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Preface and Acknowledgements  

Much has been said and written about the opportunities for and limitations of using human security as an 
academic paradigm and a practical tool to improve the security and well-being of people around the world. 
Despite the concept’s goal of steering the focus on security from states to individuals and communities, in 
practice it has not changed the means and ways in which states provide security to their populations.  

 Serious engagement with the ideas that are inherent in the human security approach, however, 
invites several new perspectives that should lead to more relevant understanding of both the threats that 
compromise individuals’ security and the measures which should be taken to mitigate those threats. 
Utilizing the human security concept for better threat assessment and mitigation means operationalizing 
human security to achieve improvements for individuals and populations at risk. Risks and threats are 
highly contextual and depend greatly on the specific geographic, political, cultural or economic context that 
defines an individual’s immediate neighbourhood. A better understanding of the nature and impact of the 
risks and threats, paired with suitable mitigation measures and workable implementation strategies, should 
translate into improved security.  

 The Operationalizing Human Security (OPHUSEC) project upon which this publication is based 
attempts to bring to life the link between human security analysis and human security provision to improve 
the lives of people living in threatened communities and to sensitize those responsible for providing security 
to the threats at hand and ways to channel existing resources most effectively towards the alleviation of as 
many serious threats as possible. 

 In two companion publications, Operationalizing Human Security: Concept, Analysis, Application 
(Cahier 20) and Operationalizing Human Security: Tools for Human-Security-Based Threat and Mitigation 
Assessments (Cahier 21), conceptual discussions and practical findings of the OPHUSEC project are 
shared with a larger audience. The authors hope that, among the readers of these two cahiers, some will 
pick up where they left off – in further developing the OPHUSEC approach and in using its methodology to 
improve their own threat and mitigation efforts. The first publication offers analyses of the project’s 
evolution, argumentation and potential, along with sample case studies and reflections on the project’s 
implementation and findings. The second publication offers a series of practical suggestions and tools for 
easy replication of some or all of the project’s practical assessment and mitigation components. 

 The OPHUSEC project and this publication would not have been possible without the kind support 
of a number of institutions and individuals. For institutional support we would like to acknowledge 
swisspeace, EPFL, the Geneva Centre for the Democratic Control of Armed Forces (DCAF) and the Swiss 
National Centre of Competence in Research (NCCR) North-South: Research Partnerships for Mitigating 
Syndromes of Global Change. For financial support we thank the Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation (SDC) and the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF). From within NCCR North-South we 
are grateful for guidance and support from Mira Arynov, Thomas Breu, Berhanu Debele, Ulan Kasymov, 
Didier Peclard, Mariam Perez and Bishnu Raj Upreti. We thank our main research partners, Andres 
Antillano, Gulnara Iskakova and Moges Shiferaw. We are furthermore grateful to those colleagues and local 
participants who attended our various workshops in Kyrgyztan, Venezuela and Ethiopia, and those who 
have participated in and assisted the project throughout the years, including Ina Amann, Anna Bürgi, Marc 
Krupanski, Daniel Michel, Josbelk González Mejías, Indira C. Granda Alviarez, Gaby Guererro Serdán, 
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Danail Hristov, Jonathan Lötscher, Gustav Meibauer, Irene Simoud, Mahabat Sultanbekova, Bekjan 
Supanaliev and Raphaël Zaffran. We thank Joana Aleixo for typesetting the manuscript. We are particularly 
grateful to Hans Hurni and Urs Wiesmann, directors of NCCR North-South, Laurent Goetschel, director of 
swisspeace, Heiner Hänggi, head of research and assistant director of DCAF, and Vincent Kaufmann, 
director of EPFL-LaSUR, for their encouragement and financial support that allowed us to pursue the 
project and produce this publication.  

 We are moreover grateful for the helpful feedback we received at different stages of the project 
from academic reviewers inside and outside the NCCR network. We thank our families for their direct and 
indirect support of our work on this project. Finally, we are grateful to the publishers of previous publications 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction: Human security and the OPHUSEC project 
Albrecht Schnabel 

INTRODUCTION 

Human security has emerged as a concept that puts the security of individuals, communities and 
populations at the centre of security provision. Providing security involves the effective and successful 
prevention and mitigation of direct and structural security threats. Yet without a thorough and effective 
identification and assessment of threats – which vary greatly from context to context – effective and 
successful prevention and mitigation is not possible. The project “Operationalizing Human Security for 
Livelihood Protection: Analysis, Monitoring and Mitigation of Existential Threats by and for Local 
Communities” – in short Operationalizing Human Security (OPHUSEC) – on which this publication is based 
has been carried out to explore the possibility of utilizing the concept of human (individual and population-
centred) security for the definition, early detection and effective mitigation of context-relevant threat 
mitigation. This volume reflects on the findings, lessons and practical implementation experiences of this 
project. By doing so it hopes to encourage readers to pick up where the OPHUSEC project has left off, and 
use its methodology in supporting and facilitating potential security providers’ ability to assess and mitigate 
human insecurity within their communities.  

 This publication brings together some of the most significant outputs and results from the 
OPHUSEC project, incorporated into a single cahier available as both hard copy and a freely accessible 
electronic version. We hope that the lessons, results and suggestions generated by this project will 
stimulate interest in learning more about this analytical and practically applied effort to use a human security 
approach in identifying and mitigating highly context-specific threats with equally context-driven and 
resourced response measures.  

 The publication includes already published as well as new materials, and is accompanied by a 
separate companion publication (Cahier 21) in the form of a toolkit to facilitate the easy replication of 
OPHUSEC threat and mitigation assessment exercises. 

 This introduction will not go into great detail about the history, nature and method of the OPHUSEC 
project – these issues are discussed in detail in several contributions to this volume. In fact, a certain 
degree of repetition cannot be avoided when it comes to reporting on the OPHUSEC project background 
and description, as most chapters are meant to be read not only as an integral part of the volume but also 
as stand-alone essays. Without occasional repeated references to the OPHUSEC project basics, few of the 
chapters would be comprehensible outside of the volume’s overall context. Still, a few introductory words 
are in order to set the stage for the remainder of this chapter and the book.  

 Solid and thorough threat assessments depend in large part on the object of security: whose 
security are we concerned about? Whose security needs to be defended and improved? The academic and 
policy debates on security, particularly during the years following the end of the Cold War, have broadened 
and deepened our understanding of security. Its horizontal dynamic focuses on dimensions or themes, 
such as military, political, economic, ecological, socio-cultural and personal dimensions of security. The 
vertical dynamic of security focuses on different levels of analysis – from the global to the regional, national, 
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group and individual. Human security, which emphasizes the individual and society as the vertical focus of 
analysis and action without limiting itself to any specific horizontal threat dynamic, has emerged as an 
important focus of today’s security analysis and security provision.  

 Why human security? While the focus on security needs and provision for individuals is not 
necessarily new, some of its inherent features are. They give new guidance to those who understand 
security as a holistic, comprehensive phenomenon and condition, drawing on both vertical and horizontal 
aspects of safety, development and protection needs of populations, their states and the regional and 
global community of societies and states. First, as already mentioned, the focus on human security implies 
a focus on the individual and the population as the “referent objects” of security – security is therefore in the 
first instance about improving the situations of individuals, communities and populations. Governments, 
states and institutions have been created and tasked by groups of individuals to govern the economic, 
social and political lives of society and protect their safety, security and well-being. Thus the protection and 
maintenance of national security, for instance, is a means towards providing human security. Second, 
“security” is not only about the absence or presence of direct threats through armed violence against 
individuals and their states, but also about structural threats linked to environmental issues, human rights, 
economic development, food or health. Third, in response to these evolving approaches to the meaning 
and purpose of “security”, there is a need to rethink government policies, programmes and spending 
priorities on security provision.  

 Finally, two very important dimensions of managing threats to one’s security emerge. On the one 
hand, it is important to prevent, avoid or – at minimum – reduce the impact of threats. On the other hand, 
particularly when threats cannot easily and quickly be avoided due to structural and systemic problems, it is 
important to “empower” populations themselves to strengthen their coping capacities to adapt to ongoing 
human insecurity. Thus human security is about both recognizing and alleviating the conditions and factors 
that cause and perpetuate threats (i.e. “root cause alleviation”) and building threatened populations’ 
capacity to cope with threats that cannot be alleviated quickly and easily, and so continue to affect their 
lives (i.e. symptom mitigation). The primary objective of human security provision is therefore threat 
alleviation, while a secondary, intermediate, objective is to build and strengthen resilience.  

 For the purpose of the OPHUSEC project (and presumably for the meaningful implementation of 
any human-security-focused policy, programme or activity), not every inconvenience, risk or threat can 
possibly be referred to as a human security threat. The OPHUSEC project uses the point where a threat has 
become or will likely become existential (thus threatening the physical survival of a human being) as the 
threshold at which it can be considered a “human security threat”. Once existential threats have been 
alleviated, attention can and should be turned to the alleviation of non-existential threats. According to this 
understanding, human security stands for the ability of people to secure, at a minimum, their basic right to 
physical survival. If people’s safety cannot be guaranteed for the next day, week or month, and if they have 
to struggle (and, in turn, threaten others) to secure their own survival and that of their families and 
communities, neither society nor the state can be stable or peaceful. It is those existential threats that 
endanger the lives of people and are at the heart of our understanding of human insecurity. It is also 
important to recognize and emphasize that threats, their impact and mitigation options are highly 
contextual. They vary across regions, countries and communities. They also vary depending on the social, 
economic, political or geographic conditions that characterize a certain context. The context is extremely 
important and guides the analysis and mitigation – and thus the implementation – of the means used to 
improve human security provision. 
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THE OPHUSEC METHODOLOGY 

The OPHUSEC project hoped to develop sustained and participatory multi-actor cooperation in order to 
identify, monitor and alleviate threats to human security. The empirical research of the project was carried 
out mainly in Venezuela (with a focus on its capital, Caracas), Kyrgyzstan and Ethiopia. The reason for 
focusing on these three places can be explained by the project’s attempt to draw on existing resources and 
research networks. The targeted places correspond to three of the main research locations in which the 
National Centre for Competence in Research North-South (NCCR-North-South), OPHUSEC’s “mother 
project”, had already been operational for a number of years by the time OPHUSEC was initiated under its 
umbrella. NCCR-North-South aimed to provide comparative analysis between and within three major 
geographic contexts: urban and peri-urban; highland-lowland; and arid and semi-arid. Our initial field 
research activities in Caracas, Kyrgyzstan and Ethiopia mirror those three geographic contexts, 
respectively. Subsequently, a number of further desk-based case studies were carried out to explore further 
the utility of the OPHUSEC approach; some of these are featured in Part Two of this volume. 

 Using the OPHUSEC approach, which will be explained in more detail in many chapters, particularly 
Chapters 13 and 14, the case studies in Caracas, Kyrgyzstan and Ethiopia in particular were initially 
designed to follow the same research process. In each case study, a small local team of researchers was 
assembled by the Swiss-based research team. In a first step, the research teams conducted context-
relevant research on the causes and effects of human insecurity (human insecurity mapping), as well as 
past and existing mitigation measures at state and non-state levels. The teams gathered a wider group of 
representatives from a variety of major stakeholders, who addressed the same tasks in the context of a 
participatory multistakeholder consultation workshop. The workshops were organized and facilitated by the 
relevant case study team and the Swiss researchers. The findings of both the local research team’s work 
and the multistakeholder meeting reflected how researchers and stakeholders similarly and differently 
characterized the human (in)security situation within their particular local and/or national context.  

 In a second step, the research teams selected key threats – existential threats – based on specific 
selection criteria. The resulting “human insecurity cluster” was designed as a set of core threats that each 
group defined as essential to monitor and address in order to preserve basic human security (i.e. survival), 
and had to meet a number of specific criteria. Each threat had to present existential dangers threatening the 
survival of individuals; be closely intertwined with several other threats through common root causes; be 
capable of being effectively addressed through the alleviation of root causes and the strengthening of 
coping capacities; and present possible and feasible opportunities for success and multi-actor 
collaboration for mitigation. Thereafter the teams explored those threats as well as past, current and 
potential for mitigation measures in greater detail. This led to the development of specific response 
measures that would need to be taken by local, national and international actors to reduce threats and 
strengthen the coping capacity of affected populations. The same task was subsequently tackled by the 
participants of the multistakeholder workshop group and integrated into the local team’s assessment.  

 In a third step, the research teams and multistakeholder groups designed indicators and measures 
to monitor both the development of core threats and the degree to which response measures have been 
taken in reducing populations’ human insecurity. They also developed strategies to share the project’s 
findings and recommendations with local, national and international actors and encourage their 
implementation. They explored options for the continuous analysis of human-security-based threat and 
response strategies as a decision support tool capable of influencing (and guiding) actual threat mitigation 
and human security provision by non-state, state and intergovernmental actors. This far-reaching ambition 
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extended beyond the confines of what was originally designed as a research project. Nevertheless, the 
research team vowed to pursue this larger objective after the conclusion of the initial research with the 
publication of a freely available consolidation of project lessons and hands-on practical guidance on the 
implementation of the project’s main suggestions.  

 As much as possible, this basic three-step approach was applied to the initial field studies 
(Caracas, Kyrgyzstan and Ethiopia), while the remaining cases covered in this publication were conducted 
mainly as desk studies, without the benefit of feedback from multistakeholder consultation workshops. The 
main purpose of all our case studies was, in the first instance, to test the utility and feasibility of the 
OPHUSEC approach. Is it a useful approach that might potentially yield helpful, even unique, results and 
could eventually be worth replicating to assess context-relevant threats and mitigation strategies? After and 
parallel to the conceptual development and evolution of the OPHUSEC project and approach, the case 
studies amounted to what could be called “pilots” of the implementation of the OPHUSEC idea. A number 
of key questions guided those attempts to put the conceptual ideas of the project into practice.  

 Do context-driven threat analyses point to the need to address different threats than those studied 
in conventional risk and conflict analyses?  

 Have past responses been suitable and successful in addressing threats adequately? Are current 
measures effective in doing so? 

