance of equipment, assist in develop-
ing the expertise needed for effectively managing the defense estab-
lishment, and foster development of an indigenous training capabil-
ity. Infantry training includes basic rifle marksmanship; platoon- and 
company-level tactics; use of heavy weapons; and engineering, scout, 
and medical skills. 

There are three primary methods of training. The first includes 
mobile training teams, which are used when a host nation requires 
on-site training or needs surveys and assessments of training require-
ments. These teams may be single-service, joint, special operations 
forces, or conventional forces. But they must be tailored to the host 
country’s needs. A second method involves technical assistance field 
teams deployed for extended periods to train host-nation personnel 
on equipment or in specific military skills. The third method includes 
international military education and training outside the host nation. 
This involves bringing local military personnel to other countries to 
attend training and education programs. Training abroad is often pro-
vided on an individual basis for more senior officers. 

Equipment needs will vary by country. International military 
forces may assist host-nation militaries to design, implement, and inte-
grate command, control, communications, and computer systems to 
counter likely security threats. Military commanders must consider 
sustainability issues when providing equipment, as well as interoper-
ability with existing equipment. Host nations may request expensive 
equipment as a status symbol when improved training and profession-
alism among the existing force would enhance the overall strength of 
the military. Service support is usually integrated with equipment sup-
port. It includes any service, test, inspection, repair, training, publica-
tion, technical assistance, or other aid used to furnish military assis-
tance. Many types of service teams exist. Quality assurance teams 
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inspect equipment to ensure that it remains mission-capable. Techni-
cal assistance teams respond when the host nation has difficulty with 
imported equipment. 

Institutional development also requires building the capacity of 
ministries of defense to support the armed forces; building command, 
control, and coordination capabilities; improving management, per-
sonnel, and financial processes; reforming military legal codes; and 
transforming the armed forces’ logistical tail. Institutional develop-
ment in a postconflict state must be tackled within the wider context 
of public administration reform. Leadership training is a critical com-
ponent. The aim should be to staff defense ministries with a significant 
number of civilians, as well as to tie the armed forces into the civil ser-
vice by adopting budgeting and management practices similar to those 
in other parts of the government. Sustainability is a critical element of 
institutional development. In the immediate postconflict phase, exter-
nal involvement is likely to be significant. However, reforms will be 
successful only if they are embraced by the host government, ministry 
of defense, and armed forces. 

Key Actors

With few exceptions, most post–Cold War stability missions are con-
ducted by multinational coalitions—sometimes under the command 
of a lead nation, sometimes under the control of an international insti-
tution. Ad hoc coalitions offer the lead nation maximum control, in 
exchange for which it must also bear most of the expense and risk. 
Coalitions overseen by international organizations spread the burden 
of expense and risk more widely, but also disperse responsibility for 
decisionmaking. Sometimes one type of coalition can give way to the 
other. For example, the United States led ad hoc coalitions into Soma-
lia in 1991, into Haiti in 1994 and again in 2004, and into Afghani-
stan in 2001. The first three operations were quickly turned over to the 
United Nations, and the last is in the process of being turned over to 
NATO. 
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Operations requiring forced entry normally call for a coalition 
led by single major power capable of providing most of the command, 
control, and enabling forces. Most such coalitions are organized spe-
cifically for a particular operation, although NATO also meets this 
definition. In situations in which permissive entry and some level of 
acquiescence among the contending parties can be anticipated, the 
United Nations offers the best combination of competence, legitimacy, 
cost-effectiveness, and burden-sharing. 

Sizing

In settled societies, the ratio of military personnel to local inhabitants 
generally ranges from 0.2 soldiers per 1,000 inhabitants to nearly 1 per 
1,000 inhabitants. Examples include the Philippines (0.8), the United 
States (0.2), Chile (0.2), Britain (0.3), Japan (0.5), and South Africa 
(0.8).5 Postconflict societies are likely to need a higher proportion of 
military personnel, though probably considerably less than that under 
arms when the conflict ceases. Figure 2.2 shows military-to-population 
ratios for eight postconflict societies five years after stability operations 
began (or, in the case of Afghanistan, as of this writing). They ranged 
from a low of 0.3 in Mozambique to a high of 7.7 in Cambodia, with an 
average of three soldiers per 1,000 inhabitants. The highest ratios were 
usually in countries with high levels of violence or criminality. Afghan-
istan is an outlier with significant violence but few soldiers, probably 
because local and tribal militias are not captured in the figures.

International forces must be large enough to maintain order; capa-
ble of training indigenous forces; and have a robust intelligence, sur-
veillance, and reconnaissance capability down to the small-unit level. 
Peace enforcement requires a much greater commitment of military 
force than do more benign types of operations, such as peacekeeping. 
However, entry by force is by no means the most demanding aspect 
of the operation. For a well-equipped Western force, the conventional

5 Christopher Langton, ed., The Military Balance, 2006, London: International Institute 
for Strategic Studies, 2006.
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Figure 2.2
Local Military Forces Five Years After Start of Stability Operations
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1.2

battle, if any, is likely to prove the quickest and least costly aspect of the 
operation. In some cases, the mere threat of force may be sufficient to 
gain entry (as in Haiti in 1994); in some cases, air power may largely be 
sufficient (as in Kosovo in 1999); and in other cases, air power in sup-
port of indigenous forces in addition to small numbers of international 
forces may suffice (as in Bosnia in 1995 and Afghanistan in 2001). 
Even where conventional ground operations prove necessary, the num-
bers required will probably not approach those needed to subsequently 
stabilize the society. 

Figure 2.3 shows peak levels of international military forces in 
eight stability operations. High levels of forces have generally tended to 
correlate with high levels of security and order and low levels of casual-
ties. Failure to deploy sufficient numbers in a peace enforcement opera-
tion can lead to incipient local resistance taking organized and violent 
form, as has occurred in Somalia, Afghanistan, and Iraq. 
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Figure 2.3
Peak Military Levels for Peace Enforcement
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In situations in which the parties have ceased fighting more or 
less of their own accord and have been persuaded to invite in an inter-
national military mission, personnel needs can be significantly lower, 
on occasion fewer than one foreign soldier per 1,000 inhabitants. In 
these circumstances, the international authorities are not imposing, but 
facilitating, a settlement. The international force is not choosing sides, 
but attempting to maintain peace between contending factions with 
the cooperation, or at least the acquiescence, of each. Public security is 
left mostly in the hands of local forces. Figure 2.4 illustrates the peak 
levels of international military forces in eight UN stability operations.
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Figure 2.4
Peak Military Levels for UN Operations
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Force levels in some UN operations—such as Congo, El Salvador, 
and Mozambique—were significantly lower, at one or fewer soldiers 
per 1,000 inhabitants. Many of the UN operations cited, including 
Namibia, El Salvador, and Mozambique, were nevertheless successful 
despite lower troop numbers because the contenders had exhausted 
themselves and were ready to cooperate.

The size, capability, and cost of an international military force 
that intervenes for the purpose of a heavy peace enforcement opera-
tion are substantially greater than in a light peacekeeping scenario, 
consistent with the international community’s experience with these 
two types of operations. For the heavy peace enforcement scenario, we 
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calculated the number of soldiers using the average number of inter-
national military personnel deployed in the first year of eight peace 
enforcement operations.6 For the light peacekeeping scenario, we used 
the average number of soldiers in the first year of six peacekeeping 
operations.7 This resulted in an average of 13 soldiers per 1,000 inhab-
itants for peace enforcement operations, and two soldiers per 1,000 
inhabitants for peacekeeping operations.

The necessary size of the international force should be determined 
by the scope of its mission or, alternately, the scope of its mission should 
be limited by the likely size of the available force. Only when large 
numbers of well-equipped, capable soldiers are available can the inter-
vening authorities prudently embark on rapid and thorough reform 
of a nature that fundamentally redistributes power, thereby directly 
challenging powerful and entrenched interest groups in the society. 
In the majority of cases, the ratio of foreign troops to population falls 
well below 13 soldiers per 1,000 inhabitants, and success depends on 
co-opting local power brokers, reconciling contending factions, and 
promoting gradual reform. This will require redirecting competition 
for wealth and power in the society from violent into peaceful chan-
nels without threatening the complete eclipse of any important faction, 
community, or interest group. 

Costs

Intervening powers must anticipate funding not only their own 
expenses, but also most of the expenses for local security forces over 
the first several years of an intervention. The indigenous government, 
if there is one, is in most cases unlikely to have sufficient revenue to 
equip, maintain, and pay for a professional army and police force. If 

6 The eight operations were East Timor, Eastern Slavonia, Japan, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, 
Kosovo, and Iraq. We excluded the two outliers—Germany on the high end and Afghani-
stan on the low end—from the average.
7 The six operations were Congo (in the 1960s), Namibia, Cambodia, Mozambique, Sierra 
Leone, and El Salvador.
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local security forces do exist, they are likely to be funding themselves 
through various forms of corruption and extortion, living in a symbi-
otic relationship with the criminal and extremist elements they are sup-
posed to be combating. Until such links are broken, these forces will 
remain a source of insecurity.

The international cost burden may be borne by the following: 
(1) U.S. and other high-end Western forces conducting peace enforce-
ment operations and (2) UN forces engaged in peacekeeping, not peace 
enforcement. We first estimate the cost of deploying peace enforcement 
forces based on the cost of coalition operations in Iraq and Afghani-
stan after the overthrow of Saddam Hussein and the Taliban regime, 
respectively. Using data on the force size and cost of these operations, 
we calculated the average cost per soldier for military and civilian per-
sonnel, personnel support, operational support, and transportation. 
We estimate that annual costs are approximately $200,000 per soldier 
per year for peace enforcement operations.8 These costs would be some-
what lower in a more benign environment, like Bosnia or Kosovo. 

Second, we estimated the cost of deploying UN soldiers for non-
enforcement missions based on four operations: Haiti, Sierra Leone, 
Congo, and Liberia.9 We calculated the average per-soldier cost by 
compiling information on personnel costs for military observers and 

8 Data are from U.S. Congress, Congressional Budget Office, Estimated Costs of Continuing 
Operations in Iraq and Other Operations of the Global War on Terrorism, Washington, D.C., 
June 25, 2004. We thank Adam Talaber at the Congressional Budget Office for his assis-
tance with the calculations.
9 Data compiled from United Nations General Assembly, “Budget for the United Nations 
Stabilization Mission in Haiti for the Period from 1 July 2005 to 30 June 2006 and 
Expenditure Report for the Period from 1 May to 30 June 2004: Report of the Secretary-
General,” A/59/745, 59th session, agenda item 155, March 18, 2005b; United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly, “Performance Report on the Budget of the United Nations Mission in Sierra 
Leone for the Period from 1 July 2003 to 30 June 2004: Report of the Secretary-General,” 
A/59/635, 59th session, agenda item 136, December 21, 2004b; United Nations General 
Assembly, “Performance Report on the Budget of the United Nations Organization Mission 
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo for the Period from 1 July 2003 to 30 June 2004: 
Report of the Secretary-General,” A/59/657, 59th session, agenda item 127, March 4, 2005a; 
and United Nations General Assembly, “Performance Report on the Budget of the United 
Nations Mission in Liberia for the Period from 1 August 2003 to 30 June 2004: Report of 
the Secretary-General,” A/59/624, 59th session, agenda item 134, December 20, 2004a.
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military contingents, as well as on what the UN calls “operational 
costs.”10 These include a combination of transportation, infrastructure, 
and other costs. We estimate a cost to the UN of roughly $45,000 per 
soldier per year.11 The major difference between U.S./Western and UN 
costs is that UN soldiers are paid by their own governments according 
to their own national rank and salary scale. The contributing countries 
are reimbursed by the UN at a flat rate of a little over $1,000 per soldier 
per month. The UN also reimburses countries for equipment and other 
operational costs.

Costs for building and maintaining a local military force include 
those for personnel, equipment, facilities, operations, and oversight, 
including the costs of staffing a ministry of the defense. Figure 2.5 
shows the total costs of fielding a national military force for 14 differ-
ent countries. We express each in terms of cost per soldier as a multiple 
of the country’s per capita GDP. To arrive at these figures, defense 
ministry budgets from the 14 countries were converted into U.S. dol-
lars and divided by the number of soldiers in the military. These per-
soldier costs were then compared to per capita GDP in dollars con-
verted at market exchange rates. RAND found that, on average, the 
cost per soldier averaged roughly seven times a country’s per capita 
GDP at market exchange rates.

What does this analysis imply for the military component of sta-
bility operations? To illustrate, assume the that United States and Euro-
pean countries lead a peace enforcement mission to Macedonia, which 
in 2006 had a population of 2 million, to halt a hypothetical civil 
war in that country. Using three soldiers per 1,000 inhabitants, the 
average number in postconflict societies cited previously, Macedonia 
would ultimately need 9,000 of its own soldiers to maintain security. 

10 We aggregated costs for facilities and infrastructure, ground transportation, air trans-
portation, naval transportation, communications, medical services, and special equipment. 
Since the UN does not disaggregate the operational costs of military personnel from civilian 
personnel, our estimates may slightly overstate per-soldier costs. However, military person-
nel account for the majority of operational costs. 
11 The per-soldier cost was approximately $32,395 for Sierra Leone, $49,692 for the Congo, 
$51,201 for Liberia, and $45,540 for Haiti. The average was $44,775, which we rounded to 
$45,000.
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Figure 2.5
Cost of Fielding a Local Military Force
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Macedonia’s per capita GDP in 2006 was approximately $8,000. Multi-
plying $8,000 by seven, then multiplying by 9,000 soldiers, gives a pro-
jected annual budget of $500 million. This is a very rough estimate of 
what would be needed to operate the Macedonia defense establishment 
following a postconflict intervention.12 In addition, using the average 
number of international soldiers (13) per 1,000 inhabitants cited ear-
lier, Macedonia would need approximately 26,000 international force 
personnel. We then multiply this number by our estimate of $200,000 
per soldier noted previously (assuming as we do that the international 
force in this case is predominantly Western), giving a total interna-

12 The estimating equations for peace enforcement missions are as follows:

number of local soldiers population3 1 000/ ,
ccost of running ministry of defense per cappita GDP number of soldiers
number of int

7
eernational soldiers population

cos
13 1 000/ ,

tt of international military number of soldiiers $ , .200 000
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tional military cost of $4 billion per year. Consequently, the total cost 
of deploying a major U.S.-led stability operation to Macedonia could 
approach $4.5 billion in the first year alone. Table 2.1 summarizes the 
results of this analysis and includes comparable estimates for a UN-led 
stability operation to Niger.13 These estimates are meant to provide a 
first cut at estimating numbers and costs for the full range of inter-
national and local military operations in the aftermath of an external 
intervention.

Table 2.1
Estimates for Operations in Macedonia and Niger, Year One

Mission

Number of 
Local Soldiers

Needed

Cost of Running  
Local Defense 
Establishment

(2006 US$)

Number of 
Int’l Soldiers 

Needed

Cost of Int’l 
Force 

(2006 US$)

Total 
Expenditure
(2006 US$)

Peace 
enforcement 
mission to 
Macedoniaa

9,000 500 million 26,000 4 billion 4.5 billion

Peacekeeping 
mission to 
Nigerb

37,500 200 million 25,000 1 billion 1.2 billion

SOURCE: RAND calculations.
a The calculations for Macedonia assume a population of 2 million and a per capita 
GDP of $8,000 (Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook 2006, Washington, 
D.C., 2006).
b The calculations for Niger assume a population of 12.5 million and a per capita 
GDP of $800 (Central Intelligence Agency, 2006).

13 The estimating equations for peacekeeping missions are as follows:

number of local soldiers population3 1 000/ ,
ccost of running ministry of defense per cappita GDP number of soldiers
number of int

7
eernational soldiers population

cost
2 1 000/ ,

of international military number of soldieers $45,000.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Police 

Societies emerging from war face a variety of threats from extremist and 
criminal organizations. Indigenous capacity to meet these challenges is 
almost always inadequate and sometimes nonexistent. The insertion of 
international military forces may suffice to halt open conflict, separate 
combatants, and begin disarmament. However, even if these efforts 
achieve success rapidly, the local population will be vulnerable to crim-
inals and extremists who seek to undermine the emerging order. Crime 
often rises, particularly in circumstances in which repressive regimes 
and abusive security establishments have been dismantled. The failure 
of the intervening powers to establish law and order will reduce the 
confidence and willingness of the population to cooperate with inter-
vening authorities and enhance the influence of criminals and spoil-
ers. It may contribute to overt resistance when spoilers are sufficiently 
emboldened to engage in terrorist or insurgent tactics. 

Over the past 15 years, international police have become a stan-
dard element of stability missions, representing some 10 percent of the 
personnel of most current UN-led operations. International police play 
an important role in the oversight and training of local police forces. 
In cases in which the domestic security establishment has disintegrated 
or has been irremediably compromised, international police perform 
direct law enforcement roles until reliable local police units can be 
assembled and trained. There are three major categories of interna-
tional police: military, civil, and gendarmerie (the latter shares charac-
teristics of the first two). 
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In conventional combat operations, MPs expedite the forward and 
lateral movement of combat resources and ensure that military com-
manders get forces, supplies, and equipment when and where they are 
needed on the battlefield. MPs conduct reconnaissance and intelligence 
operations to obtain information on routes and terrain from which 
enemy forces can influence troop movement. They may take charge of 
prisoners of war, detainees, and dislocated civilians, registering them 
and providing detention facilities or shelter. MPs may also conduct law 
enforcement tasks, such as responding to civil disturbances, conduct-
ing raids, investigating traffic accidents, and searching vehicles. 

Most international civilian police are drawn from active or retired 
members of national and local law enforcement agencies of contributing 
countries. They are usually recruited as individuals rather than units. 
They are more likely than military police to have substantial experi-
ence in criminal investigation, crowd control, forensics, and commu-
nity policing. They include regular police and specialized units, such 
as special weapons and tactics (SWAT) and counternarcotics forces. 
They are not subject to military discipline and will typically be less 
heavily armed than military police—if they are armed at all. Border 
policing is a specialized police function normally performed by person-
nel specifically trained and equipped for that purpose. Border policing 
serves two distinct functions: border control (staffing and monitoring 
border crossing points in cooperation with immigration and customs 
authorities) and border patrol (monitoring the green space between 
checkpoints, often with military support). Gendarmerie or civil police 
should not be expected to perform duties related to border security 
without receiving specialized training and relevant equipment. 

Gendarmerie forces are designed to function as civil police in 
peacetime and military police in wartime; they thus share charac-
teristics of both types of units. When serving on stability missions, 
these police are typically deployed in formed, nationally distinct units 
that have their own command-and-control arrangements. This con-
trasts with civil police, who are often deployed as individuals in mixed, 
multinational units. Gendarmerie forces operate under military disci-
pline; they are generally more heavily armed than civil police. They are 
also trained in sophisticated criminal investigative techniques. They 
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have experience in riot control, counternarcotics, and counterterror-
ism. They are often employed in combating organized crime in their 
home countries. This makes gendarmerie units especially well suited 
for bridging the gap between military and civil security tasks in stabil-
ity operations. However, only a few countries—such as France, Italy, 
Spain, and the Netherlands—have gendarmerie forces.

Civilian police are the best choice, when available in sufficient 
numbers, for the oversight, training, monitoring, and mentoring of 
local police forces. Gendarmerie units are particularly useful in cir-
cumstances in which international police are called on to exercise 
a direct law enforcement role, engage in crowd control, or confront 
large-scale organized crime. There are seldom enough gendarmerie 
units to meet the demand; civilian police are often in short supply 
as well, particularly early in an operation. Consequently, the military 
component of the mission is often called upon to impose public order, 
a task for which military police are generally better suited than are 
standard infantry units.

Key Challenges

Predeployment Planning. International police should be deployed 
in conjunction with or in the immediate aftermath of the insertion of 
military forces. This will require preparation even before the opera-
tion commences, and several questions will need to be addressed. 
What objectives and strategies should international authorities 
adopt? What kind of posture should be established to deal with poten-
tial insurgents, criminals, and other spoilers? How many police officers 
should be deployed? What rules of engagement and standard operating 
procedures should be adopted? What types of equipment will police 
need? How much will the deployment cost? Adequately answering 
these questions before the intervention is critical to preventing a security 
gap. Numerous operations have experienced a debilitating deployment 
lag, since it takes time to acquire funding, personnel, and equipment 
when needed. These planning steps can be extremely challenging, but 
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are necessary to maximize the likelihood of a smooth transition from 
major combat to stabilization.

Law Enforcement and Public Security. The prime responsibility 
of any police force is to enforce the law and provide for public security. 
In the aftermath of conflict, these tasks may fall directly on the inter-
vening authorities, and in particular on its police and military forces. 
Timing can be critical. As noted in Chapter One, the immediate after-
math of major combat is sometimes called the golden hour. During this 
period, efforts by outsiders can prevent—or trigger—a spiral of con-
flict that becomes an insurgency. Intervening early with overwhelming 
force is easier than trying to retrieve a deteriorating security situation 
when consent is declining and spoilers are on the offensive.

Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance. Gathering suffi-
cient intelligence may be extremely difficult in the early stages of sta-
bility operations. Chapter Two addressed intelligence challenges for 
the military; this chapter examines intelligence for police units. While 
there is some overlap between the two, intelligence is challenging—and 
important—for both. In past operations, HUMINT has provided the 
majority of actionable intelligence. But this requires devoting sufficient 
time and resources to penetrating criminal and insurgent groups, as 
well as building a network of informants. The police element of stabil-
ity missions should contain criminal intelligence specialists, along with 
the funding and the authority needed to conduct such operations. 

Recruiting, Vetting, and Training Police. In some instances, a new 
local police force will need to be recruited in its entirety, as was neces-
sary in East Timor in the aftermath of the 1999 referendum for self-
determination. In other instances, existing forces must be vetted and 
new recruits will need to replace those dismissed for prior abuses. In 
some cases, both may be done simultaneously; that is, the old force is 
retained and vetted as an interim measure, while an entirely new force 
is recruited and trained from scratch. Background checks are needed 
to weed out officers and applicants who have committed crimes. This 
is particularly important when recruits are drawn from former com-
batant formations that have abused the civilian population. Vetting 
can be extremely difficult. There is often little reliable information on 
the background of individuals or units. Documents may have been 



The Police    51

destroyed by the ministry of interior—or never existed to begin with. 
In addition, most intelligence services do not systematically collect 
information on mid- and lower-level police officers.

Infrastructure and Equipment. Local police forces are likely to 
require everything from new uniforms to transport and communica-
tion equipment. There is a strong tendency in the donor community 
to equate police effectiveness with the acquisition of advanced tech-
nology. A sophisticated forensic lab may be useful in some instances, 
but it will do little to improve criminal investigation unless there is a 
trained staff to run it and police have the skills to collect evidence in 
a timely fashion. This means that international authorities have to help 
build infrastructure and provide equipment that is sustainable over the 
long run. 

Institutional Reform. Depending on the nature and state of the 
local police, the intervening authorities may choose to reform and 
rebuild the existing establishment or to dismantle what is left of it and 
begin anew. The former is usually easier and faster, while the latter 
may result in more thorough reform. Sometimes there is no choice. In 
Somalia, East Timor, and Kosovo, the police force had disintegrated 
or been withdrawn. Postconflict environments are often the most con-
ducive to changing the system and culture of internal security bodies. 
They frequently provide a “window of opportunity” to rebuild inter-
nal security forces from scratch, giving policymakers the opportunity 
and power to make significant reforms. In virtually all major postcon-
flict stability operations since World War II, internal security bodies—
especially the police—have been partially or wholly rebuilt. 

Long-Term Development. Once an initial effort to reform an 
existing police force or establish a new one has begun to produce 
results, efforts should shift to developing the skills needed to sustain 
professional institutions and practices. Intervening authorities should 
emphasize training the trainers. Lasting reform will require training 
and mentoring at many levels over extended periods of time. Viable 
reform needs to take place in an atmosphere of support from the local 
government, including the leadership of key ministries. Sustained and 
committed leadership by top policymakers in the host state, including 
ministry of interior officials, is critical for improving the effectiveness 
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and accountability of police and internal security forces. Significant 
reform cannot be implemented from below against the indifference or 
hostility of senior managers. When political will for reform is lacking, 
international police training programs have had little or no success.

Best Practices

Predeployment Planning

One of the first decisions during the planning phase is to establish a 
mandate for the police—especially whether the police should be armed 
and have arrest authority or be unarmed and have no arrest authority. 
This decision is typically made by political authorities, not by mission 
planners. Both types of missions may have a mandate for local secu-
rity reform, including the restructuring of local police institutions and 
retraining of local police. Recently, the UN has deployed hybrids, mis-
sions in which some police units (such as gendarmerie) are armed and 
have limited executive authority while others (such as general police) 
are unarmed and serve as monitors and trainers. In most postconflict 
cases, the use of armed police with executive authority is preferable, 
since local police are often unable or unwilling to provide police ser-
vices. Executive missions can then transition to monitoring missions as 
local police forces become more competent. Police monitors are severely 
limited in their functions and, as Bosnia demonstrated, powerless if the 
local police refuse to cooperate. Failure to adequately empower inter-
national police will throw more of the burden of law enforcement onto 
the military component of the mission. When in doubt, it is preferable 
to plan for the more robust alternative. 

Police planners also need to collect, analyze, and disseminate 
information on a wide variety of issues to appropriate personnel. They 
should collect information on all aspects of the host country’s police: 
its historical role and functions, organizational structure, accountabil-
ity, and effectiveness. They should also collect information on the spe-
cific cultural environment, contemporary political issues, and potential 
security threats that the police may encounter.



The Police    53

Another critical element during the planning phase is the place-
ment of the police in the mission chain of command. If there cannot 
be unity of command, as there is in most UN missions, with both the 
military and police components answering to the Secretary-General’s 
Special Representative, then there should be clear command relation-
ships between the military and police elements in the mission. Police 
headquarters should be collocated with the military. Police (including 
gendarmerie) should participate in mission planning for operations. 

Police-military cooperation is critical to the success of any sta-
bility operation, especially if several military, gendarmerie, and inter-
national and local police forces are involved in establishing security, 
each with its own chain of command. The civil police chain of com-
mand begins with the reporting officer up through formal first-line 
supervisory channels to the civilian police commissioner. This chain 
of command should be adhered to strictly if information is to move 
reliably along the lines of communication. The same should apply with 
regard to orders, instructions, and directives passed down from the 
civilian police headquarters. The civilian police commissioner should 
exercise final and complete control over all international civilian police 
personnel and their operations. The commissioner may delegate such 
authority as necessary to maintain the efficient operation of the civilian 
police component. Key subordinates may include a director of opera-
tions who controls the communication center; specialized units such 
as SWAT teams; an information system that tracks crimes, suspects, 
and convicted felons; and a director of investigations, who oversees 
forensics and a central criminal investigation unit. It may also include 
several operational layers:

civilian police headquarters with support staff to facilitate field 
operations
regions (districts or divisions), usually determined by local police 
administrative headquarters, supervised by an international civil-
ian police regional commander with support staff
police stations, which report to regional headquarters. 

•

•

•
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A critical issue that needs to be decided during the planning 
phase is whether police are subordinate to military or civilian com-
mand. The problem is confusing capacity with mandate and authority. 
In Bosnia and Kosovo, NATO multinational specialized units (com-
posed of French gendarmerie and Italian carabinieri) were subject to 
military rules of engagement like other military forces. They could per-
form public-order functions—such as patrolling, information gather-
ing, and riot control—but could not engage in law enforcement func-
tions such as criminal investigations and arrests despite being fully 
trained and equipped to perform them. U.S. military police were part 
of NATO Kosovo Force (KFOR) and were subject to military rules of 
engagement. In Kosovo, the civilian UN specialized units (including 
the Spanish guardia civil and Romanian national gendarmerie) had the 
authority to perform both public-order and law enforcement functions. 
French gendarmerie served as members of embedded units in French 
KFOR, in the multinational specialized unit (constabulary), and in the 
United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) 
police as individual officers performing civil police functions. 

Gendarmerie units are capable of acting within a military or civil-
ian command chain. If available, these units need to be assigned to 
one or the other element of a mission. In the early stages of an opera-
tion, when civilian assets are scarce and the military component has 
primary responsibility for public security, it may be desirable to place 
gendarmerie units under military command. As lead responsibility for 
law enforcement shifts from the military to the civil side of the mis-
sion, however, so should the necessary assets, including the gendar-
merie units. 

Law Enforcement and Public Security

International police may need to assume law enforcement responsibili-
ties, especially when indigenous police have disintegrated during the 
conflict or have been discredited because of their abusive behavior. A 
key to law enforcement is determining which legal code to enforce. 
This is discussed in more detail in Chapter Four. Establishing which 
legal codes and laws are to be applied should occur prior to deploy-
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ment. Purging and reforming existing penal codes is an early postint-
ervention priority. 

Policing tasks may include coordinating with the military to fight 
or deter insurgent groups, patrol borders, secure roads, investigate and 
break up criminal organizations, or even direct traffic. Law enforce-
ment is particularly important in combating organized crime. In pre-
vious stability operations—such as Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and 
Iraq—organized criminal enterprises began or resumed activities fol-
lowing the arrival of the international intervention force. Without the 
ability to conduct sophisticated investigations and incarcerate and 
try major crime figures, the international effort will fail to curb the 
power of key spoilers. International police forces must include officers 
skilled in investigating organized crime and forensics units for analyz-
ing evidence.

In addition, international police may be required to conduct 
mobile patrols and provide area security in sensitive locations, such as 
ports, airports, bridges, and border-control points. They may provide 
security for election candidates and high-ranking officials, as well as 
polling stations during elections. They may also help oversee the move-
ment of refugees and displaced persons and provide protection during 
humanitarian assistance efforts. Gendarmerie units may be necessary 
to respond to situations that require forces specifically trained and 
equipped to deal with civil disturbances, terrorism, drug trafficking, 
and organized crime. In contrast to most international civil police, 
these specialized units typically deploy with their own weapons, trans-
port, communication, and logistical support. 

Interoperability among international police units and between the 
police and military components of the mission is a particular challenge. 
The different contingents are likely to have different capabilities, equip-
ment, doctrine, culture, language, legal and policy constraints, and 
command-and-control arrangements, while their home governments 
may have differing political objectives. Orchestrating police operations 
requires standardized procedures, communication capabilities, equip-
ment, and liaison within the constraints of operations security. Coordi-
nation is the key to mission accomplishment. A civil operations center 
may help meet this requirement. It provides access for other agencies 
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in need of police assistance and coordination, including NGOs, major 
international organizations, and host-nation authorities and agencies.

Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance

Chapter Two discussed the importance of intelligence, surveillance, 
and reconnaissance operations for the military. This chapter focuses 
on the police. While there is inevitably some overlap between the two, 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance are critical for police in 
generating information on hostile and criminal groups in the area of 
operations, as well as on the environment (including weather, terrain, 
and civil considerations) and the performance of local police forces. 

Police generally require tactical intelligence—actionable informa-
tion related to civil disturbance and crime. A key challenge is often 
how to declassify military or other intelligence in a timely manner that 
does not compromise sources and methods. Police routinely collect 
tactical intelligence that can be useful to other parts of the interna-
tional mission. Timely and accurate intelligence facilitates identifying 
and exploiting opportunities and depends on aggressive and continu-
ous reconnaissance and surveillance. Cultural information is critical in 
gauging potential reactions to the operation, avoiding misunderstand-
ings, and improving the effectiveness of the operation. Changes in the 
behavior of the population may suggest a need for change in tactics or 
strategy. Biographical information and leadership analysis are key to 
understanding potential adversaries and their methods of operation. 
Knowledge of the ethnic and religious factions and the historical back-
ground of the host country are important for achieving the objectives 
of the operation.

As with the military, the police should seek to acquire the capac-
ity for collecting and collating intelligence by setting up an intelligence 
collection and analysis center—perhaps collocated with the military. 
Such a center poses difficulties in a multinational environment and 
one in which civilians and military need to operate together. Human 
sources are likely to provide the most useful information. Interpret-
ers, low-level source operations, debriefs of locals, screening operations, 
and patrolling are the primary sources for assessing the capabilities and 
intentions of criminals and other security threats to the state. Police 
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officers should emphasize to all personnel the importance of always 
being intelligence-conscious and should provide basic guidelines to 
improve their intelligence-gathering capability. Surveillance and recon-
naissance may be employed to determine the disposition, activities, and 
intentions of civilian populations (hostile and neutral) and uniformed 
or irregular threats. Reconnaissance for information collection and 
security should continue throughout the operation. Success requires 
integrating all available information from civilian and other sources. 
However, police must also be informed and mindful of the legal limi-
tations and those imposed by the mission leadership when acquiring 
information on civilians. 

In many instances, international and nongovernmental organiza-
tions may have been in the area of operations long before international 
police. These organizations can provide valuable information through 
the reports, Web sites, and databases that they produce or maintain. 
For example, these organizations often collect GPS data on mines and 
unexploded ordnance. International police can access much of this 
information before deploying. However, these organizations and their 
representatives may resist being employed as a source of intelligence. 
Because of the nature of their work, humanitarian organizations feel 
that they must keep their distance from intervening authorities, espe-
cially international police or military. To the extent possible, police 
should foster communication and share information with these orga-
nizations. These organizations can be especially valuable in helping the 
international police force become more familiar with the cultures and 
sensitivities of the local population.

Recruiting, Vetting, and Training Police

Given the mutual suspicions and vested interests of most contend-
ing factions, intervening authorities should generally take charge of 
vetting—or at least closely monitor the process. Recruitment standards 
should be fair and transparent. Starting salaries should be adequate to 
attract appropriately qualified candidates, provide a decent standard 
of living, and thereby reduce incentives for corruption. In most coun-
tries, police salaries range from two to approximately four times the 
per capita GDP. Where ethnic or sectarian differences have driven past 
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conflicts, police recruitment must reach out to marginalized commu-
nities. Efforts to recruit women and minorities will set a positive exam-
ple and emphasize a break with the past. 

A new force will require both basic and specialized training. An 
existing force will require substantial retraining to instill respect for 
human rights and the rule of law. It may also need to develop the 
skills necessary to maintain public security without recourse to more 
customary methods of arbitrary arrest, torture, and indefinite pretrial 
detention. Prior to any intervention, plans should be made and fund-
ing identified for a robust training effort. Suitable training sites should 
be located, a curriculum drawn up, and training staff hired. Assuming 
that such preparations are made, recruitment for the new or renewed 
police force can begin within a few weeks of the intervention. The 
training curriculum should include the following areas:

basic police procedures, such as patrolling and crime-scene 
protection
physical security
corrections
civil disturbance operations
customs operations
traffic control
use of force
special-unit training, such as counterdrug or counterterrorist 
operations
human rights.

It may also be important to begin to develop an independent 
forensic capacity, including the ability to conduct fingerprint iden-
tification and basic evidentiary forensic testing. The construction of 
forensic crime labs and the training of relevant police officials in basic 
explosive detection, as well as in preserving evidence for prosecution, 
are also important.

Field training should ideally occur under the supervision of inter-
national police officers. Police academy graduates should complete a 
field training program that includes periods in the classroom as well as 

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
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on-the-job experience. Kosovo is a useful example: The 19-week field 
training program included six weeks of classroom instruction after 
graduation from the police academy. Basic police training normally 
requires at least several months, followed by extensive on-the-job train-
ing, conducted under the oversight of international police experts. 
Pressure for rapid deployment sometimes results in more accelerated 
schedules. In Iraq, the most extended basic course of instruction was 
eight weeks, and many new police officers were fielded with consider-
ably less training. Not surprisingly, the resulting standards of perfor-
mance were unacceptably low. Even with extended basic training, new 
police will function poorly unless led and mentored by experienced 
officers. International police can play these roles to some extent, but 
an early start is needed to identify and develop local leadership. Can-
didates for such positions may be drawn from among the more capable 
new recruits, the existing police forces, or from individuals with legal 
or other relevant experience. Selecting, training, and mentoring such 
individuals will shape the resultant force decisively; it cannot be started 
too early. 

Infrastructure and Equipment

Local police forces are likely to require everything from new uniforms 
to transport and communication equipment. Examples of appropriate 
nonlethal and lethal assistance include the provision of communica-
tion equipment such as radios, protective gear such as helmets and flak 
jackets, handcuffs, vehicles such as police cars and jeeps, and hand-
guns. The construction and rehabilitation of police infrastructure and 
facilities presents a more straightforward task than achieving a change 
in the culture of the police force. An important guide will be in pro-
viding infrastructure and facilities through a development lens. Where 
police aid missions are managed by Western personnel with little devel-
opment experience, the tendency has been to import state-of-the-art 
solutions in prison design, communication equipment, or weaponry. 
These may be inappropriate for the local context. After international 
police depart, the country may not be able to cover the cost of mainte-
nance or replacement or may not have the technical ability to conduct 
repairs. 
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Many donors are reluctant to provide weapons for police. In some 
cases, international arms embargoes adopted prior to the intervention 
may remain in existence, as in Liberia, raising another obstacle. Weap-
ons provided should be appropriate for local circumstances rather than 
dictated purely by availability or the most common weapons in use in 
the donor country. If the intervening military and international police 
units have prepared themselves to provide for public security for some 
extended period, it may be feasible and desirable to phase in weaponry 
for a new local police force gradually. On the other hand, if local police 
are to be the first line of defense against criminal and extremist ele-
ments in the society, it makes little sense to arm them less well than 
their adversaries.

Institutional Reform

Institutional reform includes either reforming the current police and 
ministry of interior or building a new institution largely from scratch. 
There are three factors that should be considered. First, is there enough 
left of the old police organization to provide a basis for rebuilding? 
Second, how discredited and unpopular is the current police force 
with the local population? Third, how likely is it that the intervening 
powers will dispose of enough military and police resources to pro-
vide for public security during the lengthy time needed to build a new 
police force? 

Even the most incompetent and corrupt local police force will 
normally be regarded by an intervening power as better than noth-
ing. Assuming that such a force exists, the decision is then whether to 
rebuild a new force on the foundation of the old or to rebuild a com-
pletely new force while retaining the old for an interim period. In El 
Salvador, UN civilian police oversaw the elimination of the military-
controlled national police force over a 24-month period and super-
vised the construction of a new national civil police force under civilian 
command. UN police were also responsible for overseeing the abolish-
ment of several other branches of the police, such as the national guard, 
treasury police, and national intelligence directorate, which operated 
under military command. A similar process was undertaken in Haiti 
in the mid-1990s, where the old police force, an element of the Haitian 
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Army, was disbanded slowly over a two-year period during which an 
entirely new force was trained and deployed. 

In most instances, the choice has been to build upon the founda-
tions of the old police force rather than to start anew. This is less dis-
ruptive and requires less initial investment on the part of the interven-
ing authorities. To the extent that the old police force has been even 
moderately successful in dealing with common crime, this approach 
may also minimize the increase in violent crime that often accompa-
nies the reform of abusive security establishments. On the other hand, 
building reformed institutions on the foundations of existing ones is 
less likely to ensure a thorough break with patterns of corruption and 
abuse or to provide the public with an image of a new start. 

However abusive or incompetent the old security establishment 
may be, intervening authorities cannot afford to disband it unless 
something is immediately available to take its place. Thus, where inter-
national police are not likely to be available in sufficient numbers, dis-
banding the local police force is not going to be a viable option, how-
ever desirable such a step may be in principle. 

There is no universally accepted template for structuring national 
and local police forces. Some countries, such as the United States and 
India, have a decentralized policing structure with independence of 
command at the state and local levels. Other countries, such as France, 
maintain a more centralized police establishment with a single center 
of control. Both approaches can produce effective, democratic polic-
ing. Intervening authorities need, therefore, to devise solutions that 
deliver order and accountability in the particular social, cultural, and 
political setting in which they are needed. Structural questions that 
need to be tackled include the degree of national centralization over 
the police force and the decision whether to create a gendarmerie that is 
functionally and organizationally distinct from the police and military. 
It is generally better to define solutions responsive to local needs and 
expectations than to try to replicate the intervening power’s domestic 
arrangements.
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Long-Term Development

Once an initial effort to organize the new police force has begun to 
produce results, the focus of training should shift to developing long-
term skills needed to sustain professional institutions and practices. 
Intervening authorities should emphasize training the trainers. Field 
training programs, long-term mentoring, continuous professional edu-
cation, and management and specialist training are key to institution-
alizing reformed practices, attitudes, and new skills among the local 
police. At least as important is ensuring that the ongoing training 
drives a change in culture among local police. One way to achieve this 
result is to encourage local police officials to observe practices in dem-
ocratic states and consider the adaptability of such practices to their 
country. This may be a better option than encouraging international 
advisors to import systems and procedures wholesale from their home 
jurisdictions.

Responsiveness and accountability are critical aspects of insti-
tutional development. Responsiveness is the ability of the police to 
take its cues from individual members of the public, not simply from 
the government. The most obvious example of responsiveness is the 
implementation of a 911-type emergency system like that used in the 
United States. Such a system demonstrates the power of the individual 
to summon police assistance regardless of social and political stand-
ing. Responsiveness brings two advantages. It shows that police are 
accountable to diverse interests, including those from minority ethnic 
groups. It also shows that the authority of the state will be used in the 
interest of the people. 

Accountability is measured by the police authority’s submission to 
and acceptance of outside supervision. Courts, legislatures, the media, 
ombudsmen, and complaint processes are all outlets of accountabil-
ity. Accountability is critical because it demonstrates that police are 
ultimately responsible to laws, not simply to the government of the 
moment. Law enforcement must be held accountable to an indepen-
dent and effective judiciary. The police must not enjoy immunity from 
prosecution. They should be required to obtain warrants from a judge 
before conducting activities like searches or wiretapping. To hold police 
accountable for their actions, it is also important to develop policy doc-
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uments and operational manuals that are grounded in national law and 
international standards and to ensure that these procedures and stan-
dards are fully integrated into all aspects of police training.

Sustainability is the final element of institutional development. 
In the immediate postconflict phase, external involvement is likely 
to be significant. But reforms will take root only if there is a transi-
tion to local responsibility. This can occur only if the force created can 
become fiscally sustainable. It makes little sense to use international aid 
to build a large police force and buy expensive equipment if the host 
state has to slash the budget and police numbers within a few years 
when the aid dries up. It is also important to encourage the develop-
ment of local support for the reforms being introduced. Measures such 
as civic education and transparency programs may help citizens come 
to expect effective, honest, and impartial service from the police. If the 
political process allows citizens to articulate these expectations, there 
is a greater likelihood that the reform program will be sustainable in 
the long term. 

Corruption will reduce the effectiveness of the police. It can be 
as much a problem for international personnel as it is for local govern-
ments. Steps need to be taken to increase transparency in awarding 
international and local contracts, monitoring financial transactions, 
and holding accountable those who are guilty of crimes, including 
local and international police officials.

Key Actors

Two international organizations are structured to deploy international 
police: the United Nations and the European Union. The UN cur-
rently deploys over 6,000 international civil police officers to multi-
ple operations and has extensive experience in the field. The EU orga-
nized an international police mission to Macedonia and took over UN 
police operations in Bosnia. Neither the UN nor the EU has a stand-
ing police force. Rather, they manage police missions, and police are 
made available for international missions by individual countries. Sev-
eral other international organizations have also been involved in the 
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police component of stability operations. For example, the Organiza-
tion for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) organized a suc-
cessful police training establishment in Kosovo.

The United States organized a civilian police component of the 
1994 operation in Haiti. In Bosnia and Kosovo, the United Nations 
organized the civilian police component while NATO supplied the 
military component of the mission. The U.S. Department of State 
funded and managed the U.S. police deployments to Haiti, Bosnia, 
and Kosovo, employing a contractor, DynCorp, to recruit and pay the 
individual U.S. police officers. The officers involved were either active 
or retired members of state or local police forces. 

The U.S. government has not sought in any systematic way to tap 
federal law enforcement agencies for recruits for such missions. Nei-
ther has it made provisions to compensate state and local law enforce-
ment agencies for personnel released for such duty. As a result, the 
United States has developed little capacity to deploy civil police officers 
in formed, cohesive units; is unable to recruit individual police offi-
cers in sufficient numbers; and must rely on other nations or its own 
military to perform functions such as SWAT, riot control, counterter-
rorism, and counternarcotics where such capabilities are needed. U.S. 
difficulty in deploying civilian police is also caused by the absence of 
a systematic effort to reach out to the many thousands of law enforce-
ment personnel throughout the country. Those who do volunteer for 
such operations tend to become involved informally, through word of 
mouth, leading many potential sources of personnel untapped. The 
decentralization of the U.S. law enforcement system makes this a sig-
nificant challenge. The inability to mobilize civilian police for stability 
missions has negatively affected the performance of U.S.-led missions 
in Afghanistan and Iraq.

