Strengthening Governance 
in 
Fragile Post-Conflict States
What works - and what does not
 
Lessons from Afghanistan and Iraq
Summary of a panel presentation 

Security & Governance: Foundations for International Stability

Kingston Center for International Studies

22 June 2010

Andy Tamas

7 September 2010

Introduction

This paper is based on a presentation at a military-sponsored conference on governance and security in fragile post-conflict states.

Since 1998 I have worked on five governance-related projects in Afghanistan and three in Iraq.  On one of these I was hired by the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) following a request from former Chief of Defence Staff Gen. Rick Hillier for a “development guy” to be part of  the first Strategic Advisory Team (SAT) that the Canadian military sent to Kabul in 2005.  The SAT was deployed at President Karzai’s request to support his government’s planning ability.  Since that time I’ve been part of several other efforts, including two large ($300M+) USAID governance projects in Iraq. I’ve learned much from this experience, and hope readers find the following comments helpful.

It is a well known truism that without security there can be no development, and also that without development there can be no security.  The military’s primary role is usually seen as being related to establishing security, while the development worker’s role is to help  improve the performance of the government and increase its legitimacy, which also contributes to security.  In a fragile post-conflict environment both sets of actors need to collaborate to help the society move along the trajectory toward progressively higher levels of stability and prosperity.  This article highlights a few of the many elements involved in the development and governance side of this work, with a view to illustrating the complexity and challenges inherent in this key dimension of any peace and security mission. 

Typical Campaign Sequence

A typical military campaign sequence in a place like Afghanistan is as follows:

1. Leave home base & arrive in AO

2. Fight fight fight

3. Fight fight fix

4. Fight fix fix

5. Fix fix fix

6. Declare victory (or, perhaps, “mission accomplished”) and return home
This simplistic sequence illustrates the shift of emphasis from kinetic to non-kinetic efforts as security and stability increase.  The “fix” activities denote what is beyond the third block of the 3-Block War and the provision of basic humanitarian assistance – they entail helping strengthen the society’s ability to adequately manage its own affairs.  At the end of this sequence the military mission ends (hopefully with a “victory” and sustainable peace) and the  troops return home, transferring responsibility for security to the host country’s military and its justice system, with development workers continuing their efforts to help “fix” the society.

What is “Victory”?

Victory in these campaigns involves much more than defeating an enemy – in conflicts such as in Iraq and Afghanistan the desired end state has little to do with weapons or warfighting.  The US Army’s 2006 Counterinsurgency manual describes it as follows:

Victory is achieved when the populace consents to the government’s legitimacy and stops actively and passively supporting the insurgency.

It is noteworthy that this definition of “victory” is described largely in social, psychological, economic and governance terms, and focuses on the population’s behavior moreso than on defeating an enemy.  The Afghan conflict has been described as a “contest for the un-governed space”
 –  a struggle to fill an administrative vacuum with the institutions and basic services found in any functioning society.  In these situations a central part of a population’s perception of a government’s legitimacy is its ability to establish and maintain security.

What Contributes to Security?

Establishing security is not as straightforward as it might seem, as is evident in the results of an exercise involving participants in a United Nations Integrated Mission Staff Officers Course
 who were asked to define the various elements contributing to security.  The following photo of a flip chart page produced during that exercise was typical – it illustrates the many dimensions of this complex issue.
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It is clear that many of the security-related elements identified by this group fall into the broad area of governance.

What is Governance?

There is no single definition of governance, as is evident in a recent OECD-DAC report
 which lists some 17 definitions used by governments and multilateral agencies. A few examples serve to illustrate this diversity:

	Canada
	Governance encompasses the values, rules, institutions, and processes through which people and organizations attempt to work towards common objectives, make decisions, generate authority and legitimacy, and exercise power.

	France
	Art of governing, articulating the management of public affairs at various levels of territories, regulating relationships within society and co-ordinating the interactions of the various actors.