 Do OPHUSEC-type threat and mitigation analyses (re)define conventional response measures – 
and do they unearth new, potentially more effective mitigation options? 

 Is it possible to identify certain key threats that share the same root causes with other threats to the 
point that efforts in addressing one threat may also indirectly alleviate others through these 
common ties to shared root causes? 

 Is it therefore possible that politically delicate threats can now be addressed – if not directly, then 
indirectly by focusing in the first instance on alleviating other, less sensitive threats?  

We will return to these questions in the concluding chapter. The remainder of this chapter presents an 
outline of how this volume is organized.  

OUTLINE AND CHAPTER OVERVIEWS 

This book is divided into four parts. Following this introduction, Part Two of the volume focuses on 
“Concepts and Methodology”. Chapter 2, “The human security approach to direct and structural violence”, 
by Albrecht Schnabel, places the concept of human security in the security debate and shows that human 
security is indeed an innovative approach to reflect on threats in a non-discriminatory manner as 
constituting both direct and structural violence. Mitigating violence thus means to prevent and manage 
direct as well as structural threats to populations’ survival and well-being. Chapter 3, “Livelihoods, human 
development and human security: Exploring conceptual differences, similarities and complementarities”, by 
Marc Krupanski, outlines differences and similarities between human security, human livelihoods and 
human development. Researchers, policy-makers and practitioners on the ground alike often have 
difficulties accepting and appreciating the coexistence of these different yet highly complementary 
concepts, all of which have a particular place in the work of, for instance, human rights, development and 
security communities. None of them provides comprehensive explanations about the sources of, and most 
effective mitigation strategies for, the wide variety of threats people face on a daily basis in different parts of 
the world or within different parts of a country. Yet the complementarity of these three concepts allows 
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different communities to communicate, plan and work together in effectively identifying and managing 
threats.  

 Chapter 4, “Towards a human-security-based early warning and response system”, by Albrecht 
Schnabel and Heinz Krummenacher, shows how the OPHUSEC approach can be utilized for an early 
warning and response system that goes beyond the prevalent tendency of such systems to focus merely on 
the prevention of violent conflict. The chapter argues that a human-security-based system would be 
considerably more useful and relevant in improving the safety and security of populations threatened by a 
wide range of direct and structural violence, which, building on the argument presented in Chapter 2, 
should be the central focus of a comprehensive warning and response system. In Chapter 5, “Human 
security and security sector reform: Towards people-centred security provision”, Albrecht Schnabel links 
human security with the concepts of security sector governance and security sector reform (SSR). The 
chapter examines the theory-reality gap in applied SSR and requirements for ensuring that SSR, as 
designed in theory and applied in practice, lives up to broader human security and development goals. 
Following a discussion of the challenges and benefits of human-security-sensitive SSR, the chapter 
explains the added value of using OPHUSEC tools in assessing the needs and effects of SSR programmes, 
and having a post-OPHUSEC conversation with security sector and other security-providing actors and 
communities towards joint efforts in addressing human security threats affecting the well-being and security 
of a population and nation. 

 The third part of the volume, entitled “Case Studies – Experimenting with Implementation”, offers a 
number of contributions that report on threat and mitigation analyses of several countries (and one major 
city) carried out within the context of the OPHUSEC project. Chapter 6, “Operationalizing human security in 
an urban setting: The experience of Caracas”, by Albrecht Schnabel, Andres Antillano, Indira C. Granda 
Alviarez and Yves Pedrazzini, is an attempt to translates some key findings of the Caracas study into some 
general arguments about the management of human security threats in urban environments. Chapter 7, 
“Human insecurity and security in Caracas”, by Indira C. Granda Alviarez, Andres Antillano, Josbelk 
González Mejías, Raphaël Zaffran and Marc Krupanski, is a streamlined and shortened version of the initial 
background report of the case study on Caracas. The chapter draws on the research team’s initial 
background study, enhanced by feedback from two multistakeholder workshops. It is meant to show that, 
while already quite useful in informing a more nuanced understanding of the human security situation in 
Caracas, there might be much to gain from following through on subsequent OPHUSEC steps to develop 
empirically based recommendations for mitigation action.  

 In Chapter 8, “Human insecurity and security in Ethiopia”, Moges Shiferaw offers a heavily abridged 
version of a much longer draft case study. It is presented as an early, yet fairly detailed, version of the 
OPHUSEC case study analysis of Ethiopia – although more advanced in terms of the OPHUSEC 
methodology than the Caracas chapter. With the benefit of two multistakeholder workshops, the case study 
reached the stage at which a human security cluster of core threats had been developed, mitigation actions 
had been explored and – to a certain extent – indicators for implementation outcomes had been discussed. 

 The subsequent case studies, Chapter 9 on Kyrgyzstan, Chapter 10 on Nepal (both by Ina Amann), 
Chapter 11 on Laos (by Gaby Guerrero Serdán) and Chapter 12 on Bosnia and Herzegovina (by Daniel 
Michel), are primarily desk studies (with the exception of Kyrgyzstan, which benefited from an initial round of 
multistakeholder consultations). They were written with a level of detail that allows the presentation of a fairly 
developed OPHUSEC study in the context of a compact case study report.  

 The final part of the volume offers “Lessons and Conclusions”. Chapter 13, “Challenges in 
operationalizing human security: Lessons from preparing and implementing the OPHUSEC project”, by 
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Albrecht Schnabel, is written as a reflection on the trials and tribulations experienced by the project 
members during the conceptual development and practical fine-tuning of the OPHUSEC project and their 
attempts at implementing a number of pilot case studies. The chapter focuses on identifying and avoiding 
some of the most common difficulties and pitfalls encountered during the implementation of various 
components of the OPHUSEC threat and mitigation assessment – and turn those into lessons for anyone 
interested in carrying out a similar assessment exercise.  

 In Chapter 14, “Operationalizing human security: From theory to implementation to 
institutionalization”, Albrecht Schnabel and Yves Pedrazzini offer a brief assessment of the OPHUSEC 
project and its achievements and shortcomings, and a brief outlook at the possibilities, opportunities and 
obstacles in putting the OPHUSEC approach into practice. As is argued in this concluding chapter, there 
appears to be great potential in putting a human security approach centre stage when assessing context-
specific threat and mitigation scenarios. This will benefit not only those directly affected by prevalent threats, 
but also those expected to create the conditions for preventing and managing those threats so that 
societies can increasingly live without fear. 

A NOTE ON ACADEMIC RIGOUR AND PURPOSE OF THE CASE STUDIES 

Particularly the case studies in the third part of the volume have been written at various stages of the 
project, reflecting different levels of investment in time, effort and resources in terms of personnel, funds 
and empirical research. Some of the studies incorporate extensive stakeholder input, while others are desk 
studies. Particularly the case studies on Caracas, Ethiopia and Kyrgyzstan were initially written as 
background pieces in preparation for multistakeholder consultation workshops, enhanced with the 
information generated by these consultations. They are abridged versions of the larger internal draft studies 
prepared by the respective research teams and authors. Therefore they are written in a journalistic and 
informal project reporting and documenting manner, rather than as rigorous academic studies. The studies 
in Nepal, Laos and Bosnia and Herzegovina were written primarily as desk-style background studies and 
thus did not benefit from multistakeholder consultation input.  

 Reflecting a variety of detail, academic rigour, data coverage and compliance with OPHUSEC 
project guidelines, the case studies followed to varying degrees the report writing guidelines included in the 
OPHUSEC toolkit (Cahier 21). The reader may decide which level and depth of detail appears most useful 
and feasible in informing threat and mitigation assessments of the types carried out in the context of the 
OPHUSEC project. Moreover, as presented in this volume, the case studies do not reflect updated and 
comprehensive analyses of the countries they cover. The case studies are primarily meant to serve as 
demonstrations of how the OPHUSEC approach can be applied. 
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CHAPTER 2 

The human security approach to direct and structural violence 
Albrecht Schnabel 

INTRODUCTION 

In the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute’s SIPRI Yearbook 2007 Elisabeth Sköns argues that 
there is a clear gap between the intended objective of security provision and its current focus on the 

prevention of collective violence, which leads to much human death and suffering.1 In the same volume, 

Michael Brzoska calls for the traditional categories of collective violence and armed conflict to be 

augmented.2 This chapter builds on their arguments. In exploring the causes and consequences of the 

disconnect between violence and insecurity, consideration must be given to those threats that are the main 
causes of death and injury to humans and affect the stability of societies – many of which do not fit into 
either the category of armed conflict or that of collective violence. Many such threats are the consequence 
of structural violence. A human security approach can encompass these threats and direct violence for both 
analysis and mitigation. 

 If individuals and communities feel secure and protected from the threats that emanate from direct 
and structural violence – that is, if their basic human security needs are guaranteed – then both individual 
suffering and conflict and violence at the communal, regional and international levels can be significantly 

reduced.3 In contrast, the violation of individuals’ and communities’ basic human needs4 leads to suffering 

as well as social and communal deterioration, thus increasing violence in its direct and structural 
manifestations. This chapter first defines “direct” and “structural” violence, and explores the utility of the 
human security concept in addressing both. The second section identifies armed violence as a unique 
catalyst of both types of violence. The third section makes suggestions on how to design human-security-
driven threat and mitigation analyses that help identify and respond to both direct and structural violence 
more effectively. Finally, some conclusions are presented. 

Defining direct and structural violence 

Johan Galtung refers to “the type of violence where there is an actor that commits the violence as personal 
or direct, and to violence where there is no such actor as structural or indirect”.5 He further explains:  

In both cases individuals may be killed or mutilated, hit or hurt in both senses of these words, and 
manipulated by means of stick or carrot strategies. But whereas in the first case these consequences 
can be traced back to concrete persons as actors, in the second case this is no longer meaningful. 
There may not be any person who directly harms another person in the structure. The violence is built 
into the structure and shows up as unequal power and consequently as unequal life chances.6 

According to Galtung, both direct and structural violence can be expressed physically and psychologically, 
whether directed at specific objects or not, with acts that are intended or unintended, and expressed in 
manifest or latent terms. Direct and structural violence are interdependent forces, and although direct 
violence tends to be more visible and easily perceived, “there is no reason to assume that structural 
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violence amounts to less suffering than personal [direct] violence”.7 As a particular expression of the direct 

form, armed violence causes damage and promotes conditions for structural violence. It also weakens a 
society’s capacity to resist or adapt to other life-threatening harm. Thus armed violence and its direct and 
structural debilitating effects threaten peace – both negative peace, which is characterized by the absence 

of direct violence, and positive peace, which is characterized by the absence of structural violence.8 

 Galtung’s differentiation between direct and structural violence is not an undisputed approach, but 
it makes sense in the context of human security analysis. If human security generally means “the security of 
people – their physical safety, their economic well-being, respect for their dignity and worth as human 

beings, and the protection of their human rights and fundamental freedoms”,9 then threats experienced by 

individuals and groups that are part of specific social, cultural, economic and political communities are not 
limited to direct armed violence. Such threats may be overt expressions of violence committed by specific 
and identifiable actors or covert expressions of violence inherent in the disadvantaged position of 
individuals and groups in a social, political or economic system that is upheld by power structures beyond 
their control. Without violence there is greater potential to provide and meet at least basic human needs, 
and to develop possibilities to satisfy needs that determine not only survival but also well-being and quality 
of life. Galtung seems to have sensed the need to give greater consideration to the structural aspects and 
sources of violence, and shift the exclusive (or primary) focus, particularly by governments, from prevention 
of direct violence to the prevention of structural violence. Whether made voluntarily due to a sense of 
national and international responsibility or forced by others promoting such norms, such a shift would lower 
violence and increase human security. 

 Galtung argues that “there is no reason to believe that the future will not bring us richer concepts 
and more forms of social action that combine absence of personal violence with [the] fight against social 

injustice [i.e. negative and positive peace] once sufficient activity is put into research and practice”.10 This 

chapter suggests that human security may well be the concept that offers this opportunity. Looking at the 
impact that both types of violence have on the human security of individuals and communities, without 
prejudicing one over the other in terms of strategic, political or economic significance, allows a more 
effective focus on the basic needs of individuals, compared to the security needs of states as expressed in 
more traditional national security thinking. This approach responds to one of the original components of the 
human security concept: that national and international political and security structures should consider 
human security equally important to national security. At this juncture, the human security concept is able to 
advance the distinctions between direct and structural violence and between negative and positive peace. 
Both accountability and responsibility for the prevention of human insecurity might eventually enter the 
theory and practice of international law and custom. 

 The contribution of human security in responding to direct and structural violence is discussed 
below, following a brief outline of the concept. 

The human security concept 

The concept of human security is much debated and has been given varying definitions by scholars and 

governments alike.11 For the purpose of this chapter, “human security threats” are identified as those that 

threaten the lives of individuals and communities through either direct or structural violence. This approach 
is manageable both in research and in practice. Although it covers threats posed by both direct and 
structural violence, the approach applies an impact threshold requiring violence to be life-threatening to 
individuals and communities. The mere avoidance of direct and structural violence does not satisfy the full 
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range of requirements for positive peace, broad human security provision and the satisfaction of the 

complete hierarchy of human needs.12 It does, however, offer a manageable definition that links population 

security with national security, structural violence with direct violence, and accountability for human 
insecurity with responsibility for the provision of human security. 

VIOLENCE AND HUMAN INSECURITY 

From the literature cited above, three main streams of thought define the source, meaning and impact of 
human insecurity. Broad definitions focus on “freedom from fear” and “freedom from want”; narrower 
definitions focus on the impact of direct, armed violence. The approach suggested in this chapter focuses 
on a combination of direct and structural violence in so far as they threaten the lives of individuals and 
communities. If the rationale for such an approach is pursued further, at least two critical questions arise. 
First, why does direct violence still figure so prominently in human security and insecurity analyses when its 
contribution to the overall numbers of people killed as a result of preventable violence is comparably low? 
Second, why work with structural violence, where the origins of threats are difficult to trace and the 
responsibility for their occurrence, impact and alleviation is even more difficult to assign? Instead, focus 
could be placed separately on direct, armed violence on the one hand and various other forms of harm on 
the other. As is argued below, opting for direct and structural violence as interdependent core variables in 
human security analysis and provision offers opportunities to address the most crucial threats to 
populations and prepare the ground for the most effective mitigation mechanisms. 