In the 1994 intervention in Haiti, the United States organized 
an international police element of over 1,000 officers from among a 
coalition of the willing, before turning these functions over to the 
United Nations six months later. In Bosnia and Kosovo, the UN 
provided the police elements of the international mission, about 
2,000 strong in the former and 5,000 in the latter. In Afghanistan
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and Iraq, the burden of ensuring public security and organizing a 
reformed Iraqi police establishment has fallen almost exclusively on 
U.S. military police and other U.S. military units even less prepared 
for such responsibilities. This solution has had mixed success; in both 
countries, there has been a dramatic increase in common crime. In 
Afghanistan, organized crime, in the form of drug production, may 
account for up to 40 percent of the country’s GDP.

Throughout the 1990s, foreign police training was done by 
the U.S. Department of Justice International Criminal Investigative 
Training Assistance Program, under the oversight of the U.S. Depart-
ment of State Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement. 
Historically, the U.S. military has provided limited police training in 
the context of stability operations, despite legislative prohibitions that 
make clear that the Congress is not comfortable with the U.S. mili-
tary having such a role. In Afghanistan and Iraq, the U.S. military has 
greatly increased its responsibilities for police training. Other nations 
have established substantial police training missions, including Ger-
many in Afghanistan, Italy in Albania, and Britain and France in a 
number of their former colonies. The United States runs a regional 
police training establishment in Budapest, the International Law 
Enforcement Academy. 

International police are drawn from countries with a wide vari-
ety of policing techniques, skill sets, positions on human rights and 
democratic policing practices, cultures, and approaches to hierarchy 
and rank. Before deployment, they should undergo testing and ori-
entation, including physical training, psychological testing, firearms 
and defensive tactics training, and a variety of short modules cover-
ing peace operations and regional politics and history. Before deploy-
ment, civilian police personnel should be made familiar with inter-
national standards that apply to a broad range of public security and 
human rights functions. They should have some understanding of 
the general differences among legal systems based on the Napoleonic 
code, English common law, and sharia, as they may relate to the mis-
sion at hand. They should also be trained in techniques for effective 
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monitoring and mentoring. Based on UN practices, at a minimum, 
police officers should receive the following specialized training:

basic individual and collective crowd-control techniques and pro-
cedures, with special attention given to weapon training, maneu-
verability, and negotiation
basic individual and collective training related to other special 
police functions, including hard entry, vehicle checkpoints, build-
ing security, VIP protection, and escorts
basic map reading, use of GPS, truck driving, and radio 
procedures
competency in the language of the mission, usually English or 
French
mine awareness.

Sizing

In most societies, the ratio of police to total population ranges from 
150 to 300 police officers per 100,000 inhabitants, with an average of 
225. Examples include the Philippines (148), the United States (244), 
Chile (195), Britain (234), Japan (182), Turkey (254), and South Africa 
(287).1 Postconflict societies tend to suffer from high levels of social 
conflict and common criminality, suggesting a need for police num-
bering in the higher end of this range. More urbanized societies also 
require higher levels of policing. Figure 3.1 highlights the police-to-
population ratios in 11 postconflict societies five years after stability 
operations began. In over half the cases, there were more than 200 
police officers per 100,000 inhabitants. The highest levels occurred in 
countries with significant violence or criminality, including Cambodia 
at 582, Bosnia at 429, and Iraq at 366. The low number in Haiti reflects  

1 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, The Eighth United Nations Survey on Crime 
Trends and the Operations of Criminal Justice Systems, Vienna, 2002.
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Figure 3.1
Local Police Levels Five Years After Stability Operations
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SOURCE: Data compiled from International Institute for Strategic Studies; United 
Nations, Department of Peacekeeping Operations; Jane’s Online; U.S. Department of 
State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices, Afghan Progress Reports, and Iraq 
Weekly Status Reports; and UN Secretary-General’s reports to the United Nations 
Security Council. Police levels are after two years for Iraq and after three years for 
Afghanistan.

that country’s inability to fund a more substantial force, combined with 
a decline in international assistance for police. This dearth of police in 
Haiti contributed to the breakdown in security that occasioned another 
international intervention in 2004. 

In cases in which local police do not exist or are hopelessly com-
promised, international police and military forces may need to carry 
the burden for public security. In Kosovo, the United Nations deployed 
nearly 5,000 international civil police personnel, 250 per 100,000 
inhabitants, while NATO also deployed a significant number of mili-
tary police. Figure 3.2 illustrates the range of international police 
deployments. In such cases as Kosovo and East Timor, there were no 
indigenous police available. In El Salvador and Cambodia, local police 
undertook most public-order functions. In cases such as Afghanistan 
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Figure 3.2
Peak International Civil Police Levels
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SOURCE: Data compiled from Robert M. Perito, The American Experience with Police 
in Peace Operations, Clementsport, Canada: Canadian Peacekeeping Press, 2002; 
International Institute for Strategic Studies; United Nations, Department of 
Peacekeeping Operations; Jane’s Online; Ramsbotham and Woodhouse (1999); 
United Nations, Department of Public Information; Robert B. Oakley, Michael J. 
Dziedzic, and Eliot M. Goldberg, eds., Policing in the New World Disorder: Peace 
Operations and Public Security, Washington, D.C.: National Defense University, 1998. 
Population data, U.S. Census Bureau, International Data Base.
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and Iraq, the absence of both local and international police prevented 
the establishment of a secure environment, despite significant military 
deployments. Figure 3.3 illustrates the ratio of international police to 
military personnel in 16 different operations. UN-led operations such 
as those in Namibia, Cambodia, Mozambique, and East Timor have 
had the highest ratios of police to soldiers; U.S.-led operations in Ger-
many, Japan, Afghanistan, and Iraq have had the lowest. The United 
States has generally used military police and regular troops to perform 
the functions that civilian police perform in UN-led operations. 



The Police    69

Figure 3.3
Police-to-Military Ratio
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SOURCE: Compiled from data in Figures 2.3, 2.4, and 3.2.
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International civilian police deployment can be divided into 
two types for sizing and costing purposes. The first are comprised 
of unarmed police, whose activities are limited to advising, training, 
monitoring, and mentoring.2 The second includes armed police with 
arrest authority.3 The average deployment of the first, more limited 
type has been 23 police officers for every 100,000 inhabitants. The 
average deployment of the second type has been 161 officers for every 
100,000 inhabitants. 

2 The cases include Congo (in the 1960s), Namibia, El Salvador, Cambodia, Somalia, 
Mozambique, Haiti, and Sierra Leone.
3 The average was 161 per 100,000 inhabitants. Afghanistan, Germany, and Japan were 
excluded from the average because no civilian international police were deployed to these 
three countries.
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Costs

Intervening powers must anticipate funding much or all of the costs for 
public security in the first several years of any intervention. The local 
government is unlikely to have the revenues needed to perform such 
functions, even assuming that it has the competence to do so. Local 
security forces that do exist are likely to be funding themselves through 
various forms of corruption and extortion, living in a symbiotic rela-
tionship with the criminal and extremist elements they are supposed 
to be combating. 

In situations in which international police are assuming a direct 
law enforcement role, a general rule has been to deploy at least 100 
international police per 100,000 inhabitants. The precise number 
varies significantly depending on the security environment in the host 
country, strategic objectives, rules of engagement, and the condition 
of the existing police force. There are several types of costs for deploy-
ing international police: personnel, procurement, and operation and 
maintenance costs. The personnel costs for international police vary 
depending on the country of origin. Currently, the United States pays 
between $80,000 and $100,000 per police officer per year—roughly 
$90,000 on average—as part of most UN or other stability missions. 
These costs include a base salary plus completion bonuses and haz-
ardous duty pay. In addition to personnel costs, the UN also budgets 
approximately $65,000 per person for procurement, operations and 
maintenance, and other related expenses for civilian police missions.4

We thus estimated the cost of deploying a well-trained international 
police officer as roughly $155,000 per year.

Costs for building and maintaining a local police force include 
those for personnel, equipment, facilities, operations, and oversight, 
including the cost of staffing a ministry of interior. Figure 3.4 shows the 
total costs of fielding a national police force in 15 different countries, 
expressed as the cost per police officer, as a multiple of each country’s 
per capita GDP. To arrive at these figures, interior ministry budgets

4 Statistics provided in an interview with a member of the Civilian Police Division, Depart-
ment of Peacekeeping Operations, United Nations, New York, October 7, 2005. 
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Figure 3.4
Cost of Fielding a Local Police Force
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SOURCE: Data courtesy of each country’s ministry of interior in response to RAND 
requests.

6

from the 15 countries were converted into U.S. dollars and divided by 
the number of police officers in the national force. These per–police 
officer costs were then compared to per capita GDP in U.S. dollars 
converted at market exchange rates. We found that, on average, the 
cost per police officer of running a ministry of interior is roughly 3.2 
times a country’s per capita GDP at market exchange rates.

What does this analysis imply for postconflict nation-building 
operations? To illustrate, assume that the international community 
intervenes in Macedonia. It had a 2006 population of 2 million. Using 
the average number of police officers (225) per 100,000 inhabitants, 
cited earlier, Macedonia would need 4,500 police officers. Macedonia 
has a per capita GDP of $7,800. Multiplying $7,800 by the ratio 3.2, 
and then by 4,500 police officers, gives a projected annual budget of 
approximately $100 million needed to operate the police and minis-
try of interior following an intervention. Were local policing capabili-
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ties to have collapsed to the point at which international police were 
needed to conduct law enforcement operations, intervening authori-
ties might deploy international civilian police. Using the estimate of 
161 armed international police officers per 100,000 inhabitants cited 
previously, Macedonia might need approximately 3,200 international 
police officers. Multiplying this number by $155,000—our estimated 
cost of deploying an international police officer for one year—gives a 
total cost for an international police presence of approximately $500 
million per year. For a smaller force of unarmed international police 
to conduct training and mentoring, approximately 460 police officers 
would be necessary. This works out to approximately $70 million per 
year for international civilian police officers. Table 3.1 summarizes the 
results.5

Table 3.1
Estimates for an Operation in Macedonia, Year One

Operation 
Type

Number of 
Local Police

Cost of Running 
Ministry of 

Interior 
(2002 US$)

Number of 
Int’l Police

Cost of Int’l 
Police Force 
(2002 US$)

Total 
Expenditure
(2002 US$)

Peace 
enforcement 
operation to 
Macedonia

4,500 100 million 3,200 500 million 600 million

Peacekeeping 
operation to 
Macedonia

4,500 100 million 460 70 million 170 million

SOURCE: RAND calculations.

NOTE: Data for Macedonia are from Central Intelligence Agency (2006).

5 The estimating equations for police missions are as follows:
number of local police population225 100 0/ , 000
cost of running ministry of interior per capita GDP number of police
number of

3 2.
iinternational police (peace enforcement) 1661 100 000population

number of internation
/ ,

aal police (peacekeeping) population23 100/ ,,000
cost of international police number of police $155,000.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Rule of Law

The rule-of-law sector includes the courts, ministry of justice, cor-
rectional system, legal statutes, and other institutions that ensure, in 
Aristotle’s words, “a government of laws, not men.”1 It also includes 
the police, addressed in the preceding chapter. Rule of law refers to an 
ideal that ensures fairness, justice, and equality before the law. Rule of 
law also implies preventing official arbitrariness.2 Almost by definition, 
rule of law will have broken down in any postconflict society, which 
is often characterized by nonfunctioning courts, substandard prisons, 
inadequate salaries for judges and other personnel, insufficient operat-
ing budgets, and poor training.

Protecting private property and enforcing contracts are critical to 
the operation of a market economy. Ideally, under the rule of law, regu-
lations are intelligible; there are effective dispute-resolution mechanisms 
and a predictable legal framework in which commercial disagreements 
can be resolved and property protected. Key legal provisions include 
procedures for setting up limited-liability companies, contracts, and 
mechanisms for resolving commercial disputes. Security also requires 

1 This chapter does not examine the international legal framework regarding the decision 
to intervene in a country, such as acquiring international legal authority for an intervention 
from the United Nations Security Council. While an important topic, the primary focus of 
this chapter is on building rule of law once major combat has ended.
2 On definitions of the rule of law, see Richard H. Fallon, Jr., “‘The Rule of Law’ as a 
Concept in Constitutional Discourse,” Columbia Law Review, Vol. 97, No. 1, January 1997, 
pp. 1–56; and Friedrich A. Hayek, Law, Legislation, and Liberty, Volume 1: Rules and Order,
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973. 
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a functioning justice system that is able to prosecute criminals and 
determine innocence or guilt on the basis of objective rules of evidence. 
Better policing will not sustain a secure environment if the judiciary is 
incompetent or corrupt, sentencing is arbitrary or politicized, or prison 
conditions are inhumane. Failure to establish a viable justice system 
has plagued many efforts to reconstruct police and security forces. The 
rule of law improves human rights conditions by ensuring due pro-
cess, equality before the law, and judicial checks on executive power. 
Without the rule of law, arrests and detentions are arbitrary, there is no 
effective mechanism for preventing torture or extrajudicial execution, 
individuals or groups may be free to take the law into their own hands, 
and abuses may go unpunished.

Key Challenges

Preconflict Legal Planning. There is often a paucity of informa-
tion on the status of a postconflict society’s justice system. Personnel 
working for NGOs who have spent significant time in the country may 
provide useful advice. What are the characteristics of the legal system? 
How effective has it been? What are the key challenges? How should 
the international community prioritize and sequence efforts to rebuild 
rule of law?

Establishing Applicable Law. What law should apply? If the 
society has long been in conflict, there may be competing codes. As 
Figure 4.1 indicates, a wide range of legal sources may be used. Soci-
eties may rely predominantly on formal law, informal or tribal law, 
or some combination of the two. In many postconflict settings, such 
as Afghanistan and Somalia, village councils and tribal elders have 
played the primary role in resolving disputes and meting out justice—
especially in rural areas. The formal justice system may be weak, lack 
legitimacy, or serve only a small portion of the population. Customary 
law is used widely in many parts of the world. It often survives con-
flicts more intact than the formal courts. Customary law may play a
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Figure 4.1
Types of Rule of Law

Informal law Formal law

Mixed law
(informal in rural areas/
formal in urban areas)

RAND MG557-4.1

complementary role in providing justice and a nonviolent means for 
resolving disputes during the postconflict phase. International actors 
have often tended to ignore customary law in administering postcon-
flict justice, as it may be controversial and contrary to international 
standards. 

Recruiting, Vetting, and Training Judges and Lawyers. A fre-
quent difficulty in recruiting, vetting, and appointing legal personnel 
is identifying candidates who have the necessary professional experi-
ence and are politically acceptable to the general public. Ethnic, tribal, 
or religious cleavages may create a significant challenge to choosing 
judges because communities may not give their consent to the process 
unless they have adequate representation.

Building Infrastructure and Providing Equipment. Most states 
emerging from conflict have suffered damage to their rule-of-law infra-
structure. As one lawyer involved in efforts to reconstruct the justice 
system in East Timor argued, 

The pre-existing judicial infrastructure in East Timor was almost 
entirely destroyed. Most court buildings were burned and looted, 
all court office equipment, registers, records and archives, and—
indispensable to the practice of the legal profession—law books, 
case files and other legal resources were dislocated or burned.3

These all need to be restored.

3 Hansjörg Strohmeyer, “Building a New Judiciary for East Timor: Challenges of a Fledg-
ling Nation,” Criminal Law Forum, Vol. 11, No. 3, September 2000, pp. 259–285 [p. 268].
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Improving the Corrections System. In postconflict settings, 
pretrial detention facilities and prisons are often in poor condition.
Compounding this problem, donor states may be reluctant to become 
involved in rebuilding a system with a reputation for significant human 
rights violations. Following the overthrow of the Taliban regime, the 
Afghan prison system collapsed. Prisons were physically crumbling 
after years of neglect and lacked trained, qualified staff. Prison staff 
struggled to hold thousands of people, many for long periods, in poor 
conditions. These conditions violated international standards relating 
to the treatment of detainees. Detention facilities in Kosovo were also 
poor. Most prewar prisons were damaged by bombs or arson; some 
detainees ended up in police holding cells or in NATO tents behind 
barbed wire. Few were held in facilities that were built for long-term 
detention. 

Establishing a Rule-of-Law Culture. Many justice systems are 
characterized by the absence of judicial independence, political elites 
who use the judiciary to serve their own interests, and entrenched cor-
ruption. The executive and judicial branches often compete for man-
agement of the judicial system, with the ministry of justice and the 
supreme court vying for control. Training judges and other legal per-
sonnel, providing technical assistance, and helping rebuild infrastruc-
ture are unlikely on their own to fix a system debilitated by corruption 
and political interference. 

Supporting Transitional Justice. Virtually all conflicts involve 
human rights abuses. In many cases, these abuses are widespread and 
systematic. Transitional justice incorporates a range of approaches that 
societies undertake to deal with legacies of abuse as they move from a 
period of violent conflict or oppression toward peace and respect for 
individual and collective rights. In making such a transition, societ-
ies may have to confront the painful legacy of the past to achieve a 
sense of justice for all citizens, establish or renew civic trust, recon-
cile people and communities, and prevent future abuses. However, war 
crime trials, truth commissions, and other types of transitional justice 
can also trigger nationalist backlashes and revive tensions.
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Best Practices

Preconflict Legal Planning

Planning should begin with a comprehensive needs assessment. Capa-
ble individuals and organizations should be identified to quickly draft 
new legislation in accordance with internationally recognized stan-
dards and with the country’s tradition. To facilitate this effort, interna-
tional actors should develop standby arrangements with partner agen-
cies such as the United Nations, the World Bank, universities, and 
NGOs. These agencies may be asked to help prepare drafts of initial 
needs assessments that would be finalized by international actors in 
concert with lawyers from the host country.

A body of legislation related to basic law enforcement may need to 
be developed as part of a quick-start package. Readily applicable crimi-
nal procedures and criminal codes, as well as a code regulating the 
activities of the police, have been essential to civilian police activities 
during the early phases of stability operations. Civilian police, includ-
ing international police, need to have a well-defined legal framework 
in which to act. They need clearly spelled-out legal provisions to carry 
out their daily law enforcement activities effectively and without fear of 
breaching the law. They also need a clear legal framework under which 
the future local police force will be trained. Newly appointed judges, 
prosecutors, and lawyers must be educated on the applicable law to exe-
cute their functions. An indispensable initial step is for international 
actors to draft and put in place interim laws governing criminal pro-
cedures and other core areas of police activity. Examples include arrest 
and detention and searches and seizures.

Several critical enablers can, if put in place in advance of an opera-
tion, facilitate the rapid imposition of law and order. These include ros-
ters of trained judicial specialists and penal officers available for rapid 
deployment, advanced training in various justice and reconciliation 
tasks, standard operating procedures and contingency plans, standing 
capacities for material and private-sector support, and memorandums 
of understanding among key international actors.
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Planners need to be aware of common and civil law traditions in 
the countries in which they will be operating. Common law systems 
are developed from custom and began before there were any written 
laws. The courts continue to adjudicate based on common law. Civil 
law developed in Rome out of Justinian’s corpus juris civilis. Today, 
the difference between civil and common law lies less in codification 
and more in the approach to codes and statutes. In civil law countries, 
legislation is seen as the primary source of law. By default, courts base 
their judgments on codes and statutes. Courts thus have to reason on 
the basis of the general rules and principles of the code, drawing analo-
gies from statutory provisions to fill lacunae and to achieve coherence. 
In common law countries, rulings from past cases are a primary source 
of law.

Establishing Applicable Law

There is often little or no functioning justice system in the immediate 
postconflict phase. Uncertainty about applicable law causes great con-
fusion. For instance, what laws should govern the apprehension and 
trial of criminal suspects? How should disputed property claims be 
resolved? A vacuum in the rule of law should be avoided by establishing 
at least interim judicial provisions concerning the detention and hear-
ings of individuals apprehended on criminal charges. One key element 
of applicable law is the establishment of a viable constitution.

Past operations, such as those in East Timor and Kosovo, dem-
onstrate that, where the justice sector has completely broken down, 
rapid deployment of military lawyers can help fill the vacuum until 
civilian authorities are available to take over. The advantage of such an 
arrangement is that military lawyers can be deployed with the troops. 
Military lawyers would have to be in a position to execute legal func-
tions immediately, including authorizing arrest, detention, prosecu-
tion, and initial adjudication, without engaging in the time-consuming 
task of assembling and familiarizing themselves with local laws. Such 
military arrangements should remain in place only for a limited and 
clearly defined period of time, until responsibility can be handed over 
to an adequately functioning civilian body. Any such arrangements 
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will have to accord strictly with internationally recognized human 
rights and other relevant legal standards. The role for the military as 
an emergency provider of law enforcement includes the construction 
of emergency detention facilities. 

The most immediate task is to choose an applicable system of 
law at least for the near term. Judicial appointments; legal training; 
and the performance of judicial, prosecutorial, and other legal func-
tions depend on the existence of a clear body of applicable law. In the 
absence of a clear body of applicable law, international actors may have 
to draft regulations indicating which previously existing laws still apply 
or set forth entirely new laws. International lawyers may be required to 
engage in interpreting the penal code or the criminal procedure code 
through the lens of international human rights. This means applying 
provisions that meet international standards while eliminating those 
that do not. Obtaining all the legislation that constitutes the applicable 
body of law and translating it so that international experts can assist 
their local colleagues are also major challenges.

There is often a temptation to use the applicable law in place 
during and before the war, mutatis mutandis. This generally means 
ensuring that existing laws conform to internationally recognized 
human rights standards and do not conflict with the international 
actors’ mandate. It also involves reconciling regulations promulgated 
by the mission with existing law. Using the current applicable law may 
be sensible in most conditions. In East Timor, UN personnel decided 
that Indonesian laws would remain applicable. After a review of exist-
ing legislation, UN personnel abrogated several laws, such as those gov-
erning antisubversion and capital punishment. The most pressing need 
was for a mechanism to review the arrests and detentions that had 
been carried out by the Australian-led International Force East Timor 
(INTERFET). However, the UN civil police force was facing a grow-
ing number of ordinary crimes, including violent assault, rape, and 
murder. INTERFET had established a temporary arrest and detention 
system that was run by military personnel but was neither mandated 
nor equipped to try, convict, or sentence criminal offenders. The United 
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Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET), the 
UN-led successor mission, needed to install a civilian mechanism that 
would provide the minimum judicial functions required upon arrest 
and detention.

Using the applicable law in place during and before the war may 
not be practical in all situations, especially in cases of interethnic con-
flict. Kosovo offers a useful lesson. After the 1999 NATO-led military 
intervention, UNMIK faced the challenge of governing 1.8 million 
people in a devastated region with no functioning courts, prisons, or 
police and a legacy of ethnic bitterness between the Serbs and Kosovar 
Albanians. UNMIK decided to resolve the problem of applicable law by 
making it the same as the law that was applicable before the NATO air 
campaign began. UNMIK Regulation 1999/1 stated, “The laws appli-
cable in the territory of Kosovo prior to 24 March 1999 shall continue 
to apply in Kosovo,” insofar as those laws did not conflict with interna-
tionally recognized human rights standards or other UNMIK regula-
tions.4 This approach led to serious problems. For Kosovo’s Albanian 
majority, the applicable laws before the bombing campaign were “Serb 
laws,” a symbol of Serbian oppression of Albanians. A crisis ensued 
as Albanians protested the decision and Albanian judges refused to 
apply these laws. Six months after issuing Regulation 1999/1, UNMIK 
declared that the new applicable law in Kosovo would be the law in 
force on March 22, 1989, immediately before Serbian President Slobo-
dan Milosevic put an end to Kosovo’s autonomous status.

In Afghanistan, the legal system put in place after the collapse 
of the Taliban regime was derived from the 1964 constitution and 
was amended by the Bonn Agreement of December 2001. In addi-
tion to the set of laws based on the 1964 constitution, applicable law 
in Afghanistan included a mix of customary law and sharia-based 
law that had evolved over the previous 120 years. The three bodies 
of law—state law, sharia law, and customary law—overlapped and 
provided implementation challenges. The Afghan case demonstrates 
that international and local actors may have to be flexible in creating 

4 United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo, Regulation No. 1999/1, “On 
the Authority of the Interim Administration in Kosovo,” July 25, 1999.
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applicable law. As such, key areas in which to establish formal legisla-
tion include the following:

public administration
civil procedural law
trafficking, organized crime, and counternarcotics
corruption
corrections
property ownership
juvenile offenders and child protection
immigration and nationality
vehicular traffic
commercial codes for partnerships, corporations, recognition of 
foreign entities, bankruptcy, contracts, and antitrust
civil service.

A related issue is what to do about informal or customary sys-
tems. How should international actors design rule-of-law programs for 
countries that rely on customary law? There is no single answer. Legal 
reform should include limiting the authority of informal law mecha-
nisms in some areas, especially criminal justice, because it can be sub-
verted and manipulated by local power-holders. Connections between 
the formal and informal systems may need to be designed, perhaps by 
crafting procedures for courts to confirm the results of dispute settle-
ments of using customary means of justice. In the short term, foster-
ing the informal system makes more sense than trying to expand the 
formal system to remote regions. Disputes among neighbors—such as 
over water rights and livestock ownership—may be left to traditional 
law, at least temporarily. Criminal disputes—especially those involv-
ing violent crime—usually need to be adjudicated through the official 
system of justice. A number of postconflict law programs have first 
focused on standing up the legal system in major urban areas, then 
expanding it to rural areas. Citizens also need to be educated about 
their rights under the constitution and the use of courts. Table 4.1 
explains several key differences between formal and informal systems. 

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
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Table 4.1
A Comparison of Formal and Informal Systems

Area Formal System Informal or Customary System

System Could be based on common or civil law Often council of tribal elders

Source of law Secular law, or perhaps Islamic jurisprudence Tribal tradition

Decisionmakers Judges render a decision that can be appealed 
to the court of appeals

Local elders consider the case but result often 
must be consensual; proceedings frequently 
continue until consensus is reached

Geographic reach Sometimes limited to major urban areas Varies, but often in rural areas

Objective Resolve the immediate dispute between 
the parties

Focus of the dispute may be the family, clan, or 
tribe rather than the individual; object is often 
to restore relationship between parties who 
must continue to live together

Civil versus criminal cases Criminal: Prosecuted by government prosecutor; 
action for compensation of the victim is part of 
the same case and is pursued by prosecutor

Often no distinction between civil and criminal 
cases; any wrong is a disruption of the social 
fabric; imbalance can sometimes be rectified by 
the transgressor transferring something of value 
to the wronged partyCivil: Local justice officer may be the 

gatekeeper; assists plaintiff in paperwork and 
may reject case; may be some linkage with 
customary sector
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Recruiting, Vetting, and Training Judges and Lawyers

In view of the practical and symbolic significance of recruiting and 
appointing judges and lawyers in a postconflict environment, it is essen-
tial to proceed in a transparent manner to ensure legitimacy. Capable 
candidates have to be identified at all levels. Vetting and appointment 
have to be made in accordance with objective, verifiable criteria and 
merit, while also ensuring political or ethnic balance. This frequently 
involves having international jurists assist local personnel in cataloging 
the qualifications of judges and lawyers. Experienced jurists interview 
potential judges and lawyers and assess their competency and qualifi-
cations. The absence of trained legal professionals in past postconflict 
environments suggests that outside expertise would be beneficial. The 
process has to be transparent and based on a sound legislative frame-
work. In Kosovo, East Timor, and Afghanistan, the establishment of 
independent judicial commissions was the primary mechanism for the 
selection of judges and prosecutors. It served as an important safeguard 
for appointing the judiciary. The commissions were designed as auton-
omous bodies. They collected applications from candidates, with a law 
degree as a minimum requirement. The commission then selected can-
didates for judicial or prosecutorial office on the basis of merit and 
made recommendations on appointments.

In some cases, the intervening authorities may need to establish 
a judiciary whose composition reflects the various ethnic communi-
ties. No reconciliation effort, including the prosecution and trial of 
individuals charged with human rights violations, can succeed without 
an independent, impartial judiciary that enjoys the confidence of the 
population. A lack of trained individuals can present a major challenge, 
as illustrated by the case of East Timor. During Indonesia’s occupation, 
no East Timorese lawyers were appointed judges or prosecutors. The 
UN established the Transitional Judicial Service, comprised of three 
East Timorese and two international experts. Because of the lack of 
telephone, radio, and other forms of communication, the UN resorted 
to leaflet drops by airplanes and word of mouth to search for qualified 
lawyers. Within two months, several dozen qualified East Timorese 
with law degrees were found. From this group, 60 applied for positions. 
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The first eight Timorese judges and two prosecutors were sworn in on 
January 7, 2000.

The intervening authorities need to meet standards for due pro-
cess and fair trial. They should help recruit, appoint, and ensure the 
provision of adequate legal counsel to the detainees. This is of par-
ticular importance when those arrested belong to specific ethnic or 
political groups or are suspected of grave human rights violations and 
whose cases could become politically sensitive. In Kosovo, UNMIK 
identified lawyers from different ethnic backgrounds who were quali-
fied and willing to serve as defense counsel in such cases. UNMIK pro-
vided each detainee with a list of names from which the detainee could 
choose. The number of detainees far exceeded the number of available 
lawyers, however. In East Timor, Section 27 of UNTAET Regulation 
2000/11 expressly recognized the right to legal representation and the 
obligation to ensure effective and equal access to lawyers.5 UNTAET 
set up the nucleus of a donor-financed public-defender system. 

There has been wide variation in the training and capacity of 
judges and other legal personnel in past stability operations. A dearth of 
experienced judges and lawyers places a burden on international actors 
to ensure that adequate legal and judicial training programs are put in 
place. The objective should be to ensure that the few available judges 
and lawyers are prepared as soon as possible to perform their func-
tions. Donors should set up quick-impact training and mentoring pro-
grams in core issues such as pretrial standards, the conduct of hearings, 
and the drafting of detention orders. Expert advice on drafting laws, 
including information on models from other countries, should be pro-
vided to revise existing laws, criminal codes, and regulations, as well as 
to write new ones. Historically, donor programs to revise the legal code 
have targeted the commercial code—banking regulation, taxation, 
antitrust, bankruptcy, and foreign investment—as part of economic 
reform programs. These programs are of less immediate importance 
following a conflict. Aid providers can help improve the legal profes-
sion by strengthening bar associations to become active advocates for 

5 United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor, Regulation No. 2000/1, “On 
the Organization of Courts in East Timor,” March 6, 2000.
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judicial reform and stricter ethical and professional standards for law-
yers. Legal training can be provided in the following ways:

Conduct a series of short, compulsory, quick-impact training 
courses for judges, prosecutors, and public defenders prior to their 
appointment. These courses can range from one to several weeks 
in duration.
Provide mandatory, ongoing training for judges, prosecutors, and 
public defenders upon their appointment to office. This training 
should present and review relevant substantive law, procedural 
law, and courtroom management.
Establish a mentoring scheme in which a pool of experienced 
international legal practitioners familiar with civil law systems 
serves as “shadow” judges, prosecutors, and public defenders with-
out actually exercising judicial power.
Establish a judicial training center that functions independently 
of the government and helps define the legal curriculum.
Provide training for prosecutors and investigators and establish 
national special units for crimes such as money laundering and 
asset forfeiture, drug trafficking, corruption, and human rights 
abuses.

Professional legal training extends beyond technical assistance. 
It should focus not only on conveying legal and practical skills but 
also, equally important, on fostering an appreciation of the role of the 
judiciary in society and the benefits of a culture of law. In societies in 
which there is little respect for the formal rule of law and in which the 
law is widely perceived as yet another instrument for wielding control 
over the population, the importance of independence and impartiality 
of the judiciary has to be taught.

Building Infrastructure and Providing Equipment

An important step in establishing rule of law is the construction and 
refurbishment of court buildings and offices. A preliminary task should 
be to inventory and assess courts, law schools, legal libraries, and bar 

•

•

•

•

•
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associations. Assistance should target the following key infrastructure:

buildings housing the supreme court, ministry of justice, and 
attorney general’s office 
court buildings at the provincial and local levels
judicial training academies
offices for justice personnel.

In addition, furniture, computers, legal texts, stationery, filing 
cabinets, and office supplies and equipment may also be in short supply. 
Basic laws should be printed and distributed to all courts and prosecu-
tors, the ministry of justice, NGOs, and the police. They should also 
be available on CD-ROM and posted on the ministry of justice Web 
site for citizens.

The judicial system needs to be rebuilt at both the national and 
local levels. At the national level, the permanent institutions of justice 
may be in serious need of both reform and resources. The intervening 
authorities need to ensure that the courts adopt common procedures, 
ensure merit-based advancement, and provide oversight. The highest 
level of the judiciary should be reappointed and approved by a par-
liamentary committee to ensure that basic standards are met. At the 
local level, assistance should focus on establishing “pockets of com-
petence”—judicial institutions in key provincial and district centers 
that function properly. This limited number of locations should be 
resourced with proven staff, buildings, and communications. Once 
functioning, these pockets would be perceived as legitimate and attract 
cases and citizens from other districts. They could also liaise with tribal 
or customary legal systems to ensure that disputes resolved in those 
forums protect individual rights. Eventually, the number of pockets 
should increase as both demand and resources rise. In countries in 
which judges and prosecutors need to handle cases involving terrorism, 
drug trafficking, or organized crime, they will need protection from 
threats of violence and assassination.

•

•
•
•
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Improving the Corrections System

The corrections system is an important—though often overlooked—
area. Intervening authorities or the host-country government need to 
provide pretrial detention facilities, prisons, and corrections personnel. 
Most civilian police and military deployed as part of the intervening 
force are not generally trained or equipped to work as prison wardens. 
Corrections personnel have to be recruited, vetted, and trained accord-
ing to internationally accepted standards. 

Constructing prisons needs to be a priority. A functioning correc-
tional system is necessary if law enforcement is to be effective. Despite 
the reluctance of many donors to finance prisons, correctional facili-
ties generally need to be built or reconstructed. Intervening authorities 
must make a concerted effort to convince donor countries to provide 
funds for this task. The intervening authorities should provide for a 
sufficient number of professional international prison guards and war-
dens in mission planning and budgeting. Juveniles should be accorded 
special rights according to international standards, such as the United 
Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile 
Justice (often referred to as the Beijing Rules),6 which require giving 
juveniles special protection and holding them in separate facilities from 
adult defendants. Accused juveniles should accordingly be separated 
from adults and their cases brought to the court for adjudication as 
speedily as possible. Women should be provided with separate pretrial 
detention centers and prisons from men.

Establishing a Rule-of-Law Culture

Training judges and other legal personnel, building infrastructure, and 
assisting with institutional reform are necessary aspects of rebuilding 
rule-of-law systems. But these alone are not sufficient. Rule-of-law assis-
tance to Latin America, Eastern Europe, Africa, and Asia over the last 
several decades has not been as effective as hoped. Assistance programs 

6 The Beijing Rules, adopted by the United Nations in 1985, provide guidance to states for 
the protection of children’s rights and respect for their needs in the development of separate 
and specialized systems of juvenile justice. See United Nations General Assembly, “United 
Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Administration of Juvenile Justice (‘The Beijing 
Rules’),” A/RES/40/33, 96th plenary meeting, November 29, 1985.
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have generally not been followed by host-government initiatives in pur-
suit of deeper and more comprehensive reforms.7 Rule-of-law programs 
in Bosnia, Kosovo, East Timor, Sierra Leone, Afghanistan, and Iraq 
focused on judicial training, rewriting constitutions and key legisla-
tion, and providing other forms of structural and technical assistance. 
These programs have not worked particularly well. Proposed changes 
often encounter deep resistance from local actors. 

Promoting the rule of law involves creating new norms and chang-
ing culture as much as it does creating new institutions and legal codes. 
Without a widely shared cultural commitment to the idea of rule of 
law, courts are just buildings, judges just public employees, and consti-
tutions just pieces of paper. In most postconflict societies, the tradition 
of using the law to equitably resolve disputes is weak or does not exist. 
In such societies, well-intentioned efforts by outsiders to establish rule 
of law solely by creating formal structures and rewriting constitutions 
and statutes often have little or no long-term effect.

Key challenges include the power of the executive or other power 
brokers over the justice system, corruption, and fear of violence because 
trials involve terrorists or organized criminal gangs. In El Salvador, UN 
and other international officials ran into deep resistance to reforming 
the rule-of-law system from the supreme court, which retained a deci-
sive voice in selecting or removing lower-court judges. For many judges 
who have spent their careers in dysfunctional systems, the possibility 
of a reformed judiciary may not be appealing. Judges, no longer able 
to rule their courts as personal fiefdoms, may have to stop receiving 
bribes, sit through training sessions, face the potential for dismissal, 
and sever close-knit political ties. These judges often drag their feet 
when implementing reforms. Afghanistan has lacked practical expe-
rience with judicial independence and the political ethos to support it. 

7 Thomas Carothers, ed., Promoting the Rule of Law Abroad: In Search of Knowledge, Wash-
ington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2006; Jane Stromseth, David 
Wippman, and Rosa Brooks, Can Might Make Rights? The Rule of Law After Military Inter-
ventions, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006; Thomas Carothers, Aiding Democ-
racy Abroad: The Learning Curve, Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, 1999.
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Combating corruption is a critical part of rebuilding the judiciary 
and establishing a culture of rule of law. Corruption undermines dem-
ocratic institutions, retards economic development, and contributes to 
political instability. Corruption attacks the foundation of democratic 
institutions by distorting electoral processes and perverting the rule of 
law. Economic development is stunted because investors are discour-
aged. Entrepreneurs are discouraged from starting small businesses 
because they find it difficult to overcome the “start-up costs” imposed 
by corruption. Corruption is facilitated by low salaries for judges, laws 
that permit corrupt behavior, significant executive influence over the 
judiciary, and poor security protection of judges, especially from ter-
rorists or organized criminal gangs. Measures to mitigate corruption 
include

increasing judges’ salaries
training programs for judges and lawyers held on a regular basis
enacting anticorruption legislation
imposing legal constraints on unjustifiable variations in crimi-
nal sentences in similar cases, including the creation of judicial 
handbooks containing sentencing standards and principles and 
the collection of statistics on sentencing patterns
ensuring that government contracts for goods and services are 
awarded through open competitive bidding; the contracting 
authority must provide all bidders and the general public with 
easy access to information about tender opportunities, selection 
criteria, the evaluation process, the terms and conditions of the 
contract and its amendments, and the implementation of the con-
tract and the role of intermediaries and agents
ensuring that judicial officers take responsibility for minimizing 
delays in the conduct and conclusion of court proceedings and 
for discouraging activities of the legal profession that cause undue 
delay; judicial officers should institute transparent procedures so 
that the judiciary, the legal profession, and litigants can find out 
the status of court proceedings

•
•
•
•

•

•
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ensuring the protection of judges and lawyers involved in the 
trials of terrorists or major criminals, as well as establishing a wit-
ness protection program.

Reform cannot include only top-down initiatives, but bottom-up 
as well. This includes drawing in public-interest law groups, human 
rights organizations, and NGOs engaged in judicial reform. It may 
also include sponsoring training for the media and other citizen-
oriented projects. Most traditional rule-of-law programs focus on polit-
ical and economic elites: Judges, lawyers, and politicians are targeted for 
training programs. But for rule of law to exist, the law’s “consumers”—
ordinary people—need to be convinced of the value of legal institu-
tions and educated in what it can do. In many troubled societies, only 
a tiny slice of society uses formal legal institutions. In Sierra Leone, 
courthouses existed only in major cities. Most disputes, especially in 
the countryside, were handled informally by tribal elders. Changes 
to the formal legal code had little relevance to most people’s lives. Sev-
eral types of programs may be effective in reaching beyond cities and 
elites where informal law predominates. Some of these programs, such 
as building a strong civil society, can play an important role by keeping 
government officials accountable. Strengthening and informing the 
media, NGOs, and other civil institutions is often seen as a distinct 
task from rule-of-law promotion, but it is deeply intertwined. The fol-
lowing are several programs that have been effective in the past:

Access: Implement programs that seek to educate non-elites about 
the law and legal institutions and give people access to these 
institutions to resolve problems. Such programs include legal 
aid offices that offer free or low-cost legal advice and representa-
tion; pro se projects that train people to represent themselves; and 
paralegal-based projects that train and employ people with some 
legal training, but who are not lawyers, to serve as advocates and 
mediators.
Mediation: Offer services to help resolve conflicts through media-
tion to enable people to resolve disputes without using formal 
legal institutions.

•

•

•
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Media: Strengthen responsible and independent media, thereby 
helping to discourage corruption and abuse. Programs that focus 
on training journalists in investigative techniques may be particu-
larly helpful.
NGOs: Provide fledging NGOs with the resources and training 
necessary to begin functioning. NGOs can help foster the rule of 
law by serving as monitors and advocates, as well as by helping to 
ensure an educated and engaged citizenry.
Youth population: Provide assistance to university programs that 
will shape the next generation of legal professionals. Law schools 
and law clinics can play a particularly important role in inculcat-
ing the value of rule of law into emerging professionals.
Outreach: Innovative outreach programs can help create a sense 
of shared ownership if they solicit ideas for new laws and institu-
tions across society. A successful example involved efforts made by 
South Africa’s first postapartheid government to involve ordinary 
people in designing the nation’s new constitution. Billboards, pop 
songs, and cartoons explained the process by which the constitu-
tion was being written and urged people to write or call special 
toll-free numbers with their thoughts on what the constitution 
should say.
Women and minorities: Programs that seek to empower women 
can have spillover effects on economic development and peace-
related activities. Ethnic and religious minorities should be a 
prime focus of rule-of-law programs. Like young people, actual 
or perceived marginalization drives minority groups into the role 
of spoilers. Focusing on minorities in rule-of-law programs helps 
give them the tools to protect themselves in ways that do not 
undermine social stability.

Supporting Transitional Justice

In postconflict settings, international and local leaders face difficult 
tradeoffs between the need for reconciliation among contending par-
ties and the desire to impose accountability for large-scale crimes com-
mitted in the course of that conflict. At one end of the spectrum, the 

•

•

•

•

•
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emphasis can be put on retributive justice through the device of war 
crime tribunals. At the other end, the emphasis may be put upon rec-
onciliation, in the hope either that time will heal the wounds created 
by earlier atrocities, or alternatively, that in time the nation will become 
strong enough, and cohesive enough, to face its past and itself impose 
accountability for those crimes. Between the extremes of judicial pun-
ishment, on the one hand, and full impunity, on the other, lie a couple 
of other options. One is lustration, a nonjudicial means of depriving 
some segment of the population access to power. A second is a truth 
commission, a nonjudicial effort to fix responsibility without attendant 
punishment.

War Crime Trials. War crime tribunals are established by courts 
of law to try individuals accused of war crimes and crimes against 
humanity. They aim to bring major perpetrators to justice. Table 4.2 
lists all major international war crime trials since World War I. Pro-
ponents argue that war crime trials help establish long-term peace in 
several ways: 

purging threatening leaders
deterring war criminals
rehabilitating countries and governments
placing the blame for atrocities on individuals rather than on 
whole ethnic or other groups
establishing the facts about wartime atrocities.

Proponents of war crime trials argue that a country can never be 
stable while dangerous leaders are still at large and not held account-
able. For public attitudes to shift, this line of argument runs, criminal 
leaders must be tried, their aura of mystery shattered by showing their 
weaknesses, and their prestige deflated by the humiliation of going on 
trial. Second, proponents believe that war crime trials can help deter 
potential criminals. In 1944, near the end of World War II, the War 
Refugee Board’s John Pehle wrote, “The failure to punish the criminals

•
•
•
•

•
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Table 4.2
International War Crime Tribunals

Country Year Established

Germany 1919

Turkey 1919

Germany 1945

Japan 1945

Yugoslavia 1993

Rwanda 1994

East Timor 1999

Sierra Leone 2000

of World War I may well have removed a deterrent to the commis-
sion of brutalities against civilian populations in this war, including 
the mass murder of the Jews.”8 Third, some argue that trials can help 
rehabilitate renegade states. The rehabilitation of Germany after World 
War II was one of the great political successes of the century, turning a 
fascist enemy into a democratic ally. The Nuremberg trials are believed 
to have made an important contribution to this success. Fourth, trials 
also allow individuals to be blamed for crimes, not whole ethnic or 
religious groups. The wounds opened by war may heal faster if col-
lective guilt for atrocities is expunged and individual responsibility is 
assigned. Fifth, trials may also help establish the facts about what hap-
pened. A well-established historical record makes it difficult to deny 
that atrocities ever happened.

