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Introduction 
 
Violent internal conflict inflicts death, disease and displacement upon the mass of 
ordinary people who are not active participants. It also inflicts large and persistent 
economic costs, and so is ‘development in reverse’. Finally, it is an illegitimate means 
of political change whose typical political legacy is deterioration in human rights, and a 
heightened risk of further violent conflict. Historically, post-conflict situations have had 
a 40% rate of relapse into civil war within the first decade. 
 
The prevention of violent internal conflict is therefore quite properly a key concern of 
international policy. In this paper I discuss the efficacy of both economic and political 
interventions. I first review the evidence on the causes of large-scale violent internal 
conflict. This provides at least some guide to prevention. 
 
Causes of large-scale internal violence 
 
Any particular instance of civil war has a very wide range of ‘causes’: a charismatic 
social entrepreneur emerges who highlights some real or imagined past grievance and 
starts to build a private army; the government blunders into provocative but ineffective 
responses; a neighboring government lends illicit support to the rebellion for its own 
purposes. However, while ‘the cause’ of any particular conflict is usually so complex as 
to be unknowable, a more useful concept is that of ‘proneness’. That is, we can ask 
‘what, typically, makes some countries more prone to outbreaks of large scale internal 
violence than other countries?’ Vulnerability to an outbreak of violent conflict is, in 
some respects, analogous to vulnerability to a disease. We can use statistical methods to 
establish factors which commonly precede conflict, and sometimes we can go beyond 
this and make stronger causal connections: some characteristics significantly increase 
the risk of violent conflict.  
 
Since around 2003 a new vintage of quantitative studies of civil war by a range of 
scholars in political science and economics has established a set of these factors that 
increase proneness. Between them they describe the cocktail of characteristics that 
predict danger. I will first summarize the results of this work and then discuss 
interpretations and implications. The factors cluster into a few groups: 
 
Political:  
 
Does democracy reduce the risk of political violence? Unfortunately, the evidence 
suggests that the effects of democracy depend upon the level of income. At a per capita 
income above $2,700 democracy reduces the risk of violence, but below this income 
threshold democracy actually appears to increase risks. Low-income countries are all 
well below this income threshold. There is also evidence that the type of democracy 
might matter: proportional representation appears to reduce the risk of violence relative 
to first-part-the-post voting systems.  
 
The effect of elections on the risk of violence has also been studied specifically in the 
context of post-conflict situations. Elections appear to shift the risk: in the year 
preceding the election the risk falls considerably, but in the year following the election 
it rises even more than it has fallen, so that the net effect of the election is to increase 
risk. This pattern of risk-shifting makes a post-conflict election a particularly unsuitable 
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‘milestone’ for the withdrawal of peacekeeping troops (which has been the strategy of 
the international community to date). 
 
Economic: 
 
The level, growth and structure of a country’s income are now all quite well-established 
as affecting proneness to large-scale violent conflict. 
 
The poorer is the country the higher is the risk. The slower is the country’s growth rate 
the higher is the risk. Hence, rapid growth brings risk down through two distinct effects: 
directly, while the growth is underway, it brings risks down, and cumulatively, since it 
raises the level of income, even when a growth spurt comes to an end it leaves a 
permanently lower level of risk.  
 
Commodity exports have important effects on the risk of conflict and these effects 
depend upon policies and the quality of the political process. The more dependent is the 
country upon commodity exports the higher is the risk. However, there is a 
qualification: if the country has really large commodity revenues, like Saudi Arabia, 
then in this super-range the risk falls again. Consistent with this generally adverse effect 
of commodities, new work has focused specifically on the effect of high global 
commodity prices. It finds that an increase in prices usually pushes up the risk of violent 
conflict in commodity-exporting countries. Fortunately, there is a qualification to this 
grim conclusion: the risk does not increase if the country has a particularly robust 
democracy. 
 
Potentially, high commodity prices can have favorable effects because they can finance 
economic transformation. They have the potential to raise growth and the level of 
income and through these effects bringing risks down. Hence, the net effect of 
commodities on the risk of conflict depends both upon the balance between favorable 
and unfavorable effects. In Africa Botswana succeeded in using diamond revenues to 
transform its economy, and in Asia Malaysia used commodity revenues to finance 
diversification into manufactured exports. New research on what determines whether 
commodity revenues are successfully harnessed for growth finds that it depends upon 
the level of governance. Below a threshold of governance resource revenues produce 
only short-term booms which are subsequently reversed. Is democracy the answer to the 
governance needs of commodity exporters? This has also been studied and, 
unfortunately, democracy often appears to make the management of revenues even 
worse. Whether democracy has favorable or unfavorable effects depends upon the 
balance between two aspects of democracy: electoral competition and checks and 
balances on the use of power. Democracy becomes damaging to the use of commodity 
revenues unless electoral competition is matched by strong checks and balances. Hence, 
the type of polity that seems best-suited to a resource-rich country is one with very 
strong checks and balances. Unfortunately, the wave of democratization across the 
countries of the ‘bottom billion’ since the fall of the Soviet Union has usually amounted 
to little more than holding elections. Elections without strong checks and balances drive 
politics into the adoption of dysfunctional ‘populist’ strategies. Even worse, large 
resource revenues tend, over time, gradually to undermine whatever checks and 
balances a country initially has. Probably, this is because political elites dislike being 
constrained by checks and balances and so use their power gradually to erode them.  
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Social: 
 