Direct violence as a catalyst of human insecurity 

Among the causes of insecurity, armed violence is a factor of unique significance because it prevents the 
adequate provision of human security through its debilitating direct and indirect effects; acts as an 
accelerator of human insecurity, with knock-on effects that increase the negative impact of existing levels of 
violence and harm; and is often the articulation of underlying, protracted and unresolved structural violence 
and thus an indicator of societal and political instability. Armed violence is a highly visible pointer to the 
long-overdue necessity of addressing structural violence and its manifestations.  

 To assess the impact of armed violence on prevailing stress levels and human insecurity potential, 
the type of violence must be determined (e.g. state-based or non-state). Furthermore, the existing and 
potential – increasing or decreasing – levels of armed violence must be ascertained in addition to its internal 
and external costs. (Internal costs include the probable number of victims, infrastructural damage and 
political, economic and social costs. External costs include, among others, the impact on regional peace 
and stability through conflict spillover or refugee movements.) The psychological effects of armed violence 
(such as fear and terror) on populations, on public opinion and on decision-makers are also significant, with 
definite yet difficult-to-estimate implications for peace and stability. If the 11 September 2001 attacks on the 
United States were an attempt to destabilize the political, economic, social and cultural foundations of 
Western civilization, they may at least have shaken those foundations. The attacks created a sense of fear 
and terror that was powerful enough to persuade political decision-makers and populations in numerous 
(primarily) Western societies to limit significantly some long-held and protected values and norms (such as 
civil freedoms) in an effort to deter future terrorist activity of a similar kind. The structural and direct violence 
emanating from the “global war on terrorism”, triggered by the September 2001 attacks on (presumed) 
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Western stability and security, turned out to be significant threats to human security in countries such as 

Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan, and to the civil rights and freedoms of Western societies.13 

 While the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami with its thousands of victims did not cause major political or 
social breakdown in any of the affected countries, armed violence that results in far fewer victims can easily 
have this effect. Depending on the impact on the society where it occurs, armed violence can be 
considered an “extraordinary disaster” causing infrastructural, political, economic, psychological, 
environmental and socio-cultural damage. Environmental crises cause localized destruction (which can be 
repaired) and instability (which can usually be corrected fairly quickly), while an armed crisis can easily 
cause significant irreparable inter-communal damage and instability, affecting political and social relations 

for years or decades to come.14 Thus armed violence can trigger protracted structural violence with 

extraordinary long-term consequences. In a 2007 study, the International Action Network on Small Arms, 
Oxfam and Saferworld estimate the economic cost of armed conflict to Africa’s development:  

On average, armed conflict shrinks an African nation’s economy by 15 percent, and this is probably a 
conservative estimate… There are the obvious direct costs of armed violence – medical costs, military 
expenditure, the destruction of infrastructure, and the care for displaced people – which divert money 
from more productive uses. The indirect costs from lost opportunities are even higher. Economic activity 
falters or grinds to a halt. Income from valuable natural resources ends up lining individual pockets rather 
than benefiting the country. The country suffers from inflation, debt, and reduced investment, while 
people suffer from unemployment, lack of public services, and trauma.15 

Preventing the outbreak of armed violence, or at least curtailing its scope and duration, is an important 
contribution to combating the unwieldy spread of structural and direct violence with compounded human 
security consequences. One of the first major attempts to address direct violence from the human security 
perspective emerged from the debate on the responsibility to prevent and mitigate grave violations of 
human security in the form of genocide, ethnic cleansing and other mass atrocities. This debate led to the 
UN General Assembly’s endorsement of the “responsibility to protect” concept at the 2005 UN World 
Summit, the establishment of the Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect in New York and the 
creation of the position of a special adviser on the responsibility to protect in December 2007 to work 
closely with the office of the UN Secretary-General’s special representative for the prevention of genocide 

and mass atrocities.16 

Structural violence and human insecurity 

Structural violence can be expressed in various ways, one of which is as suffering by all or part of society as 
a consequence of local, national or international exploitive and unjust political, economic and social 
systems and structures that prevent people from meeting their basic needs. Structural violence impinges on 
the basic survival needs of individuals and communities and is thus a source of human insecurity. Many 
effects of structural violence are devastating in human terms as well as destabilizing in political terms. 
Economically or politically marginalized populations that suffer from structural violence may breed extremist 
violence (insurgency or terrorism). In this case structural violence feeds direct violence. Structural violence 
matters in terms of its immediate impact on human security and its correlation with increasing direct 
violence. 

 Elisabeth Sköns appears to state the obvious when she notes: “If the ultimate objective of security 
is to save human beings from preventable premature death and disability, then the appropriate security 



 
 

21 

policy would focus on prevention instruments and risk reduction strategies for their causes.”17 The point is 

well taken, since the occurrence and scope of armed violence – and directly related casualties – are often 
used to inform general analyses of trends in peace and conflict worldwide. The Human Security Report 2005 

is an example of such thinking, although it is widely criticized for this approach.18 Sköns further asserts: 

“While collective violence causes a great many premature deaths and disabilities, other types of injury 

cause an even greater number.”19 She cites relevant statistics prepared by the World Health Organization, 

according to which worldwide 17 million people died of communicable diseases in 2005, while 184,000 

deaths occurred as a result of collective violence.20 Thus approximately 100 times more individuals died of 

preventable diseases than perished as a result of direct collective violence. The data cited by Sköns also 
show that almost five times as many individuals committed suicide and three times as many were killed in 

interpersonal violence than those who fell victim to collective violence.21 However, in the light of those 

figures, an important caveat should be considered, as it is likely to increase the reported levels of indirect 
victims of armed violence. Recent Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) data suggest that the promising 
decline in the number of state-based conflicts seen in the 1990s has ceased, and the annual number of 

such conflicts remained constant at 32 for three years (2004–2006).22 The annual totals for “major armed 

conflicts”, as defined by the UCDP and SIPRI, also remained relatively stable for three years (at 14–15 
conflicts in 2005–2007). Furthermore, since 2004 all the major armed conflicts recorded have been intra-

state conflicts.23 

 While it is likely that damage from armed violence contributes greatly to years or decades of post-
violence suffering, from a human security perspective deadly harm that is not caused by armed violence 
deserves at least as much attention. There is a need to rethink security analysis and provision by moving 
from analysing “conflict potential”, which focuses on direct violence, to “human insecurity potential”, which 
focuses on both direct and structural violence and their mitigation. 

 Structural violence matters in the analysis of both violence and possible mitigation efforts. It is both 
a source and a result of direct violence. Structural violence manifests itself in marginalization and 
repression, and in the intentional and unintentional creation of obstacles to the development or 
maintenance of individual and community-based strategies for managing harm. Based on the human 
security and human needs perspectives, both direct and structural violence are unacceptable burdens on 
human development, social justice and order – whether they are committed intentionally or not. The 
prevailing preoccupation in many quarters with the prevention of primarily direct violence (and the outbreak 
of violent conflict or its recurrence in the post-conflict reconstruction phase) should give way to a more 
thorough focus on the detection and mitigation of structural violence. The latter is a source of great human 
suffering and societal tension, with the potential to destabilize societies to the point where armed violence 
becomes unavoidable.  
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THE HUMAN SECURITY APPROACH AS AN ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK TO ADDRESS VIOLENCE 

Alleviating, mitigating and coping with direct and structural violence are essential requirements for 
sustainable and positive peace – and for ensuring that fragile post-conflict societies in particular do not 
relapse into collective violence. The priorities and responsibilities for preventive and restorative engagement 
need to be clarified. The human security approach to structural and direct violence is a method to assist in 
identifying such priorities and responsibilities. It selects threats in a specific geographic context with a focus 
on the needs of the affected population, identifies sources of direct and structural violence and develops 
and communicates mitigation strategies to the actors in charge of human security provision. 

 A number of issues are thus necessary components of a framework for effective human insecurity 
mitigation: population- and context-specific threat and violence identification and analysis; threat-, context- 
and actor-specific designs of preventive and response measures; targeted prevention of direct and 
structural violence through multi-actor strategies; and monitoring and assessment of threat levels and the 
implementation of mitigation and adaptation measures. Particular attention must be paid to the role of 
armed violence and its potential for escalating existing and creating new waves of direct and structural 
violence, and to the sources and impacts of structural violence. Using this framework as the basis for 
human security analysis will help identify priority threats and entry points for effective preventive measures. 
However, the response side of this equation will remain a challenge, although not a difficult one. Desirable 
outcomes include observable and measurable reduction of direct and structural violence and threat levels; 
decreasing vulnerability to direct violence and other life-threatening harm; increasing levels of human 

security; the reduced likelihood of conflict; and improvements in social and political stability.24 

 Such a systematic approach to the analysis of violence is particularly relevant in the presence of 
structural violence, which is not always easy to recognize and where the identification of responsible causes 
and actors are a challenge at best. In Galtung’s words, “Personal violence represents change and 
dynamism – not only ripples on waves, but waves on otherwise tranquil waters. Structural violence is silent, 

it does not show – it is essentially static, it is the tranquil waters.”25 

 The human security approach is concerned with the needs of, and threats affecting, individuals and 
communities. Violence has to be analysed and mitigated primarily at the levels of social, political and 
economic interactions. Thus a human security approach to identifying and alleviating direct and structural 
violence must be able to identify sources of, and remedies to, violence that are realistically attributable to 
affected individuals and communities. Analysis of the sources of human insecurity and the responsibilities 
for security provision has to be undertaken in a context in which such analysis delivers relevant information 
to identify accountabilities and responsibilities, and where remedial or preventive strategies become 
feasible. In many instances, this will result in a multitiered approach to human security analysis and 
provision. Both direct and structural violence can be traced back to local, national, regional and 
international sources (i.e. structures and actors). Responsibilities for action lie with different actors at each 
of those levels. Sometimes remedial or preventive strategies can be pursued at all levels from the local to 
the global (with the greatest potential for effective and sustainable human security provision), while most 
often less ambitious (and possibly less effective) strategies will have to focus on measures at those levels 
where actors, structures and processes are most agreeable towards cooperation in the reduction of 
violence. For instance, financial or ideological support for an insurgency from local populations and external 
governments may be addressed at either or both of those levels. Global structural inequalities (such or 
globalization pressures or unfair trade patterns) might be identified as sources of structural violence at the 
local level, but would need to be addressed at the international level. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

As discussed in the previous section, the human security concept implies that the provision of human 
security requirements is largely the responsibility of states. Many states need to rethink and refocus their 
security policies and systems in order to provide effective human security for their population and – in 
cooperation with other states and coordinated by intergovernmental organizations – assist or encourage 
states that lack the necessary capacities to follow suit. The “responsibility to protect” concept seems a 
suitable response to these calls for the provision of universal human security. Yet it is for this very reason 
that scepticism prevails about the legality of a new norm which considers human security as an innate right 
and the provision of human security as the responsibility of states. Such expectations seem to be at odds 
with states’ rights to sovereignty and non-intervention. Protagonists of the concept point out that their work 
– and the accompanying evolving global norm – applies only to direct violence and, in that context, the 
extreme action of military intervention under the responsibility to protect concept is concerned only with the 
most grievous crimes: mass atrocities and genocide. However, the basic assumptions of the concept 
justifying measures short of military intervention are applicable to direct violence in more general terms and 
to structural violence “committed” by national and international cultural, social, economic and political 
structures – a major paradigm shift in international norms and values. 

 Depending on one’s reading of The Responsibility to Protect,26 there seems to have been a struggle 

within the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty over the inclusion of some types 
of violence at the expense of other similarly destructive yet politically and legally less practicable ones. The 
responsibility to protect concept focuses on conflict and violence prevention and on post-conflict and post-
violence rebuilding as the main tools available to the international community to fulfil its responsibilities 
towards disadvantaged and threatened populations worldwide. Direct violence short of mass atrocities and 
structural violence are gradually being recognized as viable and legitimate justifications for triggering 
international concern and pressure on states that are not able or willing to meet their populations’ human 
security needs. 

 Using existing means and instruments to address state-based conflicts and – although more 
challenging – other forms of collective violence might be easier, less expensive and under current 
international law more likely to occur. From a human security perspective, such an approach reflects 
concerns mainly with the impact that tensions or crises have on national, regional and international order 
and stability. The fate and survival of affected populations are not primary considerations despite the 
destructive impact of both direct and structural violence on the stability and fabric of societies and their 
political systems. Moreover, such narrow approaches to addressing collective violence ignore opportunities 
to become involved in dealing with major suffering that is short of direct violence, and in checking its 
escalation to armed violence. Focusing threat analysis and mitigation on an approach that applies human 
security to identifying and reducing direct and structural violence offers promising opportunities for creating 
the normative, legal and eventually political conditions for the consolidation of positive and sustainable 
peace in threatened societies. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Livelihoods, human development and human security:  
Exploring conceptual differences, similarities and complementarities 

Marc Krupanski 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter explores the meanings, similarities and divergences of the “human security” concept with other 
leading conceptual security frameworks for development practitioners, namely “livelihoods” and “human 
development”. Each serves as the guiding policy and analytical framework for a variety of governmental, 
intergovernmental and non-governmental agencies. While they hold significant currency within debates, 
policies and practices of international development, they are less prominent within the peace and security 
fields, where the concept of human security is better known. Moreover, the meanings of the three concepts 
– and more precisely their relationships with one another – often remain poorly understood. To situate and 
understand better the comparative advantage of operationalizing a human security framework – the focus 
of the OPHUSEC project – it is helpful to understand the relationship of the human security concept vis-à-vis 
other leading developmental frameworks. This chapter reflects upon dominant understandings of these 
concepts in order to make the case that the concepts and agendas of human security, livelihoods and 
human development are neither incompatible nor divergent. In fact, human security shares many of the 
same principles, methodologies and goals with those inherent to livelihoods and human development 
approaches.  