The evidence for these claims is mixed. Purging threatening lead-
ers can be an important part of reforming a conquered country, but 
it may require a serious security commitment to ride out a possible 
nationalist backlash. This is especially true since international tribunals 
may be viewed as foreign-imposed justice. Although some regimes and 

8 Pehle to Edward R. Stettinius, Jr., August 28, 1944, in Bradley F. Smith, ed., The Ameri-
can Road to Nuremberg: The Documentary Record, 1944–1945, Stanford, Calif.: Hoover Insti-
tution Press, 1982, p. 22.
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individuals may be deterred by the threat that they may be prosecuted 
for war crimes, others bent on mass slaughter have shrugged off those 
warnings. Trials may help rehabilitate a defeated country, but only as 
one element in a broader program of national reconstruction. Even in 
postwar Germany, Nuremberg was only one element in a broader allied 
program of denazification, reeducation, and reconstruction. Interna-
tional tribunals have not been able to prosecute more than a handful of 
guilty individuals, so trials do not always succeed in putting the blame 
where it belongs. After a war, large numbers of war criminals may over-
whelm the capacity of war crime tribunals to try these cases. War crime 
tribunals almost always help establish the facts about atrocities, and a 
fundamental part of all forms of justice is official acknowledgment of 
what happened. A well-established historical record does make it more 
difficult to deny that atrocities occurred, but this objective can also be 
achieved by nonjudicial means. 

A recent trend in transitional justice is to move away from inter-
national tribunals toward hybrid courts with national participation, 
located in the affected countries. Hybrid courts are often considered 
more legitimate by domestic audiences, have greater potential for 
domestic capacity-building by involving local jurists directly in the 
work of the court, may be better able to demonstrate the importance of 
accountability and fair justice to local populations, and can be much 
less expensive to operate. Domestic prosecutions, if they are conducted 
in a manner widely viewed as legitimate and fair, can help demonstrate 
accountability in a direct way to domestic audiences. Alternatively, the 
International Criminal Court may be used. It was established in 2002 
and is a permanent, treaty-based, international criminal court intended 
to promote rule of law and ensure that the gravest international crimes 
do not go unpunished. It has jurisdiction over individuals accused of 
genocide, crimes against humanity, or war crimes if states with juris-
diction are unable or unwilling to investigate or prosecute these cases 
themselves.

Lustration. An alternative or addition to judicially imposed pen-
alties for past behavior is the administrative step of barring a whole 
class of individuals from public employment, political participation, 
and the enjoyment of other civil rights. Denazification in Germany, 
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demilitarization in Japan, and debaathification in Iraq are examples 
of this form of sanction. Compared to judicial action, it is simpler to 
administer, since no proof of wrongdoing is required and no evidence 
beyond that of membership in a proscribed organization is necessary. 
To the extent that there is any avenue for redress, the burden of proof 
rests with the petitioner.

On the other hand, the process is arbitrary by design. Any effort 
to ameliorate this effect by providing a path for rehabilitation requires 
an administrative apparatus capable of adjudicating the resultant 
claims in an impartial and reasonably expeditious manner. The United 
States established such processes in Germany and Japan but failed to 
do so in Iraq. In cases in which the class to be proscribed has been 
thoroughly defeated, totally discredited, and deprived of any possibil-
ity for resistance, lustration may be an effective means of ensuring that 
those in question are not able to regain their former influence over 
time. In cases in which the affected individuals retain influence and 
are strongly rooted in the society, their exclusion is likely to occasion 
significant resistance. 

Truth Commissions. Truth commissions are bodies set up to inves-
tigate a past history of human rights violations. They focus on the past. 
The events may have occurred in the recent past, but a truth commis-
sion is not an ongoing body akin to a human rights commission. Truth 
commissions normally investigate a pattern of abuse over a set period 
of time rather than a specific event. According to their mandate, truth 
commissions are usually given parameters of investigation in terms of 
(1) the time period covered and (2) the type of human rights violations 
to be investigated. Truth commissions are temporary bodies, usually 
operating from six months to two years. When a truth commission 
completes its work, it submits a report. Its parameters are established 
at the time it is formed. Truth commissions are officially sanctioned, 
authorized, or empowered by the state. This, in principle, allows the 
commission to have greater access to information, greater security, and 
greater assurance that its findings will be given serious consideration. 
Table 4.3 provides a list of past truth commissions.
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Table 4.3
Truth Commissions

Country Dates of Operation Period Covered

Uganda 1974 1971–1974

Bolivia 1982–1984 1967–1982

Argentina 1983–1984 1976–1983

Uruguay 1985 1973–1982

Zimbabwe 1985 1983

Uganda 1986–1995 1962–1986

Philippines 1986 1972–1986

Nepal 1990–1991 1961–1990

Chile 1990–1991 1973–1990

Chad 1991–1992 1982–1990

Germany 1992–1994 1949–1989

El Salvador 1992–1993 1980–1991

Rwanda 1992–1993 1990–1992

Sri Lanka 1994–1997 1988–1994

Haiti 1995–1996 1991–1994

Burundi 1995–1996 1993–1995

South Africa 1995–2000 1960–1994

Ecuador 1996–1997 1979–1996

Guatemala 1997–1999 1962–1996

Nigeria 1999–2001 1966–1999

Peru 2000–2002 1980–2000

Uruguay 2000–2001 1973–1985

Panama 2001–2002 1968–1989

Yugoslavia 2002 1991–2001

East Timor 2002 1974–1999

Sierra Leone 2002 1991–1999

Ghana 2002 1966–2001
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Truth commissions can be helpful in compiling a comprehensive 
account that addresses the broader context of the conflict and the fac-
tors that contributed to atrocities. They usually offer an opportunity 
for direct participation by a large number of victims. They may seek 
to promote the reintegration of lesser perpetrators into the community 
through reconciliation agreements. The goal of such efforts is not to 
prosecute or punish, but to disclose the facts about abuses. Truth com-
missions have frequently led to conditional amnesties. Amnesties can 
vary with respect to timing as well as conditions. An amnesty can be 
declared prior to the establishment of a commission or passed after it 
has finished its work. It can be unconditional and extend to all ranks 
or conditional upon cooperation. Without some form of amnesty, the 
commission will likely encounter widespread, serious opposition from 
political and former military leaders. 

Truth commissions have several potential drawbacks. Most do 
not include prosecution. A sense of incompletion is likely to prevail 
without prosecution of the perpetrators identified by a truth commis-
sion. Amnesties often lead to popular resentment, since they benefit 
perpetrators of atrocities. This is especially true when a sweeping a 
priori amnesty is granted, in which case the commission may be seen as 
a fig leaf with no punitive, and little restorative, power. Governments 
do not always agree with the findings of truth commissions, undercut-
ting the credibility of their results. In El Salvador in 1993, the govern-
ment dismissed the truth commission. Members of the supreme court 
denounced it, and Defense Minister Rene Emilio Ponce referred to it 
as “insolent.” Less than a week after the truth commission report was 
released, the Salvadoran National Assembly approved blanket amnesty 
for all abuses committed during the civil war. 

Effective truth commissions should involve the following:

Sponsorship: The credibility of truth commissions is affected by 
the choice of sponsorship, by the timing of its establishment, and 
by the groups involved in its creation and design. The legitimacy 
of sponsorship depends on the name under which the commis-
sion is established and how civil society is involved in creating or 
sponsoring the commission.

•
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Mandate: The mandate of a truth commission defines its purpose, 
powers, and limitations. Key components of the design of a truth 
commission are the scope of the investigation, the time horizon, 
legal powers of investigation, whether it will identify names, 
access to state and military files, and the purpose and scope of its 
recommendations.
Composition: The commissioners appointed are highly visible and 
often seen as representing the seriousness of the effort to face past 
human right abuses. Their reputations are a crucial factor in the 
effectiveness of a truth commission. In some cases, the inclusion 
of instrumental members may enhance the commission’s credibil-
ity and perceived impartiality. Key choices in selecting commis-
sioners include the number, professional background, gender, and 
ethnic diversity of its members.
Resources: The material and human resources of a commission are 
important prerequisites for the effectiveness of its operations. The 
number, qualification, and reputation of a commission’s staff, as 
well as the money, equipment, and time allocated for its work 
will affect how many cases will be investigated, the depth of these 
investigations, and the geographic scope of the investigations. 
Proceedings: The proceedings are determined by the mandate and 
resources allocated. Key aspects of a commission’s proceedings 
are assessments of communities’ and victims’ needs, cooperation 
with civil society, the visibility of the hearings, the risks of partici-
pating in hearings, the number of cases presented to the commis-
sion, and media coverage.
Dissemination of findings: At the end of a commission’s tenure, 
it issues and disseminates its findings and recommendations. In 
some cases, the commission’s cumulative knowledge has been 
shared only with the leader of the country. In most cases, the 
findings have been published. One way to share the commission’s 
insights is to publish a report that documents key findings. 

Choosing Among Options. There are several factors to be con-
sidered in determining where along the spectrum from “forgive and 
forget” to “try and punish” intervening authorities may wish to posi-

•

•

•

•

•
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tion their efforts to promote reconciliation and justice. In cases in 
which the conflict was civil in nature, the intervening authorities have 
an opportunity to judge the temper of the population, which may be 
hungry for justice, or which may, on the contrary, be so war-weary as 
to prefer overwhelmingly to put the past behind it. 

Another critical calculation is the level of commitment the inter-
vening authorities are prepared to make to carry out their chosen 
policy. International tribunals are extremely expensive, with the trial 
of a single individual often costing millions of dollars. Beyond the 
direct cost of mounting such a process, there is also the implied cost of 
its enforcement. The more intervening authorities commit themselves 
to rapid and far-reaching reform, the more resistance their efforts are 
likely to engender. War crime tribunals can be viewed as the ultimate 
form of enforced transformation, one in which members of the previ-
ous ruling elite are deprived not just of their power and property, but 
of their freedom or even their lives. Any such effort is likely to encoun-
ter resistance not just from the individuals concerned, but from their 
families, associates, and supporters. In cases in which the ratio of inter-
vening force to local population is very high, war crime tribunals may 
be an effective means of both providing exemplary justice and promot-
ing long-term social change. Even in such circumstances, however, the 
opportunity costs need to be considered, given the many other claims 
on available economic and personnel resources. 

Too often, war crime tribunals are employed not as an adjunct to 
effective peace enforcement but as an alternative. In Bosnia, Rwanda, 
and more recently in Darfur, the international community has pursued 
war crime prosecutions not in the aftermath of an intervention in an 
effort to halt the abuses in question, but as alternative to such inter-
vention. This has allowed the international community to respond to 
public pressures to do something about a mounting tragedy without 
actually committing the troops and money needed to halt it. To the 
extent that such palliatives actually succeed in deflecting public opin-
ion and reducing pressures for more forceful action, the result may be 
the exact opposite of that ostensibly intended, awarding the perpetra-
tors further time to carry forward their abusive projects. For those rea-
sons, we recommend that they resort to international tribunals only in 
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situations in which the intervening authorities are prepared to enforce 
the results in an enduring and conclusive fashion.

Many of these considerations apply equally to any process of 
lustration. Assessing collective rather than individual guilt is obvi-
ously cheaper and easier to administer, but, to the extent that the cat-
egory of individuals affected is larger, it may actually stimulate even 
greater resistance requiring commensurately greater efforts to counter. 
In Japan, the United States purged 0.29 percent of the population. In 
Germany it purged almost nine times more, 2.5 percent of the popula-
tion. The United States also had a soldier-to-population ratio in Ger-
many five times higher than in Japan. In Japan, most of those purged 
were rehabilitated within a few years, and the entire program was 
countermanded as soon as Japan regained its sovereignty in 1952. In 
Germany, the effect both on the individuals concerned and on the soci-
ety as a whole was more lasting. In Iraq, the original U.S. debaathifica-
tion decree was too sweeping, as its authors now acknowledge, while 
the United States never put in place an effective process for review 
and rehabilitation. These early decisions almost certainly contributed 
to a level of resistance that the U.S.-led coalition was unprepared to 
counter. 

Whatever option is chosen, unless norms of accountability are 
institutionalized domestically by strengthening national legal institu-
tions, the long-term impact of transitional justice proceedings will be 
limited. In some cases, such as Rwanda, war crime trials have had little 
impact on efforts to strengthen rule of law. Donors provided resources 
to investigate and try individuals accused of war crimes, but did not 
provide additional resources to improve judicial capacity. One of the 
downsides of the international criminal tribunals in Yugoslavia and 
Rwanda has been their failure to contribute to building domestic judi-
cial capacity on which the money committed to those tribunals might 
well have been better spent. Major donors, international organizations, 
and NGOs all have important roles to play in promoting rule of law. 
Individual donors may take responsibility for supporting the develop-
ment of certain sectors. The U.S. Department of Justice, for instance, 
has units that specialize in building both police and judicial establish-
ments in postconflict countries.
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Key Actors

There are at least three types of international actors that should be 
involved in rule-of-law efforts. The first are donor states. They are able 
to provide greater resources than are NGOs and major international 
organizations to encourage the development of rule of law. But their 
goals and policies may be strongly influenced by political and geostra-
tegic considerations, which can conflict with best practices. In some 
countries, such as the United States, several government entities are 
involved in training individuals involved in rule-of-law activities: the 
U.S. Department of Justice (including the Office of Overseas Prosecu-
torial Development, Assistance, and Training), the U.S. Agency for 
International Development, the U.S. Department of State (including 
the Bureau for International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs), 
and the Federal Bureau of Prisons. In some stability operations, donor 
states have agreed on a “lead nation” setup for rule-of-law efforts. Italy 
played this role in Afghanistan. Italy was supposed to provide financial 
assistance, coordinate external assistance, and oversee reconstruction 
efforts in the rule-of-law sector to improve efficiency and coordination. 
In practice, this approach did not work well. Italy simply lacked the 
expertise, resources, interest, and influence needed to succeed in such 
an undertaking. Large international organizations, such as the United 
Nations and the World Bank, have significant expertise and experience 
in fostering the development of rule of law. The United Nations Office 
on Drugs and Crime has been involved in efforts to advance coun-
ternarcotics through improvement in the criminal justice system. The 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has been involved 
in a variety of programs to build rule of law during nation-building 
operations, offering training in such areas as international standards on 
human rights and criminal law, humanitarian law, gender justice, child 
protection, and codes of conduct. The World Bank promoted efforts to 
improve governance and investment codes. 

Many NGOs specialize in the rule of law, providing training, 
helping to draft legal codes, building courts, or providing equipment. 
On the other hand, the rising number of NGOs has led to coordina-
tion problems in rebuilding the rule of law. NGOs may also have a 
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wide range of goals and approaches that differ from those of the host 
government, major international organizations, or donor states. These 
challenges create a strong impetus to design institutional arrangements 
that increase efficiency and help overcome coordination and collabora-
tion problems. 

Sizing 

Regarding international personnel, we recommend the provision of one 
advisor for every 10 judges, one mentor for every 30 prosecutors, and 
one advisor for every prison. These are meant to be rough estimates. 
They were determined by assessing and balancing cost constraints, the 
availability of international justice advisors, and the need for mentor-
ing in past nation-building operations.

To estimate the number of local judges, prosecutors, and correc-
tions personnel needed for a well-functioning justice sector, we com-
pared data from nearly a dozen countries. We chose these countries 
so as to include wide variation in geographic location, type of justice 
system, population size, and economic conditions. As Figure 4.2 illus-
trates, numbers of judges vary widely, from 25 judges per 100,000 
inhabitants in Germany to 0.15 in Ethiopia, with an average of six per 
100,000 inhabitants across the group. The variation is a function of 
several factors, such as the capacity and strength of the central govern-
ment; the number of criminals and others moving through the justice 
system; and whether the country uses a formal, informal, or mixed 
legal system. The number of prosecutors also varies, from a high of 
nearly 12 per 100,000 in Albania to 0.23 in Ethiopia. The average 
number is six prosecutors per 100,000 inhabitants.

As Figure 4.3 illustrates, the number of corrections personnel also 
varies significantly across countries. The data include numbers of staff 
working in adult and juvenile prisons, penal institutions, and correc-
tional institutions. Numbers range from 12 corrections personnel per 
100,000 inhabitants in Japan to 76 in the United Kingdom, with an 
average of 42 per 100,000 inhabitants. Not shown in the figure, the 
ratio of corrections personnel to prisoners ranges from roughly one
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Figure 4.2
Number of Judges and Prosecutors per 100,000 Inhabitants
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SOURCE: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2002).
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corrections staff member for every two prisoners in Germany and the 
United Kingdom to one staff member for every eight prisoners in El 
Salvador and South Africa.9 As a general rule, the higher the number of 
prisoners per capita, the wider the disparity in the ratio of corrections 
personnel to prisoners. Figure 4.4 shows comparative data on the num-
bers of adult and juvenile prisons, penal institutions, and other cor-
rectional institutions. Total numbers range from approximately 0.14 
correctional institutions per 100,000 inhabitants in Japan to a high of 
0.78 in Azerbaijan. These numbers can vary depending on the amount 
of international assistance, capacity of the indigenous government, the 
use of formal law, and the number of individuals moving through—
and convicted by—the court system. 

9 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2002).
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Figure 4.3
Number of Corrections Personnel
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Intervening powers need to anticipate funding some or most of the 
expenses of the justice sector over the first several years following an 
intervention. The indigenous government, if there is one, is likely to 
lack sufficient revenue to pay judges, prosecutors, and corrections per-
sonnel; to build and maintain physical infrastructure; or to run the 
legal system. 

We estimated the costs of international personnel by evaluating 
the costs of deploying justice and other civilian personnel during four 
stability operations: in Haiti, Sierra Leone, Congo, and Liberia.10 We

10 Data are compiled from United Nations General Assembly (2004a, 2005a, 2004b, 
2005a).
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Figure 4.4
Number of Correctional Institutions
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calculated the average cost per person by compiling information on 
personnel and operational costs. The latter includes a combination of 
transportation, infrastructure, and other costs.11 We estimate that it 
costs roughly $185,000 per person to deploy international personnel 
engaged in establishing rule of law, including personnel and opera-
tional costs.12 We estimated domestic costs by noting that, on average, 
countries spend approximately 0.26 percent of their GDPs on their jus-

11 We aggregated costs for facilities and infrastructure; ground, air, and naval transporta-
tion; communications, medical services, and special equipment. Since the UN does not 
disaggregate the operational costs of military personnel from those of civilian personnel, our 
estimates may slightly overstate per soldier costs. However, military personnel account for 
most operational costs. 
12 The costs per person were approximately $154,195 for Congo, $292,285 for Haiti, 
$163,486 for Liberia, and $122,680 for Sierra Leone. This averaged out to $183,162; we 
rounded to $185,000.
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tice sectors, exclusive of police.13 We use this average of 0.26 percent of 
GDP to estimate the cost of running a typical national justice system.

What does this analysis imply for the rule-of-law component of 
stability operations? To illustrate, we evaluated the cost of a hypotheti-
cal intervention in Mozambique. In 2006, that country has a popula-
tion of approximately 20 million. Using the average number of judges 
(6), prosecutors (6), and corrections staff (42) per 100,000 inhabit-
ants, we estimate that Mozambique would need a total of 1,200 judges, 
1,200 prosecutors, and 8,400 corrections staff. Using the average of 
four correctional institutions per million inhabitants, we estimate 
that Mozambique would need a total of 80 major correctional insti-
tutions. Mozambique had a GDP of $26 billion in 2006. Assuming 
that Mozambique should spend 0.26 percent of its GDP on the justice 
sector, Mozambique’s ministry of justice would need approximately 
$68 million annually to function effectively. Mozambique would also 
need an average of one international mentor for every 10 judges, one 
mentor per corrections facility, and one mentor for every 30 prosecu-
tors. This translates to a total of 240 international justice personnel. 

Since we estimate that each justice official costs approximately 
$185,000, this translates to a total international cost of nearly $45 
million. These estimates are meant to provide a first cut at estimating 
numbers and costs for the full range of international and local employ-
ees engaged in the justice sector in the aftermath of an external inter-
vention. Tables 4.4 and 4.5 show these results.

13 There was a substantial range in spending among the 17 countries we analyzed. The 
standard deviation was 0.22. Countries included Argentina, Colombia, Costa Rica, El Sal-
vador, Georgia, Ghana, India, Jordan, Namibia, Nepal, Nigeria, Philippines, South Africa, 
Thailand, Turkey, Ukraine, and Zimbabwe. We chose these countries to ensure variation in 
geographic location, type of justice system, population size, and economic conditions.
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Table 4.4
Estimated Numbers of Justice Personnel for Mozambique, 
Year One

Personnel or Institution Number

Local judges 1,200

Local prosecutors 1,200

Local corrections staff 8,400

Local correctional institutions 80

International advisors 240

SOURCE: RAND calculations.

Table 4.5
Estimated Costs of Restoring Judicial Services in Mozambique, Year One

Division of Costs
Justice Share 

of GDP
GDP 

(2006 US$)
Total Expenditure 

(2006 US$)

Indigenous costs 0.26 26 billion 68 million

International costs — — 45 million

SOURCE: RAND calculations.

NOTE: Amounts may not sum due to rounding.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Humanitarian Relief

The humanitarian component of stability operations involves pre-
venting large-scale loss of life by providing emergency food, shelter, 
clothing, and medical services to the local population. In most 
instances, relief agencies have already been on the ground and were 
providing humanitarian assistance throughout the conflict. The broad 
objective of humanitarian efforts should be to save lives, alleviate 
human suffering, and minimize displacement. In most postconflict 
situations, large numbers of people have been displaced. The challenge 
for the international community is in providing for existing and newly 
displaced people, then beginning the process of encouraging people to 
return home or find new, permanent places in which to settle. Most 
major humanitarian relief agencies are professionally staffed and com-
paratively well resourced. Funding for nation-building is always in 
short supply, but humanitarian relief is one area that donors are most 
inclined to fund. As a result, virtually no nation-building operation has 
been compromised by inadequacies in humanitarian relief. But there 
are numerous examples in which the intervening authorities’ failure 
to establish a modicum of public security has made it impossible for 
humanitarian agencies to complete their mission or even to sustain 
their assistance to threatened populations. 

Key Challenges

Conducting Preintervention Planning. Humanitarian missions 
usually take place under extreme time constraints, with little time and 
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few opportunities to think strategically about planning once operations 
begin. This makes it important to establish plans in advance, if possible. 
Key challenges include gathering systematic and actionable informa-
tion on humanitarian conditions prior to an intervention, coordinating 
plans across a wide range of governmental and nongovernmental orga-
nizations, and ensuring the preintervention mobilization of postcon-
flict humanitarian resources. Since there is not always sufficient time 
to conduct planning activities, pre-positioning supplies and developing 
established systems are critical to effective relief operations.

Responding to Crises. Intervening authorities may have to deal 
with at least five types of acute humanitarian challenges. First, war 
can increase the likelihood of communicable diseases, which may 
reach epidemic proportions if not treated quickly. Diseases such as 
cholera and dysentery have been particularly prevalent in postcon-
flict settings. Second, famine and drought can present significant and 
dire challenges. In Somalia, U.S. and UN officials had to provide 
sufficient food and water to much of the population in a country in 
which the water system had collapsed and much of the agricultural 
infrastructure—such as irrigation pumps and food processing plants—
had been destroyed by looting. Third, war usually displaces large popu-
lations. As discussed later, international and indigenous relief workers 
need to quickly provide food, shelter, and other assistance to refugees 
and internally displaced persons. Fourth, combat destroys roads, hos-
pitals, public buildings, and other infrastructure needed to distribute 
food and provide medical care. During the course of war, the electric 
power system is often seriously damaged. As electricity is needed to 
pump water, operate sewage plants, refrigerate medicines, and oper-
ate clinics, the collapse of the electric power system creates serious and 
acute health problems. Transportation infrastructure, such as bridges, 
roads, ports, and railway systems, may be heavily damaged. Finally, 
intervening authorities may have to deal with traumatic injuries from 
land mines, unexploded ordnance, and weapons. 

Establishing Coordination Arrangements. Coordinating donor 
states, international organizations, and NGOs involved in humanitar-
ian relief efforts is challenging. As one World Bank study notes, virtu-
ally all humanitarian relief efforts suffer from “a lack of an overarching 
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nationally-driven plan to which all donors agree, resulting in fragmen-
tation, gaps or duplication in aid-financed programs.”1 Poor coordi-
nation can have serious consequences by scattering assistance among 
a greater number of projects so that relief workers fail to tackle key 
priorities. 

Assisting Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons. Refugees 
and internally displaced persons are often the greatest humanitarian 
challenge facing intervening authorities in postconflict societies. High 
concentrations of displaced people are breeding grounds for epidem-
ics, and they face the prospect of starvation if food cannot be provided 
to them. Large numbers of destitute people create frictions with their 
hosts. Residents of surrounding areas have sometimes attacked refugees 
and refugee camps, forcing the intervening authorities to provide secu-
rity as well as food and shelter. In some cases, people are displaced not 
because they were civilians fleeing the scene of the battle between two 
armed groups, but because they are themselves the objects of attack, 
either for the purpose of extermination or to cause them to flee, so 
as to cleanse an area ethnically. Organized military or paramilitary 
forces may terrorize the target population to induce them to move. The 
combatants may have forcibly deported groups, evicting people at gun-
point. In other cases, populations may flee because the security envi-
ronment has deteriorated so much that they believe it is safer to leave 
than stay. Violence is not always overt. Large numbers of people fled 
regions of Afghanistan, Angola, Mozambique, and Cambodia because 
of land mines. Mines also discourage people from returning home after 
the fighting ceases. 

Making the Transition from Relief. The humanitarian relief effort 
usually ends within several months following a conflict. By that time, 
many of the displaced have gone home or found new homes. Refu-
gee camps are closed. International humanitarian organizations have 
begun to pack their bags. At this point, intervening authorities are 

1 United Nations Development Group and World Bank, An Operational Note on Transi-
tional Results Matrices: Using Results-Based Frameworks in Fragile States, New York, Janu-
ary 2005, p. 2. See also Olga Bornemisza and Egbert Sondorp, Health Policy Formulation 
in Complex Political Emergencies and Post-Conflict Countries: A Literature Review, London: 
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, November 7, 2002.
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faced with the challenge of moving from emergency relief efforts to 
providing government services on a sustained basis. It is important 
to shift as quickly as possible into longer-term transition and devel-
opment. However, this shift is rarely a linear one. Rather, it is usu-
ally a process of going backward and forward as dictated by levels of 
stability—often differing geographically within a country—or by 
waves of renewed conflict. 

Creating Measures of Effectiveness. Policymakers and practitio-
ners need to measure the effectiveness of humanitarian efforts. If they 
cannot measure performance, they cannot assess success or failure, 
making midcourse corrections difficult. One of the most significant 
challenges in measuring effectiveness is identifying appropriate—and 
inappropriate—quantitative and qualitative metrics. 

Best Practices

Conducting Preintervention Planning 

Humanitarian operations often take place under tight time constraints. 
If those in charge of the operation have not planned carefully before-
hand, once it commences, there are few opportunities and little time to 
think strategically about the operation, making it important to plan in 
advance. The intervening authorities should set key objectives, tasks, and 
timelines, and compile relevant information on past and current living 
conditions of the population. This should include assembling necessary 
material and equipment, such as medical kits, water, tents, blankets, 
and food, as well as making logistical arrangements to transport mate-
rial and equipment to target areas. Table 5.1 offers a sample planning 
matrix for humanitarian missions. Key steps include reaching a consen-
sus on objectives, establishing a coordination unit that includes a lead 
actor, preparing cost estimates, and training humanitarian teams. In 
many cases, agencies are already on the ground when nation-building 
operations begin and have been there throughout the conflict. Con-
sequently, one of the key challenges is coordinating among humani-
tarian agencies and collating the assessment data collected by them. 
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Table 5.1
Sample Humanitarian Planning Process

Summary Description

Preparatory phase Take a variety of preparatory steps, such as conducting 
an initial needs assessment. As with all subsequent steps, 
local leaders should be involved as much as possible in 
planning and implementation. This should also include 
pre-positioning blankets, water, medicine, and other 
humanitarian supplies.

Key objectives and 
scope

Outline the key objectives of the humanitarian effort.

Coordination Establish at least an interim institutional arrangement for 
coordinating assistance, including the appointment of a 
lead actor. 

Planning document Establish a coherent planning document detailing what 
should be achieved in each sector and how this can be 
done. Such a planning framework is best derived by 
way of an outcome-based approach. It should provide 
a comprehensive definition of the principal objectives, 
vision, and scope of the effort, as well as the priority 
sectors.

Assess impact of 
cross-cutting factors

Conduct an analysis of security, political, economic, and 
other factors that may impact humanitarian efforts. For 
example, who will provide security for humanitarian 
agencies?

Timelines Establish deadlines for completion of key humanitarian 
activities, taking into consideration that the time required 
may vary depending on the data, materials available, 
assessments already completed, and initial conditions. 

Cost estimates Develop realistic and comprehensive cost estimates.

Funding arrangements Establish institutional arrangements for the quick 
disbursal of funds, and establish statutory grant-making 
authority to humanitarian response teams, if necessary.

Prioritization and 
sequencing

Prioritize key sectors in line with the initial needs 
assessment and sequence steps. This may include 
identifying key issues that cut across health and other 
areas (such as gender, environmental, and HIV/AIDS 
issues).

Staffing Form a primary group of experts who collect data and 
analyze the humanitarian needs of the country and who 
are responsible for developing and extrapolating sectoral 
analyses, planning frameworks, and technical reports.
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Table 5.1—Continued

Summary Description

Logistics Make logistical arrangements to transport material and 
equipment to target areas, hire contractors to support 
and implement humanitarian efforts, and pre-position 
material and equipment for quicker disbursal. This may 
also include making arrangements to ensure the quick 
disbursal of funds.

Implementation and 
assessments

Implement plans and programs, monitor performance, 
and make necessary corrections. This may include 
assembling necessary material and equipment, such as 
medical kits, water, and food.

Lessons learned Compile major insights and lessons learned.

SOURCE: Uwe Kievelitz et al., Practical Guide to Multilateral Needs Assessments in 
Post-Conflict Situations, New York: United Nations Development Programme, World 
Bank, and United Nations Development Group, August 2004.

Nation-building operations take place in countries with a wide 
range of cultural and social conditions. International personnel must 
be aware of these conditions and find ways to balance them with 
humanitarian concerns. In Afghanistan, traditional beliefs about med-
icine, nutrition, and hygiene led to erroneous conclusions about what 
constituted safe health practices. Some Afghans believed that any 
moving water was clean and liquids should be withheld from chil-
dren with diarrhea. The propensity to marry girls off at a young age, 
a reluctance to spend money and resources on health care for daugh-
ters and wives, inequitable distribution of food within the family, 
frequent physical violence toward women and children, and a reluc-
tance to educate girls and women also added to the complexity of 
moving from relief to development. Contextual knowledge is criti-
cal to ensuring that inappropriate assistance, such as small shelters to 
extended families, is not provided. In Haiti and Somalia, the inter-
national community was strongly criticized for having an incomplete 
grasp of social and cultural realities and for attempting to impose a 
Western health system. The majority of Haitians and Somalis, par-
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ticularly in rural areas, received their health care from traditional 
practitioners and healers—not from formal health care systems.2

In virtually all nation-building operations, some international 
institutions and NGOs are likely to have been involved in humanitar-
ian efforts before and during the conflict. Through experience, these 
organizations and personnel have developed a good understanding of 
the humanitarian challenges within the country. Since reliable statisti-
cal information on humanitarian conditions is often unavailable, prior 
knowledge is crucial for developing programs. Bilateral donors, inter-
national institutions, and NGOs should recruit actors with in-country 
experience to assist in planning and developing assistance programs.

Pre-positioning material and supplies facilitates rapid delivery 
and saves lives. Purchasing and pre-positioning personal hygiene kits 
and emergency health kits helps prevent the spread of disease. Iden-
tifying the types and quantities of materials requires an assessment 
of local health clinics and hospitals, the availability of pharmaceuti-
cals, and immunization rates. Water and sanitation supplies, includ-
ing potable water, water jugs, and water treatment units, have to be 
readied. A successful emergency response requires adequate supplies 
of water, as well as sanitary waste disposal and wastewater removal. 
Pre-positioning requires an assessment of water and sanitation facili-
ties that reach all major populations centers and of supplies of potable 
water. Food has to be made available to satisfy the nutritional needs of 
the population. Emergency shelter and supplies have to be provided to 
vulnerable populations. Planners need to estimate the potential num-
bers and movements of refugees and internally displaced persons. They 
must then procure sufficient plastic sheeting, tents, blankets, and other 
emergency shelter material. In general, pre-positioning should be done 
well in advance of a humanitarian emergency. Standard supplies can be 
warehoused at central locations and then drawn down as needed.

2 Seth G. Jones, Lee H. Hilborne, et al., Securing Health: Lessons from Nation-Building Mis-
sions, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, MG-321-RC, 2006.
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Responding to Crises

Once humanitarian assistance efforts begin, the immediate focus should 
be on dealing with at least five issues: communicable disease outbreaks, 
famine and drought, major flows of refugees and internally displaced 
persons, building key infrastructure such as the electric power system, 
and weapons (including WMD). Priority should be given to these areas 
because a failure to manage them effectively may severely affect the 
health and welfare of the population, and numerous other humanitar-
ian efforts will fail if these elements are not addressed first. 

The first step for humanitarian workers is to respond to the 
outbreak—or potential outbreak—of communicable diseases quickly 
to forestall epidemics of cholera, typhoid fever, dysentery, hepatitis, 
measles, giardiasis, and brucellosis. Children under five and pregnant 
women are particularly vulnerable. In Iraq, the country experienced 
increased rates of infectious diseases in the immediate aftermath of 
the 2003 conflict. The World Health Organization reported the first 
outbreak of cholera in al Basrah on May 15, 2003. There was also wide-
spread reporting of pertussis and diphtheria—especially in the south. 
The possibility of outbreaks of communicable disease makes it impor-
tant to establish a disease surveillance system that allows public health 
agencies to monitor disease incidence and plan responses. Surveillance 
systems collect and monitor data on disease trends and outbreaks so 
that public health personnel can protect the population’s health. 

Second, famine and drought require an immediate response. 
Humanitarian organization personnel need to assess the most vul-
nerable and affected areas, then rapidly disburse emergency food and 
water to the affected populations. In some cases, humanitarian work-
ers may have to recreate food distribution systems. In Iraq in 2003, for 
example, 60 percent of Iraqis depended on the rations provided by the 
oil-for-food program. U.S. planners attempted to disrupt the system 
as little as possible during the war and to reestablish it as quickly as 
possible after the conclusion of hostilities. Security is required to pro-
tect relief workers, since food and water may be tempting targets for 
warlords and other spoilers. Aid agencies usually seek ambient secu-
rity, rather than convoy security, to maximize impartiality. In Somalia, 
the lack of security halted relief efforts in 1991. Many of the inter-



Humanitarian Relief    117

national relief agencies withdrew their personnel. By 1991, only the 
International Committee of the Red Cross and a small number of 
NGOs remained in Somalia to provide food and medical assistance 
in response to the emerging humanitarian crisis. Conditions improved 
somewhat over the next few years, when the United Nations and the 
United States deployed forces to protect aid workers. After unsuccess-
ful attempts to stabilize the security environment and negotiate with 
warlords, the United Nations finally determined that sustaining an 
effective humanitarian relief and peacekeeping operation was impos-
sible. United Nations Operation in Somalia II (UNSOM II) forces 
departed the country in March 1995. 

Third, humanitarian workers strive to minimize refugee flows 
and numbers of internally displaced persons. Once a person is dis-
placed, he or she becomes much more vulnerable to disease and vio-
lence. Population displacements are affected by the manner and dura-
tion of the war and the extent to which the fighting produces internal 
political upheaval. International organizations, NGOs, and states 
need to put in place mechanisms and resources to respond to worst-
case scenarios. Examples include the stockpiling of adequate food, 
water, medical supplies, and clothing, as well as plans for distributing 
these items. Contingency planning should also include dealing with 
neighboring countries that may try to close their borders and tighten 
policies against refugees. Without communicating with all actors 
involved in responding to population displacements, the humanitar-
ian assistance effort risks delays in mobilizing and pre-positioning 
critical materials for displaced people. Without prior coordination, the 
intervening authorities also risk conducting redundant and irrelevant 
planning and operations, as well as encouraging counterproductive 
competition and turf battles. 

Fourth, some infrastructure may have to be built or refurbished 
quickly to prevent a humanitarian crisis. The objective at this stage 
should not be a long-term and thorough reconstruction of the trans-
portation, power, water, and sanitation systems. Rather, it should be to 
focus on areas that must be fixed immediately to prevent a significant 
deterioration in conditions. For example, the electrical network may be 
in poor condition, making it virtually impossible for hospitals, water 
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treatment facilities, and sanitation systems to function. Critical trans-
portation infrastructure, such as roads, railways, ports, and bridges, 
may have been destroyed. The lack of some of these may impede the 
delivery of potable water, medicine, and other supplies. Humanitarian 
and relief workers need to focus on fixing infrastructure that directly 
affects humanitarian efforts.

Finally, humanitarian workers need to focus on treating traumatic 
injuries and responding to the use of weapons. A significant portion 
of the population may need to be treated for traumatic injuries from 
such events as land mine explosions. The use of WMD presents a par-
ticular set of challenges. In the event of chemical or biological attacks, 
rapid response is critical, since deaths and injuries can escalate quickly. 
Response efforts should mirror what is sometimes called consequence 
management by emergency responders. In short, preventing an acute 
humanitarian crisis usually requires the following items:

food
medicine and medical supplies to treat injuries and disease out-
breaks and to prevent the further spread of communicable 
diseases
water treatment equipment and supplies, including chemicals 
sanitation materials, including latrines and hygiene kits 
emergency shelters, blankets, cooking utensils, and infant-care 
kits.

Security, basic infrastructure, education, governance, and eco-
nomic stabilization all affect the extent of humanitarian crises. Nobel 
prize–winning economist Amartya Sen argues that the links among 
these sectors are empirical and causal: 

[T]here is strong evidence that economic and political freedoms 
help to reinforce one another. . . . Similarly, social opportunities 
of education and health care, which may require public action, 
complement individual opportunities of economic and political 

•
•

•
•
•
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participation and also help to foster our own initiatives in over-
coming our respective deprivations.3

Humanitarian efforts are particularly sensitive to security through 
direct effects, such as the inability of patients to visit doctors, and 
through indirect effects, such as the inability of health care facilities to 
function properly. The absence of security can impede progress in the 
reconstruction of water treatment plants and hospitals, slow immuni-
zation campaigns, restrict delivery of needed supplies to health care 
facilities, and affect the labor force by not protecting health care pro-
viders from intimidation. Fear of attack by looters prevented health 
care professionals and patients in Iraq from going to health care 
facilities. Looters stole equipment and destroyed medical records, 
and facilities became overburdened by the flow of patients. The work 
of NGOs, international organizations, and contractors was slowed or, 
in some cases, halted. In Afghanistan, NGOs frequently suspended, 
cancelled, postponed, or downsized humanitarian programs as a result 
of security issues. In 2004, Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors Without 
Borders) closed all of its medical programs in Afghanistan following a 
fatal attack on one of its vehicles in Badghis province. The converse 
is also true: The establishment of security can facilitate humanitarian 
efforts.

In short, response efforts to acute humanitarian crises—such as 
communicable disease outbreaks, famine and drought, population dis-
placement, destruction of critical infrastructure, and use of WMD—
may be closely linked with other developments. International orga-
nizations, NGOs, and states may need to spend time and resources 
refurbishing hospitals and clinics, training staff, and providing equip-
ment. But unreliable power or unstable security conditions can under-
mine these efforts. In addition, there is often a short window available 
for stabilization after the fighting stops. In Iraq, for example, there 
were only a few months during which key actors could move about 
freely and work with affected communities. 

3 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom, New York: Anchor Books, 2000, p. xii.
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Establishing Coordination Arrangements

The coordination of humanitarian efforts is a challenge. In some ways, 
coordination and planning were simpler in Germany and Japan fol-
lowing World War II because there were fewer actors. In Germany, the 
U.S. military government had to coordinate efforts only with those 
local German authorities they had empowered and a few NGOs, such 
as CARE, the International Committee of the Red Cross, and the 
United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration. The number 
of actors involved in humanitarian efforts has increased greatly since 
the end of the Cold War. The greater the number of actors, the more 
difficult coordination becomes—what is sometimes called the collective 
action problem.4 In Iraq, 80 NGOs registered with the United Nations 
Humanitarian Information Center database; they were engaged in over 
300 projects. However, only a small percentage of NGOs are usually 
able to stay beyond the initial provision of acute assistance and operate 
in severely compromised environments.

Coordination is needed between the civilian and military authori-
ties, among international actors, and between international and domes-
tic actors. The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humani-
tarian Affairs (OCHA) has a mandate to coordinate, though this often 
proves difficult on the ground.

Civil-Military Coordination. International and nongovernmental 
organizations—not military forces—should ordinarily take the lead 
in providing humanitarian assistance. They are better trained and 
equipped for humanitarian efforts and are generally viewed as more 
impartial than military forces. Traditionally, there has been a distinc-
tion between the military and civilian domains, built on the inter-
national law distinction between combatants and noncombatants. 
However, militaries have increasingly become involved in humanitar-
ian operations, leading to tension between militaries and NGOs. In 
Afghanistan, NGOs objected to the provision of humanitarian aid by 
U.S. military forces and objected even more strongly when those mili-

4 Mancur Olson, The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory of Groups, Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971, p. 2.
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tary personnel conducted operations out of uniform, creating confu-
sion between civilian and military actors.5

NGOs have traditionally raised at least two broad objections to 
military forces participating in humanitarian relief.6 First, they argue 
that such activities transgress the principle that relief should be pro-
vided by impartial parties. As the code of conduct for the International 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement states, nongovernmental 
humanitarian agencies are “agencies which act independently from 
governments.” It continues, 

We will never knowingly—or through negligence—allow our-
selves, or our employees, to be used to gather information of a 
political, military or economically sensitive nature for govern-
ments or their bodies that may serve purposes other than those 
which are strictly humanitarian.7

Some relief agencies argue that blurring the line between relief workers 
and soldiers places their personnel at greater risk from attacks by war-
ring parties. 

Relief agencies also note that military forces are not experts in 
humanitarian relief and have different priorities. They often use assis-
tance for “hearts and minds” operations, prioritizing the delivery of 
aid based on criteria other than need. Substantial military involve-
ment in the delivery of humanitarian (and reconstruction) assistance 
can become particularly problematic during the transition phases, 
during which the groundwork is laid for longer-term recovery. In some 
instances, military efforts may create more harm than good, jeopardiz-

5 Olga Oliker et al., Aid During Conflict: Interaction Between Military and Civilian Assis-
tance Providers in Afghanistan, September 2001–June 2002, Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND 
Corporation, MG-212-OSD, 2004.
6 See, for example, Jane Barry and Anna Jefferys, “A Bridge Too Far: Aid Agencies and the 
Military in Humanitarian Response,” Network Paper No. 37, London: Humanitarian Prac-
tice Network, January 2002.
7 International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, “Code of Conduct for 
the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief,” 
Geneva, Switzerland, 1994.
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ing long-term development projects and relationships with the local 
people. Relief efforts may distract the military from its primary mis-
sion and responsibility of providing security. 

All these objections have some merit, and military involvement 
in the delivery of humanitarian relief always needs to be considered 
carefully. However, the military may have engineering and medical 
capabilities that can be of real use in a relief effort. Further, there may 
be situations in which security is so bad that only the military can 
deliver assistance. Such situations are, however, prima facie evidence 
that the military component of the mission has failed in its primary 
role, the establishment of a secure environment. 

Ideally, the military and the humanitarian agencies should both 
focus on their primary responsibilities, providing security and provid-
ing relief, respectively. Further, both sides need to work together to 
establish guidelines that protect as much as possible the impartiality of 
NGOs. Thus,

NGOs should not serve as implementing partners of the military 
in conducting relief activities.
Military personnel should not wear civilian clothing when con-
ducting humanitarian operations.
NGO personnel should not travel in military vehicles.
Militaries and NGOs should not locate their facilities together.
NGO personnel should not go to military bases for recreation 
or other activities not associated with the mission. They are 
likely to be seen by local residents if they fraternize with military 
personnel.
Military forces should concentrate on their highest-priority mis-
sion, which should be public security. To the extent that they 
succeed, humanitarian agencies and NGOs will subsequently be 
capable of meeting the population’s emergency needs. 

