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Comments on the EC issues paper

“Towards an EU strategic response to situations of fragility in developing countries”

A. Introduction

1.  BOND welcomes the intention of the European Commission to examine its role in situations of fragility and to contribute to the debate on “fragile states”. Working towards the development of an informed and coherent position will help guide the EU’s future interventions and actions in the most difficult contexts in the world. In particular, BOND appreciates the willingness demonstrated by the European Commission to engage the development community in these ongoing discussions.

2. The Commission’s Issue Paper highlights a number of timely and pertinent questions which deserve a considered response prior to any further policy developments. Whilst acknowledging that policy and practice are still at an early stage, this paper seeks to inform the Commission’s understanding of fragile states by outlining a number of additional concerns not addressed in the issue paper. We strongly urge the Commission to take these into account and bring them to the debate before engaging in future steps.  

B. The importance of mapping existing instruments and evaluating their impact

3. Within the framework of its development, external relations and trade policies, the European Union has, over past years, developed a great number of strategies and tools, the implementation of which have had an impact on situations of fragility. These include the European Security Strategy (2003), the European Consensus on Development (2005), the EU strategy for Africa (2005), the EU policy Framework for Security Sector Reform support (2006), the European Union concept for strengthening African capabilities for the prevention, management and resolution of conflicts (2006), the EU concept for support to Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration (2006) among numerous others. These various policies and their implementation tools interrelate closely and are often implemented simultaneously in a country by different European institutions or services. We believe that a mapping of all these instruments prior to the adoption of any new policy is essential. Such a mapping should encompass the instruments developed under pillars one, two and three to give a broader picture and answer the question “How is the European Union currently dealing with Fragile States”? 

4. Few evaluations assessing how these instruments and policies work together have been carried out and little is known about either their direct impact on the ground nor the lessons learned from their implementation. Before designing a new policy or a new strategy to deal with fragile states, there is a strong need to evaluate the existing instruments, their successes, their failures, their impact and the way they interact on the ground.

5. There is a real danger that a new strategy design may serve only to add an additional policy layer to ongoing European action in fragile states without learning the lessons of the current EU engagement. This could be very counterproductive and lead to further uncertainty over the EU’s ability to meet the objectives it sets out. These dangers can be mitigated by conducting a thorough evaluation of existing engagement and assessing fully how it currently works. 

6. The study “An adequate response strategy to address situations of fragility and difficult environments”
 commissioned by the Portuguese Presidency, for example, lists a number of the assessment tools developed by the EU on conflict prevention, including: the Checklist for Root Causes of Conflict; the open source information monitoring; the ECHO’s disaster monitoring system; the country conflict assessments and the governance profile, among others. Therefore how can we justify adding a new “fragility assessment “ tool to this list when the existing tools have not yet been evaluated?. 

7. We strongly support the proposal made in the Issues Paper that a critical assessment of the implementation of the “Linking Relief, Rehabilitation and Development” strategic framework should be made, as it  is a reference for the EC when getting engaged in difficult situations.

C. The necessity of evaluating EU’s engagement in developing countries  

8. The impact of engagement with or in a third country is not always benign. The manner in which EU engagement or interventions are carried out is essential to their success. The challenge therefore is to understand how an EU presence in a fragile state will add value to the peace-building process. Certain EU policies in fact actually contribute to the problems of fragile states and some aspects of current EU engagement with fragile states can be contradictory and inadvertently contribute to instability.

9. This can happen in different ways, for example through irresponsible arms exports to countries that abuse human rights, through inappropriate exploitation of natural resources by European multinationals and through agricultural and trade policies that protect EU interests and disadvantage developing countries. 

10. There is a need to evaluate the impact of EU interventions on conflict using country-specific examples. In some countries, external aid and international engagement played a great role in supporting the government or the institutions and, in some cases, managed to avert collapse or chaos in the country.
 Yet, on the other hand, some interventions have done more harm than good and have actually undermined the government or the national institutions, contributing to the failure of the state. Lessons should be learned from past experiences and, accordingly, an evaluation should be undertaken of EU engagement in Rwanda, Democratic Republic of Congo, and Nepal, for instance, to help inform future country engagement.

D. The role of context analysis

11. A context analysis has to take place prior to any engagement and should inform programme action and aid delivery. The OECD (April 2007) advocates for “a thorough political analysis… to adapt international responses to country and regional context, beyond quantitative indicators of conflict, governance or institutional strength”. Any political analysis should also include a sound conflict analysis. This is especially important in situations of rampant conflict, weak government and institutions and where a real lack of security exists. Any analysis must also take into account the regional dynamics of state fragility and violent conflict. The “root causes of conflict” list could be a starting point but a real conflict analysis would have to build upon its results. 

12. A political and conflict analysis should be compulsory in the development and review of the Country Strategy Paper, humanitarian action, trade agreements and the design of European Security and Defence Policy  missions. The process of conducting this conflict analysis would also act as a practical way to engage with local communities and populations, better understand their fears and needs and start empowering them. 