 Although in recent years human security has faded from its previously more prominent position 
within international development policy circles, often in favour of a livelihoods or human development 
approach, this chapter posits that human security offers a valuable analytical lens and reflects a 
development and security agenda that not only incorporates the concerns captured by a livelihoods 
approach, but moves it forward to address additional critical issues that affect individuals’ and 
communities’ daily lives and needs. Indeed, the added advantage of a human security framework lies in its 
ability to reformulate traditional notions of security (i.e. as existential threats to the state) to focus on the 
importance of safety, security and stability of the individual and community. In addition, it raises the 
significance of certain traditional development-specific concerns when they are considered or expected to 
pose existential threats to both individuals and communities. In making this analytical shift, the importance 
of conditions identified through a livelihoods or human development approach is increased in recognition of 
the potential or real threat these conditions have on the ability to survive of an individual, his or her family, or 
the community. In this sense, an effort to operationalize human security can potentially better reflect the 
practical realities of the relationship between security and development.  

 This chapter proceeds by reviewing select leading development agencies’ understandings and 
approaches to livelihoods, human development and human security. Thus it relies upon core definitions 
publicly offered by various agencies as well as select relevant academic literature. This is certainly not an 
exhaustive review, but rather an attempt to establish an exploratory base sample that represents the key 
elements of each concept. Its purpose is to provide some orientation for the reader to situate the concept of 
human security within the international development (and security) discourse as he/she moves through the 
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remainder of this volume. As such, the bulk of the chapter is descriptive in nature and resembles a mapping 
exercise. It is intended to provide an introduction to the concepts in order to place human security in 
relation to other leading, and closely related, development frameworks. Limited comparative analysis 
follows the descriptive sections.  

LIVELIHOODS 

The livelihoods concept is arguably the most prevalent framework employed by both development and 
humanitarian agencies. Within the concept a variety of labels and names are used, such as livelihoods 
security, sustainable livelihoods, household livelihoods and – simply – livelihoods. However, despite the 
slight variation between the “subterms”, each can be considered to fall under a general livelihoods 
framework. Thus, for the most part, this section employs the general term of “livelihoods” as an umbrella, 
although specific titles may be discussed explicitly when attempting to account for slight variations.  

Background of the concept 

The livelihoods concept emerged largely from the work of international non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and research institutions, particularly in terms of a “sustainable livelihoods approach”. It was later 
adopted by governmental development agencies. Early forerunners of the approach include organizations 
such as Oxfam, the Institute of Development Studies at the University of Sussex and the International 
Institute for Sustainable Development. It was adopted by the UK Department for International Development 

in 1990, serving as one of the first government agencies to adopt the concept officially.1 

 Development and humanitarian policy-makers and practitioners utilize the framework of livelihoods 
to measure, assess, plan and evaluate interventions related to a range of conditions and means deemed 
necessary for a stable and sustainable living. Thus livelihoods is a normative framework through which 
policy-makers and practitioners stake a claim as to what are important, necessary and fundamental 
guarantees to live a life removed from poverty. In this way, livelihoods approaches are focused on poverty 
reduction strategies that strive to empower poor people to build their own opportunities and structure stable 
and predictable means of living – as opposed to a focus on physical, health or security threats, which is 
closer to the heart of a human security approach. The livelihoods approach thus avoids the so-called 

“security trap”2 by focusing its analysis and intervention on the more traditional development and 
humanitarian concern of poverty reduction.  

Core principles 

A number of core principles define the livelihoods approach and are crucial for development interventions: 
activities should be people-centred, responsive and participatory, multi-actor, conducted in partnership, 
sustainable and dynamic. These principles, especially participatory engagement aimed at empowering 
affected individuals, have always been key distinguishing features of this approach. 

 Livelihood has been defined as comprising a range of “capabilities, assets (stores, resources, 

claims and access) and activities required for a means of living”.3 Further, and respecting the core 
principles of a people-centred, responsive and participatory approach, people at the focus of interventions 

should be the ones to define their own desired livelihood outcomes.4 A livelihoods approach is left 
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intentionally broad in order to capture and respond to the context-specific ways in which people obtain 
livelihood resources, including both formal and informal mechanisms. 

 International organizations and NGOs have found a livelihoods approach attractive, as it is flexible 
in application to different contexts. As it engages formal and informal processes, it is designed to capture 
the varied means to secure livelihoods not just between different individuals, but by individuals as well. For 
instance, the approach is designed to respond to the multiple income-generating activities someone might 
have in any given year. As noted in a UN Development Programme (UNDP) report on the subject, the 
approach “has the flexibility to tap into such kinds of adaptive responses and utilize them as entry points for 

policy making”.5 

 Additionally, sustainability is a core component of livelihoods.6 It should be quite apparent that 
without sustainability (if not predictability), livelihoods would only be relevant to a temporary condition rather 
than to an entire lifetime. A typical understanding of sustainability in a livelihoods framework is expressed by 
Chambers and Conway, who state that “a livelihood is sustainable which can cope with and recover from 
stress and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, and provide sustainable livelihood 
opportunities for the next generation; and which contributes net benefits to other livelihoods at the local and 

global levels and in the long and short term”.7 

 Thus a sustainable livelihoods framework comprises what Bingen identifies as three interrelated 
components: “First, some combination or portfolio of capabilities, assets (including physical, natural and 
social resources or capital) and activities; that, second, enable people to deal with events and trends as 
well as develop various strategies to pursue desired livelihood outcomes; while, third, maintaining or 

enhancing their capabilities and assets over time.”8 Based on this concept, sustainable livelihoods 
frameworks help diagram the various interrelationships among the events and trends affecting people’s 
lives, as well as the structures (levels of government, private sector actors, etc.) and processes (laws, 

policies, institutions, etc.) that influence people’s access to and use of livelihood assets.9 

 UNDP has adopted a sustainable livelihoods approach as a means to further its broader human 
development agenda, a distinction that will be made clearer in the following discussion on human 
development. As stated in a UNDP document on the topic, a sustainable livelihoods approach “brings 
together the thinking and practice of poverty reduction strategies, sustainable development and 

participation and empowerment processes into a framework for policy analysis and programming”.10 In 
practice at the country level, UNDP has utilized the sustainable livelihoods approach in its work related to 
rural food security, micro private sector development and urban development. 

 When looking for a more explicit discussion and incorporation of “security” within a livelihoods 
approach, “household livelihood security” emerges as one of the leading concepts. This approach 
developed in response to a rising focus on “food security”, a concept that gained greater attention in the 
1970s (in particular the 1974 World Food Conference) and 1980s (following a series of droughts and floods 
in parts of Africa that created severe food shortages). Relevant to human security, two critical analytical 
shifts emerged: first, an assessment that some threats which are not linked to physical violence nonetheless 
pose an existential security threat; and, second, that the focus of that threat moved from the nation to 
individuals and communities, in this case households. Indeed, this analytical shift, as will be demonstrated 
later, overlaps with the approach offered by human security. 

 Household livelihood security was adopted by NGOs such as CARE in the mid-1990s. In a 2011 
report the UN Environment Programme employed livelihoods security as its framework for analysing threats 
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to individuals and communities caused by climate change.11 More so, it analyses the intersections of 
climate change with statelessness, international conflict, vulnerability and development.  

 Livelihood security is often discussed in the context of households. As such, household livelihood 

security is defined as “adequate and sustainable access to income and resources to meet basic needs”.12 
This includes adequate access to food, potable water, health facilities, educational opportunities, housing 

and time for community participation and social integration.13 In addition, this framework considers a range 

of activities to secure food and income in multiple places, both rural and urban.14 As noted by 
Frankenberger and McCaston, “each household can have several possible sources of entitlement, which 
constitute its livelihood. These entitlements are based on the household’s endowments and its position in 

the legal, political and social fabric of society.”15 

 The risk of livelihood failure determines the level of vulnerability of an individual or household to 
income, food, health and nutritional insecurity. Livelihoods are secure when individuals and households 
have “secure ownership of, or access to, resources and income-earning activities, including reserves and 

assets to offset risk, ease shocks and meet contingencies”.16 As Ghanim states, “households have secure 
livelihoods when they are able to acquire, protect, develop, utilize, exchange and benefit from assets and 

resources”.17 The objective of the framework is to strengthen a household’s livelihood strategies relevant to 
the particular context in order to enhance predictable and sustained successful livelihood outcomes, such 
as gender equality, nutrition, health or shelter. 

 A review of what typical indicators utilized within a livelihoods approach aim to measure can help 
reveal the conceptualized priorities, methodologies, objectives and goals of the approach and its delivery. A 
ready example is that of CARE’s indicators for household livelihood security. CARE is one of the more 
prominent advocates for a household livelihoods security viewpoint, and in attempting to explain its 
application of this approach and framework – and encourage their use by others – it has attempted to 
establish effective benchmarks, or indicators, that serve to measure relative success or shortcomings of its 
activities. These indicators have attempted to account for progress towards security in food (measured by 
e.g. duration of lean period, share of household budget spent on food, dietary diversity by type of 
household member); nutrition (measured by e.g. stunting and wasting among children aged 6–59 months); 
economics (measured by e.g. annual household income stream, household asset index); health (measured 
by e.g. incidence of diarrhoea over the past month); education (measured by e.g. family members with 
completed primary education or adult literacy rates); shelter (measured by e.g. housing condition); gender 
status (measured by e.g. female participation in household decision-making or dowry); and community 

participation (measured by e.g. effective presence of village groups).18 Such a review thus details common 
features of livelihood security (e.g. education, health, food) as well as having a particular focus on 
measurement of household units. However, there is a lack of indicators related to potential external and 
structural forces and conditions as well as to direct and structural violence. The only explicit indicator of 
violence relates to incidence of violence against women within the home as a measure of gender status. 
Thus although a household livelihoods security framework attempts to incorporate a “security” analysis, it 
stops short of incorporating more traditional elements of “security”. In doing so, it appears as an attempt to 
elevate the existential importance of livelihood threats (i.e. by labelling them as “security” concerns) while 
maintaining a clear separation from otherwise “traditional” existential threats due to violence. 

 In sum, livelihoods approaches are among the most prevalent frameworks for analysis and 
programme design and delivery used by governmental and non-governmental development and 
humanitarian agencies. Some threads of the approach, such as household livelihood security, engage a 
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more explicit discussion and incorporation of a “security” analysis. However, the framework is primarily 
focused on the development of poverty reduction strategies that are context-specific and designed in 
participation with those affected. Moreover, they are aimed at empowering individuals and households to 
make changes in their lives required to ensure their sustainability, while excluding more common 
understandings of security involving either direct or structural violence. 

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 

Human development has been a leading approach in development work for the past two decades. It has 
been utilized as a framework for a range of development interventions and agendas from small NGOs to 
broad international summits, such as the Millennium Summit and its result, the Millennium Development 
Goals. In particular, it has been championed by the United Nations in general and UNDP in particular since 
the introduction in 1990 of UNDP’s seminal and annual publication, the Human Development Report (HDR).  

Background of the concept 

The conceptual forerunners of human development were Amartya Sen and Mahbub ul Haq, who helped 
develop the concept in the 1980s along with a groundswell of social movement activity in the global South. 
This happened in response to otherwise traditional development interventions that focused on national 
economic development as the principal if not sole means to improve individuals’ well-being. Since the first 
HDR in 1990, the concept of human development has been taken up largely by researchers and NGOs, 
and to a lesser extent by government development agencies. It has been employed overwhelmingly within 
the development field, and both humanitarian and security practitioners and researchers have also 
attempted to align their efforts in support of “broader” human development objectives. 

Core principles 

In essence, the human development framework aims to put people rather than national economic 
standards in the centre of development interventions, and to expand the realm of human concerns beyond 
standard economic indicators. As noted in the first HDR, “Human development is a process of enlarging 
people’s choices. The most critical of these wide-ranging choices are to live a long and healthy life, to be 
educated and to have access to resources needed for a decent standard of living. Additional choices 

include political freedom, guaranteed human rights and personal self-respect.”19 Human development 
represents an ambitious agenda that moves beyond a strict focus on poverty reduction strategies or 
economic figures to include issues such as political and cultural freedoms, good governance and gender 
equality, with only a limited inclusion of direct peace- and security-related issues. The first HDR served as 
an important benchmark, as it encouraged a shift in focus away from national wealth and to the living 
conditions and economies of individuals and communities, under the slogan that “people are the real 
wealth of a nation”. Through human development, people – and their well-being – are the “end” or objective 
of development, as opposed to the then mainstream approaches, which viewed humans as a “means” or 
resource for economic growth or production. In fact, proponents of human development contend that this 
approach represents the “authentic” intent and design of development, thus signalling a return to the “real” 
meaning of development. As Sen notes, “Human development, as an approach, is concerned with what I 
take to be the basic development idea: namely, advancing the richness of human life, rather than the 

richness of the economy in which human beings live, which is only a part of it.”20 Thus, like livelihoods and 
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human security (discussed below) approaches, human development tries to change the conceptual 
reference point and indicator of development from the state to its people.  

 At a conceptual level, human development is understood as a process to widen people’s choices, 
freedoms and opportunities in everyday as well as institutional and structural matters. This includes 
reforming state institutions to make them more accountable to people and introducing new legal 
frameworks for the protection of vulnerable populations. It moves beyond a livelihoods approach in that it 
seeks to address and respond to issues that may not be immediately or primarily understood as related to 
economic empowerment or poverty reduction strategies. Instead, the conceptual paradigm of human 
development presents a framework through which issues such as political choice, cultural expression and 
responsive state institutions are treated as essential components of one’s well-being and quality and dignity 
of life, just as much as issues of poverty and economic livelihoods. In fact, within this framework, 
sustainable economic development and poverty reduction are not the end goals, but rather one set of 
means to enhance human development – i.e. one’s overall well-being, defined as health, nutrition and basic 

education.21 A livelihoods approach, then, would be one component of a broader human development 
agenda. However, and a significant point in relation to human security, a human development approach for 
the most part does not have a specific direct violence or security component, although its inclusion of and 
emphasis on issues such as health access and gender equality may permit an analysis and understanding 
of structural violence and allows for important synergies with human security.  