Some types of civil-military coordination do not compromise 
the impartiality of NGOs. For example, NGO personnel can partici-
pate in security briefings conducted by the military, though a common 
concern is that the bulk of military information is classified and not 

•
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able to be shared with NGOs. If this barrier can be overcome, both 
sides can share information on security conditions, operational sites, 
the locations of mines and unexploded ordnance, humanitarian activi-
ties, and population movements. This information sharing should be 
for the purpose of facilitating humanitarian operations. Often, NGOs 
establish liaison arrangements with military officials before and during 
military operations to ensure that humanitarian installations and per-
sonnel are protected. One example is the stationing of InterAction (an 
umbrella humanitarian NGO association) representation at U.S. Cen-
tral Command during Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan. 
Military forces may provide protection for convoys (although usually 
only in extreme cases), assist in delivery, and provide evacuation assis-
tance for medical treatment or for withdrawal from a hostile environ-
ment. The military often has the capability to help to secure areas in 
which humanitarian organizations are working. They may also have 
the means to assist in delivering aid, such as rapid deployment of large 
numbers of personnel, equipment, logistics, and supplies.

Coordination Among International Actors. Because of the pro-
liferation of international organizations and local, national, and inter-
national NGOs involved in humanitarian efforts, coordination among 
civilian agencies is essential. A lead actor should be put in charge of 
coordinating humanitarian activity. This actor could be the local 
government, a donor state, or an international or nongovernmental 
organization. As noted earlier, OCHA has a mandate to coordinate 
such efforts. In Kosovo, the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) was assigned this responsibility. The lead actor 
approach is usually the most efficient option, since it creates a uni-
fied command-and-control structure. However, it can be difficult to 
agree on a lead actor, since donor states, international institutions, and 
NGOs generally have different advantages, priorities, and interests. If 
there is no agreement on a lead actor, international and local actors can 
establish a coordinating body involving the main national and inter-
national actors and the principal NGOs. This body’s role should be 
to coordinate and oversee joint assessments, establish key objectives 
and strategies, prioritize steps, oversee implementation, establish joint 
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offices, and simplify procedures such as setting common reporting and 
financial requirements. 

Humanitarian workers should share lessons learned and best 
practices in coordinating mission activities. International actors should 
coordinate with those institutions and NGOs that were involved in 
humanitarian relief before and during the conflict. Such experience 
provides an invaluable understanding of the ways in which people pro-
cure food, shelter, water, and health care; the condition of the popula-
tion; and the major humanitarian challenges facing the country. Inter-
national and local actors should avoid pitfalls that have complicated 
past humanitarian efforts. They should minimize personnel changes. 
Frequent changes in UN personnel, humanitarian coordinators, and 
military and relief personnel increase the problems of coordination. 
Failure to agree on common objectives is another problem. Major dis-
crepancies in the objectives of states, international organizations, and 
NGOs can make it difficult for donor states and international organi-
zations to determine which NGOs are most effective and worthy of 
support.

Coordination Between International and Domestic Actors. 
International and domestic actors may wish to form an advisory coun-
cil composed of representatives from both parties to guide the overall 
humanitarian strategy and facilitate coordination. This council could 
establish functional committees from key humanitarian sectors, such 
as those addressing the needs of refugees, which would be responsible 
for sharing information and creating partnerships.

Assisting Refugees and Internally Displaced Persons

A primary goal of nation-building operations should be the return 
of refugees and internally displaced persons. Indeed, some nation-
building operations have been organized principally for that purpose. 
The number of refugees in past nation-building operations has varied 
widely. In East Timor, the violence that followed the September 1999 
referendum displaced close to 80 percent of the territory’s popula-
tion. Approximately 265,000 East Timorese became refugees; another 
500,000 escaped to the interior of the country. In Kosovo, more than 
half the population was displaced, and a quarter fled or were driven out 
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of the country in 1999. In Iraq, few people left their homes despite pre-
dictions of a humanitarian crisis.8 As fighting escalated in Iraq, how-
ever, displacement eventually occurred. U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) Disaster Assistance Response Teams were 
deployed to Iraq, but, since significant humanitarian assistance was 
unnecessary, they focused on assessing needs, working with military 
civil affairs personnel, and granting funds for community projects.

Civilian relief agencies should take the lead in returning refugees 
and internally displaced persons. International militaries can help pro-
vide a secure environment in which those civilian and international 
agencies can do their work. They also may provide limited relief and 
assistance when these agencies do not have the presence or capability 
to act on their own, such as during the early phases of a war. However, 
once combat operations wind down, relief agencies are usually capable 
of operating on their own. Civilian agencies should abide by the prin-
ciple of non-refoulement. No refugee should be sent to a country in 
which his or her life or freedom would be threatened because of race, 
religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or politi-
cal opinion. 

Figure 5.1 shows the percentage of refugees who returned to their 
country within five years following the end of conflict in 13 nation-
building operations. A low level of refugee return is often a sign of con-
tinued conflict, as in Somalia, Iraq, Haiti, and Afghanistan. 

Assisting refugees and internally displaced persons involves several 
steps. First, humanitarian workers need to assess the nature of the chal-
lenge. Before the intervention, key tasks include identifying the factors 
that are likely to increase or decrease the number of displaced people, 
affect their choice of destination, and affect the conditions in which 
they live. Second, humanitarian workers should assemble and train 
humanitarian response teams. These teams should assess the immedi-
ate humanitarian needs of displaced people, coordinate the provision 
of relief efforts, and allocate local grants for relief projects. Third, agen-
cies need to pre-position and stockpile supplies in the region. Criti-
cal materials include water, pharmaceuticals, shelter, blankets, and

8 Dobbins, Jones, et al. (2005).



126    The Beginner’s Guide to Nation-Building

Figure 5.1
Percentage of Refugees Returning Five Years After Conflict Ceases
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food. Fourth, humanitarian agencies can help international forces 
involved in combat to design military campaigns to minimize displace-
ment. International forces coordinated with humanitarian agencies in 
Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan. Humanitarian “mapping programs” 
can be a key element of this process. They involve military outreach 
to humanitarian organizations to identify important facilities, such 
as hospitals and cultural and historical sites. Militaries can also pro-
vide international and nongovernmental organizations with a phone 
number or the address of a Web site through which to nominate targets 
to be placed on a “no-strike” list. 

Most humanitarian agencies have adopted a common set of stan-
dards for assisting refugees and displaced persons—as well as for other 
humanitarian activities such as water, sanitation, hygiene, nutrition, 
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and food aid. These standards, which are often referred to as Sphere 
standards, are designed for use in disaster response and are applicable 
in a range of situations in which relief is required. They are designed to 
be used in slow- and rapid-onset situations, rural and urban environ-
ments, and developing and developed countries.9

Shelter and site planning often pose specific problems. Refugees 
or internally displaced persons arriving in an area settle down in vari-
ous locations. In some cases, they take an unoccupied site and create 
a camp. In others, they spread out over a wide area and establish rural 
settlements or are hosted by local communities. A poorly planned camp 
or settlement can easily become a pathogenic environment. Over-
crowding and poor hygiene are major factors in the transmission of 
epidemic diseases. Lack of adequate shelter deprives the population of 
privacy and exposes them to rain, cold, heat, and wind. Camps usually 
present a higher risk than refugee settlements, since they tend to become 
overcrowded and it is less likely that basic facilities—such as water 
and health care services—will be available when people arrive. To 
reduce health risks, site planning and organization should take place 
as early as possible to minimize overcrowding and maximize the 
provision of relief. Shelters must be set up as rapidly as possible to pro-
tect refugees from the elements and facilities installed for sanitation 
and food. These activities must be initiated within the first week of 
the intervention. Relief agencies are usually faced with either a dis-
placed population that has spontaneously settled in a camp prior 
to the arrival of relief agencies or an empty site that can be set up 
prior to the arrival of displaced people. Whichever is the case, prompt 
action must be taken to improve the site and its facilities. Poor orga-
nization in the early stages may lead to a chaotic, overcrowded camp 
that creates substantial health risks. An ideal site is rarely available. The 
choice is generally limited, since the best sites will already be inhabited 
by local communities. Table 5.2 highlights key issues to consider.

The preferred way to end displacement is for people to return to 
their original homes or, if these have been destroyed, to their com-
munities voluntarily. This is usually possible once conflict ends. The 

9 See, for example, Sphere Project, The Sphere Handbook, Geneva, Switzerland, 2004.
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Table 5.2
Shelter and Site Planning

Issue Explanation

Security and 
protection

The settlement must be in a safe area (e.g., one free of 
mines) and away from any war zones.

Water Water must be available either on the site or close by.

Space The area must be large enough to ensure sufficient personal 
space and to minimize disease conditions. Thirty square 
meters per person is considered satisfactory.

Accessibility Access to the site by trucks and other vehicles must be 
possible during all seasons.

Environmental 
health risks

Health workers should avoid camps or settlements close to 
breeding sites for mosquitoes and other carriers of serious 
diseases. Where such areas cannot be avoided, pests should 
be eliminated through spraying or other means.

Local population Every effort should be made to avoid tensions between local 
and displaced communities.

Terrain The terrain should slope to provide natural drainage for 
rainwater and sewage from the site.

first movements are often spontaneous, led by a single member of 
the family. The rest of the household may follow later. Families usu-
ally need help with transportation and require food and basic tools to 
restart their lives. If they find their houses burned, fields destroyed, 
or land occupied by others, humanitarian agencies should work to 
ensure that returning refugees and displaced persons—as well as their 
communities—receive proper assistance. Particular attention should be 
devoted to preventing and dealing with ethnic conflict, as well as assist-
ing vulnerable groups such as widows, orphans, and the disabled.

Making the Transition from Relief 

The goal of humanitarian efforts is to provide for the immediate needs 
of the population. Once these have been satisfied, the humanitarian 
effort should be wound down. This progression from relief to devel-
opment is usually not linear or uniform and requires flexibility. From 
the earliest stages of relief assistance, programs are most effective when 
beneficiaries are involved in the design, management, and implemen-
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tation of the assistance program. This approach becomes particularly 
critical when transitioning to longer-term development approaches. 
Ideally, transition programs strengthen the local community’s voice 
while enabling local and central governments to assume substantial 
responsibility. Indeed, a key objective of postconflict nation-building 
should be to reach a “tipping point.” This is the point at which the 
national and local governments begin to assume substantial responsi-
bility for providing government services.

After World War II, it took Germany approximately two and a 
half years to reach the tipping point. By January 1948, German author-
ities had taken over full responsibility for the provision of local ser-
vices, including health services, from the U.S. Office of Military Gov-
ernment. But U.S. advisors continued to observe, inspect, advise, and 
report on health activities. Haiti has never reached the tipping point. 
The United States largely withdrew in 1997 after three years, and the 
UN a couple of years later. The Haitian government never developed 
the capacity to effectively provide government services. There was no 
functioning ministry of health or administrative personnel within the 
ministry who could receive donor support, oversee financial admin-
istration, and ensure effective implementation. Haiti lacked trained 
health care workers and civil servants in the public sector. Many Hai-
tian professionals had left the country, and the remaining personnel 
were often poorly trained and had little experience in administration 
or government. Aid organizations and donor states frequently funneled 
resources through the NGO community. Training indigenous person-
nel is a critical aspect of the handoff. Otherwise, the programs “neither 
reflect favorably on the host government nor will they remain effective 
after withdrawal of outside forces.”10

Governance is important for long-term sustainability. In countries 
with a strong governance capacity, long-term reconstruction may be 
more rapid. Since national contributions and ownership are likely to be 
high, planning can be oriented beyond the short term (0 to 18 months) 
to include medium-term (18 to 36 months) recovery and development 

10 Robert J. Wilensky, Military Medicine to Win Hearts and Minds: Aid to Civilians in the 
Vietnam War, Lubbock, Tex.: Texas Tech University Press, 2004, p. 132.
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needs. In countries with weak capacity, national and private human-
itarian and development institutions usually do not have the ability 
to provide services effectively. In Somalia, for example, warlords did 
not support relief efforts and attacked, looted, and extorted payments 
from relief convoys. Humanitarian assistance had the perverse effect 
of exacerbating tensions among rival groups within the country that 
were competing for control of scarce resources. In Afghanistan, most 
of the country has historically been controlled by tribes and local war-
lords, and since its establishment in late 2001, the Karzai government 
has made only limited progress in delivering public services, including 
security, to much of the country. 

Creating Measures of Effectiveness

Program management entails tracking inputs, outputs, and outcomes. 
Inputs are the resources utilized, such as the amount of financial assis-
tance provided, the number of international personnel deployed, and 
the amount and type of equipment and material supplied. Outputs 
are the results generated by the program. Examples include the number 
of doctors and nurses trained, as well as the number of hospitals and 
health centers built or refurbished. Outcomes are measures of the effi-
cacy of the program.11 Outcome measures include the percentage of 
displaced people who return home, death rate, infant mortality rate, 
infectious disease rate, and the percentage of the population suffering 
from malnutrition. Are these rates improving, deteriorating, or remain-
ing constant as humanitarian assistance is being provided? Since these 
outcome measures may not always be readily available, tactical, short-
term measures serve to give policymakers some indication of perfor-
mance. Examples include the percentage of children under one year of 
age who have been immunized; the percentage of births with skilled 
attendance; percentage of the population with access to basic health 
services within two hours; and the percentage of health facilities that 
report “stock outs” of essential drugs. Building such assessments into 

11 See Harry P. Hatry, Performance Measurement: Getting Results, Washington, D.C.: Urban 
Institute Press, 1999; and William T. Gormley, Jr., and David L. Weimer, Organizational 
Report Cards, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999.
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humanitarian assistance programs makes it possible for donors to 
design assistance programs better. The most basic measures in acute 
emergencies are simple mortality and morbidity indicators—including 
the avoidance of significant infectious disease outbreaks.

Figure 5.2 shows a performance matrix that nation-building 
missions could create. It lists key inputs, outputs, and outcomes over 
time. Any competent performance matrix should include information 
that has been gathered on baseline conditions. It can be used to track 
performance over the course of humanitarian assistance to monitor 
whether conditions are improving or deteriorating. 

There are six major steps to compiling performance metrics for 
humanitarian assistance programs.12 First, inputs and outputs need to 
be tied to outcomes. Second, good indicators are simple. They must 
come in a clear format and be easy for all stakeholders to interpret. This 
is especially true in fragile states, where national capacities are very 
limited, communications between stakeholders are usually difficult, 
and the political dynamics may create fractures through which com-
plex information could be lost or misused. Third, performance indica-
tors should be selective. There must be a limited number of focused

Figure 5.2
Example of Performance Matrix

Inputs OutcomesOutputs

RAND MG557-5.2

• Amount of 
financial
assistance

• Number of 
international
advisors

• Amounts and type 
of equipment, 
pharmaceuticals,
and other 
material delivered

• Percentage of 
refugees returned

• Death rate
• Infant mortality rate
• Infectious disease 

rate
• Percentage of 

population
suffering from 
malnutrition

• Number and quality 
of doctors, nurses, 
and other personnel 
trained

• Number and quality 
of health facilities 
built or refurbished

• Institutional 
development and 
reform of ministry 
of health

12 See, for example, United Nations Development Group and World Bank (2005).
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targets, and they must be prioritized to offer sequenced strategic direc-
tion. Fourth, performance metrics should guide policy actions and 
donor interventions across all areas where lack of progress carries 
the risk of reversing recovery—from political and security issues to the 
economy and health. Fifth, indicators should get sufficient donor buy-
in to translate promises into financial commitments, disbursements, 
and priority technical assistance. This type of buy-in may help to avoid 
the fragmentation of donor assistance and its associated inefficiencies.

Key Actors

At least three major groups of actors should be involved in humani-
tarian efforts: major international organizations, NGOs, and donor 
states. 

The first group includes large international organizations, espe-
cially those within the United Nations’ family of agencies. The United 
Nations has a number of a organizations that play critical roles in 
humanitarian assistance: UNICEF (United Nations Children’s Fund), 
UNHCR, the World Health Organization, the World Food Pro-
gramme, and the Office of the Coordinator for Humanitarian Affairs. 
Some tackle specific problems, such as the distribution of food or 
other provisions for refugees. Others, like UNICEF, focus on a spe-
cific group, in this case children. In Kosovo, all humanitarian activities 
were put under the direction of a Deputy Special Representative of the 
UN Secretary-General who was nominated by UNHCR. This indi-
vidual was able to bring to bear the resources of his own organization 
and had the authority to coordinate the efforts of other UN, national, 
and nongovernmental agencies. This model worked well and should be 
emulated where possible. 

Many NGOs specialize in specific areas of humanitarian relief, 
such as providing emergency medical care, delivering food or water, or 
setting up camps. NGOs range from large international organizations, 
such as the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies, to much smaller organizations. NGOs often have very spe-
cific knowledge about the country or region of concern. At the same 



Humanitarian Relief    133

time, NGOs can also pose challenges. The rising number of NGOs has 
created coordination problems. As noted earlier, these problems create 
a strong impetus to establish institutional arrangements that increase 
efficiency and help overcome coordination and collaboration problems. 
NGOs may also have a wide range of goals and approaches that differ 
from those of the local government, major international organizations, 
other NGOs, and donors. Most highly experienced NGOs are part 
of networks, such as InterAction, an alliance of U.S.-based NGOs, or 
the International Council for Volunteer Agencies. Membership is often 
overlapping, and these networks comprise the primary actors in any 
emergency. They have established standards and membership criteria 
and have been the drivers in many of the key performance initiatives. 

Several U.S. government entities are involved in humanitarian 
efforts, including USAID; the Bureau of Population, Refugees, and 
Migration at the U.S. Department of State; and Department of Defense 
forces involved in humanitarian assistance and stabilization efforts. 
Donor states’ goals and policies may be driven by political and geostra-
tegic considerations rather than strictly by considerations of need. The 
pursuit of these goals may sometimes result in programs at variance 
with best practices viewed from a purely humanitarian perspective.

Costs

To assess humanitarian costs, we examined the per capita relief costs 
in the first year of four nation-building operations: Afghanistan, Sierra 
Leone, Haiti, and Liberia. The data come from OCHA’s Financial 
Tracking Service.13 We compiled the total amount of humanitarian 

13 United Nations Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Financial Tracking 
Service, Web-based, global humanitarian aid database, updated daily. The Financial Track-
ing Service is a global, real-time database that collects all reported international humanitar-
ian aid (including that for NGOs and the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Move-
ment, bilateral aid, in-kind aid, and private donations). It breaks down humanitarian costs 
into a variety of sectors: food, multisector, health, coordination and support services, human 
rights, agriculture, economic recovery, water and sanitation, shelter and nonfood items, edu-
cation, and mine action and other security.
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assistance and divided this by the population of each country, yielding 
an average figure of $34 per person.14 This suggests that, on average, 
nation-building operations require a commitment of $34 per person 
to respond to a range of humanitarian challenges affected such needs 
as food, health, water, sanitation, and shelter. The actual figure for an 
operation would, of course, depend on specific conditions within the 
country and the extent of the humanitarian disaster. But this estimate 
offers a useful first cut. To illustrate, we evaluated the cost of a hypo-
thetical intervention to Mozambique, which in 2006 had a popula-
tion of 19,686,505. Using the average cost of $34 per capita, we esti-
mate that Mozambique would require approximately $700 million in 
humanitarian assistance in the first year of the stability operation. We 
also evaluated the cost of an intervention to Macedonia, which had a 
population of 2,050,554 in 2006. Using the average cost of $34 per 
capita, we estimate that Macedonia would require approximately $70 
million in humanitarian assistance in the first year of the operation. 
Table 5.3 highlights the results.

Table 5.3
Estimates for Operations in Macedonia and Mozambique, Year One

Hypothetical Intervention
Population

(2006)

Estimated Humanitarian 
Expenditures

(2006 US$)

Peace enforcement mission 
to Macedonia

2,050,554 70 million

UN-led mission to 
Mozambique

19,686,505 700 million

SOURCE: United Nations Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Financial 
Tracking Service. Population data, Central Intelligence Agency (2006).

NOTE: Based on an average cost of $34 per capita. Amounts may not sum due to 
rounding.

14 The amounts included $61 per person for assistance in Afghanistan, $12 in Sierra Leone, 
$9 in Haiti, and $52 in Liberia.
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CHAPTER SIX

Governance

Societies emerging from conflict may be able to wait for democracy, 
but they need a government immediately to provide law enforcement, 
education, and public health care. Electricity, telecommunications, 
water, and other utilities also require a government to regulate them, 
and, in some instances, to provide the service. Sometimes the interven-
ing authorities initially serve as the government. However, they will 
never be in a position to deliver these services without relying on host-
country nationals and local institutions to provide attendant govern-
ment services. The intervening authorities provide funding, guidance, 
and oversight and select people and organizations to provide services, 
but teachers, health workers, and the police force must be drawn from 
among host-country nationals. By their selection, these individuals 
and organizations acquire funds and power. The intervening authori-
ties need to ensure that their choices do not exacerbate existing discon-
tents, especially among those groups that were party to the conflict. 
The intervening authorities need to choose partners carefully with a 
view to creating a government and distribution of power that will sur-
vive their departure.

Key Challenges

Establishing a Transitional Administration. If an acceptable gov-
ernment is already in place at the time of the intervention, the interven-
ing authorities may be able to focus on strengthening and reforming it 
rather than creating a new government. However, if the state has failed 
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or has been overthrown, the intervening authorities may have to govern 
the country in its stead. Alternatively, the intervening authorities may 
choose to immediately constitute an interim government through a 
mechanism other than election—by co-option, appointment, or con-
sultation. The first approach is the most common, but the latter two 
approaches have also been used frequently. In all instances, this first 
government is transitional, a makeshift arrangement designed to pre-
pare the way for a more legitimate and more capable successor. 

Restoring Public Services. In all societies, even the poorest, gov-
ernments are expected to provide basic public services: security, state-
run education, public health care, and the construction and main-
tenance of roads. During conflict, the provision of these services is 
disrupted and, in some cases, ceases. By opening and operating schools 
and public health clinics, the intervening authorities not only restart 
the provision of important services, they also send a signal that times 
have changed: The country is becoming more stable. Wages paid to 
teachers, health care workers, and other government employees put 
money into the local economy, as these individuals purchase food and 
other locally produced goods and services and provide financial sup-
port to friends and relatives. Paying the wages of teachers and health 
care professionals supports respected leaders who are often voices for 
moderation. Reopening schools has the additional advantage of getting 
children off the streets. 

Most nation-building missions are short of personnel and other 
resources at the beginning of the intervention. They are poorly equipped 
to satisfy demands for public services. A lack of administrative capac-
ity severely constrains the ability of the intervening authorities and the 
host government to organize, pay for, and deliver government services. 
In an environment of scarce funds and administrative ability, donors 
and governments have to prioritize expenditures, focusing on those ser-
vices that have the greatest effect on quality of life and those that can 
be delivered most effectively.

Setting Up Local Governments. In many countries, outlying 
regions are difficult to access. Citizens in these regions prefer to have 
local or regional governments provide services and address their con-
cerns because they are more accessible or may be more representative 
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of the ethnic or religious composition of the area. But local govern-
ments may have collapsed during the conflict. The intervening authori-
ties, usually located in the capital city, are often too far away or too 
focused on rebuilding the central government to pay adequate atten-
tion to reconstituting local governments. Because smaller towns are 
often inaccessible, lack amenities for international civil servants, or 
do not present immediate challenges, they are neglected. Yet, creating 
capable, representative local governments may be key to preventing a 
return to conflict.

Best Practices

Establishing a Transitional Administration 

Conduct Predeployment Assessments. To create or bolster an 
existing transitional administration, the intervening authorities need 
to assess how the past and current governments operated. The United 
States often deploys assessment teams under the auspices of USAID 
through its Disaster Assistance Response Teams to evaluate the capa-
bilities of host governments. Other countries and international organi-
zations do the same. These assessments are usually conducted based on 
the type of assistance needed. One team analyzes humanitarian needs 
while another assesses the logistical requirements for transporting relief 
supplies into the country. Combining these assessments into an overall 
evaluation of the capabilities of the host government is a major chal-
lenge. Multidisciplinary teams, augmented by teams of financial audi-
tors to gather and assess financial information, are needed to conduct 
assessments shortly after the intervening authorities enter the country 
so that an effective strategy to set up or bolster an interim administra-
tion can be devised.

Assessments should include factors such as the key motivations 
of the conflict. The assessments must evaluate the weaknesses of the 
existing government institutions to combat illicit economic activity, 
especially activities that finance spoilers. The assessment must evalu-
ate how warlords, militias, and other spoilers might be integrated into 
legitimate institutions, marginalized, or eliminated from positions of 
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power. These groups must also be progressively separated from illicit 
sources of financial support and military power. The following key fac-
tors should be taken into consideration:

size of the country and its demographics
situation in the country prior to the intervention
nature of the conflict that led to the intervention
impact of the conflict on the population, especially in areas such 
as health, population displacement, and employment
condition of key infrastructure
presence and capacity of government institutions
political traditions
availability of human capital in the country
preexisting laws
state of law and order
degree of corruption in society, especially within government 
institutions
type and scale of legal and illegal financial resources
presence of militias, warlords, criminal organizations, and other 
spoilers
type, amount, and location of natural resources
ethnic, tribal, religious, and other potential fissures in the 
country.

Writing the Mandate. Most nation-building missions, including 
those undertaken by coalitions of the willing, operate under a man-
date from the United Nations Security Council. In cases in which 
the United Nations is leading the operation, that mandate tends to 
be rather detailed, carefully setting out the mission’s objectives and 
authority. Mandates should spring from an honest assessment of which 
institutions need to be created and which indigenous and international 
actors should contribute. Those chosen to lead international missions 
should play an important role in developing the mandate. A UN man-
date can be beneficial in setting up new government institutions. It sig-
nals that the international community has agreed that the operation is 
legal and morally justified. The absence of an explicit mandate and, in 
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particular, an explicit UN mandate, increases the likelihood that locals 
will view the nation-building mission as illegitimate.

The contrast between strong and weak mandates is illustrated by 
the missions in East Timor and Haiti in 2004. In East Timor, UN 
Security Council Resolution 1272 established a clear mandate in 1999 
that gave the United Nations significant power to build government 
institutions:

[The UN Security Council] decides to establish, in accordance 
with the report of the Secretary-General, a United Nations Tran-
sitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET), which will 
be endowed with overall responsibility for the administration of 
East Timor and will be empowered to exercise all legislative and 
executive authority, including the administration of justice.1

All powers were concentrated in the hands of Sergio Vieira de 
Mello, the transitional administrator. UNTAET had the authority to 
do everything from sign treaties to stamp passports at the Dili airport. 
It was treated as a de facto government by countries and international 
organizations, with the power to negotiate projects, disburse funds, 
and make reporting arrangements. The UN Security Council resolu-
tion also gave the UN mission the power to provide security, estab-
lish an effective administration, assist in the development of civil and 
social services, and ensure coordination and delivery of humanitar-
ian assistance. To accomplish these activities, the UN Security Coun-
cil established a governance and public administration component, a 
humanitarian assistance and emergency rehabilitation component, and 
a military component of the mission.

By contrast, the United Nations adopted a much weaker mandate 
for Haiti in 2004 through UN Security Council Resolution 1542. The 
resolution stated that the United Nations would support the constitu-
tional and political process under way in Haiti; assist the transitional 
Haitian government in its efforts to bring about a process of national 
dialogue and reconciliation; assist the government in its efforts to orga-

1 United Nations Security Council, Resolution 1272, on the situation in East Timor, 
4,057th meeting, October 25, 1999.
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nize, monitor, and carry out free and fair elections; and assist the gov-
ernment in extending the state’s authority throughout Haiti and in 
supporting good government locally as well as nationally.2

These disparate mandates reflect more the differing levels of com-
mitment of the international community than the needs of the soci-
eties in question. In 1999, the UN membership was ready to pour 
large resources into the small receptacle of East Timor. In 2004, it was 
not ready to do the same for Haiti, a larger but perhaps even need-
ier society. Regrettable as this may seem, experience suggests that it is 
better to match the mandate to the anticipated level of commitment 
than to the needs of the recipient state. Providing a broad mandate 
without the resources needed to fulfill it inflates expectations and 
increases the probability of failure. 

Coordination Among International Actors. A key task for any 
mission is to address the challenge of coordinating among interna-
tional actors by establishing umbrella structures; regular consultative 
processes among key institutions; and centralized, transparent report-
ing mechanisms to monitor the disbursement of aid and the results of 
programs. Over the past 15 years, intervening authorities have used a 
variety of arrangements to combine unity of purpose, while also pro-
moting broad international participation. 

Coordination Between International and Local Leaders. Mech-
anisms should be set up between the mission and the host-country 
authorities. These mechanisms will differ depending on whether there 
is an interim indigenous government or an international administra-
tion with indigenous “advisors.” The head of the mission needs to 
consult with key donor states, the Secretary-General of the United 
Nations, and local leaders to arrive at acceptable mechanisms. 

In cases in which the intervening authorities exercise sovereign 
functions, the leader of the mission may create an advisory council 
composed of local leaders. As the central advisory body of the mission, 
the council can help guide the overall strategy for political coopera-
tion between the mission and the various political leaders. To ensure 

2 United Nations Security Council, Resolution 1542, on the question concerning Haiti, 
4,961st meeting, April 30, 2004.
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cooperation from the former contending militaries, the international 
force commander may establish a joint military committee with the 
top military commander of each force. This committee focuses on 
the execution of key military tasks and problems involved in sharing 
information and coordination. To assist in civil administration, UN 
missions often set up joint functional committees for education, health 
care, transportation, and other sectors. These committees enable local 
actors to participate in decisionmaking and implementation. 

In East Timor, for example, the UN mission established the 
National Consultative Council, a political body consisting of 11 East 
Timorese and four international members, during the transition period 
to independence. The National Consultative Council agreed on a series 
of regulations required to establish effective administration in the terri-
tory, including setting up a legal system, establishing a judiciary, adopt-
ing a national currency, putting in place border controls, setting up a 
tax system, and creating a consolidated budget for East Timor. The 
National Consultative Council then adopted a regulation establishing 
a transitional cabinet composed of four East Timorese and four inter-
national representatives.

In Kosovo, indigenous leaders and UNMIK created the Joint 
Interim Administrative Structure. The UN appointed local counter-
parts to UNMIK administrators in Kosovo, ensuring that there was 
adequate representation among Kosovo’s ethnic communities. The Joint 
Interim Administrative Structure was composed of three elements: 
the Office of the Special Representative of the Secretary-General; the 
Kosovo-wide oversight and advisory bodies representing Kosovo’s insti-
tutions and political groupings; and the Pristina-based departments 
responsible for administration, service delivery, and revenue collection. 
The careful cultivation and integration of the Albanian Kosovar and 
Serb moderates helped abate interethnic tensions. The Joint Interim 
Administrative Structure became operational about nine months into 
the mission, with offices, organizations, and staff. In the later stages 
of the mission, in the aftermath of general elections, the Provincial 
Institutions of Self-Government were established, which took over 
administrative functions previously conducted by UNMIK.
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Building Mission Staff. One of the most difficult tasks facing 
any intervening authority is to deploy sufficient numbers of compe-
tent staff. Experienced personnel are critical for effective governance. 
In Kosovo, as in most nation-building operations, finding enough per-
sonnel to reach “mission strength” was a long, arduous process. The 
United States suffered even more acutely from such shortages and 
delays in seeking to staff the Coalition Provisional Authority in Iraq. 
While intervening authorities may be able to identify qualified person-
nel, the most difficult challenge is often in convincing them to go and 
then to stay once there. 

Restoring Public Services 

Resuming the provision of government services is a key step toward 
restarting growth. Security, which is provided by the legal system (e.g., 
police, prisons, prosecutors, courts); public health; and primary and 
secondary education are the most important such services. 

In most postconflict situations, the restoration of government ser-
vices starts at the top and bottom simultaneously; filling in the middle 
is less urgent. Starting at the top, the intervening authorities are often 
involved in selecting and appointing ministers and department heads. 
Where possible, host-country nationals should be appointed. Foreign 
nationals do not know the host-country bureaucracy (to the extent that 
it still exists) and usually do not speak the local language. Therefore, the 
bureaucracy can more easily ignore their decisions. In some instances, 
in East Timor, Kosovo, and Iraq, for example, the intervening authori-
ties gave executive authority to foreign nationals. The use of foreign 
advisors was dictated by the absence of a cadre of locals with the requi-
site experience, as was the case of East Timor and Kosovo, or who were 
not trusted by the intervening authority, as was the case in Iraq. Politi-
cal sensitivities, especially where one ethnic group has dominated past 
governments, also may dictate an interim period during which expatri-
ate staff has executive authority. This is especially important in societies 
in which one ethnic group, sometimes a minority, has dominated other 
groups, monopolizing key positions in the bureaucracy and channeling 
resources to its compatriots. The intervening authorities can help break 
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this pattern through the use of foreign advisors or staff and the intro-
duction of more meritocratic hiring conditions.

One of the more successful options for staffing ministries has 
been to recruit nationals who have international work experience. 
Finance ministers in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Liberia have had previ-
ous experience in international banking. The current finance minister 
of Liberia (as well as the president) worked at the World Bank. These 
individuals, if they do not have too much political baggage, are often 
able to communicate effectively with host-country nationals, elites, 
and the populace, while maintaining open lines of communication 
with the international donor community. They have to contend with 
charges of “carpetbagging,” returning to their country of origin to 
enrich themselves in the postconflict environment, but by introducing 
transparent contracting procedures and payments and improving gov-
ernment services, these charges can be dampened.

The choice of ministers, expatriate or local, is a choice about who 
is to make decisions. When a host-country government exists or can be 
set up quickly, it, not the intervening authorities, needs to make deci-
sions on the provision of government services. If host-country nation-
als do not make and are not responsible for decisions, they can and are 
likely to overturn them in the future. Policy reversals waste time and 
disrupt government operations. A lack of local control results in a lack 
of local responsibility: Implementation of decisions made by foreign 
nationals may lag or not take place at all. Kosovo and Bosnia’s indig-
enous leaders have successfully derailed efforts to restructure their elec-
tric power utilities, in part because they did not ever make the decision 
their own. It is often better to take more time up front to gain consen-
sus and create an acceptable permanent solution to a problem, even in 
the immediate aftermath of a conflict, than to use stopgap measures 
that may never be fully implemented and are eventually overturned. 

Where the intervening authorities believe that foreign nationals 
are necessary to run government operations, locals need to be recruited 
and mentoring relationships need to be established as soon as possible. 
In these instances, clear lines of responsibility and a clear timetable 
based on the performance of local appointees need to be established 
early on, laying out when and how authority will be transferred to the 
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emerging host government and its ministers. In East Timor, a more 
aggressive mentoring program and a more rapid transfer of authority to 
host-country nationals might have made the transition to local control 
more successful. Mentoring programs, provided that the advisors and 
ministers establish a good rapport, are useful, especially in core min-
istries (ministries of security, justice, finance, education, and health, 
and the central bank). Good advisors provide counsel on best-practice 
policies and management procedures, often from their own experience, 
and act as liaisons with the intervening authorities.

Because of the potential influence these individuals can wield, 
care needs to be taken to recruit the best possible advisors. Because 
experienced individuals may be unable or unwilling to make multiyear 
commitments, it is sometimes useful to designate a donor country or 
international institution as the lead agency responsible for each core 
ministry. The lead country or institution is responsible for recruiting 
and funding the senior advisor as well as for coordinating international 
assistance to the ministry. This designation provides institutional conti-
nuity when personal continuity is not practicable. However, the senior 
advisors should report to the intervening authorities. The intervening 
authorities should have the right to request that the lead country or 
institution dismiss an advisor, and such a request should be honored.

Utilities. The intervening authorities face the immediate prob-
lem of turning on the lights and water in the aftermath of a conflict. 
Garbage collection, electrical power, water, sewage, and public trans-
portation are also important. Rudimentary service levels can often be 
restored by locating and working with key employees. When those 
individuals cannot be found, expatriate staff will need to be brought 
in until local replacements can be trained. In all cases, utility experts 
should arrive with the first contingent of the intervening authorities.

Once a skeletal staff has been assembled, it needs to ascertain 
which components of the system are operable (e.g., garbage trucks, 
generators, transformers, pumps) and the availability of fuel and other 
supplies. The intervening authorities may need to jump-start the pro-
vision of power and water by supplying funds and assisting the utility 
in procuring and installing vital missing parts. In some instances, the 
intervening authorities will need to import portable generators or bring 



Governance    145

in clean water to provide interim services. These activities are usually 
provided as humanitarian assistance rather than administered as pro-
grams to rebuild government.

Utilities tend to be capital-intensive; purchasing or repairing 
equipment tends to be expensive. Although donors may be able to 
restore some services almost immediately, improving the reliability and 
geographical coverage of these services is a long-term problem of devel-
opment and cannot be solved in the first postconflict stage. 

Resuscitation of payment systems for utilities should be high on 
the list of priorities. It is not the job of the intervening authorities to 
provide levels of service common to developed countries, but rather 
to restart the provision of power and water and to support the system 
so that supplies are provided at sustained preconflict levels. As soon 
as the lights are turned on and water begins to flow, the utility needs 
to bill and collect compensation for the provision of services. Other-
wise, service will once again deteriorate. In Kosovo, blackouts remain 
common seven years after the intervention because the utility fails to 
receive full payment for service.

Collection is not an easy task: Theft of power and water are stan-
dard practices in many developing countries and utility tariffs are con-
tentious political issues. But by setting up billing and collection ser-
vices in conjunction with the renewal of the power and water supplies 
and cutting off consumers who fail to pay, the intervening authorities 
lay the foundations for increasingly comprehensive payment systems 
further down the road.

In many postconflict countries, preconflict service levels were 
very low. Liberia has not had electric power or water service for over 15 
years. Service in Afghanistan is very spotty. By implementing rational 
pricing schemes and ensuring collection, the intervening authorities 
will provide the resources to ensure fewer future interruptions in sup-
plies of electricity and water. Continuity of supply is more important 
than cost for facilitating economic growth. For example, it is better for 
a dairy to pay more for electricity and have continuous access to refrig-
eration than to pay less and suffer the losses caused by the abrupt loss 
of refrigeration due to fluctuating power supplies.
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To restart the operation of utilities, the intervening authorities 
may need to hire new managers with international expertise or outside 
consultants to serve as mentors to current managers. Although exten-
sive reorganization often needs to wait until a later date, these indi-
viduals can initiate some organizational changes, including setting up 
separate units in charge of distribution to final customers. These dis-
tribution units are responsible for collecting funds to pay for power or 
water from the larger utility. If insufficient funds are raised, the utility 
can cut off service to the unit, providing motivation for collection and 
payment by customers. Without this discipline, provision of electric 
power, water, and other such services will be slow to improve.

Education. In most postconflict societies, the education system 
has deteriorated. Educated elites, including teachers, have emigrated. 
Children have attended school sporadically, if at all, resulting in large 
gaps in their education. School buildings have been damaged. School-
books and supplies have disappeared. Some children have taken part 
in the conflict with all the terrible psychological consequences that 
entails.

To create a functional educational system, first and foremost, 
competent teachers have to be hired and motivated to teach. Providing 
teachers with competitive salaries is the most effective way of attract-
ing educated individuals to the profession. Although salaries need to 
be commensurate with the resources of the country, by paying teachers 
at least as much as educated civil servants in other departments, the 
host country should be able to attract high-caliber teachers to schools. 
In those instances in which educated individuals are in short supply, 
the intervening authorities can assist the host government to set up 
“crash programs” for training high school graduates or talented gram-
mar school graduates in the basics of teaching. Donors should fund 
teacher salaries and teacher-training programs and, where needed, sup-
port the renovation of damaged schools and the construction of new 
schools. The first reconstruction programs should be concentrated in 
areas that have suffered most during the conflict. New or refurbished 
schools send a powerful signal that the times have changed. This said, 
not every dilapidated school should be renovated. In depopulated areas, 
some damaged schools should be abandoned.
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Most educational systems function better with curriculum guide-
lines and national testing rather than a rigid national curriculum. 
Local conditions and student preparation may vary dramatically across 
economic, ethnic, and social groups. Teachers need to have some flexi-
bility in addressing these different populations. In countries with more 
than one ethnic group, courses on history, language, and literature will 
need to be tailored to the various groups, and curricula will need to be 
developed in the various languages.

Along with attractive salaries, teachers need to be held account-
able for performance, especially in postconflict environments where 
hiring standards may need to be looser. National tests to measure 
educational performance are useful for measuring student progress 
and teacher performance. Tests are especially important in secondary 
school, where examination results should be used for providing gradu-
ates with credentials.

Although national testing and suggested national curricula help 
ensure that minimal standards are met or exceeded, local involve-
ment and control have also been shown to improve educational results. 
The education ministry needs to set clear qualifications for principals, 
consonant with the availability of applicants, and establish transpar-
ent competitions for positions. However, the local community should 
interview candidates and be given the authority to select principals from 
a group of qualified candidates. Parents should be encouraged to meet 
with teachers and extend their compliments and criticisms to the prin-
cipal. Principals need to exercise financial and operational control over 
their schools. Providing schools with payments per attending pupil is 
a useful way of directing money to successful schools. State audits and 
monitoring are necessary to ensure that funds are expended appropri-
ately and that enrollment and attendance records are accurate.

In many postconflict societies, remedial education programs are 
needed for individuals whose education was interrupted by the con-
flict, as well as for adults who have lacked opportunities to improve 
their skills. Remedial education programs can be especially important 
for former combatants or older students whose education has been dis-
rupted. Limited tuition grants can be useful in adult education. Under 
these programs, students enroll in a course, often taught privately. The 
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government pays part or all of the student’s tuition, but full payment 
is predicated on the student completing the course satisfactorily. Pro-
grams in which the student has to make partial payment are likely to 
be more successful than programs in which the state pays the entire 
cost, as students tend to make a greater investment of time and effort 
when they use their own funds. They also shop harder to find courses 
that provide the highest value for their investment. This holds true even 
in very poor societies. 

Governments face difficult choices concerning tertiary educational 
institutions in postconflict societies. Reviving a national university or 
opening a university for an ethnic minority that was party to the con-
flict make important political statements. In Macedonia, government 
support for an Albanian language university was key to fostering sup-
port for conciliation. But universities are expensive to operate. Faculties 
have usually dispersed and facilities have been damaged. In societies in 
which education levels are low, the social benefits of money spent on 
primary or secondary education are frequently higher than those from 
comparable expenditures on university education. Globally, there is 
considerable capacity in tertiary education. Most postconflict societies 
would be better off concentrating resources on primary and secondary 
schools than on state-run universities, at least until economic growth 
has created a stronger tax and funding base.

Donors and the host-country government have several options for 
encouraging post-secondary school study other than the expansion of 
state-run universities. Donors may choose to provide scholarships to 
study abroad for high-scoring secondary school graduates, especially 
in areas such as science and engineering, for which expensive laborato-
ries and facilities are needed. Such a division of labor permits the host 
government to concentrate its resources on teacher training or business 
education, if those skills are in short supply. The state may also wish to 
encourage the use of private educational institutions for post-secondary 
training. Private or public, schools at all levels need to be subject to 
standards. Testing and school inspections are two means of ensuring 
minimal standards; demanding that schools go through independent 
accreditation programs is also helpful.
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Health Care. Following a conflict, systems of public health and 
health care delivery are often in shambles. Employees have gone unpaid; 
many have left their jobs. Facilities have been damaged or destroyed. 
The government has lacked funds to purchase pharmaceuticals and 
other supplies, and distribution channels have been disrupted. Vac-
cinations and programs for expectant mothers and infants have been 
stopped.

Even where public delivery and finance systems function effec-
tively, a considerable share of health care services are procured and paid 
for privately. Because health care can be so expensive, the host-country 
government, in conjunction with the intervening authorities, needs to 
carefully plan and decide what the role of the government should be in 
financing and providing health care. Systems need to be designed such 
that they can be sustained when assistance declines. 

In postconflict countries, especially lower-income ones, the ini-
tial focus should be on primary health care. Goals for primary health 
care should be immunization, treatment of injuries and infectious dis-
eases, maternal and infant health care, the provision of vitamins and 
other nutritional supplements, and management of chronic illnesses 
such as diabetes and heart disease. To deliver these services, the inter-
vening authorities, host government, and ministry of health need to 
establish or reconstruct clinics throughout the country. In the early 
stages, choices of sites are likely to be dictated by existing facilities, 
even if they are damaged. However, the intervening authorities and the 
host government need to create a planning mechanism for siting clinics 
based on population, access, and ethnic divisions. In regions of con-
flict, setting up separate clinics serving the different groups may reduce 
tensions, especially if languages differ.