	Germany (GTZ)
	Good governance implies effective political institutions and the responsible use of political power and management of public resources by the State. Essentially, it is about the interaction between democracy, social welfare and the rule of law. Good governance thus extends beyond the public sector to include all other actors from the private sector and society. Good governance is guided by human rights and by the principles of the rule of law and democracy, such as equal political participation for all.

	Ireland
	Governance is essentially understood as the way in which power is exercised in the management of a country’s economic and social resources for development.

	United Kingdom
	Governance is about the use of power and authority and how a country manages its affairs. This can be interpreted at many different levels, from the State down to the local community or household. Governance analysis considers all the mechanisms, processes, relationships and institutions through which citizens and groups articulate their interests and exercise their rights and obligations. It concerns the way that people mediate their differences, make decisions and enact policies that affect public life and economic and social development.

	United States (USAID)
	Governance issues pertain to the ability of government to develop an efficient, effective, and accountable public management process that is open to citizen participation and that strengthens rather than weakens a democratic system of government. 

	Asia Development Bank
	Among the many definitions of “governance” that exist, the one that appears the most appropriate from the viewpoint of the Bank is “the manner in which power is exercised in the management of a country’s economic and social resources for development.” On this meaning, the concept of governance is concerned directly with the management of the development process, involving both the public and the private sectors. It encompasses the functioning and capability of the public sector, as well as the rules and institutions that create the framework for the conduct of both public and private business, including accountability for economic and financial performance, and regulatory frameworks relating to companies, corporations, and partnerships. In broad terms, then, governance is about the institutional environment in which citizens interact among themselves and with government agencies/officials.

	UNDP
	Governance is the system of values, policies and institutions by which a society manages its economic, political and social affairs through interactions within and among the State, civil society and the private sector. It is the way a society organizes itself to make and implement decisions — achieving mutual understanding, agreement and action. It comprises the mechanisms and processes for citizens and groups to articulate their interests, mediate their differences and exercise their legal rights and obligations. It is the rules, institutions and practices that set limits and provide incentives for individuals, organizations and firms. Governance, including its social, political and economic dimensions, operates at every level of human enterprise, be it the household, village, municipality, nation, region or globe.

	World Bank
	Governance refers to the manner in which public officials and institutions acquire and exercise the authority to shape public policy and provide public goods and services.


The UK and UNDP definitions are particularly noteworthy in that they recognize that governance includes far more than the services provided by a state to its citizens. Many of the other definitions imply a central authority acting on a population, rather than a society organizing itself at multiple levels to address its needs.  This distinction is important.

In a post-conflict state many of the broader society-wide administrative mechanisms are dysfunctional or entirely absent.  This does not mean that there is no organization in the population:  people often manage to look after themselves even in the most trying and chaotic circumstances.  However, as the level of disorder in a society increases it becomes necessary to deal with progressively smaller administrative units in efforts to improve the situation. Villages, neighborhoods and extended families usually have some self-organizing ability even when a government does not provide services, and these capacities should not be ignored.

It is especially important to consider local initiatives in efforts to strengthen state legitimacy during post-conflict reconstruction.  A recent study of governance in Northern Uganda
 found that the government was overlooking these efforts:

The lack of interest in engagement with the local may be a manifestation of the overall framework within which the expansion of government services was conducted in Northern Uganda. All of the documents read and discussions held for this review were framed in terms of increasing the ability of the GOU to deliver services to the population of the North. This is consistent with the notion that the legitimacy of a state is predicated on its ability to provide those it wishes to be its citizens with services. This is the output model of state legitimacy. 

States are also produced as legitimate when people are enrolled as citizens through vehicles such as taxation, school management committees digging in the school field and collaboration between the police and clan heads. Post-conflict recovery efforts tend to weight output legitimacy over input legitimacy. Despite GOU insensitivity, and perhaps hostility, to inputs, we found substantial evidence of citizen inputs both in the education and justice sectors.

The author summarized his comments as follows: “If you deliver outputs, people may perceive a government as legitimate.  However, if you structure citizens inputs, they may produce a legitimate government.”  Most projects focusing on strengthening governance and increasing the capacity of public administration are blind to this dimension of fostering state legitimacy.