E. Target more development assistance to Fragile States 

13. It is important to keep in mind the very legitimate concerns of development practitioners about the focus on fragile states and the potential securisation of aid. It is vital to ensure that poverty reduction and conflict prevention are the core objectives of development assistance. Official Development Assistance (ODA) should not be diverted to short term security issues such as the War on Terror or weapons of mass destruction. However, we fully agree that where security is an obstacle to development in a “fragile state” funds should address this as part of a poverty reduction strategy.  

F. Local ownership should be key

14. In situations of fragility, government as well as national institutions are unable to fulfil their missions and can’t provide a wide range of services to citizens. Experience shows that civil society and local institutions play a key role in these contexts: in Somalia for instance, NGOs and local authorities have fulfilled many of the traditional roles of the state, such as health and education provision. They play a major role in the delivery of social services and in various aspects of social mobilisation and organisation. 
15. The European Union should therefore support civil society initiatives and rely on local expertise and knowledge in all phases of its engagement: 

· when analysing the context and undertaking a conflict assessment study; 

· in the design of priorities and programs; 

· during the implementation phase; and

· when evaluating the impact of projects on the lives of citizens. 

16. Civil Society representatives can offer credible interlocutors in a situation where no official authorities can be found. But engaging with Non State Actors can be  challenging and should be done in a thorough, coherent, consistent and respectful way.

G. Designing conflict sensitive programs and projects

17. The first principle for aid policymakers, particularly in situations of fragility, is to be conflict-sensitive: that is “to do no harm and to guard against unwittingly aggravating existing or potential conflicts” as well as to effectively address the underlying causes of poverty and conflict. 

18. Development practitioners need to have a thorough understanding of the causes and dynamics of conflict so that they can design their programmes and projects in a way that addresses these and helps contribute to peace. This requires basing development interventions on a constantly updated conflict analysis and applies to all types of funding mechanisms, from macro-level instruments, such as direct budget support, through national poverty reduction strategies and the support of more localised or focused projects and programmes.

H. Policy Coherence / cooperation in the field

19. Policy coherence can be defined, according to the OECD DAC as “the systematic promotion of mutually reinforcing policy actions across governments departments and agencies creating synergies towards achieving the agreed objectives”. 

In situation of fragility, policy coherence and co-ordination among the three pillars of the EU and among the institutions of each pillar is key. Often, the different EU actors appear to know little about each others’ activities in a given country or region and this can only worsen a fragile situation. 

20. Communication can also be sub-optimal between Brussels based units and delegations. Particularly, delegations staff can be overwhelmed with administrative procedures requested by Brussels, which only add to their burden and undermine the efficiency of their activities. Flexibility and reactivity are essential in situations of fragility, and the creation of new tools and procedures could add to the administrative and procedural burden. 

I.  Humanitarian needs in post-conflict transition
 
21.  Operational NGOs with experience across humanitarian relief, rehabilitation and development programmes are concerned that on-going humanitarian needs risk becoming deprioritised as donors shift their funding towards ‘state-building’ and security sector infrastructure.  In southern Sudan, for example, donors have invested heavily in ‘Multi-Donor Trust Fund’ which – long after the Comprehensive Peace Agreement was finalised – has largely failed to disburse funding to programmes on the ground.  This lack of a ‘peace dividend’ and recovery funding has huge implications for consolidating peace in southern Sudan.  Furthermore, there is anecdotal evidence that the availability of humanitarian funding has declined as funding shifts towards state-centred aid modalities, such as the multi-donor trust funds (MDTF).  For example, health programmes in southern Sudan were desperately in need of drugs earlier this year.  Drug supply was cut from NGO humanitarian funding because the MDTF was intended to provide these through the Government of Southern Sudan.  The MDTF passed an ‘emergency’ funding grant of $20 million in 2006, but the drugs were still not available in primary health centres or to NGOs trying to assist the Ministry of Health to provide services as of Spring 2007.   
 
22. Donors should also recognise the risks associated with state-centred aid strategies for NGOs, their local partner organisations and beneficiary communities.  In volatile and dynamic post-conflict situations, such as Afghanistan, the legitimacy of the central government is often contested.  Whole regions may experience a relapse into armed violence.  Programmes associated with the central government regime may become targets for insurgent attack.  In such contexts, donors should recognise the legitimate role of independent NGO programmes, which can be conducted on the basis of community acceptance, and without direct association with the central government.  When, over time, the political and security situation improves, then connections can be made with the central government.  Alignment with central state strategies generates risks for the agency field staff on the ground, their local partner organisations and, indeed, the beneficiary communities.  
BOND (British Overseas NGOs for Development) is the UK's broadest network of voluntary organisations working in international development. Founded in June 1993, BOND aims to improve the UK's contribution to international development by promoting the exchange of experience, ideas and information. www.bond.org.uk  
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