Clinics, even if funded by the government, are often better run 
by private providers, including NGOs and private doctors. In Afghani-
stan, the health ministry subcontracts clinic operations to the private 
sector;3 NGOs were considered better able to run these clinics than was 

3 Alistair J. McKechnie, “Humanitarian Assistance, Reconstruction and Development in 
Afghanistan: A Practitioners’ View,” CPR Working Paper No. 3, Washington, D.C.: World 
Bank, March 2003, p. 11. 
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the nascent Afghan government. Directors should be given responsibil-
ity for budgets and personnel. Regulated copayments are often useful 
for curbing overuse of health services. Payments from the national gov-
ernment to the clinics should be based on the number of clients served 
and the types of illnesses treated. Hiring decisions should be made on 
a competitive basis. In the likely event that qualified applicants are 
in short supply, provisional qualification standards can be applied. In 
many postconflict societies, the intervening authorities will turn to 
foreign candidates to fill the need for doctors, other trained person-
nel, and clinic directors. Donor funding can be utilized to set up in-
country training courses coupled with on-the-job training to remedy 
some of the shortages of qualified health care professionals.

The intervening authorities should reopen some acute care facili-
ties to provide general hospital services. Specialized mental and physi-
cal rehabilitation services are necessary to help the population over-
come traumas stemming from the conflict. National planning for 
health care delivery is of even greater importance for secondary and 
tertiary health care than for primary care because of the cost of hospi-
tals and more sophisticated clinics. The capital costs of these facilities 
are large; operating costs are even larger over the life of the facility. The 
host government needs to make sure that facilities are properly sized 
and located and that health care delivery modes other than through 
hospitals are utilized so as to create an efficient, fiscally sustainable 
health care system. As with clinics, government payments should be 
made based on services rendered, not on a facility’s budget. Donors 
often need to play a role in providing technical assistance to help make 
these difficult decisions. However, the final decisions need to be made 
locally and presented as such.

Outpatient delivery systems are generally more cost-effective than 
hospitals for many types of health problems. However, cases that might 
be handled in outpatient clinics in wealthier societies require overnight 
hospital stays in postconflict countries. Patients are unlikely to have 
suitable transport home following treatments. Their homes may lack 
sewage service and clean water. One option for postprocedure care is to 
set up sanitary hostels adjacent to clinics or hospitals, as an alternative 
to keeping patients overnight in acute care hospitals. These facilities 
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can be designed such that family members can nurse patients, easing 
pressures on staff and improving quality of care.

Tertiary care facilities, which have advanced operating rooms 
and use more sophisticated medical techniques, are expensive to 
build and operate. Following a conflict, many countries lack the per-
sonnel, equipment, supplies, and funds to run such facilities. Among 
the cases we have analyzed, only the southeastern European countries 
and Iraq had much capacity to provide tertiary care. 

In light of all the other demands for resources in postconflict soci-
eties, investing heavily in tertiary care facilities is often a poor use of 
resources. It is better to set aside funds to help individuals travel to 
and receive care from facilities in other countries. The quality of care 
is likely to be higher and the number of patients that can be treated 
per dollar spent is likely to be higher. In Iraq, the Coalition Provisional 
Authority proposed to construct a children’s hospital in al Basrah. If 
constructed, this one hospital would absorb the entire construction 
budget of the ministry of health and a very appreciable share of the 
ministry’s total operating budget. A small portion of the funds needed 
to build and operate such a hospital could be used to send a comparable 
number of children to nearby Persian Gulf states where several modern 
hospitals already exist.

Focusing Assistance. Traditional approaches to development are 
poorly adapted to restarting government services in postconflict societ-
ies. Traditional assistance projects often entail creating prototype proj-
ects that, if successful, would be replicated elsewhere in the country. 
These types of projects are expensive in terms of management time: 
Host-government officials are expected to run the current system while 
observing, tweaking, and ultimately introducing successful prototype 
projects throughout their areas of responsibility.

Management time and resources are so scarce in postconflict situ-
ations that it is often better to resuscitate a poorly functioning exist-
ing system than to try to set up a new program. For example, the 
first order of business after the invasion of Iraq was to ensure that 
the food-rationing system was up and running, despite its many faults. 
When old systems are so broken that they cannot be repaired, the host-
country government and intervening authorities need to plan carefully 
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for the transformation of the current system into a new system and 
then methodically replace the old with the new, giving civil servants 
adequate training and the tools necessary to undertake their new jobs. 
Half-completed projects have even more pernicious consequences in 
postconflict situations than in the normal course of events. 

In planning such projects, less is often more. Donors often fund 
too many projects. In a society that is recovering from war, almost 
any project would improve the lives of the people of the country. But 
each additional project comes with costs: project design, consultants 
who set up and run the project, project oversight, audits, and supervi-
sion. In the immediate aftermath of a conflict, assistance needs to be 
focused on restoring security by getting the legal system up and run-
ning; reopening primary and secondary schools; ensuring that public 
health institutions are operating; and seeing to it that the new govern-
ment is putting in place systems that will enable it to operate efficiently, 
effectively, and transparently. At this stage, projects to reform pension 
systems, create a stock market, or develop higher education tend to 
distract from rather than contribute to the effective provision of gov-
ernment services. It is better to carefully plan the comprehensive trans-
formation or improvement of a current system (giving everyone new 
textbooks, for example) than start dozens of prototype projects that 
cannot be fully implemented in the near future. A substantial amount 
of resources could be saved by focusing on a few major tasks and stick-
ing with them until completion rather than letting a hundred flowers 
bloom. 

Setting Up Local Governments

Because they are frequently more honest, more efficient, and better 
able to communicate with international donors than are representatives 
of national or local governments, international NGOs are often the 
intermediaries of choice to distribute postconflict assistance. NGOs 
are more likely to ensure that assistance goes directly to those most in 
need, not into the pockets of government officials. Despite these advan-
tages, to the extent possible, assistance should be channeled through 
the government, national or local. The key task of postconflict recon-
struction is to create functional governments. Although NGOs may 



Governance    153

serve as intermediaries with nascent local governments and mentor and 
monitor local officials, they cannot replace government. 

Involving local governments in reconstruction is an important 
means through which officials gain experience in budgeting, contract-
ing, and overseeing projects. In most postconflict situations, aid bud-
gets are the primary sources of money for investment projects run by 
local governments. In Afghanistan and Sierra Leone, they have been 
almost the only source. Local government authorities should manage 
operational and capital budgets as soon as appropriate controls are 
introduced. Contracting should be handled through or in conjunc-
tion with local governments rather than directly with NGOs. Better 
to use assistance funds to set up systems, train, and provide incentives 
for government operations to improve than to channel funds to NGOs 
that will eventually be superseded by these same governments.

In some instances, most notably in Iraq, intervening authorities 
have been reticent to devolve authority to local governments because 
of fears of setting political precedents in periods when new constitu-
tions are being written. Even in the absence of a constitutional frame-
work, devolving budget and management authority to local govern-
ments is generally a good idea. It leads to better provision of services 
and the development of a cadre of local leaders, provides local experi-
ence with management, and teaches political leaders how to respond to 
local constituents. It also can assist in creating a better foundation for 
the resolution of grievances that contributed to the conflict. Regionally 
based insurgencies, such as in Sudan and Congo, are driven in part 
by perceptions that a distant, venal, incompetent central government 
is exploiting the region. By fostering the development of local govern-
ments that recognize the sovereignty of the national government but 
are responsive to local interests, some of the drivers of the conflict may 
be dissipated. The decentralized structure that has emerged in Afghan-
istan appears to have helped dampen some potential conflicts in that 
country. Local government can also serve to make antagonistic groups 
work together. In Eastern Slavonia, committees comprised of represen-
tatives of all ethnic groups were charged with managing government 
services. By providing incentives to representatives of these different 
groups to work with each other to solve concrete problems, the process 
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of reconciliation was begun. On the other hand, donors need to sup-
port the emergence of local governance in accordance with some over-
all strategy for dealing with the issue of central versus regional power 
in societies in which these issues are in dispute. 

The intervening authorities and the host government can foster 
the role of local authorities by providing direct budgetary support 
and the authority at the local level to select and contract out small-scale 
reconstruction projects, including road improvements and schools. 
International donors and the host government need to provide proper 
financial and project oversight, including performance and financial 
audits, and insist on competitive bids. Because the intervening authori-
ties will lack the staff to provide hands-on guidance and oversight, in 
many cases, activities designed to foster the development of local gov-
ernment should be subcontracted to NGOs. In mixed communities, 
local governments should be designed such that all groups have a voice. 
In these communities, the process of making local decisions about the 
provision of services can force antagonistic groups to work with each 
other and can hopefully lead to reconciliation.

Education and publicly provided health care are best funded 
at the national level so that regional differences in incomes and eco-
nomic activity do not lead to dramatic differences in service qual-
ity. Authority over these institutions should, therefore, generally be 
split. The national government should set performance and budget 
guidelines and audit and monitor these institutions to see that 
these guidelines are respected. Because the principal of the local school 
and the director of the local clinic need to have budgetary and man-
agement authority and responsibility, local control should be confined 
to hiring, firing, and evaluating directors, not engagement by local 
government officials in the management of these operations. In many 
instances, it makes sense to contract out the provision of health ser-
vices to nongovernmental providers. Bids need to be evaluated locally 
to ensure that the local authorities have confidence in the provider, and 
centrally to ensure that the government receives value for the money. 

In several instances, international and host-country civil ser-
vants have created innovative programs to stand up local governments. 
They have focused on capacity-building and local government–level 
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provision of services, in contrast to past practices, when development 
agencies had planned and administered local reconstruction projects. 
Several international actors are often involved in establishing local gov-
ernments and encouraging local participation. In some cases, inter-
national military forces are the only international personnel in rural 
areas, and they work with locals to restore basic services. Some best 
practices have come from the creative instincts of these military offi-
cers. Others have been developed by specialized agencies that deploy 
as soon as security allows and adapt models from previous operations 
to local conditions. The UNDP, the World Bank, government agencies 
such as USAID and the UK Department for International Develop-
ment (DFID), contractors, and NGOs focus on the development of 
local governance.

In Afghanistan, the United Nations has created a standardized 
package for local government that includes materials needed to estab-
lish a post office, police station, mayor’s and governor’s offices, and 
bank, as well as communication equipment. This package was comple-
mented by a civil service package that included materials on literacy 
training, databases and computers, and a startup package of basic office 
supplies. The Office of Transition Initiatives in USAID provided sub-
stantial reconstruction money for the restoration of ministries, includ-
ing materials such as paint, chairs, desks, office supplies, and books. 

Key Actors

Several actors are involved in building governance capacity. In most 
nation-building missions, the UN or a lead nation governs directly or 
helps local leaders establish a government. Rarely do these leadership 
responsibilities fall to others. One exception is Bosnia, where the inter-
national community created an ad hoc international entity, the High 
Representative, following the signing of the Dayton Peace Accords.

Beneath the lead entity, a variety of international organizations 
are involved in governance: UN agencies such as UNDP; regional 
organizations such as the Asian Development Bank, the European 
Union, and OSCE; and other major international organizations such 
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as the World Bank. Individual donor states usually become involved in 
governance through their international development agencies. NGOs 
and private contractors, which routinely work for the United Nations 
and donor states, assist in various governance activities. NGOs and 
contractors usually specialize in specific areas of governance, such as 
building civil services.

Because of its financial resources and expertise, the World Bank 
should take the lead in restoring utilities. The bank should provide util-
ity experts to be included in the first contingent to enter the country. 
These individuals can be recruited and paid through donor-country 
assistance programs. On the advice of the World Bank, the head of the 
intervening authorities should appoint a high-level deputy to coordi-
nate and manage this part of the assistance program.

Sizing and Costs

International Presence. Unlike the police and military com-
ponents, there are no comparable benchmarks for numbers of inter-
national civil servants needed to help resuscitate the governments of 
postconflict societies. There is also little information on costs. This is 
due to the number of actors involved in governance, and partly due 
to variations in support by donor states. For example, Liberia, which 
drew broad support from the international community, received $253 
per capita in assistance in 2005 and 2006 to help run the government. 
It has one civilian UN staff member for every 2,000 Liberians. In con-
trast, in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the United Nations 
devoted $18 per capita in 2005 and 2006 and had one UN civilian 
staff person for every 20,000 people. From these examples, it is clear 
that the budget and staff allocated to these missions are based more on 
donor interest, available resources, and competing priorities elsewhere 
in the world than on any uniform needs assessment. 

Resurrecting Government Services. To estimate the potential 
costs of providing education, health care, and government opera-
tions for one year, we analyzed existing spending patterns on the part
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of developing countries using data from the UN Development Pro-
gramme’s Human Development Report 2004 on shares of GDP spent 
on education and public health; detailed budget information on expen-
ditures on education, health, and government operations were taken 
from IMF Country Reports for 27 developing countries; information 
on per capita GDP at market exchange rates was calculated or extracted 
from data in the IMF’s International Financial Statistics Browser 
and from the World Bank Country Statistical Information Database.4

We found that, on average, developing countries spend 4.2 percent of 
GDP on education, 2.6 percent on public health, and 3.6 percent on 
general administration.5

These averages were used to generate best-practice estimates of 
donor spending needed to restart government operations in postcon-
flict societies under the assumption that donors would have to pay for 
all government operations in the first year following a conflict. Because 
GDP is depressed in postconflict situations, the lower level of per capita 
incomes in the first year following a conflict may underestimate the 
level of support needed. We argue that due to difficulties in disbursing 
money quickly and effectively, this percentage is the level of aid likely 
to be effectively absorbed by the host country.

Table 6.1 applies this methodology to estimate what should have 
been provided for government services in two societies following con-
flicts: Namibia in 1990, a middle-income developing country; and

4 United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report 2004, New York, 
2004; International Monetary Fund, reports by country, information current in mid-2006; 
International Monetary Fund, International Financial Statistics Browser, available by sub-
scription through the International Monetary Fund; International Monetary Fund, Coun-
try Statistical Information Database, information current in mid-2006. Data collected on 
the following: Argentina, Cambodia, Colombia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Georgia, Ghana, 
India, Iran, Jordan, Kazakhstan, Kuwait, Kyrgyzstan, Namibia, Nepal, Nigeria, Philippines, 
Saudi Arabia, South Africa, Sri Lanka, Swaziland, Tajikistan, Thailand, Turkey, Uganda, 
Ukraine, and Zimbabwe.
5 We averaged data from 99 countries to calculate the share of GDP on education, 117 for 
share of GDP spent on public health, and 17 countries for share of GDP spent on public 
administration. Standard deviations were 2.06, 1.52, and 2.38, respectively. Sources for 
these data were United Nations Development Programme (2004); national budgets available 
from International Monetary Fund, reports by country, information current in mid-2006.
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Table 6.1
Estimated Costs of Restoring Government Services in 
Two Postconflict Situations

Country and Activity Share of GDP (%)

Optimal 
Expenditure 
($ millions)

Actual Total 
Assistance 
($ millions)

Namibia, 1990

Education 4.2 130.9

Public health 2.6 80.7

General administration 3.6 111.3

Total 10.4 322.9 154.6

Sierra Leone, 2000

Education 4.2 27.8

Public health 2.6 17.1

General administration 3.6 23.6

Total 10.4 68.6 189.9

NOTE: All dollar amounts are in 2002 U.S. dollars. Amounts may not sum due to 
rounding.

Sierra Leone in 2000, a poor developing country. If donors had covered 
all the costs of providing education, public health, and general admin-
istration for one year after conflict ended in these two countries, they 
would have needed to budget $323 million in the case of Namibia and 
$69 million in the case of Sierra Leone in 2002 dollars. The differences 
in expenditures are due primarily to differences in per capita incomes 
and therefore labor costs in the two countries. The table also shows 
how much assistance was actually provided to these two countries for 
all purposes in the first year after the conflict ended. 

How accurate and useful are these estimates? The figures for the 
costs of education are probably the most precise. Percentages of GDP 
devoted to education are fairly uniform across low- and medium-income 
developing countries, averaging 3.98 and 4.28 percent, respectively. 
Because education is so labor-intensive, using 4.2 percent of GDP yields 
a fairly robust estimate of potential costs in this area, though it would 
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not cover the costs of a large program to repair or build new schools. 
The figures on public health expenditures are also useful, although 
this methodology underestimates the cost of importing pharmaceuti-
cals and other medical supplies. In poor countries, citizens frequently 
cannot afford these items and therefore do without. In a postconflict 
environment, the international donor community would likely provide 
supplies, increasing donor costs. The figures for general administration 
are high. Many developing countries spend relatively large amounts on 
government administration; their government bureaucracies are often 
overstaffed. Estimates of the expenditures needed to run the govern-
ment based on current expenditure patterns include these excess costs. 
The data collected for these estimates are derived from the budgetary 
categories of general public services, general administration, or civil 
administration. These are catchall categories that are often ill defined 
and may contain expenditures on security or the armed forces that 
are estimated elsewhere in this volume. Finally, the sample size, 17, 
from which these expenditures were calculated is much smaller than 
the samples used to calculate the estimates for expenditures on edu-
cation and health care with a corresponding reduction in reliability.

Despite these failings, this methodology provides a useful first 
estimate of the potential costs of funding education, health care, and 
government operations for one year postconflict. The methodology 
also should help control future spending in these areas. Postconflict 
societies are almost invariably poor. When the operation ends, the gov-
ernments of these societies will have to fund these services. By sizing 
expenditures in accordance with per capita GDP, donors should help 
prevent inflation of wages and salaries of civil servants to levels that the 
country will not be able to support. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Economic Stabilization

To stabilize the economy after conflict and create conditions for eco-
nomic growth, the intervening authorities need to create an environ-
ment in which individuals can safely and profitably engage in eco-
nomic activity. In most instances, normal commerce will have broken 
down as the risk of assault, hijacking, kidnapping, or robbery makes 
daily life, especially travel, dangerous. Labor markets will have been 
disrupted as people leave some regions and overwhelm others, seek-
ing secure places to live. Property will have been stolen or destroyed. 
Farms will have been abandoned. Utilities will have ceased to function 
as providers go unpaid and equipment is broken. The national currency 
will have been debased, and, because it is unable to collect sufficient 
taxes, the government may have resorted to printing money to finance 
its operations. 

Key Challenges

Stabilizing the Currency. Sustained growth is virtually impossible 
in periods of very high inflation. During such periods, businesses and 
consumers spend much of their time attempting to preserve the value 
of their assets either by converting domestic currency into more stable 
foreign currencies, or by using it to purchase goods, services, or physi-
cal assets as quickly as possible. Because inflation makes possible large 
losses or windfall gains due to lags between sale and payments, finan-
cial success is often dictated more by the timing of payments than 
by improvements in products and services. Because of uncertainties 
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concerning prices, businesses continually grapple with decisions about 
what is or is not profitable to produce. The increased uncertainty cur-
tails investment and output. Curbing inflation is therefore an essential 
precondition for renewed economic growth.

Paying for It All. In the initial postconflict period, the local econ-
omy will be unable to generate sufficient tax revenues to pay for a level 
of government services that should be feasible once the economy has 
recovered. Attempting to raise tax revenues to a level sufficient to pro-
vide anticipated levels of government services is generally self-defeating: 
Increasing taxes may end up reducing revenues as economic activity is 
curtailed or gravitates to the untaxed, informal economy. As noted in 
Chapter Six, during this initial period, donors are often called upon to 
cover the gap between realistically attainable levels of tax revenues and 
the much higher costs of government operations. Establishing requisite 
levels of funding, identifying sources of these funds from donors, get-
ting donors to honor their commitments, and monitoring and ensuring 
that donated funds are spent properly are necessary steps to ensure that 
government operations resume.

Building Capacity, Establishing Accountability, and Combating 
Corruption. Postconflict societies are mostly poor and undeveloped. 
Even among those government employees available to work, levels of 
competence will be low, and corruption high. Former employees have 
to be retrained and new ones hired. Revenue is the foundation of polit-
ical authority. Audits of financial flows inside and outside the state 
help those who govern understand from where revenues are derived 
and where expenditures have gone. They help illuminate the nature of 
the resistance to political authority and how it is financed. An effective 
strategy to prevent or halt illicit economic activity and generate legal 
sources of revenue can be designed and implemented only if govern-
ment officials can track financial flows. 

Corruption is a particularly serious challenge. It has a supply side 
(those who give bribes) and a demand side (public officials who take 
them). Grand corruption involves high-level officials with discretionary 
authority over government policy, procurement decisions concerning 
large government contracts, or the sale of government assets. Petty cor-
ruption involves lower-level officials who make decisions about enforc-
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ing (or not enforcing) regulations. Corruption hampers economic 
growth, disproportionately burdens the poor, undermines the rule of 
law, and reduces respect for and the credibility of the government. It 
needs to be minimized if the economy is to recover rapidly.

Best Practices

Stabilizing the Currency

To curb inflation, the central bank must slow or temporarily stop print-
ing money so as to reduce monetary emissions. Exchange rate policies 
can play a crucial role in the process of reducing inflation by restor-
ing faith in the national currency and thereby changing inflationary 
expectations. In all postconflict societies, residents substitute foreign 
currencies, usually dollars or euros, for domestic currency for savings 
and larger transactions. When sufficient foreign currency reserves are 
available, the central bank can restore faith in the national currency 
by pegging it against a widely used, stable foreign currency, thereby 
bringing down the rate of inflation more quickly. Bosnia, for example, 
effectively reduced inflation by pegging its new currency, the K-mark, 
to the deutsche mark, and later the euro, through a currency board.

If sufficient reserves are not available from the IMF or from for-
eign currency loans or grants from foreign donors or other interna-
tional financial institutions, the central bank must float the currency, 
curbing inflation through monetary policy alone. Among postconflict 
societies, Afghanistan, Haiti, and Mozambique floated their curren-
cies. As the central bank gains reserves, it may manage the float so 
as to prevent large fluctuations in value. Mozambique’s central bank 
has tempered exchange rate fluctuations by intervening in the foreign 
exchange market. Initially, Iraq had a floating rate, but as reserves have 
risen, the Central Bank of Iraq now operates an implicit peg.

Where a well-accepted foreign currency has replaced the local 
currency for daily transactions, citizens may favor its wholesale adop-
tion. In Kosovo, the new monetary authorities, under the guidance 
of the IMF, replaced the Yugoslav dinar with the deutsche mark and 
then the euro, the foreign currency in widest use. El Salvador has 
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replaced its former national currency with the U.S. dollar. However, in 
most cases, the monetary and fiscal authorities prefer to keep a national 
currency so as to preserve the option of adjusting the exchange rate to 
manage economic activity. There is also the practical matter of dis-
tributing and keeping an adequate supply of smaller bills and coins in 
circulation, if the issuing country is far away. In Kosovo, large quanti-
ties of small-denomination deutsche mark bills and even coins were 
imported into the country to provide sufficient currency for smaller 
transactions.

In some instances, the currency may have been so greatly debased 
that it is abandoned and replaced by a new domestic currency. Among 
postconflict societies, Congo and Sierra Leone have had several curren-
cies. The Coalition Provisional Authority in Iraq replaced the national 
currency with a new one.

Whatever the choice of currency or exchange rate standard, a cen-
tral bank or monetary authority must be created, reopened, or, if still 
operating, restructured. Where no monetary authority existed prior to 
the conflict, as in Kosovo and East Timor, one has to be set up from 
scratch. Central banks may have served as “piggy banks” for the previ-
ous regime or may have been looted during the conflict. These banks 
have to be reconstituted. New or restructured central banks have to 
issue currency, operate the foreign exchange regime, and oversee the 
financial system. To accomplish these tasks, bank managers need to 
be selected, offices found, the mint brought under central bank con-
trol, foreign currency reserves replenished, foreign exchange operations 
restarted, accounting systems set up and tested, and statistical collec-
tion systems reinstated and improved.

Training central bank staff and the provision of advice on the 
operations of central banks are core IMF functions. The spate of 
nation-building operations that followed the end of the Cold War has 
pulled in the IMF to assist with setting up or restructuring central 
banks in postconflict situations. Because of these experiences, the IMF 
is acknowledged as far and away the best lead agency for stabilizing the 
currencies and quelling inflation in postconflict situations.

In addition to providing technical assistance, the IMF frequently 
provides some funding under its emergency postconflict assistance pro-
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grams. Although these funds tend to be dwarfed by bilateral assistance 
from donors, they are key to replenishing the reserves of the central 
bank and providing the resources needed to restart foreign exchange 
sales and trading by providing backing for the domestic currency. The 
IMF is the primary funder of the central bank; other donors tend to 
provide the central bank with funds for technical assistance, but only 
rarely for balance-of-payment support.

The IMF does not always have sufficient staff to help reconstitute 
central banks in postconflict situations. In most cases, the intervening 
authorities draw on staff from donor-country central banks, finance 
ministries, or treasuries, or they employ independent technical experts 
and consultants to assist in training, mentoring, and, in some cases, 
operating the new financial institutions.

Although the IMF often is and should be the lead agency for 
macroeconomic stabilization, it will need to coordinate with the inter-
vening authorities, ensuring that its recommendations are consistent 
with other policies being pursued. For example, if smuggling opera-
tions finance the activities of local thugs, as they have in Bosnia and 
Kosovo, it does not make sense for the IMF to encourage the govern-
ment to levy substantial import tariffs to raise revenues: Higher tariffs 
merely make the activities of local gangs that much more lucrative. As 
in most policy areas, coordination is needed not only in country but 
also with capitals and headquarters. In UN-led operations, the IMF 
should participate in coordination meetings at UN headquarters.

As the central bank is being reconstituted, the intervening author-
ities need to assist it in organizing and, in some instances, managing 
its operations. The primary tasks facing the central bank or monetary 
authorities in postconflict situations are

controlling the emission of domestic currency
ensuring that the domestic currency is not being counterfeited
restoring the payment system
facilitating or serving as a market for foreign exchange
ensuring that the commercial banks become and remain solvent
negotiating rescheduling or forgiveness of foreign debts.

•
•
•
•
•
•
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Of these tasks, restoring the payment system and issuing a new 
currency to forestall counterfeiting are difficult and expensive. Stand-
ing up proper payment systems entails the creation of nationwide elec-
tronic networks (the most cost-effective, secure payment system). Cur-
rency conversion involves large, complicated nationwide operations. 
Donors can assist both in financing the capital and operating costs of 
the systems and in providing technical expertise in organizing and set-
ting up operations. The IMF has the expertise to help set up foreign 
exchange markets. Because informal foreign exchange markets already 
exist, setting up an interbank market or auction run by the central 
bank is less challenging than some other tasks. The IMF also assists the 
central bank in tracking and controlling monetary emissions.

One of the most difficult tasks facing the central bank is to ensure 
that the commercial banks become and remain solvent. Ensuring that 
banks are run properly is difficult in any economy, but even more so 
in the immediate aftermath of a conflict. In many postconflict situa-
tions, one or more large banks, usually state-owned, have been bank-
rupted by the conflict. Resurrecting or closing down these banks is not 
an immediate priority, but the financial system will not function well 
until they are either liquidated or recapitalized. As bankrupt banks 
tend to be its responsibility, foreign advisors to the central bank are 
usually called upon to assist. 

The central bank also has to begin guarding against future com-
mercial banking problems. In transitional economies, banking prob-
lems ignored early on have led to banking crises and economic reces-
sions four or five years after the initial recovery. Banking assets tend to 
be small in the immediate aftermath of the conflict, but setting up and 
employing an effective monitoring system at this juncture is impor-
tant, as it will forestall crises further down the road.

In many postconflict situations, the central bank, in conjunc-
tion with the finance ministry, is called upon to begin negotiations 
on the repayment of sovereign debt. Even interim agreements, such as 
a moratorium on payments of principal and interest until such time 
as the country’s economy is better able to service the debt, are useful 
at this stage. Such agreements eliminate the threat of seizure of gov-
ernment assets abroad because of nonpayment. The central bank also 
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begins the process of reopening access to international capital markets. 
Despite these benefits, renegotiating foreign debt agreements should be 
given a lower priority than other tasks. Typically, the country has not 
been servicing its debt for some time. Continued nonpayment poses 
little additional cost to the country. Debt negotiations entail substan-
tial amounts of time on the part of economic policymakers, time that 
could be better spent on improving central bank operations or oversee-
ing the implementation of the budget. 

Paying for It All 

Local Revenues. Usually, the government in a postconflict situ-
ation is bankrupt. Government funds have been looted or stolen, tax 
collection has collapsed, and systems for dispensing funds no longer 
work. Raising funds, transferring funds, and ensuring proper payment 
of salaries and invoices are necessary for ensuring the provision of gov-
ernment services. In this environment, the intervening authorities and 
other donors often need to provide stopgap funding and resuscitate 
payment systems so as to make government operations possible.

Raising revenues is an ongoing challenge. Where tax systems 
already exist, they should be preserved so as to avoid having to rebuild 
them at a later date. However, where current taxes are expensive to col-
lect or difficult to enforce, they should be abolished; new tax systems 
may need to be developed in their place. Care must be taken at this 
stage not to create or keep tax systems that are ineffective or have del-
eterious economic results. For example, business registration taxes are 
often designed to force business owners to pay bribes. The amount of 
tax collected is often negligible. High customs duties encourage smug-
gling and the growth of organized crime.

Natural resources often provide an easily tapped source of tax 
revenues. They have also been a source of conflict. The intervening 
authorities need to make securing natural resource deposits and the 
transportation links needed to export these commodities a high prior-
ity. Once secured, donors should work with host governments to set up 
financial controls to ensure that proceeds go to the government, not 
private pockets, and that they are spent appropriately. Donors have had 
some success in setting up national funds into which natural resource 



168    The Beginner’s Guide to Nation-Building

revenues are deposited. Chad and Sudan have set up oil revenue–
sharing agreements with various communities as part of their efforts 
to resolve domestic conflicts. The international community has also set 
up certification schemes for commodities such as diamonds (in Sierra 
Leone and Liberia) and timber to reduce smuggling. Working with 
buyers to post contracts and contracted prices helps to reduce graft. 
These systems are often easier to set up immediately following a con-
flict when donors have more leverage and host-country leaders have not 
yet had time to firmly entrench themselves in these activities.

Sometimes the international community has pushed countries 
in postconflict situations to rapidly increase budget revenues so as to 
narrow budget deficits. Although it is important that government ser-
vices be paid for with local tax revenues at some point, focusing on rev-
enue generation in the immediate aftermath of a conflict should not be 
a priority. IMF pressure to increase budget revenues in Kosovo, Bosnia, 
and Macedonia following their conflicts may have been counterpro-
ductive. In most cases, economic activity is so depressed and the new 
government so weak that attempting to generate substantial sums from 
the local economy is a fool’s game. The focus needs to be on restarting 
economic activity. Reducing rather than increasing barriers to setting 
up new firms or expanding existing operations should be the primary 
economic policy goal. Only after the economy begins to grow will the 
government have a clear picture of how and from which sectors to raise 
tax revenues. 

Donor Support. Government expenditures do have to be financed. 
At this juncture, donors should play a key role in providing budgetary 
support. In many instances, only donors have the resources needed to 
pay the wages of government employees and to pay for government 
services. 

The intervening authorities need to assess currently available gov-
ernment funds, abroad or in the treasury, and evaluate likely revenues 
that will be generated by the existing tax code under current economic 
circumstances to estimate the gap between local resources and the cost 
of providing anticipated levels of services. Donors then need to arrange 
for the immediate financing of this gap to ensure that the government 
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is able to operate. Direct grants to the ministry of finance are among 
the best ways of achieving this goal. 

These grants and other donated funds need to be tracked and 
audited. Donors should adopt common, simple tracking and report-
ing procedures and should request the same types of information. 
Demanding that host countries adhere to different, detailed reporting 
requirements for each donor defeats the purpose of the grants. Finance 
ministers from Albania, Bosnia, Cambodia, and Kosovo have com-
plained about the time wasted in filling out the many different forms 
that donors demand.

Subsequently, the intervening authorities need to arrange for an 
initial needs assessment. The UNDP and the World Bank have devel-
oped an established approach. Useful, accurate, and consistent assess-
ments require the cooperation of local authorities and may enlist the 
help of NGOs. 

Donor conferences have become useful vehicles for mobilizing 
funding. Large sums were pledged to Afghanistan, Cambodia, and 
East Timor following donor conferences. The conferences identify 
those countries that are interested in assisting a particular effort; they 
elicit promises of levels of assistance, and they may delegate responsi-
bilities for particular sectors and projects. It is usually best to have more 
than one conference. At the first conference organized for a particular 
effort, attendees should focus on generating sufficient funds for imme-
diate assistance. Follow-on conferences help raise additional funds and 
channel assistance to areas of greatest need. The first conference should 
establish coordinating and monitoring committees. Donor coordinat-
ing committees reduce duplication of effort and funds and identify 
areas that are being neglected. They can also be used to pressure donors 
to fulfill their pledges; failure to follow through on pledges is a fre-
quent problem. Committees should be chaired by the individual in 
charge of the intervening authorities or by a designated alternate. Rep-
resentatives of the host government should also sit on the committees. 
To the extent possible, representatives from all major factions engaged 
in the conflict should be invited to participate. 

The initial conference should not attempt to arrange for multiyear 
future assistance levels for economic reconstruction and development. 
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The economic and political environment is too fluid at this time to map 
out the levels and types of assistance that are likely to be needed three 
or more years out. The conference should set a future date for a follow-
on conference, at which time additional assistance will be discussed 
and requested after a more detailed, better informed needs assessment 
is available. The participants should also assign an institution to con-
duct the future needs assessment and set deadlines for initiation and 
completion of that report. 

The international community has often found it useful to pool 
donor assistance into trust funds, usually run by the World Bank or 
the UNDP. In the case of Iraq, two trust funds have been set up, one 
run by each institution. The two funds focus on sectors in which the 
lead institution has a comparative advantage: the UNDP on social 
welfare and the World Bank on economic development. Trust funds 
are potentially a more efficient funding source than a plethora of pro-
grams from individual donors. A single incorporated entity might be 
able to borrow against future donations to ease cash-flow problems. 
A fund should ease the audit and monitoring costs for the host gov-
ernment, as ministers would (hopefully) be badgered for information 
by only one entity. If host-country ministries need to respond to only 
one entity, it should be possible to set up regular reporting procedures 
more quickly and effectively. As audits of expenditures in postconflict 
countries have repeatedly exposed malfeasance, the more quickly such 
simple, transparent reporting procedures can be set up, the less likely 
it is that future scandals will occur. A representative appointed by the 
head of the intervening authorities should sit on the board of the trust 
fund so as to better coordinate decisions. 

Donors and the emerging government need to be conscious of 
affordability issues from the moment the international community 
decides to intervene. When ministries have not yet been established, 
the intervening authorities should provide estimates of the number of 
local ministry staff that will be needed based on best practices in coun-
tries at similar levels of development. This approach was used in East 
Timor to good effect. Donors and the host government need to work 
out a government salary schedule that is sufficiently competitive to 
attract high-quality staff, but simultaneously will not break the budget. 
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Once staffing and a salary schedule have been decided, the intervening 
authorities and the host-country government will need to put together 
ministry budgets. If projected expenditures based on the initial staffing 
and salary proposals exceed likely future revenues, staffing or wage cuts 
will need to be made at this stage or long-term commitments will need 
to be sought from donors to cover the gap. It is much easier to restrain 
the size and salaries of the ministries at the start of an operation than 
to cut staff and expenditures at a later date.

The intervening authorities and the donor community affect 
the cost of local government operations through their own hires 
from the local labor market. In most postconflict situations, well-
educated individuals who are fluent in languages spoken by the inter-
national bureaucracy (usually English) are in high demand. Competi-
tion between the host government and the intervening authorities for 
these individuals frequently either elevates host-government wages to 
unsustainable levels or results in well-qualified individuals working for 
international assistance organizations at relatively high salaries but in 
positions such as translation or driving, which fail to fully utilize their 
skills. This has been the case in Afghanistan, Bosnia, and East Timor. 

The intervening authorities, donors, embassies, and NGOs should 
come to an agreement concerning appropriate wage rates for local staff 
that will not distort local labor markets. Together, they should set 
wage bands for occupations from which they commonly hire, taking 
into account competing local government pay scales. Another effective 
means of reducing disparities in wages between individuals working for 
the international community and those working for the local govern-
ment are progressive income taxes. Although rates should not be puni-
tive, instituting a two-tier income tax schedule with a fairly large initial 
exemption would reduce the relative attractiveness of working for the 
international community. Under no circumstances should either gov-
ernment employees or local staff who work for international organiza-
tions be exempt from local taxes, especially payroll taxes. Some ana-
lysts argue that international staff should also be liable for host-country 
taxes, but the complexities of making mobile international staff pay 
host-country taxes and the attraction to host-country governments of 
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imposing high tax rates on this potential source of income make such 
a measure unworkable.

Building Capacity, Establishing Accountability, and Combating 
Corruption

Building an Effective Civil Service. Creating incentives and sys-
tems that induce government employees to provide quality services is 
difficult in any country; in postconflict societies, this task is daunting. 
Parties to the conflict see government jobs as spoils to be divided as part 
of the peace agreement, not as positions carrying responsibilities. Gov-
ernment employees perceive their jobs as sinecures that permit them to 
demand and receive bribes. Decisionmaking is highly centralized; rou-
tine decisions are made at the ministerial level. But communications, 
especially outside major cities, are poor, making implementation dif-
ficult. Where authority has been delegated, civil servants are reluctant 
to make decisions for fear of antagonizing those in power. 

In light of these problems, personnel policies to make the civil 
service effective and independent need to be adopted early on. Policies 
need to be designed to assign responsibility, enforce accountability, and 
control financial flows. 

One key measure is to devolve decisionmaking authority. Minis-
tries should treat the service provider (school, clinic, precinct police sta-
tion) as the operating unit. Principals, clinic directors, and police cap-
tains should be made responsible for all the operations at their facilities, 
from maintenance to staffing to operations. They should have the 
authority to hire, fire, and make decisions about expenditures. Simul-
taneously, the host government should be encouraged to make minis-
tries as lean and flat as possible. If decisions have been devolved to the 
operating unit, there is little call for large ministerial staffs. The donor 
community’s most effective mechanism in this regard is to limit funds 
and prioritize expenditures for the salaries of the frontline providers. 
There should be clear chains of command, with principals, clinic direc-
tors, and police captains reporting only to district or regional super-
intendents; other ministerial employees should provide support, not 
manage.
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Responsibility entails accountability. Although managers should 
choose their own staffs, there is always a danger that some managers 
will choose applicants on the basis of family ties or the willingness of 
an employee to part with a share of his or her salary in exchange for a 
job, although the same holds true when higher-level officials make these 
decisions. These practices can be curtailed by insisting that hiring deci-
sions be made by committees that include the manager’s superior, other 
senior staff members, and members of the local government or com-
munity. When hiring, managers should have to choose among appli-
cants who have met stipulated criteria for the job. This may involve 
passing a competency test or completing a training course with a pass-
ing grade. If parties to the conflict have been severely underrepresented 
in the civil service, affirmative action programs based on ethnicity or 
language may be used in hiring decisions. These need to be employed 
with care: They may reduce the sense of grievance in one community 
at the expense of exacerbating it in another.

Establishing workable financial controls without a banking 
system and in the absence of communications is a tall order. However, 
simple but robust financial controls can limit corruption. First, every 
school, clinic, police station, or other operating unit needs a budget. 
Initially, these can be drawn up crudely but effectively by creating per-
sonnel budgets and nonpersonnel operating budgets. Personnel bud-
gets should be drawn up by setting head counts on the basis of esti-
mates of the number of people to be served or protected. Uniform 
salaries for specific jobs should be set by the national government. This 
approach may have beneficial consequences for the more equitable pro-
vision of government services. If teacher salaries are set nationally, the 
lower cost of living in outlying regions make these areas more finan-
cially attractive, encouraging teachers to consider jobs outside major 
cities. Nonpersonnel operating budgets can be based on numbers of 
staff or people served.

To limit fraud, salary and other payments should be made by 
employees of the finance ministry rather than by the line minis-
try, and payroll and accounting clerks, employed by the finance 
ministry, should make all payments, not the director of the operating 
unit. If at all possible, electronic deposit systems should be used for 
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payroll. These arrangements are remarkably versatile and can be used 
in very primitive financial systems. Simple but strict contracting pro-
cedures coupled with the dual authorization of expenditures, one from 
the manager and the second from the accounting clerk, followed by 
periodic audits, help control graft. 

Early on, the intervening authorities should assist the government 
in establishing a civil service commission. The civil service commission 
should write or provide amendments to civil service laws, determine 
competencies for civil service positions, assess the competency levels 
of personnel, determine or revise the grading system for personnel, 
develop training and leadership programs, and create performance-
review procedures.

The challenge for those who create or restore the civil service 
administration is to ensure that standards of professionalism, trans-
parency, political independence, and public service are enshrined in 
law and practice. These goals have to be balanced against the need to 
rapidly recruit civil servants to operate the government. Pressure also 
comes from donors and political forces to bring ex-combatants into the 
government workforce. As opposed to programs specifically designed 
to disarm, demobilize, and reintegrate ex-combatants into society, pro-
grams that are often key to preventing a resumption of violence, creat-
ing permanent “jobs for the boys” triggers a host of problems for the 
future. By definition, DDR programs are short term: They are focused 
on drawing combatants away from their former units and reintegrat-
ing them into society. In contrast, creating permanent jobs for political 
supporters rots the integrity of the civil service. Resisting this pres-
sure is often difficult, as these individuals may create more difficulties 
outside the tent than in. But a small, efficient civil service that will be 
affordable is preferable to creating a bloated bureaucracy. 

In addition to ensuring that payroll obligations are met, the gov-
ernment, or, in the absence of a government, the intervening authori-
ties need to establish a means of ensuring that civil servants perform 
their jobs. This step can be achieved by stipulating that wages will be 
paid only to people on the payroll who show up for work. Simple sys-
tems can be set up for monitoring who is coming to work. Dismissing 
incompetent or absent employees is more difficult but can be encour-
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aged by giving parents of schoolchildren, medical patients, and crime 
victims venues in which to complain and to demand that service pro-
viders account for their actions by dismissing such staff. Spot-checks 
and performance audits conducted by nascent inspector general’s 
offices can be used to verify that people are on the job. This system can 
be used simultaneously to ascertain whether clinics, police stations, 
or schools are open for business and to conduct a needs assessment of 
what supplies and improvements in physical infrastructure are lacking. 
This process serves as a means of holding individuals responsible for 
fixing problems once identified. 

“Ghost” or absentee government employees, a problem in most 
developing countries, are even more prevalent in postconflict coun-
tries, where records have disappeared and audits are weak. Liberia and 
Sierra Leone have struggled to purge names from government payrolls 
following their conflicts. Employee censuses are a crucial first step in 
creating a more accurate payroll. Resuscitating accounting and payroll 
systems used in the past or, if unavailable, creating new ones is a cru-
cial step. Establishing governmentwide pay scales and fixed numbers 
of positions so that salaries are controlled and employee costs can be 
budgeted are the next steps in this process. 

The early introduction of simple financial management infor-
mation systems, often operated by expatriates on laptop computers, is 
another early step toward establishing budgetary controls. These sys-
tems need to be kept simple but should be flexible enough for budget-
ing and accounting. It is better to have a set of robust, easily understood 
accounting and payment systems than a more sophisticated, single, 
integrated system that demands higher levels of technical expertise and 
more complex computer systems than are likely to be available. Civil 
servants need to be trained on these systems as soon as possible. 

Contracting and Procurement. Governments not only generate 
services, they also purchase goods and services from outside vendors. 
Contracting and procurement of these services account for an appre-
ciable amount of government spending. Best-practice policies for pro-
curement contracts provide the host country with value for money; 
result in swift, simple, practical procedures; yield impartial, consistent 
decisions; provide accessible, unambiguous rules and procedures; and 
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hold both the contracting agency and contractors accountable for their 
actions. 