What is Capacity Development?

The term, “capacity development” (sometimes used interchangeably with “capacity building”) is often used to describe post-conflict reconstruction activities in fragile states. Like governance, capacity development has many definitions.  An example:  

The process of developing competencies and capabilities in individuals, groups, organizations, sectors or countries which will lead to sustained and self-generating performance improvement.  (AusAID 2004)

This example is useful in that it implies making inputs that promote an on-going process of self-generated improvement, and it is relatively easy to define and measure changes in a system’s performance – to plan and track the results of its activities.  While most development projects that are designed to increase a system’s performance often focus on training programs, much more is involved, as described in the following capacity development analysis framework.

Capacity Development Analysis Framework

This table illustrates various levels and dimensions of capacity development, any of which can be the focus of analysis or intervention to increase a system’s performance.
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Levels and Dimensions of Capacity Development 

Capacity development can focus on any level of a system – from the distal environment of which the system is unaware to the visible context (such as global markets, monetary policies or political structures) through to complex multi-agency administrative systems or single organizations, their sub-units, teams and individual staff, and to the unseen internal environments deep within the consciousness of the individuals in a system. 

The various dimensions of capacity development can be described as follows:

· Values: The beliefs, cultures, attitudes, incentives and motivations of the people in and around the system.

· Structure: The system's structure – its legislation, governance and policy frameworks and power relationships.  This is sometimes called the institutional framework:  roles and relationships and the formal and informal rules that guide the interaction of a system's members. 

· Skills: The capabilities and competencies of the system's members defined on at least three levels: knowledge, attitudes and behaviors.

· Resources: The tools, budgets and other assets available to the system.

· Operations: How a system actually works – its formal and informal leadership, decision-making and management mechanisms, strategies, business processes, accountabilities and other aspects of its functions.

· Performance: What the system actually accomplishes – the results of its activities.

Strengths in any of these sectors indicate areas to reinforce to improve system performance.  Weaknesses in any of these components will limit a system’s ability to meet its objectives.  Both strengths and weaknesses are potential points for capacity development inputs. Sustainable change in a system requires ownership and perpetuation of the intervention by the system's members.
When capacity development efforts are applied to improve governance and increase the legitimacy of the state, they can address any (or all) of the dimensions and levels in this framework. A whole-system perspective is required:  for example, simply providing staff training related to improving procurement procedures (an input at the individual level in the skills dimension) will not increase an organization’s effectiveness if its management and business processes (issues at the organizational level in the operations dimension) are not in order, or if the values of those in authority are inappropriate. 

Unfortunately, most development projects do not adequately address the multiple factors that need to be included in a broad-based approach to strengthening governance.  An example is a large USAID project in Iraq with a focus on increasing the capacity of central ministries – its terms of reference did not include a systematic analysis and revision of the ministries’ fiscal, legislative and policy frameworks, so that while the project’s advisors may know how to help strengthen its operations, they can not address the weaknesses in the policies within which its personnel operate.  The project trained tens of thousands of Iraqi civil servants, but its efforts produced relatively little increase in the ministries’ performance.  When one minister was told of the thousands of people the project had trained, his impatient response was, “So What?!”  He had seen no significant improvement from the project’s well intentioned but poorly designed efforts.
  This sort of difficulty is often rooted in the donor’s early design processes that ultimately become part of a contractor’s terms of reference – if the funder does not see the need and embed it in a program’s specifications, then the issue often is simply not addressed.  This is a wide-spread problem in the development field. 

Stories from the Field

The following vignettes are examples of capacity development and governance initiatives that illustrate the complexity of the process and the need for a well-reasoned whole-system approach in any peace and security mission.
The Democratic Cost of Achieving Peace in Anbar – and Maybe Also Afghanistan

One of the often cited turning points in the Iraq conflict was the changing of sides of tribal fighters in Anbar.  This resulted in a significant reduction in violence and became a model applied in other parts of the country, and a similar strategy is being considered for Afghanistan.  What is rarely reported in accounts of these events is their negative impact on the democratization process in Anbar and likely elsewhere, and the possibility of their perpetuating rather than reducing violence.