 According to the UNDP, human development “involves expanding the opportunities and capacities 
to enable [people] to live a creative and productive life according to their needs and interests. For this 
reason, development is focused on expanding the choices human beings have to have the life they 

value.”22  

 Indeed, as noted previously, the proponents of human development view this approach as 
reflecting the true purpose of development. For instance, in reference to the need for such an approach, 
Mahbub ul Haq, founder of the HDR, states:  

The basic purpose of development is to enlarge people’s choices. In principle, these choices can be 
infinite and can change over time. People often value achievements that do not show up at all, or not 
immediately, in income or growth figures: greater access to knowledge, better nutrition and health 
services, more secure livelihoods, security against crime and physical violence, satisfying leisure hours, 
political and cultural freedoms and sense of participation in community activities. The objective of 
development is to create an enabling environment for people to enjoy long, healthy and creative lives.23  

Interestingly, in addition to “more secure livelihoods”, characteristic of the livelihood approach, in this 
quotation ul Haq makes reference to “security against crime and physical violence”, which is not explicitly 
an element of the human development approach – yet was subsequently picked up with the merger of 
development and security needs in the context of UNDP’s 1994 HDR, which introduced the concept of 
human security. 

 Thus the concept of human development is an attempt not truly to revolutionize development, but 
rather to embody its real essence and original intent. Unlike a livelihoods approach, which is considered a 
particular approach within the broader development and humanitarian fields, human development is offered 
as an all-encompassing normative and universal understanding, framework and agenda for development.  

 However, despite the broad and encompassing view offered by ul Haq, a more confined approach 
to human development, one that often excludes engagement with direct violence and security, has 
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emerged. Within this more common and now standard approach, the four central components of human 
development are for people to “1) enjoy a long and healthy life; 2) obtain an education; 3) have access to 
resources that enable them to live in dignity; and 4) be able to participate in decisions that affect their 

community”.24 To deliver on these ambitious goals and meet various changing and context-specific needs, 
human development is designed conceptually to evolve constantly. In more than two decades since its 
emergence, the concept has been enlarged and contracted – in fact human security was intermittently 
introduced in the 1994 HDR as an enlargement of human development (discussed below) – in order to 
meet changing conditions on the ground as well as changing demands of donors.  

 In many ways, an understanding of human development can best be grasped by a review of central 
indicators used to track and measure it. Indeed, indicators are designed to serve as useful benchmarks to 
measure, track and evaluate programme delivery. In this sense, conceptually at least, indicators should 
reflect the desired outcomes and goals of any programme (although there is quite a good deal of work 
dissecting the failings of many prominent indicators to capture accurately a desired goal or outcome). 
There is a sizeable number of indicator sets and indices that accompany human development; chief among 
these is UNDP’s Human Development Index (HDI), which is a composite of multiple indices and indicators. 
The HDI attempts to measure and rank national records not just in terms of income growth, but also 
regarding social indicators, such as education, life expectancy and political freedom. The 49 indicators that 
constitute the HDI are diverse and multiple, including, for example, adjusted net savings, carbon dioxide 
emissions per capita, fresh water withdrawals, education index (expected and mean years of schooling), 
adolescent fertility rate, public expenditure on health (percentage of GDP), gender inequality index, 
inequality-adjusted education index, impact of natural disasters, labour force participation rate and shares 

in parliament (female-male ratio).25 

 Many of the core principles and methodologies of human development resemble those of the 
livelihoods and human security approaches. Core principles include using a conceptual and practical 
approach that is people-centred, empowering, locally owned, holistic, sustainable and “does no harm”. 
Similarly, among the ideal methodologies to achieve human development are approaches that are 
participatory and engage those most directly affected by problems (rather than just national elites or 
government officials); that are consultative and coordinated with other external actors to eliminate 
redundancy and mutual harm and support coherence of activity; and that are multidimensional in design 
and programming.  

 Although it can be argued that structural violence-related issues are included within a human 
development framework, more “traditional” components of security or issues of direct violence occupy a 
less prominent place. As discussed above, the main components that constitute the HDI do not include 
substantive security-related factors except for life expectancy, which can maintain some connection to 
security issues if, of course, these lines are made in the analysis. Nonetheless, many substantive security-
related programming takes place under a human development framework and with a stated objective to 
advance human development. Often such programming is related to “peacebuilding”, including, for 
instance, disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR), security sector reform, rule of law initiatives, 
demining, institution building as a means for conflict prevention, and transitional justice. Often, however, an 
engagement with security-related issues such as these is justified as a way to advance poverty reduction 
and sustainable economic development, as well as health and nutrition. They are thus supported as a 
means towards promoting human development core activities, but not as ends in themselves.  

 In sum, conceptually human development has represented a significant refocusing of development 
priorities, goals and programming: it has attempted to shift the focus from one based on national economic 



 
 

 
 

34 

metrics, such as GDP, to one that is human-centred. It has attempted to make people’s well-being the 
focus of development, rather than their use primarily for economic production. In terms of security, the 
concept embraces, to some extent, security-related issues and programming as necessary preconditions 
to achieve human development. Violence and conflict are viewed as significant impediments to both 
sustainable economic development and poverty reduction, as well as to the health, nutrition, equality and 
general well-being of the people. However, while security may be loosely included within the conceptual 
framework of human development, it remains excluded from its central focus or purpose. 

HUMAN SECURITY 

Background of the concept 

The concept of human security was introduced in the 1994 HDR. Emerging from – and building on – 
preceding work on human development, human security represented a bold step towards reconfiguring 
traditional security paradigms and priorities.  

Core principles 

Following in the path of its conceptual forefather, human development, as well as the livelihoods approach, 
the concept of human security shifts the referent object of security from the state and its elites to the 
individuals and communities of the state. In particular, it attempts to account for those most disadvantaged, 
marginalized and threatened (often considered the most vulnerable). In addition to this significant and 
controversial conceptual break, human security attempts to expand an understanding of security to capture 
development and humanitarian-related issues. In the broad understanding of human security, traditionally 
excluded issues, such as housing conditions, pollution, health, poverty, crime and political equality, were 
acknowledged as not just as threats to one’s livelihood or development, but as existential threats. The goal 
of human security is to achieve freedom from fear (i.e. “security”) and freedom from want (i.e. 
“development”). In doing so, it represents not just an analytical framework, but also an agenda for action 
and social change. 

 In presenting such a shift, human security represents an ambitious, broader and more holistic 
conceptual framework and agenda than those of livelihoods and, possibly, human development. First, its 
goal of freedom from fear and want is a significant shift for both development and security practitioners and 
policy-makers, as it attempts to bring both communities closer together through a conceptual framework 
that recognizes the linkages and dependencies between the two as well as an agenda for action within 
which both could conceivably work in partnership. Further, more so than with human development, human 
security attempts to grasp explicitly and engage with a security-development nexus, which “posits that there 
is an interaction between the security situation and development outcomes, between the development 
situation and security outcomes, and between performance and outcomes in security and development 

assistance”.26 Thus, as Schnabel notes, “Human security also for the first time introduced, from a 
development perspective, the security and development conundrum to a larger global community of 

practitioners, policy-makers and researchers.”27 

 Additionally, human security represents an ambitious, broader and more holistic agenda and 
framework when considering its understanding of threats and violence. Rather than focusing exclusively on 
military or armed attacks and violence, as had been the traditional rendering of security by both 
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development and security policy-makers, human security attempts to identify and confront direct and 
structural violence – although over the years many human security practitioners, such as those within the 
Swiss or Canadian governments, have adopted a much narrower version that excludes the important (and 
foundational) component of structural violence. Thus inequality based on race, ethnicity or gender as well 
as inaccessible healthcare, pollution or water contamination may be reconfigured not just as concerns of 
one’s well-being (under human development) or livelihoods (in cases of nutrition, health and the 
environment), but as violence. In this sense, it encompasses concerns of livelihoods and human 
development, but posits them as potential existential security threats to an individual, a community or both, 
and strives to empower communities affected by these threats to develop the appropriate strategies and 
capacities to overcome them, in partnership with relevant traditional or public authorities. Of course, not all 
of these concerns or threats may be deemed “existential” (such as air pollution), but they are to be 
analysed and measured for this possibility. 

 Furthermore, this understanding of threats and violence and the shift of the referent object of 
security is what makes human security an agenda for action and change. Indeed, to confront structural 
violence against individuals and particular communities in a society, one must change that society. Thus 
not only is an immediate change to the threat required, but also a change to the structures and power 
relations that allow for and maintain such a threat. Human security, in this sense, requires a sensitive and 
undoubtedly tense engagement with power. One of the more immediate ways in which it proposes to do 
this is to redirect energies and priorities of security providers in a state (not to mention the state itself) 
towards confronting identified human security threats and elevating issues of structural violence to national 
priorities. 

 Much like livelihoods and human development, applied human security at its core maintains the 
principles of a people-centred approach, sustainability in design and implementation, local ownership and 

respect of the “do no harm” principle as outlined by Mary Anderson.28 Likewise, its methodologies attempt 
to reflect these principles through participatory processes that aim to empower those directly affected and 
vulnerable populations, are multifaceted and multidimensional, and are coherent with interventions 
undertaken by other actors. 

ANALYSIS  

From this exploratory review of these three concepts a number of convergences, compatibilities and 
similarities emerge. Rather than being quite divergent or opposing, each of these frameworks supports, 
rather than opposes, one another. For the most part, differences seem to be a matter of scope in the 
framework of analysis as well as the ambition to serve as an agenda for change. 

 Table 3.1 provides a basic overview of some of the core components of each concept that may be 
useful as a quick reference guide. 
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Concept 

 

Stated goal Principles Methodology Engage with traditional 
“security”/direct violence concerns? 

 

Livelihoods 
 

Poverty reduction 
 

People-centred 

Sustainable 

Locally owned 

Holistic 

 

Participatory 

Multidimensional 

Coherence 

 

Only with regard to “household 
livelihoods security”, which is largely 
confined to “food security” 

 

 

Human 
development 

 

Expansion of choice 
and well-being 

 

People-centred 

Sustainable 

Locally owned 

Holistic 

 

Participatory 

Multidimensional 

Coherence 

 

Engages with structural violence, but 
limited engagement with direct 
violence or traditional security (e.g. 
DDR, mine action) 

 
 

Human security 
 

Freedom from fear 
and freedom from 
want 

 

People-centred 

Sustainable 

Locally owned 

Holistic 

 

Participatory 

Multidimensional 

Coherence 

 

 

Yes, attempts to merge development 
and security concerns, communities 
and agendas 

 

Table 3.1: Overview of core components of “livelihoods”, “human development” and “human security” concepts 

Common features 

Among the commonalities of the human security, livelihoods and human development approaches are 
methodologies, principles and certain objectives. In terms of shared principles, each of these concepts 
includes the core components of people-centredness, sustainability, local ownership and holistic 
approaches. At this level, each concept attempts to shift the traditional referent object of the state and the 
nation as a whole to the people who make up the nation. Each may have a slight difference as to who this is 
– household, individual, community, or particular classes or communities of people. However, each offers a 
critical shift away from a focus on the state (and its elites) to the audience which the provision of 
development and security is ideally supposed to benefit – i.e. the people. Furthermore, each concept aims 
to be sustainable in its approach, delivery and impact. Rather than being conceived as a quick approach or 
something that is intended to serve an immediate need or band-aid effect, each is intended to take a long-
term view, minimize negative unintentional outcomes and last much longer than the initial intervention.  

 In terms of methodologies, each concept is centred on a participatory approach that engages 
directly with affected communities and individuals in order to reflect more accurately the contexts and 
conditions of their lives, as well as empower them to identify their own problems or threats and the solutions 
to overcome them. Each strives to employ multidimensional activities that can engage with multiple 
converging issues and threats to make a holistic and lasting change. Finally, each emphasizes the need for 
coherence with other interventions and programmes to minimize overlap and mutual harm and maximize 
their synergies for greater positive impact. 

 Furthermore, each concept is designed to evolve constantly to address emergent needs or threats 
and reflect on new responses to these by the people it is designed to support and empower. Likewise, each 
concept has evolved in part by the introduction of new metrics for indicators and in response to academic 
research and political and donor pressures. In this sense they are concepts that can be adapted to address 
evolving threats and be responsive to those people affected. 

 Of course, there is some shared organizational affiliation as to who employs each concept. Some 
organizations, researchers and agencies may in fact use different approaches at different times, or to 
address different needs. In part, this may be influenced by the desires of donors or the level of acceptance 



 
 

 
 

37 

of each framework within the broader community. Generally, each concept has been taken up at one point 
or another by the development community, with parts of the United Nations, especially UNDP, leading the 
way. In this sense, although some may also be taken up by humanitarian and security actors or 
researchers, they all share the common feature of being development-oriented concepts. 

 Finally, all share common concerns. Although a livelihoods approach may not directly engage with 
substantive or “traditional” security issues, each stresses the mutually reinforcing effects and importance of 
health, nutrition, education and the environment, as well as (to some extent with livelihoods) political and 
community participation.  

Distinguishing features 

Through this brief overview certain distinguishing features have also been identified. While human 
development and human security are closely aligned and similar (which can be expected, given that human 
security emerged within the context of human development), a livelihoods approach is divergent particularly 
in its relative disengagement from issues related to “security”. Issues of armed violence and conflict, and 
ineffective and unaccountable security provision and institutions rarely figure in a livelihoods approach.  

 Likewise, threats to health, nutrition and the environment are not viewed through the lens of 
structural violence, but rather through their effects on one’s ability to maintain and secure a livelihood. On 
the other hand, although different approaches of particular organizations may be more nuanced or varied, 
for the most part human security (and human development) does not view economic livelihood and poverty 
reduction as the ultimate objectives but rather as central components of achieving human security (i.e. 
freedom from fear and want).  

 Furthermore, human security is designed to engage with security providers and development 
actors. It is an embodiment of the security-development nexus and urges greater and closer collaboration 
and partnership between the two fields in order to maximize positive impact for both. 