The composition of society affects the risk of conflict. Ethnic and religious diversity 
substantially increases the risk of violent conflict. Similarly, the higher is the proportion 
of young men in the society the higher is the risk of conflict: clearly, this is the social 
group most predisposed to be recruited into violent movements.   
 
Geographic 
 
Countries which are mountainous are at somewhat higher risk of civil war. Countries 
with small populations are also proportionately more at risk than larger countries. By 
‘proportionately’ I mean that two identical countries of 10 million people have a 
combined risk of civil war which is higher than that of a single country of 20 million 
people.  
 
Interpretation 
 
Economic factors appear to play a major part in the overall risk of violence. There are 
various reasons why these economic factors might matter. Poverty and stagnation create 
an environment in which recruitment to violent rebel movements is easy, and they are 
also likely to be associated with a generalized ineffectiveness of the state. Natural 
resources provide the government with a revenue source which does not depend upon 
general taxation and so enables it to be detached from ordinary citizens. Such revenues 
also provide a source of finance for rebel groups. An analogous source of external 
finance is contributions from diasporas: for example, Tamils living in Europe and North 
America have been a major source of funding for the Tamil Tigers. 
 
Overall, a reasonable interpretation of the quantitative evidence is that large-scale 
internal violence is strongly influenced by those factors which determine its feasibility. 
In its strongest and simplest form this comes down to the proposition that where 
rebellion is feasible it will occur, with the actual agenda of the rebel group being 
indeterminate. An implication is that since civil war is highly undesirable it is most 
effectively discouraged by making it more difficult. 
 
In particular, a rebel movement is not simply a minor variant of a normal political 
opposition movement. It requires vastly more finance and military equipment. Further, 
it does not require mass participation: the typical rebel movement can function with a 
few thousand young men working full time, as opposed to the mass electoral support 
sought by a political opposition. A rebellion is, first and foremost, a private army, 
organized subject to top-down military discipline, and driven by its ability to raise 
finance for its operations.  
 
The Duration of Civil War and Post-Conflict Risks 
 
Above I have focused on the initial outbreak of large-scale violence. Once violence has 
reached this level it is difficult to stop. The typical civil war lasts for something between 
seven and fifteen years depending on how it is measured. This is over ten times the 
average duration of international war. This tells us that civil wars are very hard to stop. 
Further, even when they do stop they tend to break out again. Around 40% of post-
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conflict situations have reverted to large-scale violence within the first decade, and such 
reversions constitute around half of all civil wars.   
 
International Policy Interventions 
 
I now turn to the scope for international policy interventions. 
 
Getting to Peace 
 
In the last decade the international community has become much more competent in 
encouraging and brokering peace settlements. This is a very difficult process. Further, it 
has precarious consequences. The rate of reversion to conflict from negotiated 
settlements is much higher than that for other ways of getting to peace. Indeed, one 
respectable line of academic argument is that negotiation increases the overall incidence 
of conflict and so should be avoided. I do not agree with this argument, but its force 
should be borne in mind. For example, had the international community brokered a 
peace settlement between UNITA and the government of Angola in 2000, the country 
could well now be back at war. As it is, because the government of Angola invested 
massively in military spending, it succeeded in killing the rebel leader and the country is 
now at peace. My own judgment is that governments need to negotiate from a position 
of military strength. For example, the strategy of the present government of Colombia 
of weakening the military position of the FARC and killing its leadership is more 
promising for prospects of peace that the accommodating strategy of the previous 
government which handed over territory. 
 
The high risk facing post-conflict situations suggests that they should be our prime 
points of intervention: we need to get these situations right and if we succeed the overall 
incidence of civil war would be halved. Recent experience is promising: in the last five 
years the rate of conflict reversion has been much lower than the historic average of 
40%. The international community has learnt and is starting to get its policies better.  
 