In 2008 one of my colleagues
 on a USAID project in Iraq was in Anbar as part of our anti-corruption program.  His fluency in Arabic made it possible to have informal conversations with a number of people in the course of his work in the area.  During these conversations he was surprised at the response of a number of younger Iraqi officials to what most foreigners saw as a sign of progress, something to be celebrated.  Rather than seeing the shift of tribal fighters as an unalloyed blessing, they saw it as part of a problem that would take years to overcome.

The younger Iraqi officials were committed to the principles of democratic reform and an open, transparent way of running the country’s affairs.  They saw the older generation’s blatant cronyism and corruption as an impediment to the progress that the fall of Saddam seemed to make possible.  When the US military began negotiating with the older tribal leaders and provided funds to encourage them to order their fighters to switch sides, this reinforced their positions of power and perpetuated what the younger Iraqis saw as an obsolete way of running a society.

While there is no doubt that the marked reduction of violence in Anbar and elsewhere is something to celebrate, it should be recognized that it came at a cost. The application of democratic values and transparent decision-making practices will have to wait until the older leaders have passed from the scene. Hopefully the younger leaders will have retained their commitment to these values and methods when their turn comes to assume positions of influence in the society.

There is reason to be seriously concerned about a repeat of this problem in Afghanistan.  In the rush to reduce violence the military may seek out and identify people they consider to be tribal leaders, and provide them with funds to entice fighters to put down their arms.  These resources may create “tribal leaders” where they had not previously existed, and elevate people to positions of influence that they would otherwise not have merited.  Once these people acquire power they can be difficult to remove. 

This troublesome phenomenon was described in a recent article by two  Afghanistan-based military analysts.
  After debunking the notion that members of a local population (LP) behave in certain ways primarily because of their presumed membership in a tribe, and demonstrating the uselessness of the “tribe” as an element in military planning, they go on to raise a warning about providing support to so-called tribal leaders in the Afghanistan conflict:

Reliance on tribal explanations of the behavior of LP also makes it easier for local powerbrokers to influence commanders’ decisions in ways that run counter to the interests of both ISAF and LP. Assessments that a local powerbroker is a ‘tribal leader’ infer that benefiting or injuring that leader will somehow benefit or injure the rest of the tribe. When ISAF acts as if that powerbroker represents his tribe, the powerbroker then gains legitimacy and resources that he never enjoyed among his actual fellow tribe members. Powerbrokers often use these gains to benefit themselves and those close to them while negatively affecting the larger LPs, which may result in LP members actively resisting ISAF in order to rid themselves of the locally-illegitimate powerbrokers.   

It may well be that in some situations seeking to buy peace by supporting so-called tribal leaders not only delays the introduction of democratic values and practices and does nothing to legitimize the government – it could also actually prolong the conflict as people take up arms to remove the “leaders” that the military has put in place and subsequently needs to defend from being attacked by their own people. 

This problem exists with leadership at all levels, including national leaders who were put into positions of power for reasons that may have made sense at one time but who later became entrenched and were serious impediments to progress.  This is not a good long term way to strengthen governance and increase the legitimacy of the state.

Political Interference and IMF-WB Restrictions in Afghanistan

Shortly after the ouster of the Taliban regime in 2001 a group of capable and committed Afghans, supported by skilled international advisors, set about rebuilding the Afghan civil service.  This was seen as the key to establishing an ethical, effective, and responsive government free from the cronyism and corruption that many knew could easily become serious problems.  The new Independent Administrative Reform and Civil Service Commission (IARCSC) came into being and began instituting modern processes such as merit-based appointments to senior positions in the government.  This was not to last:  committed leaders and mid-level officials were harassed by those in power who wanted positions of privilege for their friends, and they soon began leaving the Commission.   Its senior leadership was replaced by people whose values were not consistent with the requirements of their positions. 