 In addition, human security, like human development, is conceived as an agenda for action and 
change, not simply a conceptual framework or organizational approach. It is designed to be an evolving 
paradigm to be taken up by security and development actors across the world in order to secure sustained 
peace and development, particularly in transition societies. In this sense, human security builds upon the 
foundations of livelihoods and human development by elevating their shared concerns to national and 
existential importance and revealing the ways in which issues of direct and structural violence are 
interconnected and affect the daily lives of people. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this relatively brief and general review of livelihoods, human development and human security 
approaches to peace, security and development was designed to explore the conceptual underpinnings 
and goals of each in order to illuminate many of their shared features as well as the ways in which human 
security attempts to move beyond them. 

 Rather than being incompatible or divergent frameworks, this review has shown the common goals, 
concerns, principles and methodologies that all share. Similarly, it has also highlighted the ways in which 
human security offers a unique addition by approaching livelihood and development threats as structural 
violence and existential threats. Human security, the prime focus of the OPHUSEC project for which this 
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chapter has been prepared, engages intentionally and holistically with traditional security actors and 
concerns in order to mitigate both direct and structural violence for the benefit of the people. Out of the 
three concepts discussed in this chapter, human security might thus be the most people-centred approach 
towards the provision of development and security. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Towards a human-security-based early warning and response system 
Albrecht Schnabel and Heinz Krummenacher 

INTRODUCTION: EARLY WARNING FOR HUMAN SECURITY PURPOSES 

The recent attention given to the concept of human security – in both academic and political debates – is an 
encouraging development for those committed to improving the security and livelihood conditions of 
suffering populations. Instead of national security and defence, the security and safety of the population are 
at the core of human-security-focused domestic and international policy. While there are diverse 
interpretations of what is considered to be a human security threat, this chapter uses a definition developed 
in a project on the operationalization of human security (OPHUSEC) currently pursued by one of the 
authors: a human security threat constitutes an already or potentially life-threatening danger to a population 
in a specific geographic context. The specific source and nature of this threat depends on each situation 
and context – it could range from flooding to landslides, diseases or violent conflict.1 Consequently, efforts 
to monitor, analyse and respond to such diverse threats vary greatly. In the chapter the authors argue that 
the contextualized, sometimes multilayered, nature of human security must therefore be matched with an 
equally multifaceted monitoring, warning and response system. 

 Depending on the nature and source of the identified threats and their symptoms and causes, 
monitoring and early warning exercises must focus on very specific information and threat indicators. As the 
salience of data and events monitored will inevitably vary from threat to threat, the monitoring and warning 
approaches used need to differ accordingly. Contemporary early warning systems lack the necessary 
flexibility to meet this requirement, and generally suffer from two major shortcomings. First, their focus lies 
exclusively on trends leading towards or away from violent conflict. Environmental, economic and other 
threats do not feature on the radar screen unless they trigger social unrest or political upheaval. Second, in 
the past early warning was only targeted at “third world countries” and the information gained was primarily 
used by Western states to enhance their internal policies and development programmes. We believe that in 
a globalized world where developments in one corner of the world sooner or later affect all societies, such 
“open source intelligence” provided more or less exclusively for the donor community is not appropriate 
anymore – indeed, it has never been. Early warning information needs to be shared with all stakeholders, 
and the response to human security threats has to be found in a participatory process with the response 
itself mainly being the responsibility of local/national governments and non-state actors. Hence no single-
focus early warning system alone will satisfy the monitoring and warning capacity required for human 
security provision. Moreover, the up to now “extractive” approach to early warning practised by Western 
governments has to give way to one that is based on true partnership. The latter is a prerequisite for long-
term, sustainable response strategies and mechanisms for potential and emerging threats to populations’ 
survival as well as state and regional stability.  

 The chapter begins with an examination of existing first- and second-generation approaches to 
early warning and an illumination of the factors that explain their relatively limited utility for human security 
early warning. This is followed by a discussion of the emerging concept of human security. We conclude by 
outlining how a third-generation early warning system would have to look in order to address societies’ 
genuine human security needs successfully. 
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FROM CONFLICT- TO HUMAN SECURITY-FOCUSSED EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS 

Most if not all current political early warning systems are geared towards one specific threat, i.e. violent 
conflict, while neglecting other existential risks to human security linked to economic, political, social or 
environmental developments. The main reason for this negligence lies in the fact that political early warning 
generally uses a traditional definition of security, which encompasses all forms of military threats and 
indirect warfare against a nation-state, while non-military threats to society are factored out. There are 
several reasons why decision-makers favour such a military-centred definition of security.2  

 The main argument was raised by Richard H. Ullman with regard to his home country:  

Politicians have found it easier to focus the attention of an inattentive public on military dangers, real or 
imagined, than on non-military ones; political leaders have found it easier to build a consensus on 
military solutions to foreign policy problems than to get agreement on the use (and, therefore, the 
adequate funding) of other means of influence that the United States can bring to bear beyond its 
frontiers.3  

The resurgence of ethnic conflict after the end of the Cold War era has seemed to reconfirm the prevalence 
of military conflict as the main source of national, regional and global instability and human suffering, further 
confirming the tendency to return to traditional definitions of security and security provision in the creation of 
early warning analysis. 

Genesis of early warning 

Originally, early warning was a military concept. Over time it was adjusted for civil purposes, and various 
types of warning systems emerged to assist national and international actors in the early anticipation of, 
and timely preparation for, natural disasters, the outbreak of famine, political destabilization and forced 
migration.4 The rationale behind these political early warning frameworks, however, was still reactive rather 
than proactive. Early warning and response measures were taken only after a humanitarian emergency had 
occurred, and not beforehand. Crisis de-escalation was the key issue, not solid early preparedness. 

 Contrary to this first generation of political early warning schemes, present-day systems address – 
at least in theory – not only the symptoms but also the underlying causes of violent conflict. As the term 
“early warning” indicates, monitoring and analysis of a potentially conflictive (or otherwise disastrous) 
situation should be initiated at the earliest possible stage in order to prevent rather than alleviate human 
suffering. The Forum on Early Warning and Early Response, for example, defined (political) early warning as 
the “collection and analysis of information about potential and actual conflict situations, and the provision of 
policy options to influential actors at the national, regional and international levels that may promote 
sustainable peace”. It further argued that “Early warning is not only about assessing the possibility of 
conflict but also identifying the possible resurgence of conflict and the opportunities for peace.”5 

 On the one hand, such definitions are helpful as they link theoretical analysis of violent conflict to 
concrete action; acknowledge the necessity to involve a broad range of state and non-state as well as local, 
regional, national and international actors in addressing threats to sustainable peace; and point out the 
necessity to look for not only signs of escalating tensions but also peacebuilding opportunities. The fact 
remains, however, that this and similar definitions used within the early warning community still focus on 
one single facet of the threat spectrum: violent conflict. They neither take other existential threats to society 
into account, nor clearly delineate what type of information needs to be collected and analysed. Thus such 
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definitions invite decision-makers with a traditional military-centred understanding of security to continue 
looking at factors intimately linked to power structures and the adverse behaviour of opposition groups. The 
root causes of human insecurity, however, are easily neglected, as the focus is on inter- and intra-state 
violent conflict that is triggered by power struggles between opposing parties. 

 The FAST approach6 to early warning circumvents this definitional cliff by stressing the need to use 
a so-called “analytical framework” to identify and categorize causes and issues of conflict for each 
observed country.7 Yet in the FAST scheme, too, the dependent variable is violent conflict, and 
environmental or economic collapse, societal disintegration and state failure are beyond its explanatory 
power. In other words, while FAST is probably one of the most elaborate early warning systems that deals 
with violent conflict, it still does not capture the complex reality that contemporary societies face with regard 
to human security. If we are to create systems that live up to this complex reality, we need to build a third-
generation type of early warning scheme. To this end, however, a number of challenges have to be 
overcome. Some of those pertain to models and approaches of early warning systems in general, while 
others are related to the fact that human security as a dependent variable is not as easily defined and 
operationalized as narrowly defined threats such as “famine”, “forced migration” or “violent conflict”. 

Why a human security focus? 

Human security as a guide for preventive activity 

Why should we focus on human security when considering preventive action – including both early warning 
and early response? It is not easy to summon the necessary resources and goodwill to commit states and 
inter-state and non-state organizations to preventive activities, when so much of their attention is already 
required to address the consequences of ongoing crises. However, most of the very same actors who find 
it difficult to invest in preventive activities also realize and admit that prevention is the best insurance against 
the suffering and instability associated with structural and direct violence, and the costs of repairing the 
subsequent damage. Still, they remain stuck in a mainly reactive mode.8 

 How, then, can we ensure that this obvious preference to react can be utilized in encouraging 
preventive action? The concept of human security offers a solution. If we assume that certain basic human 
security needs must be met to maintain a minimum standard of stability and order, then we can respond to 
cases where such needs are neglected. Once such neglect is addressed and needs are met, chances of 
suffering, disintegration and conflict are significantly reduced. Thus reaction to observable slippage in the 
provision of basic security needs amounts to the prevention of eventual conflict, violence and, possibly, 
war. At the same time a foundation for long-term, positive peace is laid. 

Human security as a pragmatic notion 

The provision of human security is not simply an idealist sentiment, but a very pragmatic notion. Individuals 
want their needs fulfilled. In representative and participatory political systems politicians are interested in 
serving – at least nominally – the interest of their constituencies. If they want to secure political office, they 
have little choice but to accommodate their voters’ (reasonable) demands. Human security provision is thus 
the norm in well-functioning political systems where citizens have means and ways to keep those in power 
under control and ensure that the latter spend a substantial portion of their resources in securing the 
population’s interests. If citizens enjoy good, accountable and responsible governance, a culture of peace 
is more likely to develop than in an environment of oppression, insecurity and instability. This has positive 
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effects on cross-border relations as well. Human security provision is thus a key ingredient in the creation 
and consolidation of “security communities”.9 

 Unfortunately, the majority of the world’s population are ruled by governments that do not or cannot 
offer responsible, accountable and good governance.10 Governments that are not interested in the welfare 
of their people will refuse to embrace a human security agenda. There have been suggestions to initiate 
human security audits or periodically publish a human security index or report. However, these efforts will 
not be successful as long as the provision of human security runs counter to the interests of many 
governments. What are needed are self-enlightened governments and leaders; the presence of domestic 
opposition groups capable of challenging irresponsible governments by non-violent means; and/or external 
pressure by states, subregional and regional organizations or the United Nations to encourage 
governments to more responsible behaviour.  

Human security concepts in and for the UN system 

While human security may be the key to good governance and peace, a fundamental shift of domestic, 
regional and international norms towards the recognition of the general welfare of individuals and 
communities (i.e. the population as a whole) as the primary goal of governance is difficult to achieve. The 
work of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) is a prominent example 
of an attempt to integrate human security in emerging global debates (and evolving norms) on the 
international community’s responsibility to intervene in the affairs of sovereign states for “human protection 
purposes”.11 In its final report, entitled The Responsibility to Protect, the ICISS defines “human security” as 
“the security of people – their physical safety, their economic and social well-being, respect for their dignity 
and worth as human beings, and the protection of their human rights and fundamental freedoms”.12 It links 
the international community’s responsibility to prevent, react and rebuild directly to violations of human 
security. Other reports, proclamations and resolutions, many of which were the results of studies 
commissioned or undertaken by the United Nations, have produced a tremendously rich reservoir of 
recommendations for actions by nation-states and intergovernmental organizations to improve 
development, human rights and security provision, and thus to strengthen the chances for peace, stability 
and regional or global security for all.13  

Human security – From debate to policy? 

It is frustration of and threats to the basic human needs of individuals and communities that lead to human 
suffering, social and communal deterioration, and thus violence in its various direct and structural 
manifestations. On the other hand, if individuals and communities feel secure and protected from the 
existential threats that emanate from social, political and economic injustice, as well as from military 
violence, environmental disruptions and natural disasters – that is, if their basic human security is assured – 
human suffering on an individual level and conflict and violence on communal, regional and international 
levels can be significantly reduced.14 Therefore, investing in human security – particularly if approached in a 
pragmatic, systematic and focused way – will produce improved livelihood conditions for individuals and 
communities that currently live in vulnerable and life-threatening situations. Investing in human security 
improvements is thus a win-win situation. Moreover, if done in a contextualized (i.e. adjusted to specific 
needs and specific contexts) and focused manner (i.e. addressing the root causes of threats), such 
investment is bound to produce positive results. 

 Many governments and international organizations have recognized the concept of human security 
as an important item on their national and international security and development agendas.15 It is 
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championed by those governments and non-governmental groups and organizations that oppose power 
politics – the tendency by powerful states and multilateral organizations to wield their might in order to 
advance their own interests and views of the world – which, incidentally, often do not coincide with the views 
of many of the less powerful. When it was initially introduced to broader policy and academic debates by 
the Human Development Report,16 where it was used as a comprehensive approach to encompass all 
human rights, security and development threats experienced by individuals and communities, the human 
security concept was meant to represent a key instrument in fighting poverty and improving human 
livelihoods. Human security has been promoted primarily by countries such as Sweden, Norway, Japan, 
Switzerland and Canada.17 Some politicians and policy-makers have actively introduced the concept to the 
highest-level international debates – most prominently exemplified by former Canadian foreign minister 
Lloyd Axworthy’s initiative to introduce the concept into UN Security Council debates.18 Japan’s initiative of 
the Commission on Human Security gave added prominence and worldwide deliberations to the concept of 
human security.19  

 There has been an ongoing debate between those favouring a broad and those favouring a narrow 
definition of the human security concept. Some of the most forward-looking protagonists, such as Canada, 
champion a narrow definition of the concept, one focused on freedom from fear. For reasons of political 
expediency as well as intellectual clarity, the focus is on personal security, immediate threats from violent 
conflict and the provision of a negative peace.20 Such threats are mitigated primarily by operational 
preventive action once violent conflict is imminent or – in post-war situations – its resurgence must be 
prevented.21 Others think quite differently. Much like the 1994 Human Development Report, the Commission 
on Human Security’s report “Human Security Now” argues that a broader bandwidth of threats should be 
addressed, and existential threats to individuals should be addressed regardless of their source. The 
commission equates human security with the protection of “the vital core of all human lives in ways that 
enhance human freedoms and human fulfilment”.22 The commission further argues:  

Human security means protecting fundamental freedoms – freedoms that are the essence of life. It 
means protecting people from critical (severe) and pervasive (widespread) threats and situations. It 
means using processes that build on people’s strengths and aspirations. It means creating political, 
social, environmental, economic, military and cultural systems that together give people the building 
blocks of survival, livelihood and dignity.23  

Thus our understanding of human security analysis and provision – and our point of departure for a human-
security-based early warning system – has five pillars.24 

 First, human security focuses not only on military conflict and its consequences for civilians, but 
also on many non-traditional security threats, including those arising from diseases or economic or 
environmental disasters. The costs of non-traditional security threats can be as – or more – devastating for 
human beings as those of traditional security threats. Moreover, they often have the potential to escalate 
into violence and war. 