These practices not only yield best value, but they are among the 
best means of curbing corruption. Contracting and procurement deci-
sions are easily influenced by bribes. Along with kickbacks related to 
nepotistic practices in government employment and bribery associated 
with obtaining government approvals, contracting and procurement 
are the largest sources of corruption in most societies. The World Bank 
has developed detailed policy guidelines and procurement manuals 
designed to elicit lowest-cost bids, ensure that the products and ser-
vices delivered are of requisite quality, and avoid corrupt practices. Key 
lessons, applicable to postconflict situations, include the following:

The government must establish clear contracting procedures that 
apply to all government contracts. Contracts should be open 
for competitive bidding but should be differentiated by value. 
Smaller contracts should be handled in an expedited manner, 
though with proper financial controls. 
The government should assign responsibility for planning large 
projects to cross-ministerial committees so that the most impor-
tant stakeholders have a voice in the planning process: consum-
ers and end users, suppliers, the finance ministry, and the line 
ministry. Plans need to be integrated carefully into current and 
long-term budget planning.
Prospective procurement of goods and services needs to be 
included in the annual budget. Once budgeted, the procure-
ment authority should devolve to the operating ministry. The 
ministry of finance should not have leeway to arbitrarily seques-
ter or retake appropriated funds.
Requests for proposals need to be publicly announced and posted 
so that all potential bidders have access to the same information. 
Evaluation criteria should be clearly posted.
Decisions should be made by committees of publicly designated 
individuals who do not have conflicts of interest with bidders. 
Once opened, the bids and the committee’s evaluation of the 
bids should be publicly posted. The intervening authorities 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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can play a key role by appointing representatives to sit on these 
committees.
Responsible committees or individuals need to be designated to 
work with and monitor the contractor. Regular progress reports 
should be presented to the appropriate authority. The interven-
ing authorities should integrate their reporting and audit require-
ments and those of other donors into this process. Governments 
in postconflict states complain bitterly of duplicative reporting 
requirements from donors, much of which involve requests for 
the same information but in differing formats. 
Outside performance audits should be conducted before the 
project is accepted. Outside financial audits need to be con-
ducted regularly, covering all expenditures. The intervening 
authorities can help cement these procedures into practice by 
assisting in enforcement and by insisting that the host-country 
government adopt and adhere to them. 

Not only the host government has to adopt efficient contracting 
procedures: Virtually every intervention has suffered from contract-
ing and accounting irregularities on the part of donors and the inter-
vening authorities. Most of these occur after the immediate stabiliza-
tion phase and do not involve the provision of humanitarian assistance. 
Despite complaints about the delays and red tape involved in following 
standardized procedures, there is no substitute for establishing trans-
parent, open, competitive contracting procedures for the intervening 
authorities from day one. The savings in terms of investigative time, 
squandered resources, poor project delivery, and the financial credibil-
ity of the operation far exceed any supposed savings in time. Attempts 
to circumvent established contracting procedures frequently result in 
longer delivery times and more failures to deliver than if standard pro-
cedures had been used in the first place. (Witness the contracting prob-
lems in Iraq.) The World Bank can provide the intervening authorities, 
as well as the host government, with guidelines and procedures, draft 
contracts, and, potentially, links to the World Bank’s own Web site for 
postings. 

6.

7.
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Combating Corruption. Corruption is the misuse of entrusted 
power for private gain. It can involve high-level officials with discre-
tionary authority over government policies or lower-level officials who 
make decisions about enforcing (or not enforcing) regulations. Cor-
ruption impedes the development of democracy and the rule of law. 
In a democratic system, offices and institutions lose their legitimacy 
when they are misused for private advantage. While this is harmful 
in established democracies, it is even more so in postconflict situ-
ations. Accountable political leadership cannot develop in a corrupt 
climate. Corruption slows economic growth. It is often responsible 
for funneling scarce public resources to costly, high-profile projects 
at the expense of less spectacular but more necessary projects. It hin-
ders the development of markets and distorts competition, thereby 
deterring investment. The effect of corruption on the fabric of society 
is the most damaging of all. It undermines the population’s trust in the 
political system, political institutions, and political leadership. 

The intervening authorities need to help curb corruption at all 
levels. They may provide legal advisors and consultants to help develop 
anticorruption legislation, design anticorruption public education 
campaigns, and empower domestic watchdog mechanisms and groups 
to monitor the government. In some cases, the intervening authorities 
may bring in international auditors to conduct audits and corporate 
management teams to run ministries and public enterprises. The inter-
vening authorities should address and overcome the impunity enjoyed 
by criminalized political elites. International personnel may have to 
play a direct role in the criminal justice system for this purpose. Mis-
sion staff must be held accountable as well.

Outcomes

Data are both scarce and suspect during and following a conflict. Mea-
suring improvements and connecting improvements to policies can be 
fraught with even more problems than usual in poor developing coun-
tries. For these reasons, our recommendations for best-practice policies 



Economic Stabilization    179

in stabilizing the economy after a conflict are based as much on practi-
tioner assessments as on analysis of economic and other data.

This said, some metrics reflect the effects of appropriate poli-
cies for stabilizing the economy. Stabilizing the national currency and 
reducing or halting emissions of the national currency in the aftermath 
of conflict have contributed to reducing and controlling inflation in 
a large number of postconflict situations, including Cambodia, East 
Timor, Haiti, Kosovo, and Sierra Leone (see Figure 7.1). The perfor-
mance of these countries’ governments is even more impressive con-
sidering that, during their respective conflicts, inflation had been very 
high and their central banks had ceased to function effectively.

Figure 7.2 indicates how important creating a secure environment 
and some macroeconomic stability is to economic growth. The average 
rate of growth in the first or second year after the end of a conflict runs 
18.3 percent in our sample, which includes most interventions since 
World War II.1 Even in Iraq, where security has been poor, growth was 
rapid in 2004, reaching 46.5 percent as better economic policies and 
an influx of foreign assistance and increased government expenditures 
resulted in a surge in consumption.

The extent of the initial rebound is dictated in part by the depth 
of the decline in output during the conflict. Regressing the depth of 
the cumulative decline in output on the rebound in the first year of 
recovery, we found that the decline accounted for roughly half (53 per-
cent) of the rebound.2 However, the importance of providing security 
and macroeconomic stability to restart growth cannot be overempha-
sized: Many of these countries experienced long periods of economic 
decline before the intervention, among them Bosnia, Cambodia, El 
Salvador, and Sierra Leone. Only after a modicum of security and 

1 Previous RAND work, Dobbins, McGinn, et al. (2003), and Dobbins, Jones, et al. 
(2005) evaluated interventions in 15 countries. The average rate of growth cited above uses 
data from each of these case studies, with the exception of Eastern Slavonia and Somalia, for 
which no statistical data were available.
2 The estimated equation was Rebound in Year One Cumulative Declin0 53. ee.  The 
intercept was constrained to equal zero. The parameter estimate had a p-value of 0.00025 
and the p-value for the equation using an F-test was 0.028. However, only 10 observations 
were available. 
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Figure 7.1
Inflation Following Conflict
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SOURCE: Data compiled from International Monetary Fund, International Financial 
Statistics Browser; International Monetary Fund, “Democratic Republic of 
Timor-Leste: 2005 Article IV Consultation—Staff Report; Public Information Notice on 
the Executive Board Discussion; and Statement by the Executive Director for the 
Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste,” IMF Country Report No. 05/245, Washington, 
D.C., July 2005b, p. 31; Rakia Moalla-Fetini, Heikki Hatanpää, Shehadah Hussein, and 
Natalia Koliadina, Kosovo: Gearing Policies Toward Growth and Development,
Washington, D.C.: International Monetary Fund, 2005, p. 81; International Monetary 
Fund, “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Statistical Appendix,” IMF Country Report No. 02/60, 
Washington, D.C., March 2002, p. 13; International Monetary Fund, “Bosnia and 
Herzegovina: 2005 Article IV Consultation—Staff Report; Staff Supplement; Public 
Information Notice on the Executive Board Discussion; and Statement by the 
Executive Director for Bosnia and Herzegovina,” IMF Country Report No. 05/199, 
Washington, D.C., June 2005a, p. 34.
NOTE: An asterisk (*) denotes that only data for year 1 following the conflict have 
been employed in the year 1–5 statistics because data for these subsequent years 
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Figure 7.2
Prior Declines in Economic Output and Economic Growth in the First Year 
Following an Intervention
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International Historical Statistics: Europe 1750–1988, 3rd ed., New York: Stockton 
Press, 1992; B. R. Mitchell, International Historical Statistics: Africa, Asia, and Oceania 
1750–1993, 3rd ed., New York: Stockton Press, 1998; International Monetary Fund 
(2005b, p. 31); Dimitri G. Demekas, Johannes Herderschee, and Davina F. Jacobs, 
Kosovo: Institutions and Policies for Reconstruction and Growth, Washington, D.C.: 
International Monetary Fund, 2002, p. 6; International Monetary Fund, “Bosnia and 
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00/77, Washington, D.C., June 2000, p. 118; International Monetary Fund, “Islamic 
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Request for an Extension,” IMF Country Report No. 05/371, Washington, D.C., October 
2005d, p. 19; International Monetary Fund, “Iraq: Statistical Appendix,” IMF Country 
Report 05/295, Washington, D.C., August 2005c, p. 3.
NOTE: An asterisk (*) denotes that data are for the second year after the intervention 
(Germany, 1947; Kosovo, 2001; and Sierra Leone, 2001) because of lack of data or 
because the immediate aftereffects of the conflict resulted in continued declines in 
output during the first year.

50



182    The Beginner’s Guide to Nation-Building

macroeconomic stability were restored did growth resume. Since the 
end of their respective conflicts, these countries have enjoyed a period 
of strong, sustained growth despite the many other problems with 
which they are plagued.

Key Actors

The IMF is far and away the best institution to help the host coun-
try stabilize its currency and control inflation. Donor-country finance 
ministries and central banks can assist by providing technical assis-
tance, especially staff, to mentor and train host-country civil servants. 
Technical assistance is also needed to set up payment, statistical, and 
other systems. 

The intervening authorities need to take the lead in restarting 
government operations. Although donors provide staff, funds, and pro-
grams, the intervening authorities need to provide direction as well 
as coordination. Restarting government operations requires the largest 
numbers of international staff. Key staffing needs include budgetary, 
accounting, and tax experts for the finance ministry, and public health 
and education experts for those two ministries. These can be recruited 
from the large pool of international consultants engaged in develop-
ment work. 

Donor conferences are usually organized by the country or coun-
tries that have taken a lead role in the intervention. The World Bank 
and the UNDP are best suited to provide a needs assessment in prepa-
ration for such a conference. The lead nation usually takes responsi-
bility for pushing donors to honor their commitments as well. Trust 
funds have been useful in Cambodia, East Timor, and elsewhere to 
coordinate assistance. The World Bank has the most experience in run-
ning these funds and, in our view, is the most appropriate body to 
organize and staff them. 
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Costs

Resuscitating the Central Bank. Since 1962, the IMF has pro-
vided emergency assistance to help member countries with urgent bal-
ance-of-payments financing needs in the wake of natural disasters.3

In 1995, this program was extended to states emerging from conflict. 
Countries are eligible to receive such funds if institutional and admin-
istrative capacity has been severely disrupted and they have an urgent 
need for funds because of balance-of-payments pressures. However, 
the country must still have sufficient capacity for planning and policy 
implementation. It must also agree to follow up with a more detailed 
policy program under one of the IMF’s regular lending facilities. 

These programs help finance government budget deficits and pro-
vide foreign exchange for importers to purchase goods and services 
from abroad. Recipients also receive technical assistance from the IMF 
to rebuild the capacity to implement macroeconomic policies, includ-
ing statistical capacity, establishing and reorganizing fiscal, monetary, 
and exchange institutions to help restore the ability of the government 
to tax and make expenditures, and for payment, credit, and foreign 
exchange operations. The program not only provides funds directly, 
but the imprimatur of the IMF often opens up credits from other 
sources that can be used to reinvigorate foreign exchange markets and 
thereby stabilize the currency. Assistance has been typically limited 
to 25 percent of the member’s quota in the IMF, although amounts 
up to 50 percent of quota can be and have been provided in certain 
circumstances.

The program has become a key source of funds for immediately 
stabilizing economies in postconflict situations. Table 7.1 shows the 
amounts of all the programs to date in terms of total dollars, as a share 
of GDP, and per capita value. As shown in the table, the loan amounts 
tend to be relatively small, primarily because the economies and the

3 International Monetary Fund, “IMF Emergency Assistance: Supporting Recovery from 
Natural Disasters and Armed Conflicts,” fact sheet, Washington, D.C., December 2005e.
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Table 7.1
IMF Loans for Postconflict Emergency Assistance

Country Year

Amount 
(millions 
of US$)

GDP 
(millions 
of US$)

Loan as 
Share of 
GDP (%)

Population 
(thousands)

Per Capita 
Value of 

Loan (US$)

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

1995 45.0 2,785.8 1.62 3,420.1 13.16

Rwanda 1997 12.2 1,868.5 0.65 6,180.0 1.97

Albania 1997 12.0 2,294.5 0.52 3,082.7 3.89

Rwanda 1997 8.1 1,868.5 0.43 6,844.7 1.18

Tajikistan 1997 10.1 1,123.9 0.90 5,931.7 1.70

Tajikistan 1998 10.0 1,320.1 0.76 6,010.7 1.66

Republic of 
Congo

1998 9.6 1,949.5 0.49 3,221.9 2.98

Sierra Leone 1998 16.0 672.4 2.38 4,278.6 3.74

Guinea-Bissau 1999 2.9 224.5 1.29 1,327.7 2.18

Sierra Leone 1999 21.4 669.4 3.20 4,376.2 4.89

Guinea-Bissau 2000 1.9 215.5 0.88 1,365.7 1.39

Sierra Leone 2000 13.3 635.9 2.09 4,509.0 2.95

Republic of 
Congo

2000 13.6 3,219.9 0.42 3,437.8 3.96

Fr. Republic 
of Yugoslavia

2000 151.0 8603.0 1.76 10,646.1 14.18

Burundi 2002 12.7 628.1 2.02 6,818.1 1.86

Burundi 2003 13.4 595.5 2.25 7,036.7 1.90

Central 
African 
Republic

2004 8.2 1,288.5 0.64 3,986.0 2.06

Iraq 2004 435.1 25,539.0 1.70 27,139.6 16.03

Haiti 2005 15.5 3,650.2 0.42 8,326.3 1.86

Average 42.74 1.29 4.40

SOURCE: International Monetary Fund (2005e).

NOTE: Amounts may not sum due to rounding.
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members’ quotas in the IMF are small. On a per capita basis, they have 
averaged $4.40 per person in the recipient countries.

IMF loans for postconflict emergency assistance provide a useful 
measure of how much is needed for monetary stabilization efforts. 
Although in granting these loans, the IMF has restricted them to 25 
to 50 percent of a country’s IMF quota, quotas are determined by the 
size of a country’s GDP, international trade and investment flows, and 
a country’s foreign currency reserves. Thus, loans granted under the 
postconflict emergency assistance program are sized roughly in accor-
dance with the country’s economy and ability to absorb the assistance. 
Loans have run from 3.2 percent of GDP for the small economy of 
Sierra Leone in 1999 to 0.42 percent of GDP for the larger economy 
of the Republic of Congo in 2000. Loans have averaged 1.29 percent 
of GDP.

We have used this average of 1.29 percent as a guide to the level 
of assistance needed to initially stabilize the currency and resuscitate 
the central bank following a conflict. Although the IMF will need to 
tailor the size of each loan to the specifics of the country involved, we 
believe 1.29 percent of GDP provides a good rule to gauge the level of 
assistance needed.

Shifting from Donations to Taxation. As the host-country gov-
ernment develops its own capacity to levy and collect taxes, the donor 
community should shift from being the primary source of funding 
for the government’s operating budget to plugging funding gaps that 
the host government is still unable to fill. Transferring financing from 
donor contributions to host-country tax revenues is no easy task. 
The donor community needs to work with the host government to 
ensure that government expenditures, especially the government pay-
roll, can eventually be covered through a reasonable level of taxation. If 
the government is unlikely to be able to generate sufficient revenues to 
provide adequate levels of public service for the foreseeable future, the 
host government and the donor community should carefully assess cur-
rent and projected expenditures. If expenditures seem to be in line with 
the need for teachers, health care workers, police officers, and other
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government employees, the donor community should commit itself to 
making up the shortfall between likely revenues and projected spend-
ing for an extended period of time, giving the finance ministry and the 
economy the breathing room needed for the country to become self-
sufficient. If expenditures appear to be inflated, the donor community 
should work with the host government to trim staff or wage scales.

Grant aid to support the operating budget is the best means of 
bridging funding gaps at this time. It keeps the donor community 
engaged in monitoring the provision of public services and controlling 
expenditures, especially expenditures on government employment. 
It also serves to prevent the creation of punitive tax regimes, which 
encourage bribery and smuggling while retarding economic growth.

Bosnia, despite its many problems, provides a guide to the speed 
with which expenditures can be shifted from donations to taxation. In 
many countries, lack of donor interest has been a binding constraint on 
assistance: The level of assistance is determined by willingness to con-
tribute rather than by assessment of need. Because of the importance 
of Bosnia to the wealthiest donors (the United States and the Euro-
pean Union), the country was singularly well funded. Figure 7.3 plots 
two estimates of foreign assistance to Bosnia as a share of government 
expenditures. As detailed in the figure, foreign assistance accounted for 
a very large share of government expenditures early on, then trailed off 
fairly quickly as the economy recovered. By 2005, it covered just 6.4 
percent of total expenditures.

Using the expenditure path illustrated in Figure 7.3 as a guide, 
assistance would initially account for most government expenditures 
in a postconflict situation, falling to about a quarter of the total in the 
fourth year, and tapering off thereafter. However, in many postconflict 
countries, Afghanistan, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, to mention three, 
the recovery in tax revenue has been far slower than in Bosnia. Conse-
quently, the international donor community should be willing to cover 
a greater share of government operating costs for a longer period of 
time than in countries in which the government has more resources to 
finance these expenditures itself.
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Figure 7.3
Foreign Assistance as a Share of Government Expenditures in Bosnia
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In Table 7.2, we project hypothetical appropriate levels of assis-
tance for Namibia and Sierra Leone. Using the same factors as in 
Chapter Six, we project the cost of fully funding health, education, 
and public administration at reasonable levels for these two countries 
during the first five years following the end of their conflicts, 1989 and 
1999, respectively. We then calculate what would have been reasonable 
levels of foreign assistance to cover these expenditures, employing the 
higher spending patterns exhibited in Bosnia. 
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Table 7.2
Estimated Costs of Supporting Government Services in Namibia and 
Sierra Leone

Country Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5

Namibia

GDP ($ millions) 3,117.1 3,177.6 3,530.8 3,215.1 3,434.9

Appropriate expenditures 
on education, health, and 
administration ($ millions)

322.9 329.2 365.8 333.1 355.9

Share of international 
community (%)

97.2 61.8 61.8 33.7 26.2

International community 
contribution ($ millions)

313.8 203.3 225.9 112.2 93.2

Sierra Leone

GDP ($ millions) 661.9 819.0 936.0 971.9 1,030.8

Appropriate expenditures 
on education, health, and 
administration ($ millions)

68.6 84.8 97.0 100.7 106.8

Share of international 
community (%)

97.2 61.8 61.8 47.7 33.7

International community 
contribution ($ millions)

66.6 52.4 59.9 48.0 36.0

SOURCE: RAND calculations.

NOTE: All dollar amounts are in constant 2002 U.S. dollars. Amounts may not sum 
due to rounding.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Democratization

The prime objective of most nation-building missions is to make vio-
lent societies peaceful, not to make poor societies prosperous or author-
itarian societies democratic. Nevertheless, the three are interconnected, 
and most successful missions accomplish all three, albeit to different 
degrees. Successful transformations of violent societies into peaceful 
ones are thus almost always accompanied by some degree of economic 
development and political reform. These missions invariably begin in 
circumstances in which existing systems of governance have largely or 
totally collapsed. In some cases, this is the result of civil war. In others, 
it is the result of the intervention itself. Whatever the cause of collapse, 
a new or renewed system has to be constructed. In rare cases, traditional 
nondemocratic institutions may retain enough local and international 
legitimacy to provide a viable basis for renewed governance, the 1991 
restoration of Kuwait’s monarchy being the prime example. In most 
instances, however, traditional alternatives to representative democracy 
will have disintegrated or been discredited beyond redemption. Thus 
in most cases, the creation or re-creation of institutions deriving their 
authority from popular suffrage offer the intervening authorities the 
only practical means of transferring power back to an indigenous gov-
ernment and leaving behind a peaceful society. 

Liberal democracies are arguably more pacific than are other 
types of political systems. At least they seldom go to war with each 
other. Liberal democracies are also less likely to become embroiled in 
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civil war or perpetuate genocide.1 Newly emerging democracies, on the 
other hand, are often prone to external aggression and internal con-
flict.2 The quality and duration of the transition is thus quite impor-
tant. So is the character of the newly introduced institutions. In soci-
eties sharply divided along ethnic, religious, or even economic lines, 
majority rule is likely to be hotly contested. Thus the design of any new 
institutional structure needs to be adapted to the unique characteris-
tics of the society in question. Safeguards for minorities and checks 
on majorities need to be designed to ameliorate rather than exacerbate 
existing fissures. 

Key Challenges

Understanding the Obstacles and Opportunities. Failed states 
would appear to be poor candidates for democratization, possessing 
few of the factors tending to favor the growth of representative govern-
ment. They are likely to be poor, ethnically divided, socially stratified, 
and surrounded by other states in a similar condition. Nevertheless, 
unpromising candidates have made the transition, perhaps not all the 
way to liberal democracy, but to representative systems that hold rea-
sonably fair elections on a regular basis and that alternate power among 
contesting parties. An understanding of the difficulties and a realistic 
assessment of the possibilities serve as the proper starting point for any 
effort to promote such a process. 

Structuring Representative Institutions. In countries where dem-
ocratic institutions are weak and few, building a representative system 
of government is a long, difficult process. In most postconflict societ-

1 See, for example, Michael W. Doyle, Ways of War and Peace: Realism, Liberalism, and 
Socialism, New York: W. W. Norton, 1997; Bruce Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace: 
Principles for a Post–Cold War World, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1993; and 
Spencer R. Weart, Never at War: Why Democracies Will Not Fight One Another, New Haven, 
Conn.: Yale University Press, 1998.
2 Edward D. Mansfield and Jack Snyder, Electing to Fight: Why Emerging Democracies Go to 
War, Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2005; Jack Snyder, From Voting to Violence: Democrati-
zation and Nationalist Conflict, New York: W. W. Norton, 2000.
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ies, years of repression and violence have fostered a culture of “guns 
and greed,” which must be supplanted by a political culture that fosters 
public discourse rather than violence as the channel of competition 
for wealth and power. Political institutions and legal codes often need 
to be created from scratch. The flow of public information has often 
been usurped by warring factions and used to enforce divisions and 
strengthen political power. The maturation of political processes, civil 
society, and a media that ensures transparency and accountability is a 
prerequisite for durable political institutions and a viable peace. 

Constitutional Design. Writing or revising a constitution is a sig-
nificant challenge in postconflict countries. Since postconflict coun-
tries are in serious disarray not just physically but socially and ideologi-
cally, getting all factions to agree on the text of a new constitution often 
requires heavy external engagement. The process is marked not only by 
the debate and grave consideration inherent in such a solemn task, but 
also, and less inspiringly, by arm-twisting, threats, and behind-the-
scenes horse-trading.

Developing Civil Society. Postconflict countries usually lack 
strong civil societies that can promote government accountability. 
During periods of conflict, civil society groups, to the extent that there 
are any, often go underground or into exile or they become targets of 
violence. Resuscitating, fostering, and protecting these groups while 
dampening ethnic or religious tensions is one of the most difficult tasks 
facing the intervening authorities.

Creating a Free Press. Free, independent, and professionally com-
petent media are usually in short supply following a conflict. When 
Cambodian factions agreed to a peace settlement in 1991, for exam-
ple, all journalists had been employed by the communist government, 
which imposed strict controls. Other journalists, part of the opposition 
press, worked out of refugee camps along the Thai-Cambodian border 
or from locations abroad. The press has to become emboldened to cover 
sensitive political issues while learning the importance of objectivity 
and accuracy.

Organizing Elections. Nothing short of elections is likely to 
provide a government with the broadly based support and generally 
accepted legitimacy needed to rule once the intervening authorities 



192    The Beginner’s Guide to Nation-Building

have departed. On the other hand, premature elections can often rein-
force ethnic and sectarian cleavages, promote divisive political posi-
tions, and even spur a return to violence. Elections do not necessarily 
produce governments committed to resolving disputes through nego-
tiation and compromise—or, for that matter, governments committed 
to preserving democracy. If the parties that win these elections remain 
dedicated to the destruction of their rivals or if they seek to undermine 
the democratic institutions that brought them to power, elections may 
work against the goal of establishing a stable and peaceful society. If 
the parties that contest elections attempt to build popular support by 
appealing to intercommunal fears and hatreds, the election campaign 
can rekindle the very conflict that the intervening authorities sought 
to mitigate. 

Best Practices

Understanding Obstacles and Opportunities

There are a number of general factors that tend to make democratiza-
tion more or less difficult. The first is the regime type in surrounding 
countries. Authoritarian regimes surrounded by democracies are more 
likely to democratize than are authoritarian regimes surrounded by 
other authoritarian regimes.3 The causal mechanisms underlying this 
tendency remain unclear. It may be caused by peer pressure or peer 
envy. Or it may be caused by democratic norms, which can take hold 
more rapidly if a culturally similar neighbor sets an example. The point, 
however, is that nation-building in countries surrounded by authoritar-
ian regimes is likely to be more challenging than it would if neighbor-
ing countries were functioning democracies. 

International pressure can play a significant role in creating a suc-
cessful move to democracy.4 Pressure has been most effective when it 

3 Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, All International Politics Is Local: The Diffusion of Conflict, 
Integration, and Democratization, Ann Arbor, Mich.: University of Michigan Press, 2002.
4 Robert A. Dahl, Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition, New Haven, Conn.: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1971, p. 197; Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the 
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has come from more powerful countries and international organiza-
tions such as the United Nations. Some authoritarian regimes have 
been supported by external assistance, especially from larger countries 
and through diaspora communities. Geopolitical shifts may alter these 
relationships by drying up sources of revenue or fostering new pressures 
toward political liberalization, leading to democracy.5 At the end of the 
Cold War, several states experienced pressures to democratize because 
of cuts in military aid from the United States or the former Soviet 
Union, accompanied by bilateral and multilateral pressures toward lib-
eralization. The salience of this factor is likely to vary according to the 
degree of dependence on foreign support and the availability of com-
pensatory sources of government revenues, such as those from natural 
resources or from other alternatives. 

Democratization tends to occur in waves, with a series of clustered 
openings followed by a period of retrenchment.6 The causal mecha-
nisms driving democratization waves are somewhat unclear. How-
ever, contagion effects may endow waves with a force of their own—
opposition movements often draw inspiration or adopt strategies from 
recent international developments. The intervening authorities can 
sometimes ride the wave, propagating techniques and political mea-
sures that facilitated successful democratization in a different postcon-
flict setting. The intervening authorities may also wish to bring officials 
and individuals who participated in a successful democratization effort 
in a neighboring state into the host country as advisors to institutions 
and politicians. In these ways, the presence of a broader democratic 
wave can increase the likelihood of democratization. 

Theories of modernization posit that economic development pro-
motes democracy by facilitating the emergence of a middle class with 
sufficient time and resources to push for more representative institu-
tions. This suggests that intervening authorities involved in nation-
building should view economic development as an opportunity for 

Late Twentieth Century, Norman, Okla.: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991, pp. 85–100.
5 Laurence Whitehead, ed., The International Dimensions of Democratization: Europe and 
the Americas, New York: Oxford University Press, 1996. 
6 Huntington (1991, pp. 3–30).
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strengthening the democratization process. Seymour Lipset first noted 
in 1959 that, in both Europe and Latin America, democratic states 
tended to be more economically developed across a range of indicators, 
including per capita GDP, literacy, penetration of modern goods, and 
urbanization.7 Subsequent studies have indicated that this trend holds 
more globally and that economic growth tends to contribute to the cre-
ation of democracy, not vice versa.8 Other factors that have been cited 
as contributors to democratization include the strength of civil society, 
egalitarian income distribution, and a market-oriented economy.9

The perceived legitimacy of the regime is an important determi-
nant of whether democratization will be successful. The imposition of a 
government by an intervening authority may result in its eventual over-
throw if it is not viewed as legitimate over the long run. A government 
viewed as illegitimate by the population is a major obstacle to democra-
tization no matter how fairly elected. While legitimacy itself is difficult 
to measure, the symptoms of failed legitimacy are well known: sagging 
support in public opinion surveys, rampant corruption, economic stag-
nation, unsuccessful foreign policy initiatives, and loss of support from 
domestic constituencies such as religious authorities. 

A country cannot remain democratic without a credible opposition 
movement. The movement should have at least some semblance of 
organization and cohesion. The bargaining process that usually ensues 
between the government and a strong opposition movement is an 
important pathway to democratization.10

7 Seymour Martin Lipset, “Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Economic Development 
and Political Legitimacy,” American Political Science Review, Vol. 53, No. 1, March 1959, 
pp. 69–105.
8 See, for example, Robert J. Barro, “Democracy and Growth,” Journal of Economic Growth,
Vol. 1, No. 1, March 1996, pp. 1–27; Ross E. Burkhart and Michael Lewis-Beck, “Com-
parative Democracy: The Economic Development Thesis,” American Political Science Review,
Vol. 88, No. 4, December 1994, pp. 903–910.
9 Adam Przeworski and Fernando Limongi, “Modernization: Theories and Facts,” World 
Politics, Vol. 49, No. 2, January 1997, pp. 155–183 [pp. 159–160]; see also, among others, 
Huntington (1991).
10 Adam Przeworski, Democracy and the Market: Political and Economic Reforms in Eastern 
Europe and Latin America, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991.
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The effectiveness and role of the security apparatus affects the 
probability that a postconflict society will become a successful democ-
racy. Low morale, high desertion rates, a history of military take-
overs of government, or legal provisions providing the military with 
high levels of political autonomy are danger signs. An incompetent 
or excessively politicized security apparatus can be a major obstacle to 
democratization.

The intervening authorities can affect only some of these condi-
tions. The authorities can bring international pressure to bear—and 
indeed this is often the manifestation of that pressure. They can pro-
vide security, thereby allowing goods, services, people, and ideas to 
circulate freely. They can provide assistance that can further accelerate 
economic growth. They can facilitate the emergence of an organized 
political opposition. They can reform the state’s security apparatus. But 
they may not be able to transform the nature of neighboring regimes. 
They will not have the time or money needed to significantly enlarge 
the middle class. Nor, in a period of a few years, is the overall level of 
social development likely to be lifted very much. Aspirations for the 
society’s political transformation need to be guided accordingly, rec-
ognizing the conditions of poverty, corruption, ignorance, and sectar-
ian discord from which the new institutions will need to emerge and 
which they cannot entirely transcend. 

Structuring Representative Institutions 

In some cases, the intervening authorities will begin with sovereign 
powers, as was the case in Kosovo, East Timor, and Iraq. Alternatively, 
the intervening authorities may share oversight duties with an existent 
indigenous regime, one that will have agreed, perhaps as a condition 
for the intervention, to give way in due course to a more permanent 
government. Sometimes that transition can take place via elections 
held under existing constitutional arrangements. Frequently, however, 
that legal framework will have broken down or been discredited, neces-
sitating the fashioning of new institutions. 

In considering constitutional revision, the first step is to analyze 
the sources of violent competition in the society. Who is competing, 
and for what? How can that competition be diverted from violent 
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into peaceful channels? How can the contenders be brought into the 
new system? What institutional arrangements are most likely to enjoy 
broad public support while adequately accommodating the needs of 
the various power centers in the society, thereby reducing the prospect 
of violent resistance? 

By its very presence, an intervening force will shift power rela-
tionships within the host society, strengthening some claimants and 
weakening others. If heavily committed and generously resourced, 
intervening authorities may occasionally be able to entirely dispossess 
one ruling elite and empower another in an enduring fashion. After 
World War II, the Nazi party was banned in Germany and thousands 
of its members were barred from political participation. An attempt 
to replicate this experience in postinvasion Iraq, where the U.S. troop 
presence was more than 20 times smaller in proportion to the popula-
tion than it had been in Germany, proved less successful. Even after 
World War II in Japan, which was occupied much more lightly than 
Germany, the U.S.-led purge of officials associated with the wartime 
regime was much more modest and almost entirely reversed by the 
Japanese authorities as soon as the occupation ended. 

In most circumstances, the intervening authorities will be better 
advised to try to bring all the claimants to power in the society into 
the political process. The threat of coercion may be employed for lever-
age, but the main objective in most cases should be to allow the main 
contenders to continue their competition under new rules that favor 
peaceful over violent means, giving all a chance for and, indeed, a share 
of, power.

There are many options for doing this. Democracy comes in a 
variety of shapes. There are federal and unitary states, parliamentary 
and presidential systems. Given free rein, intervening authorities will 
be tempted to replicate their own system of government rather than 
search for one most suitable to the recipient society. By the same token, 
local populations will often be inclined to opt for the system with 
which they are familiar, even if it has served them poorly in the past. In 
most cases, it will be better to adapt the familiar to new circumstances 
than to attempt to impose a wholly new construct. The Afghan con-
stitutional process set out in the December 2001 Bonn Agreement, for 
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example, drew heavily on traditional Afghan modalities for national 
decisionmaking. This clearly enhanced the legitimacy of the process in 
the eyes of the population as it went forward. By contrast, the roadmap 
set out in 2004 for Iraq’s transition to democracy new and unfamiliar 
concepts, most notably federalism. While a decentralized authority of 
that sort undoubtedly had a logic, and it was strongly demanded by 
the Kurdish minority, it has been violently resisted by the Sunnis and 
regarded with some suspicion by the Shiite majority. 

In ideal circumstances, the march toward renewed sovereignty 
occurs in graduated stages. First, the contending forces are disarmed, 
demobilized, and reintegrated. Then civil society and independent 
media are given resources and time to grow. Political parties are orga-
nized under new rules. Ministries are organized and staffed with pro-
fessionals. Security forces are reorganized and trained. Local elections 
are held, and grassroots democracy takes hold. And then, as the cap-
stone, national elections are held, and full sovereignty is returned to a 
freely elected government. 

This ideal sequence is likely to be fully realizable only in circum-
stances in which the population is acquiescent and the intervening 
authorities are well resourced. More often, the intervening authorities 
will not be equipped to provide the full panoply of interim governance, 
while the interim indigenous regime, if there is one, will be weak, 
inept, and corrupt, else the intervention would not have been neces-
sary in the first place. In some cases, the contending parties will not be 
ready to disarm and cannot be forced to do so. In such circumstances, 
elections may, in fact, be a requirement for forming a new government 
with adequate coherence and authority to deal with the society’s most 
urgent problems. 

Most postconflict societies benefit from the development of new 
political leaders. Former leaders may have often based their power on 
armed gangs or may have come to power by manipulating ethnic or 
religious tensions. To create a durable political system under the new 
regime, new actors are needed. The intervening authorities can encour-
age the development of new local leaders by devolving responsibility for 
the provision of government services to local authorities and by encour-
aging local input into decisions. The intervening authorities must also 
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ensure that leadership develops among all factions. NGOs can be espe-
cially useful in developing leadership in local communities and among 
women and minority groups. Members of the diaspora can also be 
useful in developing or supplementing local talent.

Constitutional Design

It is important for long-term stability and societal reconciliation to 
have broad popular participation in—and legitimation of—the con-
stitutional process. International intervention cannot succeed and the 
institutions it establishes cannot be viable unless there is participation 
and ownership on the part of the people. This is why the process of 
constitution-making should be democratic and broadly participatory. 
It should include not just the election of a constituent assembly or the 
penning of a constitutional referendum, but also the involvement of 
the widest possible range of stakeholders in the relevant discussions 
and in procedural planning. It should also include the organization of 
an extensive national dialogue on constitutional issues and principles.11

As Jamal Benomar observes, “Constitutions produced without trans-
parency and adequate public participation will lack legitimacy.”12 And 
illegitimate constitutions bode poorly for future stability.

While there should be as much continuity as possible with pre-
existing constitutional traditions, many conflicts are partly caused by 
the weakness or failure of the preceding institutional arrangements. 
Sometimes, significant innovation in institutional design is needed. In 
some cases, this means the devolution of power, if not federalism, to 
assure each group a stake in the system. It might also mean a new type 
of electoral system to ensure fair and balanced representation without 
too much fragmentation. The choice of executive structure (e.g., par-
liamentary or presidential), electoral system (e.g., proportional repre-

11 Larry Diamond, “Promoting Democracy in Post-Conflict and Failed States: Lessons 
and Challenges,” paper presented at the National Policy Forum on Terrorism, Security, and 
America’s Purpose, Washington, D.C., September 6–7, 2005.
12 Jamal Benomar, “Constitution-Making After Conflict: Lessons for Iraq,” Journal of 
Democracy, Vol. 15, No. 2, April 2004, pp. 81–95 [p. 89]. An interesting exception to this 
rule is the Japanese constitution, which was written entirely by Americans and remains 
unamended to this day.
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sentation, majoritarian, or a combination of both), and the degree of 
devolution of power have significant implications for future stability. 
Also important is the degree to which the constitution effectively con-
strains abuse of power and empowers an independent judiciary and 
other countervailing institutions.

There are at least two broad options for power-sharing that inter-
vening authorities should consider during the constitutional process. 
One is the consociational approach.13 This has been employed by states 
that have internal divisions along ethnic, religious, linguistic, or other 
lines, yet nonetheless manage to remain stable due to consultation 
among the elites of each of its major social groups. Thus, consociational 
democracies are characterized by grand coalitions and proportionality 
in the electoral system, as well as in the distribution of public offices 
and scarce resources. Examples include Switzerland, India, the Neth-
erlands, Lebanon, and Malaysia. The consociational approach assumes 
that, since ethnic, religious, linguistic, or other social divisions can 
be destabilizing, cooperation across these divisions can bring about 
long-term political stability. The other approach is to design a political 
system in which a majority of the population can be assured a certain 
degree of primacy in society, but to build in crosscutting limitations 
and incentives to ensure moderation.14 Both approaches have some 
merit. Intervening authorities in postconflict situations should push 
for political institutions that give each major contending group a stake 
in the future system (through some mechanism of sharing or devolv-
ing power) and that diminish the potential for one group (majority or 
plurality) to dominate the system indefinitely and abuse and aggran-
dize power. 

13 See, for example, Arend Lijphart, “Constitutional Democracy,” World Politics, Vol. 21, 
No. 2, January 1969, pp. 207–225; and Arend Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy: Government 
Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six Countries, New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 
1999.
14 See, for example, Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, Berkeley, Calif.: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1985; and Donald L. Horowitz, A Democratic South Africa? Con-
stitutional Engineering in a Divided Society, Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 
1991.
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Developing a Civil Society 

Civil society occupies the political space between the individual and 
the government. It includes NGOs, associations, and social groups that 
contribute to a democratic society and nonviolent political transition 
from war to peace. These organizations have several functions: 

They enable citizens to have an impact on government decisions 
without necessarily competing for political power or resorting to 
violence.
They give a voice to minority and other marginalized groups.
They help increase government transparency, accountability, and 
responsiveness.

In light of the significant role that civil society plays in support-
ing and monitoring both local and national governance, international 
and local authorities should establish legal regulations to protect and 
develop such organizations. Civil society development should be sup-
ported with funding, training, and advocacy. Civic education organi-
zations should be equipped and trained to carry out voter education 
and get-out-the-vote campaigns. A strong, diverse civil society can pro-
vide the foundation for a viable postwar democratic transition that is 
just and sustainable. Its absence can result in the resurgence of conflict 
and repressive governance. Nation-building operations create a window 
of opportunity for international and domestic civil society organiza-
tions. They provide an opportunity to firmly establish civil society. But 
they can also create false expectations and undermine long-term recon-
struction if the international community and international civil soci-
ety organizations quickly withdraw support following the end of the 
conflict. A legal framework and a civil society that can exist without 
external support over time are required. In many postconflict societies, 
civil society organizations are at work prior to the war. When present, 
the international community should utilize already existing capacity 
and build on that foundation.

Assistance to civil society often gains momentum late in the 
nation-building mission, since more immediate humanitarian needs 
may take precedence in the early stages. In Afghanistan, Counterpart 

•

•
•
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International conducted an assessment of civil society in 2005, four 
years into the mission, as part of the USAID-supported Initiative to 
Promote Afghan Civil Society. Key recommendations included the 
following:

Efforts to support civil society must take into account the 
diverse nature of Afghan [civil society organizations] and their 
varied needs, resulting in a flexible offering of capacity-building 
approaches;

Despite their limitations as non-representative, mostly male 
bodies, shuras and ulemas should be fostered because of their 
credibility with communities and the resulting potential for 
making important contributions to anchoring civil society as a 
force in Afghanistan.15

The capacity-building strategy should introduce graduated 
grants—starting with small “learning grants” for new organiza-
tions and building up to larger grants.16

Support for the adoption and implementation of an NGO Law 
should remain a high priority as it is a critical element of a func-
tioning civil society in any country.17

These recommendations reflect familiar themes found in other 
nation-building operations. Legal foundations, capacity-building ser-
vices, funding, and recognition of traditional structures are now key 
pillars of civil society development programs. 

While law is important, civil society often functions well without 
regulation. In some cases, civil society may actually function in spite of 
regulations. In Cambodia, organizations mushroomed during the war 

15 Counterpart International, Afghanistan Civil Society Assessment, Washington, D.C., June 
3, 2005, p. 8.
16 Counterpart International (2005, p. 8).
17 Counterpart International (2005, p. 8).
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and the postconflict UN operation. Many had been established in the 
refugee camps lining the Thai border. But they were not recognized by 
the government or by political parties, and they had no basis in law. 

Many international NGOs entering postwar countries fail to 
create strong local capacity because they largely employ foreign per-
sonnel. The goal should be to foster and leave behind strong local orga-
nizations once they depart. Local civil society organizations should be 
trained, equipped, and supported. The international community should 
help create capacity within civil society organizations that allows them 
to function according to the rules and procedures set by their boards. 
Only well-structured organizations can survive “abandonment” once 
international organizations leave. Many civil society organizations 
face financial difficulties as a result of the departure of international 
partners. A package of incentives and programs may be required to 
ensure the financial health of such organizations. Speed of funding in 
the initial postconflict period is important. In the rapidly changing 
environment of postwar societies—which may include riots, elections, 
and humanitarian disasters—international donors should develop the 
capability to deliver rapid support to local civil society organizations. 
International and local authorities should also encourage citizens and 
local businesses to contribute to worthy organizations in cash or in 
kind.

While civil society can make an important contribution to the 
emergence of effective representative government, it cannot offer an 
alternative. Donors should be wary of using NGOs to deliver services 
that should be provided by the state. Working through such organi-
zations may improve both the quality of the services delivered and 
accountability for the use of donor funds, but it will do nothing to 
enhance the capacity of the local government. 

Creating a Free Press 

Independent media play a key role in providing information and analy-
sis of elections, candidates, parties, and platforms, as well as reports 
on problems during elections, offering a forum for alternative views, 
interpreting political or technical information for public consumption, 
helping the public make informed choices, holding public officials 
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accountable through responsible reporting, and serving as a forum for 
peaceful debate among those who might have resorted to violence. The 
intervening authorities may establish media outlets to meet the need to 
convey information to the public immediately, to dispel rumors, and 
to counteract the effects of hate speech and inflammatory propaganda. 
Outlets may take the form of radio stations, television stations, newspa-
pers, or magazines. The establishment of an international media outlet 
does not replace the need to nurture indigenous media, but it acknowl-
edges that the latter task may take a substantial amount of time.

The intervening authorities should gather information about the 
state of the media prior to and after the conflict, including media facil-
ities. Television and radio studios, presses, and communication sys-
tems are often targeted and damaged during conflict. Donors require 
knowledge about who controls or supports the media, including outside 
countries, political parties or factions, warlords, and criminal organiza-
tions. These assessments need to take into consideration what is being 
broadcast from outside the state and from where. Examples include 
Iranian media campaigns in Iraq, Serbian and Croatian campaigns in 
Bosnia, and Albanian campaigns in Kosovo.

Once an adequate assessment has been made, international and 
local authorities can make decisions about how to develop the media, 
including whether to focus on private or public media outlets. A key 
issue is funding, as even private media outlets may not be able to sup-
port themselves. Key tasks include the creation of a legal framework 
for media operations, such as a licensing structure, professional stan-
dards, and associations for publishers, editors, and journalists; con-
struction and rehabilitation of publishing houses, presses, transmitters, 
and other media equipment; and training and education programs for 
publishers, broadcasters, and journalists. 

The intervening authorities may establish or fund media outlets 
to counter hate propaganda and inflammatory statements, and dissem-
inate critical information about transitional activities that affect the 
population. These efforts are often designed to preempt or compete 
with media outlets controlled by warlords, ethnic factions, or other 
opponents of peace. The intervening authorities may need to fill the 
vacuum in the provision of critical information to the population about 
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nation-building activities, especially when free and independent media 
are lacking. Examples include information on the movement of peace-
keeping forces, land mine awareness, refugee returns, food and shelter 
programs, and voter registration and other election information. These 
media programs help counteract rumors that lead to violence and help 
expose the activities of those spoilers opposed to the peace process. 
They are now considered a permanent feature of the initial phase of 
nation-building operations. Additionally, the intervening authorities 
should strengthen local indigenous media outlets as part of a broader 
effort to build a vibrant civil society. 