Political pressure and appointment of incompetent leaders in a number of key posts retarded the country’s reconstruction process, with serious consequences.  Although there have since been efforts in IARCSC to regain the spirit and skills of its formative period, a window of opportunity seems to have passed. The steady improvement in government services that may have been possible under appropriate leadership did not take place. Years of potential progress were lost which contributed to the lack of legitimacy of the Afghan government and created a climate in which insurgents could operate progressively more freely and with increasing levels of local support. In this case political interference in hampering the Commission’s work contributed directly to prolonging the war. 

Political interference and lack of capacity among civil servants were not the only challenges. Early efforts by the Commission to use donor funds to provide civil servants with a living wage were blocked by the World Bank and the IMF, which imposed conditions that did not recognize the reality and requirements of post-conflict reconstruction
.  As has been the case in other similar situations, their fiscal strategies directly contributed to corruption among civil servants, the police and others, further damaging the legitimacy of the government and fuelling the insurgency.

Rebuilding the Afghan civil service as an agent of reconstruction is an on-going and increasingly urgent challenge.  What was a relatively peaceful post-conflict environment in the years immediately following 2001 with its opportunities for renewal was, in 2010, an environment with a steadily escalating conflict.  How this will play out in the coming years remains to be seen.
Inter-Ministry Collaboration and Administrative Reform in Iraq

Strengthening governance usually entails significant reform of a country’s public administration, with an emphasis on improving inter-ministerial collaboration and modernizing the civil service.  This is a challenge in most countries, and can be even moreso in fragile post-conflict states.

In Iraq, one of the most significant challenges affecting public administration and hampering reform of the civil service is the nature of the Iraqi government itself.  A major problem is the distribution of ministries among various political groups based on a type of quota system that ensures participation of groups who may otherwise be excluded and contribute to violence.  Following each election a protracted period of back-room negotiation takes place to establish a governing coalition and define how the ministries will be allocated to various sectarian or religious groups.  Once these ministries are allocated, there is a wholesale replacement of much of the senior personnel by members of that particular group.  

This is similar to the practice in the US where each incoming administration reaches as much as six levels down into the bureaucracy to replace officials with their own political appointees. The difference between the US and Iraq is that whereas in the American system the appointees are all members of the same political party and as such may act in a moderately coherent manner, in Iraq that is not the case – each ministry essentially becomes the property of the party to which it is allocated, and the various ministries operate almost completely independently of each other.  Apparently the Minister of Finance does not pay much attention to what the Prime Minister or Cabinet wants, and the Minister of Foreign Affairs makes pronouncements about the country’s foreign policy without first consulting with the Prime Minister
.  

This balkanization of the country’s public administration is rooted in patterns that were set down during the Bremer administration with the intention of establishing a type of affirmative action approach to political participation that would give a variety of contending groups their share of the governance system and reduce inter-group violence.  In so doing it created significant challenges for initiatives that have impacts across the entire government, such as civil service reform.

Although the donor community has provided the government with a number of civil service reform measures to consider, it remains to be seen whether there is sufficient  common interest among its various contending parties to move forward on a much-need comprehensive civil service modernization program.

Experience in other countries indicates these processes take a decade or longer to run their course before a new foundation is securely established for a modernized civil service.  Given the Iraqi electoral cycle and the likelihood that the balkanization described above is likely to continue, reforming the civil service is a significant challenge indeed.  

While capacity development work may be possible from top to bottom within individual sectors controlled by the various political parties, a cross-sectoral initiative such as civil service reform will require collaboration among the political groups to implement a common program affecting them all.  Hopefully reason and concern for the public good will prevail over political and partisan interests, and implementing a much-needed modernization program will be possible.  Without such collaboration the performance of the government will not see the improvements needed to elicit the public’s confidence and the violence is likely to continue.

SAT - Planning Training in the Afghan Civil Service

When I was on the Strategic Advisory Team (SAT) in Kabul I worked with the head of the civil service commission’s training and development unit.  This unit needed a strategic plan, which was a service some SAT members were providing to various parts of the government. In due course, a team of SAT planners was assigned to help the training unit.  These planners had considerable experience designing training programs for the Canadian Forces, and thought it would be a simple task to do something similar for the commission.