 Second, human security and human insecurity depend highly on the context of one’s analysis. For 
example, populations along border regions experience dramatically different threats than those living 
elsewhere in the country, or those living in a large capital. Thus analysis of human security threats and the 
identification of mitigation measures are highly context-specific. 

 Third, a thorough threat (not “conflict”) analysis is the key to identifying the most pertinent human 
security challenges. 
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 Fourth, using a vulnerability scale, one is able to differentiate between life-threatening and non-life-
threatening dangers for the population. The former – actual or potential life-threatening danger – qualifies as 
a human security threat. Thus a sanitation issue with deadly consequences for the population of a refugee 
camp could be a major human security threat, while ethnic tensions within that same camp, yet with little 
potential of escalating into physical violence, are not human security threats. “Human security clusters” are 
formed by a small number of such existential threats within a given context. 

 While this seems to be a very selective approach, focusing on issues with the most severe impact 
on the survival of the population, the fifth component of this approach focuses on root cause analysis and 
alleviation. The root causes of such visible, actual, life-threatening dangers inevitably overlap with the root 
causes of non-life-threatening vulnerability, so tackling the root causes of the former will also reduce 
suffering at the level of the latter. Root cause alleviation in the context of the most severe human security 
threats is thus seen as a comprehensive tool for the prevention of both life-threatening and non-life-
threatening dangers for suffering and endangered populations. Below we discuss the possibilities for 
building an early warning system on such an approach to human insecurity identification and human 
security provision. 

Challenges and opportunities of a human-security-based early warning system 

Many challenges of a human-security-focused early warning system reflect those of any early warning 
system. Some challenges are, however, unique to attempts of gearing a system towards a cluster of threats 
that have emerged as key obstacles to the survival and safety of the population. They focus on a different 
approach to threat analysis, the necessity to undertake ongoing analysis, assessment and possibly 
reconsideration of key threats, and the necessity to move away from “one-size-fits-all” approaches to the 
design and application of focus, method and implementation of early warning systems.  

Focus of early warning  

One of the key questions for any early warning effort is what do we warn of? What are the core threats to 
human security that need to be addressed and that we wish to cover with our early warning system? In the 
context of human security monitoring it is obvious that a wide array of environmental, economic, social, 
cultural and political dimensions need to be considered. However, the focus of monitoring and warning as 
well as the indicators used depend on the perceived real and potential threats identified in each covered 
geographic context. Once these threats are identified, the early warning system must develop indicators, 
methodologies and approaches to data collection and analysis that are suitable to the type of information 
required to measure such threats. For instance, event data may be particularly useful to track latent conflict 
developments but not the onset of environmental disasters. Thus the nature of the threats monitored will 
influence the methodology and type of data collection and assessment. One has to envision running 
parallel systems based on a diversity of threats – or generating one system with several thematic analysis 
units utilizing the same information collection, monitoring and analysis system. In the latter case the data 
collection and indicators used must be broad and versatile enough to accommodate the diversity of 
information required when tracking developments of several threat scenarios.  

Method  

Once the threats to, and vital requirements for, human security in a given country or region are identified, 
appropriate methodological approaches to monitoring and analysis have to be chosen. There are basically 
three methodological types of early warning systems: qualitative and quantitative approaches, and a 
combination of both. Examples of qualitative early warning systems are the publications of Human Rights 
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Watch, Amnesty International and the International Crisis Group.25 Analysts of such institutions are normally 
based in the countries monitored, and produce risk assessments and recommendations based on context-
specific background expertise. Quantitative early warning models boomed in the 1990s, partly because of a 
greater availability of data due to the fall of the Iron Curtain, and partly because of significant improvements 
in computer technology. The basic principle behind such models is the collection of structural or event data, 
which are then analysed to provide statistical trends of a country’s stability or the level of conflictive and 
cooperative actions. Examples of quantitative-oriented early warning systems are the Kansas Event Data 
System developed by Deborah Gerner and Philip Schrodt,26 Barbara Harff’s work in the field of genocide 
and politicide27 and the Country Indicators for Foreign Policy programme run by David Carment.28 Early 
warning systems that combine both approaches, such as FAST International29 and CEWARN (which is 
based on the FAST methodology),30 benefit from the combination of extensive, standardized data 
collections, quantitative analysis and qualitative expertise of country experts. We strongly believe in the 
necessity of combining quantitative and qualitative approaches to data collection and analysis. 

Recipient of analysis 

It is not enough simply to generate information and hand it to those who might be in a situation to make 
necessary responses. If the recipients of early warning information are not placed, capable or willing to take 
action, early warning analysis would be nothing but an exercise without any effect on the improvement of 
volatile situations. Those who are engaged in early warning work, particularly if operating a system that 
focuses on context-specific threats and their amelioration, must ensure that recipients of analyses and 
response actors are closely involved in the early warning process and support the work done by early 
warning systems. Thus those of us involved in early warning must ask a number of important questions. 
Whom do we want to warn? Who is the appropriate recipient of our analysis and warning? Are we aware of 
the political context within which recipients will receive our analysis and warning? Will they use the results of 
analysis and warning to serve the population’s or their own particular interests? Is the transparency of early 
warning analysis and recommendations assured? In short, how do we treat information, and who should 
receive it and who not? Have the recipients of warning signals been adequately involved in developing the 
system so that it responds as closely as possible to their needs, capacities and requirements? Are the 
outputs/products of the system presented and packaged in a way that is most appropriate for quick and 
thorough consumption by the recipients, and is tailored to their needs and capabilities? Without satisfactory 
answers to these questions, early warning activities stand on very weak ground. 

Quality of analysis  

As a result of the “cottage industry” that emerged from the prevention hype of the early to mid-1990s, many 
institutions claim to produce early warning analysis and policy description. However, only a few have been 
able to supply useful products on a consistent, systematic basis, and others have clearly overstepped their 
mandate of providing solid analysis to embark on the slippery path of advocacy. Despite the obvious need 
to pool resources and know-how, institutions show little willingness to cooperate, share information or 
develop and use common tools and methods. Funding continues to be rare, and competition for it is high. 
Donors are not without fault – they tend to show interest in supporting a diversity of small programmes with 
limited funds rather than a limited number of collaborating programmes with more significant funds. Donor 
coordination and cooperation could improve much in this direction. Furthermore, as regards the methods 
used to collect and analyse data, too many institutions cover too many countries in unsystematic ways, with 
very little attention to detail and long-term analysis. The more countries covered by early warning efforts, the 
less “selective”, judgemental and thus politically sensitive it would appear if a nation finds itself included on 
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a certain organization’s early warning roster. Unfortunately, governments’ and regional and international 
organizations’ willingness to fund early warning and preventive activities seems to have declined sharply in 
the past years, despite repeated and continuing calls in major international reports and policy statements 
for strengthening, not weakening, preventive capacities of state and intergovernmental actors. 

Warning-response gap  

The main challenge of early warning is the ability to bridge the gap between early warning and early action. 
Strong commitment by all stakeholders to act in a timely, appropriate and coordinated way is imperative in 
ensuring effective early warning and crisis mitigation. With the help of thorough conflict and threat analyses, 
stakeholders (and key security providers, including foremost government authorities) can work with early 
warning systems on the root causes of potential violence and the identification of early indications for 
evolving instability and crisis. Focusing on human security – on the survival needs of the populations – 
states would be able to show their commitment to serving society, not merely themselves. With their 
support, security providers would be able to adapt their work to the aim of long-term, sustainable and 
preventive action. Early action requires proper preparedness and the selection of the most appropriate and 
effective entry points for mitigation strategies. Both should be pursued in close cooperation with early 
warning systems. However, the issue of timing is crucial not only in the initial involvement in evolving crises 
situations, but also in choosing the most appropriate exit strategy. At that point, one’s assistance should 
have created the basis for sustainable improvement, and relevant stakeholders should be strengthened and 
equipped to the point where they can carry forward the work initiated by external actors, while progress 
should ideally be visible enough to allow external actors to sense that their input has been successful. 
Continuous monitoring of the impact of mitigation measures is thus a key issue in measuring what would 
otherwise be extremely difficult to measure: the impact of preventive activities. Such monitoring would 
quickly reveal if the gap between warning and response is not being closed. It would also inform those 
responsible for monitoring and analysis as to which recommendations and measures work, which do not, 
and what impact this may have on the approach, methodology and nature of monitoring, analysis and the 
generation and transfer of recommendations. If we talk about an “early warning system” – in contrast to 
early warning “activity” – we are referring to a system that spans monitoring, analysis, recommendation for 
(policy) response, design and implementation of response actions, and subsequent monitoring and 
assessment of such mitigation measures. For early warning to be successful – in any context and in regard 
to any threat – we have to take this “system” approach. Thus partners in early warning and response need 
to work closely together. 

Political sensitivity  

Resistance of those who fear intrusions in their own political backyards has been successful in spoiling 
efforts to strengthen early warning and preventive capacities by the United Nations and other well-
intentioned international actors. Political sensitivities still surround “early warning” as a political activity: they 
concern on the one hand the presence of foreign representatives who conduct “intelligence” work for 
supposedly benign reasons to improve and strengthen development assistance programmes, and on the 
other hand the debates at highest international levels about a much-talked-about “responsibility to protect” 
populations whose human security needs are being violated at least partly at the hands of their own rulers. 
For many governments these are worrisome issues. These developments go hand in hand with a certain 
degree of loss of faith in the United Nations as the neutral “conscience of humankind” – because the 
organization is too heavily influenced by the North while proving extraordinarily resistant to efforts of further 
democratization, political opening and reform. Nevertheless, to be effective and be heard, early warning 
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systems need to find ways of remaining objective and maintaining the ability to offer constructive criticism – 
even directed at governments, if need be – while at the same time retaining the possibility to cooperate with 
government actors. Here again the advantage of a human security focus comes to the fore: focusing on 
issues below the level of armed violence creates space for tackling root causes of human misery through 
engaging less sensitive issues, yet with a chance for real impact.  

Measuring success  

The role and success of early warning depend on the degree to which it can be translated into early action. 
Thus early warning can only be as useful as relevant organizations and individuals are committed to 
incorporating its analysis into their short-, mid- and long-term activities and planning, particularly if this 
refers to efforts at root cause mitigation. In general it is difficult to prove the effectiveness of early warning 
systems in preventing crises, disasters and destabilization: success depends on the counterfactual that 
negative events and developments do not occur. In addition, it is difficult to measure the extent to which 
early warning signals are incorporated into the work of relevant stakeholders, and to what degree and extent 
they do trigger early action. Should a deteriorating situation improve, it is moreover difficult to link such 
developments to the implementation of recommendations generated by the early warning system. Often, 
credit for constructive mitigation efforts have to be situated with the implementing actor (for instance, 
government agencies), even if they were triggered by analysis and recommendations from the warning 
system. Nevertheless, this challenge may be less problematic for a human-security-based early warning 
system, where specific – and very concrete – threats are monitored, and specific response measures are 
designed and assessed for their implementation and effectiveness. Assessment of response measures 
requires a clear understanding of the targets, goals and indicators for success associated with each of 
them. We are thus not dealing with counterfactuals: we do not search for what has not happened (i.e. a 
crisis), but what has happened (i.e. the effect that countermeasures had on specific root causes). Human-
security-based early warning focuses on key problems that can be alleviated in order to prevent key threats. 
If such key problems persist, countermeasures were either misplaced, ineffective or never implemented. 
Information on these issues will inform revised measures and undoubtedly have an impact on the results of 
threat monitoring. 

CONTOURS OF A HUMAN-SECURITY-BASED EARLY WARNING SYSTEM 

Despite their often-lamented lack of measurable success, early warning systems are likely to proliferate. 
Catastrophes of various kinds will continue to happen, but authorities at state and international levels as 
well as private business and civil society actors are increasingly wary of the high costs of post-disaster 
rebuilding. While even functioning early warning will not always lead to early and effective responses, there 
is no alternative to the creation and strengthening of early warning systems. The often-mentioned argument 
that despite the ample and timely availability of information and warning, response measures fail due to 
inadequate political will is also overstated and unhelpful. Any warning effort outside a well-lubricated early 
warning system in which each part of the system feeds off and informs the others will have great difficulties 
in generating the desired results. Moreover, if – as is the case with most warning systems – threats are pre-
selected with little or no effort in consulting stakeholders or adapting to changing security situations, such 
early warning efforts simply miss the point of their very existence: to generate knowledge about effective 
response options to prevent major disasters from threatening populations and their survival. What we 
propose here can be summarized very simply in three points: early warning must be part of a monitoring-
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warning-response system, without which it cannot be effective; early warning systems must respond to the 
actual threat(s) at hand, facing the security and survival of the population in a given context; and the key 
threats monitored and responded to by these systems must be defined as a result of collaborative, 
participatory, multistakeholder processes. Particularly the latter point will also increase the likelihood that 
different components of warning systems will not only speak to each other but also act with each other in 
addressing successfully those root causes that are responsible for the most severe threats to people’s 
survival and future well-being. 