Media supported or controlled by the intervening authorities may 
be viewed as biased. In addition, media outlets run by the intervening 
authorities may attract local talent away from the local media, weaken-
ing these outlets and leaving a vacuum when the international inter-
vention is over. At the same time, indigenous media outlets are likely 
to be associated with contending political factions. The challenge is to 
navigate between the short-term requirement for providing immediate, 
critical information to the public and the longer-term imperative of 
creating healthy, free, independent media. 

The intervening authorities need to examine the current capac-
ity of the media to print, distribute, and transmit news, as well as the 
capacity for media education and training. Before designing a media 
strategy, several questions must be answered. Who are the main actors 
in the crisis? Who are the opinion-makers? How does the population 
get information? Do the citizens have radios, televisions, and access to 
print media? What is the literacy rate among the population? 

The control of transmitters after the conflict is a particularly sen-
sitive issue. In Bosnia, Croatia and Serbia established separate units to 
help Bosnian Croats and Bosnian Serbs begin broadcasting radio and 
television programs. The decision to help each community separately 
served to fuel further fragmentation of society in Bosnia following the 
conflict. The parties continued to spread their doctrines of intolerance 
and hate. In countries that had strong public broadcasting systems prior 
to the conflict, the intervening authorities should analyze the past role 
of these systems and make decisions about the continuation of fund-
ing and support. In some areas of conflict, public broadcasting agen-
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cies were used as propaganda tools. In post-Taliban Afghanistan, parts 
of the population perceived the state media as biased in favor of the 
Northern Alliance. In postwar environments such as in Kosovo and 
Bosnia, the international community advocated the establishment of a 
public broadcasting corporation modeled after the BBC. A media strat-
egy should address whether both private and public media are going 
to be promoted, developed, and funded. For the longer term, a media 
strategy must encompass how advertising and other revenue streams 
will create self-sustaining media. Revenues will reduce the dependence 
of the media on international donors or local political parties.

One of the main challenges in building free, independent media 
is establishing an impartial, transparent legal regime that upholds free-
dom of speech, establishes fair licensing practices, permits independent 
media to operate without harassment, and minimizes the advantages 
that public media may have over private providers. Laws and regulatory 
regimes often take longer to realize than other goals of donor activities 
affecting the media. In some cases, postwar governments fail to enact 
legal measures to support and guide media. In Bosnia, the OSCE was 
given responsibility for organizing the first postwar elections. Upon 
arrival, the OSCE discovered that the same leaders who had prosecuted 
the war remained in control of the media. To ensure fair elections, the 
OSCE established the Media Experts Commission as a subcommis-
sion to the Provisional Election Commission. It issued a set of rules 
and regulations that directed the media to publish accurate informa-
tion and to refrain from broadcasting incendiary programming. The 
Media Experts Commission also ordered the three television systems, 
which were controlled by the ruling parties of Bosnia’s three entities, to 
provide opposition political parties with the same amount of advertis-
ing time as they did the ruling parties and to run election notices and 
advertisements issued by the international community.

In many war-torn environments, journalists have worked only 
under authoritarian regimes and state-controlled media outlets. The 
business aspect of running sustainable media organizations may need 
to be taught through training courses. The establishment of a center 
that provides a variety of services and allows providers to coordinate 
their activities with the work of local journalists has been a successful 
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model for media development in postwar societies. In Afghanistan, 
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO) helped establish a single independent media training 
and resource facility, the AINA Media and Culture Centre in Kabul, 
which improved coordination among donors and NGOs. Several orga-
nizations, such as the Institute for War and Peace Reporting, opened 
offices in this facility, as did local newspapers, magazines, and NGOs. 
UNESCO later funded an Internet connection and supplied comput-
ers. The BBC conducted a training program through its media training 
facility at Radio-TV Afghanistan. In Bosnia, the Open Society Insti-
tute and the BBC established a broadcast training school, where young 
journalists came from all over Bosnia to receive training from BBC 
producers and journalists. 

Intervening authorities can revive or create university programs 
that provide professional education for students in journalism and com-
munications. In Cambodia, the Asia Foundation initiated a one-year 
certificate program in journalism at the University of Phnom Penh. 
Two of Cambodia’s most respected journalists taught a new genera-
tion of aspiring journalists. The Institute for War and Peace assisted 
Kabul University in developing a journalism program. In Rwanda, the 
National University of Rwanda’s School of Journalism contributed to 
the development of professional journalism following the conflict. In 
Kosovo, Press Now and Internews provided training on how to cover 
elections to local radio journalists. In East Timor, Internews conducted 
hands-on media training, mentoring, management programs, and 
technical assistance inside media outlets across the country. 

Building and supporting associations for media professionals is 
another critical tool to encourage media development, promote profes-
sional standards, and encourage continuing education in a postconflict 
setting. In Cambodia, the Asia Foundation worked with the Khmer 
Journalists Association to promote professionalism and ethical stan-
dards. In Sierra Leone, the Sierra Leone Association of Journalists and 
the Guild of Newspaper Editors received training and help in building 
their associations.

Finally, intervening authorities may have to discourage or prevent 
indigenous media outlets from broadcasting propaganda that increases 
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ethnic tensions and raises the likelihood of conflict. After early efforts 
failed to prevent ethnically slanted and inflammatory media broad-
casts in Bosnia, NATO troops seized television broadcast towers in 
Serb-controlled areas of the country. In this case, the show of force suc-
ceeded in moderating the future behavior of Serb broadcasters. 

Organizing Elections 

One highly desirable prerequisite for elections is the completion of 
the DDR of former combatants, which is explored in more detail in 
Chapter Two. Whenever possible, design and implementation of a 
DDR program should be among the earliest priorities of any nation-
building mission. Cases may arise, nevertheless, in which the interven-
ing authorities lack the power and the contending parties the will to 
disarm, as was the case in Cambodia in 1991 and in Iraq beginning in 
2003. In such circumstances, the only option may be to hold the elec-
tions and hope for the best.

Under ideal circumstances, it is preferable to postpone national 
elections until security has been established, the contending parties 
have been disarmed, political parties have been organized, civil society 
developed, and local elections held. By holding local elections first, 
national political parties and their leadership have time to mature. The 
population has time to develop trust in and experience with the politi-
cal system. New leadership has an opportunity to emerge and gain 
experience. On the other hand, empowering local officials before doing 
the same at the national level can be problematic when the proper rela-
tionship between the central and local governments is in dispute or 
where strong sectarian differences have contributed to civil strife. 

Several questions are worth asking in seeking to determine the 
ideal time for elections. First, can the society be governed adequately 
without early elections? In situations in which the indigenous elements 
pressing for early elections are strong and the intervening authorities’ 
capacity to govern is weak, as was the case in Iraq in 2004, there may be 
little choice but to accede to those demands. Second, will the govern-
ment likely to emerge from the elections be more or less effective than 
whatever government currently exists? Third, is the result of the elec-
tion likely to be stabilizing or destabilizing? In societies badly divided 



208    The Beginner’s Guide to Nation-Building

along ethnic, religious, or class lines, elections are likely to increase 
polarization. In such cases, provisions for protection of minorities and 
limitations on the power of the majority may need to be put in place 
before the balloting commences. 

Intervening authorities will need to provide a budget for elections 
and help raise the necessary funds. Both local and international observ-
ers should be recruited and trained to monitor elections to diminish 
the incidence of fraud and mismanagement. Information about the 
voting process and on the results of the election should be disseminated 
across the country in a fashion that is accessible to all people. Two 
goals drive this process: the encouragement of peaceful participation 
and the engagement of previously disenfranchised or marginalized sec-
tors of society. By making the election process and results transparent 
and public, accusations and misconceptions of fraud or other problems 
can be minimized. The intervening authorities should also help estab-
lish electoral commissions to adjudicate disputes that may arise over 
elections. 

Robust security is important to the successful conduct of elec-
tions. Elections provide targets of opportunity for opponents of the 
peace process. Voter and candidate intimidation, threats and violence 
against election workers, and other forms of violent protest routinely 
occur in postconflict states. International and local authorities should 
deploy enough military and police personnel to ensure a secure envi-
ronment for elections and election campaigns.

Afghanistan’s Electoral Work Plan, prepared by the United 
Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan, offers one template for set-
ting conditions for what turned out to be rather successful elections. 
It linked the achievement of elections to the larger state-building mis-
sion in Afghanistan. The plan delineated a series of tasks that had to be 
undertaken and completed in advance of elections, such as

ensuring a credible political environment, including legislation on 
elections, political parties, access to media, and monitoring and 
reporting on human rights

•
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establishing a reasonable degree of security, including the train-
ing of 30,000 Afghan police officers and coordination between 
national and international military forces
specifying targets for the disarmament, demobilization, and rein-
tegration of former combatants before the elections, including 
demobilization of at least 40 percent of the estimated 100,000 
ex-combatants and cantonment of all heavy weapons
completing key technical preparations for each phase of the elec-
toral process.

Elections are commonly administered and overseen by election 
commissions. Transparent, impartial operation of these bodies is a crit-
ical factor in the success of elections, especially in states where there 
has been little experience with elections and where there is significant 
ethnic, religious, or tribal friction. The intervening authorities should 
strive to include representatives of disenfranchised groups on the elec-
toral commission, including women. In some cases, the commission 
may also include international members in an effort to enhance its 
impartiality and expertise. The intervening authorities should act to 
protect the independence of the electoral committee from outside con-
trol or manipulation; take measures to facilitate voter and candidate 
registration, including among displaced persons; and provide informa-
tion on voting procedures and other information about the election in 
all major languages and using radio broadcasts and placards where illit-
eracy rates are high. The intervening authorities should also help design 
rules regarding permissible sources of financing for elections. 

Key Actors

The United Nations is the best source of expertise on the development 
of transitional and permanent political systems. The OSCE has devel-
oped considerable expertise in the promotion of civil society, the estab-
lishment of independent media, and the development of political par-
ties, though its activities have so far been limited to Eurasia. Several 
nations, including the United States and Germany, maintain organiza-

•

•

•
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tions affiliated with their own political parties that specialize in helping 
to set up political parties in emerging democracies. The IFES (formerly 
the International Federation for Election Systems) has organized elec-
tions in dozens of countries around the world under the most challeng-
ing of conditions. 

Costs

Intervening powers are likely to be called on to fund some or most of 
the expenses for elections, including the costs of helping build political 
parties, providing voter information, and organizing caucuses or prima-
ries for the first several years following an intervention. The indigenous 
government, if there is one, is likely to lack sufficient funds to cover 
the costs of designing, securing, and holding elections. Of these costs, 
providing protection for voters and candidates typically accounts for 
approximately half of the total. Raising the funds necessary to mount 
elections should begin well in advance of the date on which voters go 
to the polls. A United Nations trust fund has often been the most effec-
tive way to provide funding. 

The cost of organizing elections has historically varied from a 
high of $20 per registered voter for the 2004 presidential elections in 
Afghanistan and the 2001 local municipal elections in Kosovo to a low 
of $2.20 per registered voter for the 2002 local commune elections in 
Cambodia. Figure 8.1 illustrates the costs of running elections in six 
postconflict societies: Afghanistan, Kosovo, Haiti, Cambodia, Mozam-
bique, and Bosnia.18 The average cost is $12 per registered voter.

For planning purposes, we recommend that the intervening 
authority plan to spend the average of these past costs: $12 per voter. 
Actual costs would be subject to several variables, such as the level 
of violence. To illustrate, we evaluated the hypothetical costs of hold-
ing an election in Macedonia following an intervention. In 2006, 

18 The elections were the 2004 presidential elections in Afghanistan, the 2001 local munici-
pal elections in Kosovo, the 2005 local municipal elections in Haiti, the 2002 local “com-
mune” elections in Cambodia, the 2004 presidential elections in Mozambique, and the 1996 
national elections in Bosnia.
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Figure 8.1
Cost of Organizing Elections
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Macedonia had a population of 2 million and approximately 1,741,449 
registered voters.19 Using an average of $12 per registered voter, we esti-
mate that it would cost approximately $21 million to design, secure, 
and implement countrywide elections in Macedonia.

19 IFES, Election Guide: Macedonia, guide for 2006 Macedonia parliamentary elections, 
Washington, D.C., 2006.
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CHAPTER NINE

Development

In most postconflict economies, the first and second years after an 
intervention are ones in which the economy grows rapidly, a conse-
quence of the end of conflict, improved economic policies, and inflows 
of aid. Following this initial spurt in economic activity, when refugees 
and displaced people return and rebuild their homes and businesses, 
more traditional problems of development arise. Host governments are 
confronted with the tasks of creating conditions conducive to business 
and economic growth; improving human capital; providing govern-
ment services cost-effectively; and creating conditions for the efficient 
provision of electric power, telecommunications, water, and other utili-
ties. These tasks have to be achieved in the context of a country in 
which the central bank and economic ministries have only just begun 
to function, individuals and businesses still fear renewed strife, regions 
of the country remain cut off because of the dilapidation of roads and 
the absence of telecommunications, and utility service levels are rudi-
mentary and intermittent.

 Key Challenges

Controlling Inflation and Establishing Budgetary Balance. Soci-
eties in conflict experience high rates of inflation. Inflation rates ran 
in the thousands of percent in Bosnia. In Sierra Leone and Cambo-
dia, rates exceeded 100 percent. In countries with high rates of infla-
tion, growth is more erratic and slower than in comparable countries 
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with lower rates.1 High rates of inflation introduce greater uncertainty, 
discouraging investment; they impede the functioning of long-term 
capital markets because of rapid declines in the real value of loan prin-
cipal; and they increase the costs of doing business as leads and lags in 
payments result in substantial windfall gains or losses. In light of these 
costs, reducing inflation should be a priority following conflict, espe-
cially because reducing inflation is universally popular and a sign that 
times have changed for the better. But the root cause of inflation is usu-
ally imbalances in the budget. Faced with pressures to increase spend-
ing and a lack of revenues, governments of states in conflict force the 
central bank to cover their bills by printing money. Although money 
creation can be stopped, if deficits persist, they have to be financed. If 
unchecked, fiscal imbalances will eventually derail initial progress on 
reducing inflation. The creation of incentives and systems to prevent 
fiscal imbalances is a crucial component of policies to curb inflation.2

Creating an Environment Conducive to Economic Growth. 
During conflict, regulatory and tax systems frequently collapse. As the 
economy stabilizes and the government reconstitutes itself, the state 
resumes collecting taxes and attempts to enforce health, safety, envi-
ronmental, and other regulations so as to improve public welfare. For 
political reasons, the state may also attempt to reimpose price, exchange 
rate, import and export controls, or resuscitate centralized marketing 
organizations for commodities such as cacao, coffee, or diamonds. 

If rapid economic growth is to be sustained, the intervening 
authorities must assist postconflict governments in creating simple, 
transparent, easily enforceable tax and regulatory systems. Businesses 
in postconflict societies face a myriad of difficulties, ranging from lack 
of security to making payments on receipt and shipment of goods. 
When postconflict governments compound these difficulties by resus-
citating pernicious tax and regulatory systems that are exploited to 
extort bribes, economic growth is retarded and distorted. The govern-

1 Stanley Fischer, Ratna Sahay, and Carlos Végh, “Modern Hyper- and High Inflations,” 
IMF Working Paper 02/197, Washington, D.C.: International Monetary Fund, January 31, 
2003, p. 41.
2 Fischer, Sahay, and Végh (2003, p. 31). 
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ment also needs to lay the groundwork for collecting adequate taxes 
to protect consumers while inhibiting the ability of civil servants to 
demand bribes.

Operating, Reconstructing, and Investing in Utilities, State-
Owned Enterprises, and Infrastructure. Immediately following the 
conflict, the intervening authorities and host-country government 
often need to jump-start the provision of utilities such as electric power, 
water, garbage pickup, sewage, and telecommunications by supplying 
funds, fuels, and spare parts. State-owned enterprises, which may be 
major employers or produce key exports, also may need to be put back 
on their feet at this time. Once rudimentary operations resume, the 
intervening authorities need to turn their attention to working with 
the host government to create conditions for the efficient operation 
of utilities and state-owned enterprises. The solvency of these enter-
prises is a key problem in many developing countries—even more so 
in postconflict societies, where payment collection has often collapsed. 
If utilities and state-owned enterprises generate sufficient revenues to 
cover costs, ensuring their financial health, they become a source of 
economic growth as service is improved and expanded and investments 
are made in new capacity. If utilities and state-owned enterprises are 
operating inefficiently and unprofitably, they can easily retard growth 
as consumers and businesses are unable to access electric power, water, 
or sewage treatment services and the budget is burdened by losses. 
Poorly functioning utilities also contribute to the spread of disease and 
high infant-mortality rates. 

Estimating and Phasing Donor Assistance. Following the ini-
tial postconflict period, the role of international donors shifts from 
humanitarian assistance and emergency stopgap funding of govern-
ment operations to more traditional development assistance. Even in 
very poor countries, donors expect that funding needs will begin to 
decline at some point in time. Donors need to work with the host 
government to identify financial needs, encourage potential donors to 
commit to financing these needs, evaluate the efficacy of past expendi-
tures, ensure that funds have been spent appropriately, and coordinate 
with the government to phase out assistance in areas where the local 
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government has developed the capacity to fund and deliver services on 
its own.

Best Practices

Controlling Inflation and Establishing Budgetary Balance 

Controlling Inflation. As discussed in Chapter Seven, host-country 
governments that have been successful in reducing inflation have fol-
lowed a standard recipe. In conjunction with the intervening authori-
ties, they have created independent, professional central banks or mon-
etary authorities, which have constrained emissions of money. 

Coupled with the creation of a solid institutional framework, 
countries have utilized various exchange rate regimes to control infla-
tion. In some postconflict nations, inflationary expectations have been 
broken by targeting or pegging the exchange rate to a foreign reserve 
currency. Pegs tend to be popular, as they introduce some financial sta-
bility into what has been an unstable economy. Countries that adopt 
pegs tend to be small, their economies are closely tied to one of the 
major reserve currency areas, a major foreign currency tends to be used 
pervasively in day-to-day transactions, and the country has sufficient 
reserves available to support a pegged exchange rate regime (usually 
provided by the donor community or from remittances). In other post-
conflict societies, floating rates in conjunction with tight constraints 
on monetary emissions have been successful. These countries tend to 
be less integrated into the global economy, more reliant on exports of 
just a few commodities (sometimes only one), may have larger econo-
mies, or may lack the reserves to support a pegged system. 

Despite their short-run utility, pegged exchange rates may out-
live their usefulness after the immediate postconflict period. As the 
economy recovers, the supply and demand for foreign currency will 
likely undergo substantial changes because of resumption in exports, 
declines in donor assistance, or change in the demand for imports. 
These changes may make it difficult for the monetary authority to sus-
tain a peg. 
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At this point, the central bank, in conjunction with the IMF, may 
well wish to move from a hard peg to a managed float. A managed float 
introduces elements of exchange rate risk into the calculus of lenders 
and borrowers, forcing them to better match assets and liabilities to 
reduce this risk. When banks and businesses believe that the exchange 
rate will not change, they tend to borrow in whichever currency offers 
the lowest interest rates, usually foreign currency, and lend in which-
ever offers the highest, usually the local currency. If the exchange rate 
depreciates, borrowers often go bankrupt, as they can no longer cover 
loan payments in foreign currencies from earnings in the depreciated 
domestic currency. 

More flexible exchange rates also permit the economy to adjust 
more easily to changes in prices of imports and exports. As assistance 
tapers off, postconflict countries may choose to let their currencies 
depreciate so as to encourage exports and discourage imports. Mozam-
bique, Namibia, and Sierra Leone have successfully used exchange rate 
flexibility to manage their external balances.

Successful means of shifting from a pegged to a floating system 
include the creation of an intrabank market, followed by the gradual 
withdrawal of the central bank from market-making activities. Ini-
tially, the central bank may limit exchange rate fluctuations to a range 
around a peg. It may then expand and eventually eliminate the range, 
letting the rate float. Alternatively, the central bank may set implicit 
or explicit bands within which the currency may fluctuate. Except for 
very small economies or economies closely integrated with the econo-
mies of one of the major reserve currencies, more flexible exchange 
rate systems provide more resilience for countries emerging from an 
extended conflict.

Establishing Budgetary Balance. Controlling the budget, 
although superficially straightforward, is one of the most difficult 
tasks for any government. Interest groups and ministries continually 
press for higher budgets while taxpayers lobby for lower taxes. Permit-
ting the budget to operate in deficit is often the easiest course of action. 
But preserving fiscal balance is key to preventing a recurrence of infla-
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tion,3 funding government services, and creating a business climate 
conducive to economic growth.

The challenge of preserving fiscal balance is much greater for 
nations in the aftermath of a conflict than it is during the normal course 
of events. Sources of revenue other than donor finance are extremely 
limited. Procedures for budgeting, procuring, and dispensing funds 
have fallen apart. Government employees and service providers have 
disappeared. Donor funding is often slow in coming and fluctuates 
frequently as assistance agencies add or subtract funds. Managing the 
budget is one of the most difficult tasks facing the host country and 
intervening authorities, but it is also among the most important.

Expenditures. As schools reopen, clinics expand their activi-
ties, and government offices again begin to function, the intervening 
authorities and host government must quickly turn to budgeting for 
these operations. This entails sizing government operations (and donor 
budget support) correctly. If salaries and payrolls are not constrained 
during the first years of recovery, the host government may find itself 
unable to pay government workers, forcing layoffs and cutbacks a few 
years further on when donor finance and presence tapers off. Some 
governments such as Congo’s, reluctant to make these adjustments, 
become insolvent. Reductions in staffing have resulted in demonstra-
tions or riots. The violence in East Timor in 2006 was triggered when 
the government laid off soldiers. By restraining salaries and payrolls 
when government services are restored, this problem can be avoided or 
at least made less likely.

The most effective means of controlling government expenditures 
on the civil service is to limit government to core activities. In the first 
years following a conflict, it may make sense to limit the number of 
ministries (and ministers) that provide services to education, public 
health, transportation, energy, and security (usually justice, interior, 
and defense). The government will also need to pay for the operations 
of the ministries of foreign affairs and finance, the cabinet office, and, 
in countries where the planning ministry is responsible for large infra-
structure projects, the planning ministry. Households and businesses 

3 Fischer, Sahay, and Végh (2003, p. 25). 
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then have to fend for themselves to obtain other services. Such an 
approach helps control ministerial bloat.

In the ministries responsible for these services, the host gov-
ernment needs to set head counts based on the level of services to be 
provided. The government should calculate administrative and sup-
port staff numbers needed per 100 first-line providers. Initially, this 
approach yielded success in East Timor, where a decision by the World 
Bank to set staffing levels commensurate with the level of work left 
the East Timorese with a lean, effective bureaucracy by developing-
country standards. Each individual had a clearly defined position, 
tasks, and authority, making policy decisions easier to implement and 
monitor. Such an approach also helps curb charges of favoritism, as the 
formerly disenfranchised should receive the same levels of service, at 
least in terms of staffing, as should better-positioned groups. 

Once head counts are established, wage scales need to be adopted 
and tied to positions within the civil service. Scales need to be set 
tightly to prevent bracket creep, but high enough to attract well-
qualified staff. Once a head count and wage bill are set, the finance 
ministry should enforce budget constraints by limiting the size of 
the ministry payroll to that set in the budget. If the ministry succeeds 
in circumventing the head count or salary controls, the finance minis-
try provides a third line of defense by controlling the funds transferred. 
In the best systems, the finance ministry handles the payroll as well 
as overall funds, limiting the ability of the ministry to create “ghost” 
employees or to finance higher wages for individuals with govern-
ment connections by not paying teachers, nurses, or fire personnel. The 
appointment of chief financial officers for each ministry who are per-
sonally responsible for ministry expenditures and conducting annual 
external audits also helps constrain expenditures. The use of inspectors 
general to evaluate operations and controls is also helpful.

Assigning international civil servants as mentors to senior and, 
in some cases, mid-level civil servants is the most effective way of 
ensuring that government services are delivered while local control is 
restored. Mentoring is difficult: Mentors and local civil servants have 
to learn how to work with each other. Providing well-defined guide-
lines concerning authority and decision approval procedures and for 
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“graduation,” the shift of authority from the international civil servant 
to local control, makes this relationship clearer and easier to manage. 
Although these relationships are replete with tensions, in countries 
where the government has ceased to exist, mentoring relationships 
provide an opportunity to train local civil servants, monitor perfor-
mance, and preserve local input while jump-starting the operations of 
government. By establishing clear deadlines for the transfer of author-
ity, the relationship also forces the international civil servant to focus 
on the transition and working with his or her local counterpart rather 
than on the execution of daily tasks.

Taxation. During the course of the conflict, tax collection has 
usually collapsed. Although providing government services and utili-
ties is more important, as the economy recovers, the state must begin 
to generate tax revenue to augment and then replace donor funding. At 
this juncture, creating an equitable, efficient system for collecting taxes 
becomes a priority.

Donor financing should provide a cushion for the government, 
making it possible to impose taxes slowly and methodically. The first 
order of business is to evaluate the former tax system in terms of per-
ceived equity, revenue collected, ease and cost of collection, propen-
sity to encourage bribery, and distorting economic effects. In some 
instances, taxes have contributed to conflict. Taxes on crops, gems, 
minerals, or imported fuels or foodstuffs may have engendered support 
for insurgencies, especially if they are perceived as being directed at a 
specific ethnic or regional group or if the local community feels that it 
does not receive an equitable share of revenues.

Despite recent criticisms, resource taxes have been effective in 
terms of equity, value, and ease and cost of collection. Jump-starting 
these operations and the accompanying tax flows should be a major 
priority for the host country and intervening authorities. Where com-
modities are mined or pumped from large, single locations, collection 
can take place at the point of export. The producer, usually a large 
company, transfers royalties, export taxes, and other payments directly 
to the treasury. Graft can be controlled in part by independent external 
audits that compare anticipated tax revenues based on sales to actual 
revenues. These audits and calculations should be disseminated to the 
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public. Responsible officials need to be held accountable for any dis-
crepancies by inspectors general and the legislature. Agreements with 
key purchasers of these products, for example, international oil com-
panies or diamond importers, to publicly report payments provide an 
additional check on revenues.

A more difficult task is to collect tax revenues from exports of 
goods produced by small operations. The developing world is rife with 
the failure of central purchasing organizations to procure, process, and 
export products grown, raised, or mined by individuals. The produc-
tion of higher-value products such as coffee and cacao has been stunted 
by inefficiencies and high taxes, implicit or explicit, imposed by these 
organizations. These taxes encourage farmers to evade the system by 
selling to private traders who then smuggle the product out of the 
country. Smugglers can become the nucleus of armed opposition to 
the current regime. Even less successful has been the taxation of sales 
of alluvial diamonds. Because of their high value and small size, dia-
monds are easily smuggled. In Angola, Congo, Sierra Leone, and else-
where, insurgents have financed their operations through control of the 
alluvial diamond trade.4

Taxes on commodity exports need to be levied in a manner that is 
simple and does not discourage production nor encourage smuggling. If 
imposed intelligently, these taxes can become important sources of rev-
enue while depriving spoilers of income. First and foremost, the inter-
vening authorities and the host government need to reassert control 
and establish security in producing regions. These are not one and the 
same. Reasserting control involves expelling rebel forces. Establishing 
security means ensuring that local growers and miners are protected 
from theft and assault. Establishing security for producers begins by 
setting up secure markets. By ensuring a safe place in which to sell, the 
government will attract sellers and buyers. The government also needs 
to ensure secure transport for wholesalers to major hubs from which 
the product can be exported. If roads are secure and port facilities fairly 
efficient, the government can win back business from smugglers. If 

4 Louis Goreux, “Conflict Diamonds,” Africa Regional Working Paper, No. 13, Washing-
ton, D.C.: World Bank, March 2001.
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the government can provide wholesalers with secure, efficient transport 
links, it can levy taxes at the wholesale level, the most efficient place to 
collect revenue. Trying to collect taxes directly from small-scale pro-
ducers entails great effort, usually antagonizes large numbers of miners 
and farmers (thereby increasing support for insurgents), and generates 
less revenue. Taxes based on weight or quantity of goods are simpler 
and less open to corruption by tax collectors than are those imposed 
on revenues. 

The problem is trickier for higher-value items such as gems and 
precious metals. Here, the government would generally like to levy a 
tax on the value of the product. In this case, the government not only 
has to provide secure transport links, but it also has to work with pur-
chasing nations to obtain data on actual sales revenues. If reputable 
purchasing agents from countries with stringent anticorruption stan-
dards can be induced to set up shop within the country, the govern-
ment can levy taxes at the point of purchase, turning to the purchas-
ers rather than miners for revenues. Governments, especially those in 
countries emerging from conflict, have yet to find effective means of 
taxing these items, though keeping export tariffs low is important for 
discouraging smuggling through other countries.

In nations where control of the borders has been reestablished 
after a conflict, a fixed, low import duty can be a useful means of col-
lecting revenues. Revenues can be sizable, costs of collection moder-
ate, and economic distortions limited if rates remain in single digits. 
Import tariffs do not work well if control over the country’s borders 
has not been reestablished; tariffs rates vary considerably; exemptions, 
including on donations, are common; or the country sets up special 
free-trade zones. In these instances, customs agents often seek bribes to 
move goods from one category to another. When tariffs are relatively 
high or borders difficult to patrol, as in Bosnia, criminal gangs smug-
gle, creating security as well as revenue problems for the government. 

Income taxes on the total compensation of individuals, in paid 
salaries or wages, are useful as a means of both collecting revenue and 
limiting the attractiveness of government jobs. Wage-bracket creep in 
government is difficult to combat. By levying a progressive income tax 
on an individual’s entire compensation package, a host-country gov-
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ernment can recapture some of the above-market wages that are some-
times earned in the public sector in these countries. 

Excise taxes on tobacco, alcohol, automobiles, and gasoline and 
other fuels are useful means of raising revenue. These products are 
often consumed in greater quantities by upper-income individuals. 
Taxes have the added benefit of discouraging the consumption of sub-
stances detrimental to one’s health.

Value-added tax (VAT) is not the tax of choice in the immediate 
aftermath of a conflict. It has become popular in developed countries 
because of its self-enforcing features: VAT paid on production inputs 
is refundable when the final product is sold. However, VAT is com-
plicated, difficult to levy on small businesses, and refunds are open 
to abuse. Sales taxes are often easier to collect, especially if levied on 
permanent establishments only or at the wholesale level. Trying to col-
lect sales taxes from street merchants is costly and ineffective in any 
society; collection efforts also antagonize an important political con-
stituency. When street vendors are the major purveyors of retail trade, 
as is usual following a conflict, levying sales taxes at the retail level is 
a nonstarter.

Once a set of taxes has been selected, the tax collection system 
needs to be revived. The revenue collection agency should be housed 
in the ministry of finance and the minister should oversee the agency. 
Tax collectors should not have prosecutorial authority, but should refer 
cases of noncompliance to special prosecutors. Tax disputes should be 
tried as civil matters. The creation of tax courts is sometimes a useful 
means for expediting cases and limiting corruption, but, in most post-
conflict situations, this detracts from developing the court system, an 
area that generally does not get enough support from donors. To the 
extent possible, collection should take place at the point of payment 
and at wholesale rather than retail levels. For example, gasoline taxes 
should be levied at the port of entry, if imported, or at the refinery gate. 
Wage taxes should be deducted prior to payment of wages. The more 
automatic the payment and the fewer hands through which payments 
pass, the better.

Deficit Finance. One of any intervening authority’s major respon-
sibilities is to ensure a balance between tax revenue and donor budget 
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support, on the one hand, and budget obligations on the other. In cases 
of anticipated imbalance, the intervening authorities need to intervene 
to provide more support or to limit government spending. 

In the immediate aftermath of a conflict, taxes are unlikely to 
generate sufficient revenues to finance government services at a level 
commensurate with the size of the population and likely future levels 
of income. Pushing hard to increase tax revenues at this stage is coun-
terproductive, as economic activity is too low to cover the costs of gov-
ernment operations. But after a few years of economic growth, the 
government should be able to generate enough tax revenues to cover 
the costs of providing basic services. Until that point, the donor com-
munity should cover the deficit.

Donor funding of government deficits through loans or grants 
can be beneficial for fiscal discipline. Through the power of the purse, 
the donor community, especially the international financial institu-
tions, can play a key role in keeping expenditures under control. IMF 
programs contain mutually agreed-upon performance targets, which 
usually include budgetary expenditures and deficits. When host gov-
ernments face a credible threat of losing funding because they have 
fallen out of compliance, unpalatable decisions are made. For example, 
the interim Liberian government finally agreed to the formation of a 
financial control board with foreign representation, the Governance 
and Economic Assistance Program, only after facing a credible threat 
of a cutoff in funding.

Developing the Financial Sector. By the end of a conflict, bank-
ing systems have generally ceased to function. In the cases of Cambo-
dia, East Timor, Haiti, Liberia, Mozambique, and Sierra Leone, the 
financial systems had all but disappeared by the time the countries 
emerged from conflict. Payment systems had disintegrated and those 
banks that were not closed were usually insolvent. Their deposits had 
been looted by insurgents or by the government. Their assets had dis-
appeared as borrowers had gone bankrupt and collateral for loans had 
been stolen or destroyed. 

Once the economy stabilizes, financial activities resume. Ini-
tially, the most important activity of banks is to make payments and 
provide a safe haven for depositing cash. The intervening authorities 
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often play a major role in spurring the development of these activi-
ties, as they need to be able to transfer funds from abroad and make 
payments and grants inside the country. Deposit-taking, payments, 
transfers, and foreign exchange conversion are the principle activities 
of banks at this time. Eventually, banks begin to lend again, primarily 
for inventory and trade finance. This lending tends to be collateralized. 
Subsequently, banks move into consumer lending, often for household 
durables and motor vehicles. Corporate lending follows. Because of dif-
ficulties in assessing creditworthiness, banks are careful about extend-
ing loans to small businesses, though donors often provide funds for 
special programs targeting smaller businesses or supporting microfi-
nance programs. Once financial markets have stabilized and inflation 
is firmly under control, mortgage finance and uncollateralized lending 
may become possible. 

The financial sector should not receive substantial funding from 
the donor community to support lending following a conflict. Much 
of the development of the financial sector in a postconflict society is 
driven by market forces. Although stages overlap, the progression out-
lined in the previous paragraph should not be circumvented. With 
the exception of microlending, which has had some successes, experi-
ments in accelerating the expansion of credit through the provision 
of subsidized loans or by encouraging banks to lend to less-than-
creditworthy borrowers tend to end badly. Because the economy is in 
such flux and credit histories are so short, lending is especially hazard-
ous in the immediate aftermath of a conflict. Financial institutions lack 
the information and safeguards necessary to lend sensibly and safely. At 
this juncture, household savings and retained earnings suffice to fund 
the development of the small-scale activities that characterize the ini-
tial recovery. The early rapid rates of economic growth tend to generate 
sufficient profits for entrepreneurs to finance initial investments.

The international community does have a role to play in creat-
ing an environment in which a domestic financial sector can grow and 
thrive. As the financial sector develops and lending resumes, the mone-
tary authorities need to ensure that lending decisions do not hold prob-
lems for the future. The bankruptcy of major banks, threatening a col-
lapse of the financial system, is a major cause of recession throughout 
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the world. In transitional economies, banking problems ignored early 
on have led to banking crises and economic recessions four or five years 
after the initial recovery. Fortunately, banking assets tend to be small 
in the immediate aftermath of a conflict; setting up and implement-
ing an effective system for supervising all financial institutions early on 
will forestall crises further down the road. 

If the government and monetary authorities are to create condi-
tions for the development of an efficient financial sector while avoiding 
major banking insolvencies, they need to create a transparent, easily 
understood set of laws and regulations governing financial transac-
tions. They also need to create conditions for the rapid, fair settlement 
of disputes concerning transactions. International assistance agencies 
and the IMF have created templates for laws and regulations needed 
for the financial sector. These are relatively easy to adapt and adopt in 
postconflict nations.

As the legal and regulatory framework is being created, the mon-
etary authorities need to hire and train inspectors and develop a rig-
orous program of bank inspections. Care needs to be taken to make 
banking regulations easy to understand and enforce. Because the 
economy is in such flux and well-trained bank examiners are in short 
supply, the monetary authorities cannot rely on supervision alone to 
detect credit problems in banks. Setting relatively high capital require-
ments for existing and new banks provides insurance against a lapse in 
supervision. Because they also face the prospect of losing substantial 
amounts of their own money, owners of heavily capitalized banks tend 
to be less willing to take unwarranted risks with depositors’ money 
than are more lightly capitalized banks. Care needs to be taken to 
ensure that committed capital is actually injected into the banks by 
insisting that capital be on deposit at the central bank or at trusted 
international banks.

Although these measures are useful, the most successful policy 
for preventing future banking crises is to give well-capitalized for-
eign banks the opportunity to compete for the domestic market on 
the same basis as domestic banks. Well-capitalized foreign banks bring 
great advantages to the host country: They have already developed the 
credit evaluation, accounting, settlement, and payment systems needed 
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to operate a modern bank efficiently and securely. Several, like Stan-
dard Chartered Bank, have past experience in postconflict societies, 
which they can bring to bear in other postconflict situations. The large 
capital bases of international banks greatly reduce the threat of insol-
vency. The country in which the foreign bank is headquartered also 
supervises and examines the operations of the bank, providing a level 
of oversight impossible for the nascent monetary authorities in post-
conflict countries.

The monetary authorities also need to create an efficient payment 
system. Security, speed, and accuracy are the most important charac-
teristics of these systems. Electronic payment systems are the fastest, 
most secure systems for ensuring transfers. Donor funds are usually 
necessary for that part of the system utilized by the central bank and 
its branches. Commercial banks should finance their own connections. 
Rudimentary systems can be developed even in countries with poorly 
functioning electric power and telecommunication systems by using 
cell phones, laptops, and backup generators.

The monetary authorities also face the challenge of resuscitat-
ing or closing down insolvent banks inherited from the conflict. Until 
these banks are liquidated or recapitalized, the financial system will 
be weighed down by the bad loans on their balance sheets. The most 
effective policy for dealing with insolvent banks is to bring in outside 
audit teams that go through the bank, loan by loan, classifying them 
according to the likelihood of repayment. If a substantial number of 
loans is likely to be repaid, two new banks can be created out of the 
assets of the old: a solvent bank that is given the good assets and a cor-
responding deposit base and a “bad” bank into which the bad loans are 
dumped. Both banks are then recapitalized. The “good” bank operates 
as a normal commercial bank. The goal of the “bad” bank is to recover 
what it can and sell off its assets for whatever they are worth. Once it 
disposes of its assets, the bank is liquidated and the government receives 
whatever value remains. Because state-owned banks often play major 
roles in postconflict nations, funding and initiating the process of 
recapitalizing the banking sector is an important, if secondary, priority 
for donors and the host government. Because this process is long and 
complex, it is a task that does not need to be tackled immediately.
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The government must also make decisions on the extent to 
which depositors are to be compensated. This is an especially sensi-
tive issue in postconflict societies, as state-owned banks may be associ-
ated with one or another of the parties to the conflict. Deposits may 
include funds stolen during the conflict. Because the origin of large 
deposits is opaque, it is usually best to discriminate by the size of the 
deposit: The government (through assistance from the international 
community) pays small depositors in full while larger depositors receive 
only partial compensation. Because of the potential for fraud through 
the creation of “ghost” accounts, depositor compensation programs 
need to be monitored carefully, and, in some instances, they should be 
run by a trusted outside agency. Transactions also need to be audited.

Although these methods for dealing with insolvent banks have 
generally worked well, cleaning up in the aftermath of the collapse of 
a banking system is expensive, often running in the range of several 
percentage points of GDP. The host government should be intent on 
ensuring that the experience is not repeated by closely monitoring the 
emerging financial system and quickly taking action when a problem 
begins to emerge. 

Creating an Environment Conducive to Economic Growth 

Eliminating Price Controls. The removal of government controls 
on prices is key to creating an environment conducive to economic 
growth. Prices are the signals by which economic actors make deci-
sions. When controls distort prices, this sends the wrong message to 
consumers and producers, resulting in wasted resources, slower growth, 
and pressure on the budget as the government foregoes potential tax 
revenues or provides subsidies. Below-market prices encourage over-
consumption and smuggling, resulting in shortages. Price controls are 
often defended as a means of subsidizing purchases by poor house-
holds. They are an ineffective and expensive form of subsidization. They 
discriminate against the poor in favor of the rich: In most countries, 
upper-income households consume more subsidized products than do 
lower-income households.

During conflicts, most governments are unable to maintain price 
controls. They lack the funds to subsidize controlled-price goods and 
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the ability to control borders to stop the smuggling of these products 
out of the country. After the conflict, the intervening authorities can 
help forestall the reimposition of controls by selling products other 
than humanitarian relief supplies at market prices and encouraging 
competing sources of supply. The intervening authorities can also work 
with the World Bank and other international donors to devise poverty-
reduction strategies that address concerns about the affordability of 
food and fuels without resorting to price controls. For example, centers 
can be set up where poor families can request food assistance.

Government Regulation. In many parts of the world, regula-
tions are frequently designed and used to seek bribes. The intervening 
authorities can help postconflict governments to revamp their regula-
tory systems so as to reduce opportunities for requesting bribes and to 
improve the efficacy of the system by adopting best-practice principles 
for writing and issuing regulations: 

Focus first on introducing the procedures and regulations nec-
essary to get the government up and running and to protect the 
lives of citizens. These include registration procedures for key 
potential taxpayers (larger companies and organizations and 
wage-earning citizens) and regulations on sanitation to prevent 
the spread of disease.
Create clear, transparent procedures for making rules. Insist on 
well-advertised public hearings during the process, even during 
the initial days after conflict. Stipulate that only rules listed in 
a national registry are valid and that only rules made according 
to stipulated procedures can be listed in the registry.
Designate an ombudsman to review regulations before they 
are issued to ensure that they are easy to understand and 
implement.
Separate inspections from enforcement. This forestalls the emer-
gence of groups within the bureaucracy that prey on citizens and 
developing businesses. Make sure that inspectors are supervised 
closely and that their activities are subject to periodic review. As 
the government becomes more capable, establish administrative 
courts to review charges of violations of rules.

1.

2.

3.

4.
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Keep penalties commensurate with the size of the offense. Major 
violations should be penalized with more than a small fine; 
small infractions should not be penalized heavily. For example, 
importers who deliberately sell large volumes of contaminated 
food should be shut down, heavily fined, or, if the action was 
deliberate, face criminal charges. Small vendors that have failed 
to register should not pay substantial fines.
Where possible, adopt existing regulations and standards issued 
by the United States or the European Union. Although neither 
set is perfect, regulations in these countries undergo a great 
deal of scrutiny and generally have an underpinning based on 
research, an activity that postconflict societies cannot afford. 
Products that have passed muster by either entity should not 
have to undergo additional testing or evaluation before being 
sold in the country.

Private-Sector Development. Over the last several decades, assis-
tance agencies have funded a wide spectrum of programs designed to 
foster economic growth. In recent years, these programs have empha-
sized the private sector. Programs focus on transferring technologies 
in agriculture, manufacturing, communications, and other sectors, 
improving the operation of local markets, and fostering the develop-
ment of financial institutions.

Because of the depressed state of the economy following a con-
flict, assistance agencies can contribute to jump-starting private-sector 
economic activity through the judicious selection of programs. How-
ever, the record of these programs has been mixed: Some have been 
effective in spurring economic growth in communities that have 
been devastated by conflict; others have not. In most postconflict 
situations, quality seeds and simple agricultural equipment may be in 
short supply. Programs to provide these inputs for free or at subsidized 
prices can help stimulate a recovery in agriculture. Well-run micro-
credit programs in postconflict environments can target groups that 
have been most severely affected, such as people living in conflict zones, 
demobilized combatants, or the physically or psychologically impaired. 
On the other hand, the donor community and the host government 

5.

6.
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have to weigh programs carefully on the basis of complexity, timing, 
cost, and likely effectiveness. In 2004, the U.S. government provided 
assistance to restart the Baghdad stock market. Although trading now 
takes place, the stock market plays little role in fostering domestic eco-
nomic activity and investment. In light of all the other challenges in 
Iraq, this money was ill spent.