One of the first questions the planners asked was related to defining the desired outputs of the government’s training system.  They wanted to know how many people with which sets of competencies the program should produce.  With this information, and a profile of potential trainees, they could then define gaps and prepare a step by step plan to produce the desired outputs.  Unfortunately, the head of the training program could not provide them with the information they needed:  he did not have the data and the ministries did not have  human resource planning processes linked to strategic plans, budgets and staffing profiles.  Nor did the government have relevant employee job descriptions, work plans, or a results-based performance management and evaluation system.  In the absence of these and other similar benchmarks, it was impossible to use traditional training system design processes to develop a strategic plan.  

The team left in frustration two days later, and I don’t know if they ever realized that what was required was something other than what they were ready to provide.  The unit needed a preliminary plan to help the government put in place the elements to do proper human resource management, development and planning, matters that were beyond the training unit’s scope of authority. This is quite different than designing a training program that could produce a certain number of people in each of the occupational categories and levels that the government needed. 

Designing programs to strengthen governance and increase the legitimacy of the state requires these building blocks. Most military planners are not familiar with the strategies required to establish these baseline tools upon which traditional planning can take place.  Even though I had a graduate degree in the field, it took me some time to realize why things had not worked out as hoped: it was only in retrospect that the patterns became clear.  This indicates that skilled practitioners can become quite perplexed and ineffective when they are in situations where many of their familiar and assumed navigation markers are not available.  Strengthening governance in a fragile post-conflict state can be a frustrating and ambiguity-ridden process indeed.

On a subsequent UN-supported mission I helped the training unit develop a strategic plan that was suited to its data-poor and low-predictability environment, drawing on principles from chaos theory
 to provide a framework for guiding their management and organizational development processes.  As is the case with many technical advisors on short missions, I was not there long enough to see whether this plan was actually used by the training unit and other parts of the commission. However, a beneficial side-effect of the mission was that the local team I worked with learned a number of basic planning principles that they could apply to a variety of situations.  Often these by-products are more significant than the stated objectives of such missions.

Conclusion

These stories from the field illustrate some of the complexities and challenges inherent in strengthening governance in fragile post-conflict states.  If there were a more rapid and effective way to accomplish this and increase the legitimacy of the state many would welcome learning about it, particularly the military in Afghanistan, which is struggling with an insurgency that seems to be making steady gains at the government’s expense.

For example, in an August, 2010 report on conditions in Wardak, a province just 35 kilometers west of Kabul, a local contractor working for the government who had his equipment burned and one of his workers killed by the insurgents, said, “In Wardak province, there is no government, and the only real authority is the Taleban, who impose on people whatever they wish.”
  The report says the Taleban have set up a parallel administration with a shadow governor, justice system and more, and cites the population’s impatience with corruption and incompetence among Afghan government workers as major factors in this troublesome situation.

The Afghanistan government and the international community are determined to reverse this processes and have taken a number of initiatives.  One of these, the District Delivery Program (DDP) of the Independent Directorate of Local Government (IDLG) is receiving considerable support.  A press release announcing the program states:

The District Delivery Program (DDP) is an Afghan-led, inter-ministerial initiative designed to establish or improve the presence of the Afghan government in recently secured districts.  DDP will support district government efforts to respond to the needs of their constituents by building the government’s capacity to deliver basic health, education, agricultural, and judicial services at the sub-national level.  USAID is providing direct financial assistance to the Ministry of Finance for operating costs and salary support for the program, which will be coordinated through the IDLG.  The delivery of basic services will be implemented through the relevant government service ministries.

The DDP appears to be well-conceived and IDLG is regarded as one of the more effective units of the Afghan government.  It has much to accomplish in little time.  In Wardak and elsewhere in the country, the “contest for the ungoverned space” cited earlier in this paper is well underway.  It remains to be seen whether the Taleban or the Afghan government will prevail, and which will ultimately be seen as by the population as legitimate and worthy of their support.
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