Post-Conflict Peacekeeping 
 
Post-conflict situations face a high risk of violence and need direct security provision to 
contain these risks. The typical post-conflict situation stays risky for a decade and so a 
long term military presence is required. High military spending by the post-conflict 
government is no substitute for international peacekeeping: indeed, such spending 
appears to increase risks. Peacekeeping works: United Nations peacekeeping is subject 
to many problems but on average is substantially and significantly brings risks down 
and is good value for money. This was recently recognized by the panel of Nobel 
Laureate economists who judged the Copenhagen Consensus process: the concluded 
that peacekeeping was a good use of international public money (ranking it 18th out of 
30 priorities). Currently not enough troops, and not enough money, are being provided. 
Evidently, peacekeepers should not normally be withdrawn following post-conflict 
elections.  
 
Aid 
 
Aid is useful for economic development and by developing the economy it brings down 
the risks of conflict. This is particularly the case in post-conflict situations. Aid was, 
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indeed, invented for post-conflict reconstruction: the World Bank was initially going to 
be called ‘The International Bank for Reconstruction’ and the initial recipient of post-
conflict aid was Europe. It is therefore entirely politically appropriate that Europe 
should repay this debt by a reciprocal gesture for countries that are currently post-
conflict. Since risks persist over an entire decade, aid needs to be sustained for a long 
period. The typical practice of a short term burst of post-conflict aid is in need of 
revision.  
 
Peacekeeping-Aid Coordination in Post-Conflict 
 
The post-conflict situation requires coordination and long term thinking from three 
different actors.  
 
Governments, and ministries within governments, that decide upon peacekeepers and 
finance for peacekeeping should recognize that the typical post-conflict situation will 
need large and sustained provision over a decade. Governments, and agencies within 
government, that provide aid should recognize that these situations will need large and 
sustained finance. Finally, the governments of post-conflict countries should recognize 
that they have an urgent task of reforming economic policies (which typically 
deteriorate during war), and a responsibility to govern inclusively.  
 
These responsibilities are inter-dependent. Only if peacekeepers are assured will the 
economy have the security to induce investment. Only if aid and economic reform are 
assured will the economy recover sufficiently to bring risks down by the end of the 
decade, thereby providing the credible exit strategy for peacekeeping. Only with 
peacekeeping and aid assured, can the post-conflict government have the confidence to 
rule by means other than repression and populist economic policies.  
 
These mutual responsibilities are best recognized explicitly. This increases the incentive 
for all parties to keep to their commitments.  
 
Political Rules 
 
The European Union has, over the past half-century, pioneered international political 
standards. To join the EU a country must be a democracy and meet certain standards. 
Indeed, the EU has predominantly had influence through rules of governance rather than 
money: it still controls only around one percent of the GDP of its member countries 
Paradoxically, in its development policy the EU has not played to this natural 
advantage. Its development policy has been dominated by aid, at which it lacks a 
comparative advantage over its member countries, while neglecting rules of governance. 
There are a few areas where rules of governance, adopted by the EU and applied to 
developing countries, could be helpful.  
 
Post-conflict budgetary management 
 
Post-conflict governments are largely financed from aid. If their budget systems are 
opaque this money will be embezzled and used to empower political crooks: such 
people will then defeat honest politicians. It is therefore important that donors insist 
upon high standards of budgetary management, provide the technical assistance to 
enable standards to be high, and adopt a common, Europe-wide, independent 
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verification system that certifies whether budget systems are good enough to manage 
aid.  
 
The management of revenues from commodities 
 
While the EU lacks the power to impose standards for good management of commodity 
revenues, it can still devise indicative standards. The Extractive Industries Transparency 
Initiative is the first such indicative standard and it has already proved effective. 
However, while it was the right place to start (the transparent reporting of revenues) it 
would be the wrong place to stop. The huge revenues from the commodity booms are 
the most important opportunity for development in a generation: standards would help 
to reduce the risks that the sad history of how the booms of the 1970s were misused 
would not be repeated.  
 
Elections: 
 
There is now reasonable evidence that without checks and balances elections will be 
mis-conducted. As in Kenya, they then provoke violence instead of securing peace. The 
European Union already monitors elections but its assessments are not yet sufficiently 
linked to subsequent engagement. Where elections are not judged to be free and fair 
consequences should be drawn for aid, trade and security policies.  
 
Humanitarian relief operations: 
 
Where governments ban international humanitarian relief operations, such as the ban on 
food aid by the government of Zimbabwe, this should be recognized by the EU as 
constituting a fundamental breach of responsibilities. An appropriate response would be 
the temporary withdrawal of recognition of the government.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Many of the countries of the bottom billion are structurally insecure. This is both a 
human tragedy and has the potential for catastrophe-driven migration and the resulting 
social tensions within Europe.  
 
Addressing these risks requires a range of policies: in particular, aid, peacekeeping and 
rules of governance. Coordination needs to be not only between policies that are usually 
the preserve of rival ministries and agencies, but it needs to be across countries. The 
European Union is the best-placed institution to promote this dual coordination of 
policies and countries.  