A key principle in choosing among programs to fund is not to 
try to do too much. The capacity of the intervening authorities, the 
donor community, and the host country to manage projects is even 
more limited in the chaos following a conflict than under normal cir-
cumstances. Everything demands attention. Private-sector develop-
ment programs that entail substantial involvement by officials need to 
be assessed carefully in terms of value added. Projects that need to be 
scaled up to have widespread impact, that involve substantial engage-
ment by foreign staff, or that do not generate an immediate economic 
payoff are to be avoided. Even if such programs promise long-term 
benefits, they should be delayed until other problems are less pressing 
and the capacity of the host-country bureaucracy to implement them 
has improved. This said, donors do need to be attentive to perceptions 
of equity. All groups that were party to the conflict should receive some 
benefits, though in terms of effectiveness and equity, programs should 
be targeted at those groups that are worse off.

Operating, Reconstructing, and Investing in Utilities, State-Owned 
Enterprises, and Infrastructure 

Utilities. Once the lights have been turned on and water has 
begun to flow in those areas where service had been available prior to 
the conflict, the host government and international community must 
turn to creating an institutional and commercial environment for the 
efficient provision of utilities. The equitable, efficient provision of utili-
ties can be an important stimulus for growth and quality of life.5 How-
ever, where governments attempt to provide utilities at tariffs that fail 
to cover costs, using the argument that buyers cannot afford to pay 

5 World Bank, World Development Report 2006: Equity and Development, Washington, 
D.C. and New York: World Bank and Oxford University Press, September 2005, p. 168.
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higher tariffs, systems tend to be stunted, they cover a small area of 
the country, and they are prone to frequent breakdowns in delivering 
services. If revenues fail to cover costs, the budget must pick up the 
difference, reducing resources available for other government services 
such as health care and education.

Utilities need to be able to generate enough revenue to cover costs, 
and utility managers need incentives to improve efficiency and opera-
tions. Utilities that operate inefficiently impose high economic costs. 
Businesses, households, and hospitals invest in expensive alternative 
sources of power and water or suffer the consequences of sudden out-
ages that may result in the destruction of expensive machinery, the 
spoilage of products that need refrigeration, or, in the case of hospi-
tals, the loss of life. When sewage systems back up due to the failure 
of pumps, drinking water is polluted, contributing to the spread of 
disease. Because loss-making utilities lack funds for expansion, ser-
vice is confined to existing customers, many, if not most, of whom are 
richer than the average citizen. Poorer households are forced to turn 
to expensive, less efficient alternatives, such as purchasing clean water 
from trucks or power from privately operated diesel generators, often 
at a cost several times what households and businesses with access to 
well-run systems pay.6

To operate utilities in a manner that fosters growth and improves 
human welfare, the host government, with the assistance of the inter-
vening authorities, should create managerial and corporate incentives 
to expand output and minimize costs, to introduce competition wher-
ever possible, and to create an environment in which utilities are self-
financing. These are all difficult tasks, but they are well worth pursu-
ing. They are also politically demanding, as government officials see 
state-run utilities as sources of jobs for supporters or as a means of 
subsidizing voters.

6 Mukami Kariuki and Jordan Schwartz, “Small-Scale Private Service Providers of Water 
Supply and Electricity: A Review of Incidence, Structure, Pricing and Operating Character-
istics,” World Bank Policy Working Paper 3727, Washington, D.C.: World Bank, October 
2005. 
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The first task following the initial restoration of service is the 
reconstitution or creation of personnel systems and the restoration or 
introduction of physical and financial control systems. Once these sys-
tems are up and operating, managers are able to hire and pay employ-
ees and regulate the flow of electric power, water, telephone traffic, 
and other such services. They can also track the number and duties 
of employees, payroll numbers, and other costs. The utility also needs 
to review job descriptions, creating a list of tasks and jobs by depart-
ment. The list should not be drawn up by the departments, but should 
be assembled by a task force answerable to the director of the utility 
and supervised by the donor community. This list will become the 
basis for controlling employment, a crucial management step in many 
countries. 

Subsequently, the host government, in conjunction with the util-
ity’s management and the assistance of the donor community and out-
side consultants, should carefully reorganize the utility to create cost 
and profit centers focused on operations. For example, in the electric 
power sector, generating plants, the transmission system and the dis-
tribution networks should become separate cost or profit centers. As 
part of this process, costs will have to be calculated and allocated so as 
to create an effective system of internal pricing so that each unit faces 
meaningful price signals. In the process of reorganization, the utility 
should be incorporated, if it is not already, and a transparent system 
for appointing a board of directors set up. It is advisable to appoint 
outside directors recommended by international financial institutions, 
including foreign nationals, so as to benefit from their expertise and 
provide an additional means of monitoring the utility’s management. 
Reorganization should be accompanied by the creation of bonus and 
promotion schemes for managers, tied to increasing profits or reducing 
costs in their centers. Where possible, the utility should contract out 
ancillary and support functions, contributing to the development of 
private sector suppliers of these services. 

As soon as service begins to be restored, management needs to 
turn to billing and collecting for services. Utility services are consumed 
just like vegetables or shoes. If consumers do not pay for the service, 
the utility cannot provide it. The costs of failing to put utilities in a 
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commercial status are high, as demonstrated by the case of Kosovo. 
The Kosovar electric power company is perennially short of funds to 
purchase fuel, maintain facilities, and invest in new plants because it is 
overstaffed and poorly managed, and it does not collect payments. Not 
surprisingly, electricity service is subject to frequent blackouts and the 
Kosovar economy suffers as a consequence. In contrast, early attention 
to payment systems and procurement practices have helped spur the 
development of electric power in East Timor.7

Best-practice policies for collecting payments include devolving 
the responsibility to local distribution companies. These can be run 
by the utility itself, private companies, municipalities, or cooperatives. 
In all instances, the utility needs to have the ability, legal and physi-
cal, to cut off service to the distribution company and its customers if 
payments are not made so as to enforce payment discipline. Devolving 
collection to local companies makes it easier to use social pressure and 
suasion as well as commercial measures to enforce payment discipline. 
When a neighborhood is cut off because one neighbor steals power, 
social pressures help force compliance. 

How can utilities be made affordable for the poorest in postcon-
flict societies? In the immediate aftermath of a conflict, collection can 
be introduced gradually, community by community, beginning with 
wealthier neighborhoods. If donors believe that it is a useful expen-
diture of funds, donors can cover part of the bills for lower-income 
people. For many utilities (for example, electric power, water, sewage) 
up-front costs of connection can be high, preventing poorer consum-
ers from connecting to the system. Amortizing connection costs over 
a few years or spreading connection costs across the existing subscriber 
base can help defray these costs. In some cases, the donor community 
or host government may wish to cover part of the costs of connec-
tion for poorer families. Lifeline rate structures also help by keeping 
prices low for the first kilowatt-hours or units of water consumed and 
then increasing tariff rates as consumption rises. Rewarding managers 

7 Klaus Rohland and Sarah Cliffe, “The East Timor Reconstruction Program: Successes, 
Problems, and Tradeoffs,” CPR Working Paper No. 2, Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 
November 2002.
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for economizing can be an efficient means of preventing costs from 
escalating.

Following a conflict, regulatory issues such as connection charges 
and rate setting are often handled on an ad hoc basis: Interim decisions 
are made by the government or the intervening authorities. As utility 
operations stabilize, the host country should set up a regulatory agency 
responsible for network industries, such as telecommunications, and 
for natural monopolies. In countries with few people with experience 
in regulation, it is often more sensible to set up one agency with a few 
well-paid, skilled administrators than separate agencies for each sector, 
capitalizing on available talent and experience. This approach also 
serves to keep regulatory approaches similar across industries, making 
implementation and enforcement of regulations easier.

A useful measure to encourage full recognition of capital costs in 
setting rates is to transfer some government debt, commensurate with 
the value of the utility’s assets, to the utility’s balance sheet. The trans-
fer reflects the cost of past investments, often financed by government 
borrowing. By imposing loan obligations on the utility, this measure 
forces the government, regulators, and the utility to recognize capital 
costs in the rate structure. The shift also reduces the debt burden of the 
government and attaches a potential stream of revenue from the sale of 
electricity or water to be used to finance this debt.

As service expands, the host government, the utilities, and the 
donor community should employ World Bank and UNDP method-
ologies to conduct more detailed needs assessments for the provision 
of their services than was possible immediately following the conflict.8

These needs assessments provide a basis for planning for investments 
in capacity improvements and additions and for making trade-offs 
between the sector and other investments in the economy. Once the 
needs assessment has been completed, the utility, in conjunction with 
the planning ministry, the donor community, and leaders of the most 
important political factions, should begin to design an investment 
plan. The staff of the utility should be in charge of the plan, but it is 
important to include representatives of major political groups as well so 

8 Kievelitz et al. (2004).
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that all parties are reassured that they will receive access to service in 
a reasonable amount of time. Planning committees that include donor 
representation should improve the capacity of the utility and the gov-
ernment to plan investments more effectively. Over time, the govern-
ment should withdraw from directly participating in investment plan-
ning; this responsibility should devolve to the utility managers. If the 
utility remains in state hands, state control should be exercised through 
a board of directors despite the likely opposition of government leaders. 
Making donor funds contingent on establishing independent utilities 
is a useful means of separating utilities from political pressures.

Once investments have been selected, they should be funded 
through project finance. Project finance imposes discipline absent 
from projects funded with grant aid. It forces all parties to address 
issues related to the appropriate size of the facility, operating and capi-
tal costs, and repayment, which in turn lead to concrete projections of 
solvent demand and the resolution of issues concerning rate setting, 
collections, and taxation of utility services. By conducting careful finan-
cial analysis and insisting on loan or equity finance, project finance 
pushes utility managers to evaluate trade-offs between investing in 
additional production capacity, distribution systems, or solutions other 
than capacity additions such as reducing losses or turning to alternative 
sources of supply. For example, brownouts and blackouts are generally 
perceived as reflecting too little generating capacity. Although invest-
ment in additional physical capacity is often important, improvements 
in operating procedures, such as reducing line losses, forestalling theft 
of power, introducing time-of-day pricing for major industrial con-
sumers, or increasing tariffs, may do more to reduce power disruptions 
than would installing new generating capacity. Project lending also 
helps reduce corruption, as lenders can insist on international financial 
contracting procedures and payments from revenues. 

In contrast, grant aid is a pernicious use of funds for investing in 
utilities. It fails to impose discipline for evaluating trade-offs in terms 
of size, timing, repayment, or other alternatives. Because the utility 
does not pay for the cost of the capital it is using, the value of capi-
tal is often not fully incorporated into the tariff structure, distorting 
current and future investment and operating decisions. In Iraq, for 
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example, the grantor, in this case the United States, has not used best-
practice contracting procedures for distributing funds, contributing to 
corruption.9

State-Owned Enterprises. Some postconflict societies inherit 
state-owned enterprises and other assets—for example, a flour mill 
and the port authority in Haiti and a refined oil product distribution 
company in Liberia. Because state-owned enterprises are often in key 
sectors, they can severely hamper economic growth if poorly man-
aged. The high cost of transit for goods through Haiti’s ports has made 
assembly operations economically infeasible, stunting manufacturing. 
In most instances, the society would be better off if such state-owned 
enterprises were sold to the private sector. But privatization of large 
companies is a complicated, lengthy process, difficult in any coun-
try, and it is nigh impossible in the aftermath of conflict. As long as 
these enterprises remain in state hands, the host government needs to 
manage them well. To do so, the intervening authorities and the host 
government need to adopt the following practices:

Restart operations of those enterprises that produce marketable 
goods and services as soon as possible. Typically, this entails 
finding and rehiring staff, repairing equipment, and provid-
ing financial resources so that wages can be paid and sup-
plies and parts purchased. Billing and collection must begin as 
soon as possible so that the enterprise starts generating its own 
revenues.
Remove barriers to entry for firms that compete with state-
owned enterprises. If the private sector can produce a good or 
service more efficiently and cheaply, it should be at liberty to do 
so. Subsidizing the operation of state-owned enterprises penal-
izes private-sector entrepreneurs and wastes scarce resources. 
Devolve management responsibility and authority to the direc-
tor of the state-owned enterprise. If the enterprise is expected to 
compete against the private sector, its managers must have simi-

9 Inspector General for Iraq Reconstruction, Iraq Reconstruction: Lessons Learned in Con-
tracting and Procurement, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, July 2006.
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lar authority and responsibility while facing the same market 
discipline. Managers of state-owned enterprises cannot work 
effectively if they are second-guessed and overruled by ministers 
or other government officials. Managers should be rewarded on 
the basis of profitability.
Managers should be subject to strict financial controls. The inter-
vening authorities should insist on creating accurate accounting 
systems for state-owned enterprises. 
Contract with outside auditors and financial analysts to assess 
the viability of the state-owned enterprises. Those enterprises 
deemed unviable should be placed on a list for eventual liquida-
tion or sale.
Privatization is politically sensitive, especially the sale of larger 
enterprises. The host-country government should take the lead 
on privatization. If the host-country government possesses large 
holdings of farmland or owns small businesses, the intervening 
authorities should work with the host country to devise a system 
of land grants or auctions to give or sell these assets to private 
individuals on an equitable basis. If political opposition to 
privatizing larger enterprises is strong, the intervening authori-
ties should focus their efforts on improving the operations of the 
state-owned enterprises, not on privatizing them.

Infrastructure. Infrastructure includes transportation systems, 
public buildings, and facilities for the provision of public services. The 
term is also frequently used to describe investments in utilities. Because 
utilities generate services that are more easily marketable than roads, 
for example, we have chosen to confine our discussion of infrastructure 
here to roads, public buildings, and other investments needed to pro-
vide public services. 

In the aftermath of a conflict, infrastructure has usually been 
severely damaged or destroyed. Not all of these structures need to be 
rebuilt immediately, and some not at all. Rather, after a first round of 
reconstructing schools, restoring the operation of key ports, and fixing 
major roads, the intervening authorities and the host government should 
conduct a more thorough needs assessment of roads and public services, 

4.

5.

6.
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then put together a capital budget, rank-ordering the most important 
projects by region and sector. Political considerations should play a role 
in developing this list. A road project in a region that has suffered from 
conflict may look less economically attractive than a project in a more 
prosperous region that avoided the conflict. However, constructing the 
road is likely to play a key role in accelerating economic growth in 
the region of conflict and restoring commercial and personal connec-
tions to the rest of the country, thereby cementing the peace. 

Infrastructure is expensive to construct; once constructed, it is 
too often poorly maintained. International donors should work with 
the government to assign responsibilities to ministries or agencies, such 
as a road administration, for the construction and maintenance of 
infrastructure. These entities should not employ their own workforces, 
but should contract out design, repair, and construction work to pri-
vate contractors. In many cases, the entities may choose to make local 
communities responsible for maintaining their own roads, schools, and 
clinics. In these instances, the government should help local commu-
nities raise funds or transfer funds from the national budget to cover 
these costs. Road and other administrations also need to develop the 
capability to conduct physical audits (which can also be contracted to 
third parties) to ensure that payments are made only for work that has 
been satisfactorily completed.

Constructing and repairing roads, schools, and clinics are highly 
useful donor-funded activities in postconflict societies. Roads con-
nect isolated regions to the rest of the country, linking communities to 
national markets. They improve security by making remote commu-
nities more accessible to security forces, thus depriving spoilers of safe 
havens. Schools and clinics are preconditions for providing important 
public services. When construction projects are contracted and built 
locally, they pump money into local economies, generating incomes 
outside the major cities. Local involvement teaches contracting, project 
management, and construction skills. Local projects increase demand 
for local construction materials such as gravel, bricks, and timber. 
Transparent, honest contracting procedures signal that the new gov-
ernment has changed for the better, limiting corrupt practices.
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Although investment in additional physical capacity is often 
important, improvements in operating procedures can be just as or 
even more beneficial. For example, ports and border crossings often 
create bottlenecks. By streamlining procedures or moving to a 24-
hour-a-day operating schedule, the government may do more to speed 
transit times than it would through the construction of facilities or 
routes. 

Despite the importance of providing utilities and the symbolism 
of constructing major projects or public works, rarely does it make 
sense to invest in major infrastructure or utility projects in regions 
where conflict continues. As shown by the experience in Iraq, con-
struction costs during periods of conflict may run several times those 
in peacetime because of the additional security costs and delays and the 
destruction of newly built installations. High-profile projects become 
magnets for spoilers: The destruction of a newly built bridge can have 
a deeper psychological impact than its completion. In such situations, 
funds are better spent on restoring security and planning projects than 
initiating project work. Exceptions to this admonition include infra-
structure needed to transport key commodities to major markets, such 
as railroads or ports, or installations that can be easily repaired after 
sabotage, such as crude-oil pipelines.

Immediately following the conflict, donors can usefully jump-
start housing reconstruction by ensuring the provision of building 
materials, sometimes gratis or below cost. However, in the second stage 
of the conflict, donors should refrain from directly funding housing 
construction. Housing is a significant capital investment everywhere 
in the world—usually the largest single investment made by individu-
als. Because of its cost, donors lack the resources to make a substantial 
contribution to this sector. What monies are granted are likely to be 
skewed toward a small group of individuals, eliciting envy from others. 
Moreover, local communities have the capacity to provide for much of 
their own housing, making donor funds more valuable elsewhere. 

Improved housing is a longer-term development goal that is of 
lower priority than providing utilities or infrastructure. Assistance in 
this area should be targeted at reducing transaction costs and creating 
institutions that establish a long-term basis for financing and purchas-
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ing housing. Granting titles to plots of land and buildings through 
the establishment of a single property register; simple, fair, and cheap 
procedures for claiming title; and simple adjudication procedures have 
long been emphasized as important steps to creating property and capi-
tal markets in developing countries. The same applies to postconflict 
societies. Separate administrative courts with elected judges can be 
utilized to adjudicate property disputes, including those that emerge 
because of the conflict, and to create the basis for accountable judges 
and greater trust in the law.

 Donors should not provide subsidized lending for housing or 
jump-start housing finance. Because housing finance by necessity 
needs to be long-term, until inflation rates and nominal interest rates 
decline and the economy becomes more stable, mortgage finance 
remains a nonstarter. Attempting to circumvent financial development 
through subsidies or specialized mortgage programs is a waste of time 
and money.

Outcomes

As shown in Figure 9.1, most postconflict societies have succeeded in 
moving from an initial period of rapid recovery to extended periods of 
sustained and, in some cases, accelerated economic growth. Bosnia, 
Germany, and Sierra Leone averaged double-digit growth rates in 
the first five years after the end of their respective conflicts. Growth 
in Cambodia and Mozambique has also been rapid and accelerated in 
their respective second five-year postconflict periods.

Other postconflict societies have not done as well. Growth in 
Congo and Haiti was disappointing, but it can be explained in great 
part by the failure of both countries to establish security or follow sen-
sible economic policies. The rates for East Timor and Kosovo have 
been restrained by a rapid decline in levels of assistance. The two enti-
ties received the highest levels of assistance as a share of GDP among 
our group of postconflict interventions. In Kosovo, assistance ran 
70 percent of GDP in the second year following the conflict; it fell to 
26 percent four years later. In East Timor, assistance fell from 86 percent
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Figure 9.1
Economic Growth Following Conflict
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of GDP in the first year following the conflict to 57 percent two years 
later. While non–assistance-related economic activity enjoyed healthy 
growth in both countries, the drawdown in assistance spending and 
associated economic activity kept aggregate growth rates lower than in 
other postconflict countries.

As noted in Chapter Seven, the rate of growth in the first year 
following a conflict is highly correlated with the cumulative decline 
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in output during the conflict.10 To some extent, this carries through 
during the first years following the conflict, but this initial condition 
becomes less important over time. In the longer run, differences in 
rates of economic growth in postconflict societies are driven by better 
policies and institutions, not by initial conditions.11

Key Actors

As in the initial period of stabilization, the IMF should take the lead 
in working with the monetary authorities of the host country to create 
a well-functioning monetary policy framework and a healthy financial 
system. The World Bank, in conjunction with the IMF, should take 
the lead in establishing budgeting, financial information, and auditing 
systems.

Donor committees with host-country participation should con-
tinue to coordinate assistance during this stage. Such committees should 
be chaired by the individual in charge of the intervening authorities or 
by a designated alternate until the mission ends, at which time a repre-
sentative of the World Bank or one of the regional development banks 
should become the chair. 

The World Bank or a regional development bank should take the 
lead in assisting the host government in setting up personnel, contract-
ing, and procurement systems. For assistance with individual minis-
tries such as health, education, or justice, the World Bank may wish to 
devolve responsibility to one of the national assistance programs. How-

10 The correlation is –0.69. 
11 See, for example, World Bank, World Development Report 2002: Building Institutions for 
Markets, Washington, D.C., and New York: World Bank and Oxford University Press, Sep-
tember 2001b; World Bank, World Development Report 2005: A Better Investment Climate 
for Everyone, Washington, D.C., and New York: World Bank and Oxford University Press, 
September 2004; Craig Burnside and David Dollar, “Aid, Policies, and Growth,” Ameri-
can Economic Review, Vol. 90, No. 4, September 2000, pp. 847–868 [p. 964]; Paul Collier 
and David Dollar, “Aid Allocation and Poverty,” Policy Research Working Paper No. 2041, 
Washington, D.C.: World Bank, draft of October 20, 1998; and Paul Collier and Anke 
Hoeffler, “Aid, Policy, and Growth in Post-Conflict Societies,” Policy Research Working 
Paper No. 2902, Washington, D.C.: World Bank, October 2002.
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ever, financial and personnel systems need to be standardized across 
ministries. The World Bank has experience in assisting in contracting 
with countries of widely varying capabilities and is adept at tailoring 
procedures to those of host governments, even in postconflict situa-
tions. The host country should adopt the procurement manuals, regu-
lations and rules, and draft contracts from the World Bank.12 It should 
also request technical assistance from the World Bank in setting up 
and implementing these contracting procedures and in granting major 
contracts.

Host governments should be encouraged to permit a variety of 
suppliers for services, especially utilities. Where possible, private-sector 
provision and competition should be encouraged for utilities. Local 
governments, NGOs, businesses, and cooperatives can all play roles in 
providing education, training, and health care. 

The World Bank should take the lead in working with the min-
istries involved in planning for the construction of infrastructure. The 
host government with the assistance of the World Bank should be 
responsible for reporting on plans at donor committee meetings.

Costs 

In this section, we establish rough guidelines for determining appropri-
ate levels of effective assistance for economic development, budget sup-
port, and investment in utilities and infrastructure in countries during 
the first several years following a conflict. We first address the question 
of what overall levels of assistance postconflict societies can usefully 
absorb and when. We then turn to a more detailed assessment of rea-
sonable levels of assistance for budgetary support, infrastructure, and 
utilities and the forms in which it is most efficacious to provide this 
assistance.

Overall Levels of Assistance. Figure 9.2 shows the average share of 
foreign assistance in terms of GDP during the first nine years following

12 World Bank, Bank-Financed Procurement Model, Washington, D.C., draft of July 
2001a.
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Figure 9.2
Shares of Foreign Assistance as a Percent of GDP in Postconflict Societies
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a conflict for 12 postconflict societies. The average level of foreign 
assistance for the group in the first three years following the conflict 
was about 30 percent of GDP, after which it gradually declined to 
13 percent in the seventh year. The figure also shows the country that 
received the highest share of assistance (East Timor) and the country 
with the lowest (Namibia). At least initially, levels of assistance vary 
dramatically: Assistance to East Timor in the first year following the 
conflict ran 86 percent of its much-reduced GDP; for Kosovo, this 
figure was 70 percent. In contrast, assistance to Namibia and El Sal-
vador fluctuated between 2 percent and 7 percent of GDP throughout 
the postconflict period.
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These figures show what the international community has chosen 
to provide, not what these postconflict societies could have usefully 
absorbed. Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler (2002) tackle this latter 
question. They conclude that, following a conflict, the international 
community can provide effective assistance equivalent to upwards of 
40 percent of GDP, measured at market exchange rates to countries, 
or roughly double the share of assistance in GDP that other develop-
ing countries can absorb without experiencing sharp declines in the 
effectiveness of additional assistance.13 Collier and Hoeffler also find 
that the efficacy of assistance varies over time. They argue that assis-
tance has its greatest impact on growth between the fourth and sev-
enth years following the conflict, after which it declines. During that 
period, the country has developed to a point at which it can effectively 
absorb larger quantities of assistance. After seven years, private invest-
ment takes over as the driver of growth and aid has a relatively smaller 
impact.

Reviewing past patterns of assistance and drawing on Collier and 
Hoeffler’s work, we have developed the following guidelines for deter-
mining an effective level of assistance after a conflict. As a general rule, 
we advocate providing assistance in the amount of one-third to two-
fifths of GDP in the first three years following a conflict, levels that 
have been fairly common in better-funded interventions but that reflect 
higher-than-average assistance levels. For very low-income countries or 
those badly devastated by conflict, we advocate increasing this share 
to 70 percent for the first year after a conflict. We then advocate a 
gradual reduction in the share of assistance to 20 percent of GDP by 
the seventh year following the conflict. The decline in assistance levels 
as a share of GDP does not necessarily imply an immediate decline in 
absolute levels of aid. The primary reason for the declines in assistance 
as a share of GDP shown in Figure 9.2 is growth in the denominator, 
GDP. In many postconflict societies, GDP grows very quickly in the 
first years following a conflict. Consequently, even if donors sustain or 
increase the dollar amount of assistance, assistance as a share of GDP 
falls.

13 Collier and Hoeffler (2002, p. 7).
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In Table 9.1, we compare actual assistance levels to what this pat-
tern of assistance would have looked like if applied to Namibia and 
Mozambique. We use two sets of parameters. For Namibia, a lower-
middle–income developing country, we posit assistance equal to 33 
percent of GDP for the first three years after the conflict and then 
gradually reduce it to 20 percent. For Mozambique, one of the world’s 
poorest countries, we use a rate equal to 70 percent of GDP in the first 
year following the conflict. We then gradually reduce the share of assis-
tance as a share of GDP to 20 percent by the seventh year following the 

Table 9.1
Comparison of Actual and Suggested Levels of Assistance in Namibia and 
Mozambique

Country Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 5 Year 7

Namibia

Actual assistance 
($ millions)

154.6 224.3 172.7 159.2 208.5

Posited assistance 
($ millions)

1,028.6 1,048.6 1,165.2 910.2 774.5

Actual assistance as a 
share of GDP (%)

5.0 7.1 4.9 4.6 5.4

Posited assistance as a 
share of GDP (%)

33.0 33.0 33.0 26.5 20.0

Mozambique

Actual assistance 
($ millions)

1,388.6 1,384.0 1,202.6 1,034.4 856.1

Posited assistance 
($ millions)

2,181.9 1,636.5 1,165.2 1,133.5 1,277.9

Actual assistance as a 
share of GDP (%)

32.7 36.9 30.3 40.7 27.2

Posited assistance as a 
share of GDP (%)

70.0 51.5 33.0 33.0 33.0

SOURCE: Foreign aid data, World Bank, World Development Indicators Database; 
GDP data, International Monetary Fund, International Financial Statistics Browser; 
other indicators, RAND calculations.

NOTE: All dollar amounts are in constant 2002 U.S. dollars. Amounts may not sum 
due to rounding.



248    The Beginner’s Guide to Nation-Building

conflict. As can be seen, assistance flows would have been substantially 
greater for both Namibia and Mozambique under these assumptions.

What would the additional assistance have achieved? In a recent 
paper, Clemens, Radelet, and Bhavnani evaluate the effectiveness of 
budget and balance-of-payments support, investments in utilities and 
infrastructure, and aid to productive sectors such as agriculture or 
industry in spurring growth.14 They find that, on average in develop-
ing countries, an additional percentage point of assistance as a share of 
GDP results in an additional 0.31 percentage points of annual growth 
in GDP.15 Applying this parameter to the assistance levels posited 
in the table, by the seventh year after the conflict, GDP would have 
been 40 percent higher in Namibia and 17 percent higher in Mozam-
bique if higher levels of assistance had been provided. Like Collier and 
Hoeffler, Clemens, Radelet, and Bhavnani find that, at a certain point, 
the effectiveness of additional assistance declines, eventually capping 
the amount of assistance that can be utilized effectively. 

Utilities and Infrastructure. Building utilities and infrastructure 
is expensive. In the case of utilities, the user must be connected to 
the network to obtain service. Consequently, the network has to be 
constructed up front; returns come as services are provided over time 
and more users are connected. Constructing and improving ports, rail-
roads, and public buildings also entail significant investment. 

In developing countries, the cost of making these investments in 
infrastructure and utilities may add up to several percentage points of 
GDP. For example, in 2004, China with its booming economy and 
underdeveloped infrastructure invested 4.2 percent of its GDP in utili-
ties and an additional 5.6 percent in transportation, primarily infra-
structure, for a total of 9.8 percent of GDP.16 In developed countries, 
where utilities and infrastructure have already been constructed, public 
investment is correspondingly lower. The United States invested only 

14 Michael A. Clemens, Steven Radelet, and Rikhil Bhavnani, “Counting Chickens When 
They Hatch: The Short-Term Effect of Aid on Growth,” Working Paper No. 44, Washing-
ton, D.C.: Center for Global Growth, December 2, 2004.
15 Clemens, Radelet, and Bhavnani (2004, p. 40).
16 China Statistical Yearbook 2005, China Statistics Press, 2005, pp. 52, 187.
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0.6 percent of its GDP in electric power and telecommunications in 
1997; investment in public infrastructure ran 2.5 percent of GDP, for 
a total of 3.1 percent.17

More than with other types of assistance, investments in utilities 
and infrastructure take time to ramp up. Projects need to be designed 
and sized carefully so that they provide sufficient capacity to meet 
future needs but do not waste investment funds because they are too 
large. Sites have to be selected and prepared, buildings constructed, 
and equipment ordered and installed. Once constructed, the project 
has to be linked with existing systems. All this takes time. In an evalu-
ation of 19 major investment projects, the World Bank found that, on 
average, 14 percent of total project costs were expended in the first year 
of disbursement, rising to 22 percent in the second year and 23 percent 
in the third (see Figure 9.3). The bank’s analysis underlines the difficul-
ties of spending massive amounts of money on infrastructure projects 
quickly and effectively. The sorry record of U.S. reconstruction expen-
ditures in Iraq corroborates the bank’s lessons.18

What do these lessons imply for appropriate levels of investment 
in utilities and infrastructure following a conflict? In the first year fol-
lowing a conflict, the host country and the international community 
should focus on restarting and repairing existing systems and setting 
up proper maintenance and management procedures for their current 
and future operation. At this juncture, programs focusing on the repair 
of roads, both national and local, are a good expenditure of funds. 
Importing and stockpiling critical components and establishing effi-
cient maintenance procedures for electric power and water systems are 
also key tasks. Although these activities cost money, they are not as 
expensive as new infrastructure projects.

The host country and the donor community also need to begin 
planning and designing the renovation or construction of facilities 

17 Bureau of Economic Analysis, National Economic Accounts, National Income and Prod-
uct Account Tables: Section 5, Saving and Investment, Tables 5.3.5.A and 5.8.5.A. (Detailed 
data were for 1996 and 1997 only.)
18 Inspector General for Iraq Reconstruction (2006).
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Figure 9.3
Disbursement Patterns of World Bank Loans
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SOURCE: United Nations Development Group and World Bank, United Nations/World 
Bank Joint Iraq Needs Assessment, Washington, D.C., October 2003, pp. 56–57.

and other infrastructure. These activities are less expensive, but they 
are as important as construction. Poorly designed projects can hinder 
development: They may saddle a country with electric power and water 
systems subject to frequent breakdowns, result in perennially congested 
road networks, or impose debts that cannot easily be repaid.

As project designs and assessments are completed, construction 
can be gradually ramped up in the third and fourth years following 
the conflict. Initially, most postconflict states encounter bottlenecks in 
terms of moving material and equipment and organizing construction. 
For example, Afghanistan has had difficulty in absorbing reconstruc-
tion assistance. In 2004–2005, the donor community offered assis-
tance equal to 13 percent of Afghanistan’s GDP; total disbursements 
were only 2.9 percent of GDP.19 To prevent construction delays and 
keep costs under control, the host government, especially the minis-
try in charge of planning and development, and international donor 
community need to carefully coordinate projects so as not to generate 

19 International Monetary Fund (2005d, p. 22).
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backlogs at ports and key transportation nodes. As the country’s capac-
ity to absorb investment rises, it will be able to absorb larger inflows of 
foreign assistance for infrastructure development.

This assistance should come in the form of loans or equity invest-
ment, not grant aid. If projects are well designed, the social and eco-
nomic rates of return on these investments are likely to be high, espe-
cially in postconflict societies in which much of the capital stock has 
been destroyed or neglected. For example, the payback period on invest-
ments in mobile telephone service in Somalia has been as rapid as three 
years.20 Grant aid is better spent in covering operating expenditures of 
the government than in financing the provision of utilities. 

Despite our emphasis on project finance for utilities and infra-
structure projects, the donor community still has a key role in facil-
itating loans or equity investment. Postconflict economies are risky: 
The probability of political turmoil or a return to conflict is high; the 
government has little ability to raise revenues; and the nascent private 
sector lacks the experience, management capacity, and capital to plan, 
build, and finance significant projects. The donor community can play 
a useful role in financing the construction and operation of utilities 
and infrastructure by providing guarantees or loans from official loan 
programs or from international financial institutions. 

Although loans from the international community are useful, 
a focus on providing subsidized loans ignores the larger and, in our 
view, more important task of reducing the level of risk for all inves-
tors, private and government, in the postconflict society. First and fore-
most, this entails ensuring the security of people and property in both 
the immediate postconflict period and, through the development of 
an effective system of justice, the ensuing years. Second, the donor 
community needs to work with the host-country government to create 
institutions and laws that reduce regulatory risk and the threat of cor-
ruption. This is a hard task; no society has mastered it in full. However, 
some best practices have been identified. Focusing assistance and, just 

20 John Bray, “International Companies and Post-Conflict Reconstruction,” Conflict Pre-
vention and Reconstruction, Social Development Paper No. 22, Washington, D.C.: World 
Bank, February 2005, p. 12.



252    The Beginner’s Guide to Nation-Building

as importantly, donor attention on the development of these institu-
tions and practices is far more important than donating funds for the 
construction of a new hospital or university.

Because it is one of the best-funded and better-documented cases, 
we have used Bosnia as a model again for suggested levels of assistance 
for infrastructure. Figure 9.4 shows total investment and reconstruc-
tion aid as a share of GDP in Bosnia between 1995, the last year of the 
conflict, and 2005. As shown in the figure, reconstruction aid played a 
very important role early on in boosting investment from 20 percent to 
over 40 percent of GDP. It accounted for three-fourths of total invest-
ment in 1996, the first postconflict year. Reconstruction aid became 
progressively less important both in dollar terms and as a share of Bos-
nian GDP during the subsequent decade. We note that Bosnia’s figures 
for gross investment as a share of GDP in the fourth and later years 
following the conflict are somewhat low compared to other developing 

Figure 9.4
Gross Investment and Reconstruction Aid as a Share of Bosnia’s GDP
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countries.21 Many rapidly growing developing countries invest close to 
30 percent of GDP. However, the figures are similar to or higher than 
those in other postconflict societies such as Cambodia, Mozambique, 
Namibia, and Sierra Leone. 

In Table 9.2, we again apply these patterns of investment and 
reconstruction assistance to Namibia and Sierra Leone to illustrate 
appropriate levels of reconstruction aid to these two countries. Using 
the investment and assistance path illustrated in Figure 9.4 as a guide, 
reconstruction aid would cover most investment in the first year fol-
lowing the conflict, then fluctuate between 40 percent and 50 percent 
for the next five years, falling to about a quarter of the total in the 
seventh year. As the economy grows and commercial sources of capital 
become more available, financing shifts from assistance to domestic 
and commercial sources of finance.

21 However, the IMF suspects that the Bosnian numbers are underestimated (International 
Monetary Fund, “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Selected Economic Issues,” IMF Country Report 
No. 04/54, Washington, D.C., March 2004, p. 12).
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Table 9.2
Estimated Gross Fixed Capital Investment and Reconstruction Assistance in 
Namibia and Sierra Leone

Country Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5

Namibia

GDP ($ millions) 3,117.1 3,177.6 3,530.8 3,215.1 3,434.9

Gross fixed capital 
investment as a share 
of GDP (%)

40.3 39.2 36.0 20.0 20.6

Gross fixed capital 
investment ($ millions)

1,257.7 1,244.5 1,270.2 643.0 707.6

Reconstruction aid as a 
share of GDP (%)

30.2 15.6 17.7 10.9 8.4

Recommended 
reconstruction aid 
($ millions)

941.6 496.6 623.4 351.6 287.3

Sierra Leone

GDP ($ millions) 661.9 819.0 936.0 971.9 1,030.8

Gross fixed capital 
investment as a share 
of GDP (%)

40.3 39.2 36.0 20.0 20.6

Gross fixed capital 
investment ($ millions)

267.1 320.8 336.7 194.4 212.3

Reconstruction aid as a 
share of GDP (%)

30.2 15.6 17.7 10.9 8.4

Recommended 
reconstruction aid 
($ millions)

199.9 128.0 165.2 106.3 86.2

SOURCE: RAND calculations.

NOTE: All dollar amounts are in constant 2002 U.S. dollars. Amounts may not sum 
due to rounding.
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CHAPTER TEN

Conclusion: The Cost of Nation-Building

This volume is intended to help those mounting nation-building opera-
tions in designing, assembling, and employing the necessary compo-
nents. It should also assist journalists, legislators, and other interested 
observers in evaluating the planning and implementation of any such 
mission. Each preceding chapter contains simple formulas for estimat-
ing the required size and likely cost of the various mission elements. 
This chapter addresses the overall costs. 

Two types of variables have been used throughout this volume to 
predict costing requirements. The first are the more or less immutable 
facts on the ground, such as the size of the population, its degree of 
urbanization, and its level of income, factors that cannot be immedi-
ately affected by the intervention. The second are societal conditions 
that may, over time, be influenced and the goals for doing so. In this 
latter category are the levels and types of conflict within the society 
and the scope of reforms being attempted. 

Most historical nation-building operations have fallen into one 
of two categories. The first are peacekeeping missions mounted on the 
basis of prior agreement among the warring parties. The second are 
peace enforcement operations launched over the opposition of one or 
more of the indigenous factions. Interventions of the first type have 
typically been led by the United Nations, those of the second by a 
major global or regional power or by an alliance of such powers. Peace 
enforcement actions of this latter type have proved much more expen-
sive than peacekeeping operations, and particularly so for the leading 
participants.
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Table 10.1 shows the requirements for the two types of opera-
tions in the same hypothetical country. The nation in question is rather 
small and very poor, with a population of 5 million and a per capita 
income of $500, thus similar in size and level of development to Haiti, 
Sierra Leone, or Liberia. The light peacekeeping operation assumes a 
permissive entry, acquiescent population, and some level of remaining 
local capacity for governance and security. The heavy peace enforce-
ment mission assumes a forced entry, a more hostile or divided popu-
lation, and little or no immediately available indigenous capacity for 
governance and security. 

Table 10.1
The Costs of Nation-Building

Sector

Light Peacekeeping Heavy Peace Enforcement

Number of 
Personnel Cost 

(millions 
of US$)

Number of 
Personnel Cost 

(millions 
of US$)Local Int’l Local Int’l

Military 15,000 50 15,000 50

8,000 360 65,000 13,000

Police 11,000 18 11,000 18

1,000 170 8,000 1,250

Rule of law 18 18

Humanitarian 170 170

Governance 260 260

Economic 
stabilization

30 30

Democratization 50 50

Development and 
infrastructure

390 750

Total 26,000 9,000 1,520 26,000 73,000 15,600

NOTE: Data are based on operations in a hypothetical country of 5 million people 
with a per capita GDP of $500. Costs may not sum due to rounding.
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In both cases, the society is assumed to be generating no signifi-
cant government revenue, thus requiring that nearly all public services 
be funded initially by the intervening authorities. More prosperous 
postconflict societies are usually able to fund some appreciable share of 
their own government operations, but their reconstruction may never-
theless pose a larger burden on external donors because public services 
in such societies are more expensive to provide due to higher wage 
rates. Thus, somewhat counterintuitively, nation-building can be more 
expensive in relatively developed societies, such as Bosnia or Iraq, than 
in highly underdeveloped ones, such as Afghanistan or Sierra Leone.

A light peacekeeping operation in this hypothetical society is 
estimated to require 9,000 international soldiers and police at a total 
cost of $1.5 billion per year. A heavy peace enforcement mission could 
require 80,000 personnel and cost $15 billion per year.1

1 In three instances, the projections differ substantially. The size, capability, and cost of 
the international military force that intervenes under the heavy peace enforcement opera-
tion are substantially greater than in the light peacekeeping scenario, consistent with the 
international community’s experience with these two types of operations. For the heavy 
peace enforcement scenario, we calculated the number of soldiers using the average number 
of international military personnel deployed in the first year of eight peace enforcement 
operations (in East Timor, Eastern Slavonia, Japan, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, and 
Iraq; we excluded the two outliers—Germany on the high end and Afghanistan on the low 
end—from the average). For the light peacekeeping scenario, we used the average number of 
soldiers in the first year of six peacekeeping operations (in Congo [in the 1960s], Namibia, 
Cambodia, Mozambique, Sierra Leone, and El Salvador).

Numbers of international police officers also differ. For the heavy peace enforcement sce-
nario, we computed the number of police officers using the average number of interna-
tional police officers deployed in the first year in three operations: Bosnia, East Timor, and 
Kosovo. (The average was 161 per 100,000 inhabitants; Afghanistan, Germany, and Japan 
were excluded from the average because no civilian international police force was deployed 
to these three countries). For the light peacekeeping scenario, we used the average number 
of police in the first year of eight less ambitious operations with international police compo-
nents (in Congo [in the 1960s], Namibia, El Salvador, Cambodia, Somalia, Mozambique, 
Haiti, and Sierra Leone). 

Finally, we assumed that the willingness of foreign donors to fund infrastructure develop-
ment was less in the peacekeeping than in the peace enforcement scenarios. For the peace-
keeping scenario, we assumed that the international community would fund reconstruction 
in the range of 16 percent of GDP, the level provided in Bosnia during the second year after 
the end of the conflict. For the peace enforcement scenario, we assumed that the interna-
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These figures are consistent with the actual costs and staffing 
levels of UN-led peacekeeping and U.S.-led peace enforcement opera-
tions over the past several decades. Over this period, heavy nationally 
or alliance-led peace enforcement missions have proved, on average, to 
require approximately 10 times more personnel and money, on a per 
capita basis, than lighter UN-led peacekeeping missions.

The expense of any nation-building mission is shared among 
troop contributors, aid donors, and the international community as a 
whole according to various burden-sharing formulas. The costs of UN-
led operations are spread most widely. Those of nationally led peace 
enforcement missions fall more heavily on the lead nation and its prin-
cipal allies. 

As a practical matter, therefore, full-scale peace enforcement 
actions are feasible only when the intervening authorities care a great 
deal about the outcome and, even then, only in relatively small societ-
ies. Thus, the effort needed to stabilize Bosnia and Kosovo has proved 
difficult to replicate in Afghanistan or Iraq, nations that are eight to 12 
times more populous. It would be even more difficult to mount a peace 
enforcement mission in Iran, which is three times more populous than 
Iraq, and nearly impossible to do so in Pakistan, which is three times 
again more populous than Iran. Considerations of scale, therefore, sug-
gest that the transformational objectives of interventions in larger soci-
eties should be sharply restrained to account for the relatively much 
more modest resources likely to be available for their achievement.

Even the lighter, more consensual, less ambitious approach to 
nation-building epitomized by UN peacekeeping operations represents 
an expensive enterprise, though it is not more expensive than allowing 
a conflict, once halted, to be renewed. Put differently, conflicts gen-
erally impose greater costs on the international community than the 
expense necessary to ensure that the cycle of violence, once halted for 
whatever reason, is not renewed. While it may be prohibitively expen-
sive to forcefully halt a civil war in full swing, experience has shown 

tional community would fund reconstruction at a high level: 30 percent of GDP, the level 
provided in Bosnia during the first year after the end of the conflict.
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that interventions intended to consolidate and perpetuate a tentative 
peace are cost-effective.2

It has been said that no war plan can survive first contact with 
the enemy. Similarly, no plan for nation-building is likely to survive 
first contact with the nation to be rebuilt. The true test of any such 
plan, therefore, is not its ability to predict every twist and turn of the 
resultant operation, but rather its success in matching ends to means. 
If the planners have given the operators what they need to succeed, 
they have done their jobs. If operations are mired in shortcomings and 
attention cannot be focused exclusively on the mission at hand, the 
planners have not met their obligations. This guide should help meet 
that crucial test. 

2 Collier and Hoeffler (2004, p. 3); Dobbins, Jones, et al. (2005, p. 247).
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