Human security threat analysis 

Human-security-based early warning, if properly conceived, would help resolve a great number of problems 
that have so far plagued such systems. Due to the multistakeholder process in identifying (and over time 
verifying) key threats and respective response strategies to life-threatening dangers, chances are high that 
an early warning system would target the most relevant threat(s), including traditional (and non-traditional) 
security threats. Focusing on threats that primarily affect populations will add legitimacy to early warning 
efforts at the level of society, state and the international community. All three communities will have to 
contribute to response efforts, and thus must be able to identify themselves with the legitimacy, approach 
and focus of any given early warning system.  

 Human security early warning systems will prioritize a small number of severe threats and outline 
feasible response measures to alleviate root causes effectively, thus increasing the likelihood that response 
actors (or human security providers) find it necessary to implement response options. Root cause 
alleviation will in all cases reduce suffering among the population and thereby generate positive – and 
observable – results that speak to the necessity and success of implementing contextual human security 
warning and response systems. Focusing on issues other than armed conflict, genocide or failed statehood 
(issues that are at the centre of existing early warning programmes) will increase the likelihood that 
government actors will listen and act in political contexts that tend to be hostile towards early warning and 
prevention initiatives.  

Structure and procedure 

In addition to these basic requirements, we can identify a few technical issues of structure and procedure 
which would help overcome some of the challenges to successful early warning outlined above. These 
apply to attempts at generating new human-security-based early warning systems, and at upgrading 
existing systems so they are able to meet the basic criteria of human security early warning. 

 When developing early warning systems or integrating an early warning component into one’s work, 
one should ideally use comprehensive approaches that combine monitoring, analysis, early warning and 
early response. Thus applied prevention should take the form of integrated, systematic and long-term 
commitments, and close cooperation between all those involved in the early warning cycle, ranging from 
threat monitoring to response implementation. Existing efforts should be evaluated, revised and adjusted to 
reflect such comprehensive approaches.  

 The scheme should offer systematic early warning services for in-house access, for partners within 
the early warning system, and for external audiences and users. While early warning systems can collect, 
monitor and analyse data (at local, country, regional or global levels) either locally or externally, linking both 
local and external monitoring, data collection and processing provides a solid balance between local and 
external expertise and biases. 



 
 

 

51 

 Early warning systems can process their collected event and structural data through either 
qualitative or quantitative methods. While there are often clear preferences towards one or the other method 
(often related to misplaced mistrust towards the other “school of thought”), both approaches to early 
warning analysis are highly complementary and should go hand in hand. Whenever possible, long-term, 
systematic and thorough analysis of positive and negative trends should be combined with short-term 
expert analysis of particular events, how those events affect certain more or less problematic situations, and 
how these may impact on the level and nature of the threat under observation by the early warning system. 

Taking an early warning “system” approach  

Ideally, a number of very general steps should be standard practice for early warning systems: those who 
collect and code pertinent data should possess local expertise; only state-of-the-art data processing and 
analysis tools should be utilized; local and international experts should interpret the results of such analysis 
in a holistic manner, by taking into account political, economic, social and cultural factors in crisis and 
disaster situation assessments; those experts relate the findings to entry points for local and external actors 
who have the capacity to slow down or alleviate negative – and strengthen positive – developments; early 
warning analysts are informed about policy and programme design and implementation; and performance 
of implementation measures is included in monitoring activities.  

 Early warning is a team effort. Few organizations have the capacity, competence and mandate to 
be responsible for all aspects of early warning and early response: from monitoring to analysis to decision 
support and policy design, implementation and evaluation. Realistically, several actors, at both state and 
non-state levels, need to cooperate closely if an early warning system is to run smoothly and for the benefit 
of all stakeholders. Some organizations are better placed to conduct monitoring and analysis, others to 
develop policy options and ensure implementation. Nevertheless, without close cooperation – starting with 
a common decision as to what to warn of (threat) and what to look for (root cause indicators) – no early 
warning system can function effectively. The ownership of warning systems should as much as possible 
rest with local or national actors. This may help to counter and alleviate any possible misgivings about the 
practice of certain countries, mostly from the North, and certain intergovernmental organizations to interfere 
in the internal affairs of states.  

 If willingness to engage in such cooperation can be secured, the first step towards an effective 
warning and response tool is accomplished. If the various actors involved in an early warning system are 
not willing to cooperate, the effectiveness and success of the system are doomed. Therefore it pays to 
accept delays in launching systems until the key stakeholders have reached the point where they will in fact 
be ready to give life to a cooperative early warning and response system. That point, we believe, will be 
reached quicker if an early warning system is based on human security criteria, speaks directly to the 
stakeholders’ needs and context concerned, and builds on cooperative efforts between a range of 
governmental and non-governmental human security providers. 
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CONCLUSION 

Physical survival is the very basic need of a human being. Other needs beyond mere physical survival 
determine the quality and comfort of life. For the majority of the world’s population, life is a constant 
struggle to secure a minimum of comfort and self-fulfilment. Human security, as defined earlier based on 
the human security research conducted by one of the authors, stands for the ability of people to secure this 
minimal right – the right of physical survival. If people cannot be sure if they will survive the next day or week 
or month, if they have to fight to secure their families’, communities’ and own survival, society will be neither 
stable nor peaceful. It is therefore these existential threats that endanger the lives of people which are at the 
heart of our understanding of human insecurity. These threats vary from region to region, from country to 
country, from place to place.  

 Most of today’s early warning efforts focus on violent conflict as the key threat to prevent. However, 
consider these figures. The number of armed international and intra-state conflicts has declined sharply 
over the past 60 years – and so has the number of battle-related deaths.31 Violent conflict is by far not the 
greatest threat to people’s survival. Even if we continue to focus on violent deaths, in the year 2000, out of a 
total estimated 1,659,000 global violence-related deaths, only 310,000 were war-related, while 520,000 were 
homicides and 815,000 suicides.32 World Health Organization data show the following:  

Of the 45 million deaths among adults aged 15 years and over in 2002, 32 million, or almost three-
quarters, were caused by noncommunicable diseases, which killed almost four times as many people as 
communicable diseases and maternal, perinatal and nutritional conditions combined (8.2 million, or 18% 
of all causes). Injuries killed a further 4.5 million adults in 2002, 1 in 10 of the total adult deaths. More 
than 3 million of these injury deaths – almost 70% of them – concern males, whose higher risk is most 
pronounced for road traffic injuries (three times higher) and for violence and war (more than four times 
higher).33 

According to the same data, in 2002 approximately 473,000 adults aged 15–59 died as a result of violence 
and war, 814,000 of road traffic injuries and 672,000 from self-inflicted injuries (including suicide). At the 
same time, 2.3 million died of HIV/AIDS, 1.3 million of ischaemic heart disease, 1 million of tuberculosis, 
and 783,000 of cerebrovascular disease.34 For the same year, the leading causes of death in children in 
developing countries include perinatal conditions (2.4 million), lower respiratory infections (1.9 million), 
diarrhoeal diseases (1.6 million), malaria (1.1 million), measles (551,000), congenital anomalies (386,000) 
and HIV/AIDS (370,000).35 Similar comparisons could be made in relation to casualties of environmental 
catastrophes and indirect casualties of environmental pollution. According to recent estimates, the latter is 
responsible for millions of death worldwide: According to the World Health Organization, “ambient (outdoor 
air pollution) in both cities and rural areas was estimated to cause 3.7 million premature deaths worldwide in 
2012”,36 while “over 4 million people die prematurely from illness attributable to the household air pollution 
from cooking with solid fuels.”37 

 These statistics show that threats to people’s survival are manifold – and that the focus of today’s 
early warning systems on violent conflict is greatly inadequate if we want to prevent the most significant 
threats to people’s survival. Moreover, reducing the danger of such threats will create the conditions for 
social and political stability and avoid wars, which, in turn, will prevent further suffering caused by the 
destruction of infrastructure and land resulting from military conflict.  

 Beyond this main finding of our own research – the necessity of early warning systems to refocus 
on threats beyond military violence – we found that too many early warning efforts operate in virtual 
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vacuums. They monitor, analyse and generate more or less suitable recommendations for security 
providers that are more or less informed and convinced about the utility of such information. Most of today’s 
early warning systems are not “systems” as such – they are individual components of what should be 
considered a full-fledged early warning (and response!) system. 

 A number of questions remain to be answered, such as who should take the lead and coordinate 
early warning and response systems, how tasks can be distributed based on each partner’s comparative 
advantage, and how different early warning systems – each focusing on very specific priority threats – can 
collaborate to avoid overlap and duplication in the collection of data and events, and the generation of 
response measures that would be relevant to a variety of warning systems (and their priority threat focus). 
These and other questions need to be answered in the abstract and by trial and error – yet the fundamental 
mind-shift towards human-security-focused early warning must first happen before further technical 
challenges can be resolved. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Human security and security sector reform: Towards people-centred security provision 
Albrecht Schnabel 

INTRODUCTION 

Efforts to reform a nation’s security sector are meant to improve the legitimate, accountable, efficient and 
effective provision of justice and security in response to existing and potential threats to the nation and its 
population. Key to designing relevant security sector reform (SSR) programmes are adequate and context-
relevant assessments of security needs, inadequacies of existing security provision and realistic measures 
to establish conditions for good security sector governance (SSG). The latter, in turn, is characterized by 
accountable and representative democratic control mechanisms exercised by governmental and non-
governmental institutions representing the needs and preferences of the state and society at large.  

 Without the security sector and its various governmental and non-governmental institutions at 
national, regional and local levels, human security provision is hardly imaginable – neither in the short nor in 
the long run. However, neither is the security sector alone able to meet all security threats affecting the 
wellbeing of society and its individual members. As suggested by the OPHUSEC approach of context-
specific threat and mitigation assessments, providing human security depends on contributions of and 
collaboration between all relevant providers of peace, security and stability.  

 The security sector, particularly if reformed to meet good governance standards as an effective and 
legitimate public service provider, is well placed to address at least some of the threats affecting people’s 
security, as identified by OPHUSEC analyses. Other threats might be more effectively addressed in 
collaboration with other public service providers – or exclusively by other actors. Finding the right approach 
and division of labour among internal and external actors dedicated to facilitating societies’ peaceful and 
just political, economic and social transition processes is key to sustainable reform efforts. The OPHUSEC 
approach can help identify the most adequate and promising strategies towards bringing peace, stability 
and welfare to societies that are plagued by social and political instability and economic suffering. Putting 
human security requirements at the centre of security sector governance and reform will increase chances 
to improve social peace, stability and development, particularly during transition periods. 

 It is one of the primary aims of human security to assure that all members of society receive 
adequate assistance to empower them to gain or regain their capacity to cope with existing and future 
dangers to their well-being. This includes in particular those who had previously been marginalized as a 
result of unequal treatment, mistreatment or exclusion based on their gender, ethnic belonging, social 
standing, young or old age, illness, or physical or mental handicap. Human-security-inspired and focused 
approaches to the objectives, processes and functioning of the security sector are instrumental in reaching 
these aims. Definitions of human security, the security sector, SSG and SSR are offered below, highlighting 
for each the need to evolve in close interaction with the others. 

 For SSR – and, for that matter, all other reform efforts – to be successful and sustainable, 
commitment to human security ideals and objectives is pivotal. Thorough threat assessments are needed 
to put SSR on firm ground and ensure that it responds to realistic reflections of existing security 
environments. Only then will the security sector be able to protect society adequately, within the means 
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available to perform the roles that it is expected to play – and in collaboration with other providers of 
security, development and stability. The mitigation assessments produced by an OPHUSEC exercise can 
go a long way in putting the security sector as well as other assistance communities on the right track 
towards ensuring that societies suffering from political, economic, social or other transitions are changing – 
and are changed – primarily with people’s interests in mind, not those of the institutions meant to serve 
them. This alone reflects a major paradigmatic shift driven by the human security agenda, significantly 
influencing how security and other public service providers are expected to function in free and modern 
societies.  

 The chapter is divided in four main sections. The first examines recent discussions on the evolving 
concept of security, culminating in debates on the extent, nature and utility of human security. The second 
section introduces the concepts of security sector governance and security sector reform. Here the main 
objectives of reforming a nation’s security sector are discussed. The third section focuses on the theory-
reality gap in applied SSR, as well as requirements for assuring that SSR, as designed in theory and applied 
in practice, is able to live up to broader human security and development goals. The fourth section focuses 
on the challenges and benefits of human-security-sensitive SSR. It examines the added value of using 
OPHUSEC tools in assessing the needs and effects of SSR programmes, and of having a post-OPHUSEC 
conversation with security sector and other security-providing actors and communities towards joint efforts 
in addressing human security threats affecting the well-being and security of a population and a nation. The 
concluding paragraphs summarize the main arguments of the chapter.  

SECURITY AND HUMAN SECURITY 

This section outlines the relatively recent evolution of the security debate away from a primary focus on 
traditional state security to broader and deeper approaches that cover different security themes and 
objects. Particularly the shift from the state to the individual as the primary security object has been 
changing the nature of security analysis and provision. The concepts of SSR and human security both 
emanated from and characterized this evolution of the security concept.  

The evolving security concept1 

The end of the Cold War, commencing in 1989 when the Berlin Wall came down and culminating in 1991 
when the Soviet Union dissolved, as well as the emergence of “new” security threats triggered a number of 
major changes in the security debate. The preoccupation with a bipolar world order between East and 
West, the arms race and a potential nuclear Armageddon gave way to a focus on intra-state conflicts. This 
shift was accompanied by increased public and official focus on ethnic and minority conflicts, and 
expanded later to include environmental and other (root) causes of armed violence. There was greater 
emphasis on the prevention of violent conflict as well as on something new and bold: attention was given to 
options for external efforts to prevent internal conflict. These efforts were in part spearheaded by the United 
Nations. Prominent advocates of the new thinking were UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali, 
whose 1992 “Agenda for Peace” defined much of the subsequent policy and academic debate,2 followed 
by Secretary-General Kofi Annan, who wanted the United Nations and the international community of states, 
as well as other actors such as the business community, to move from a “culture of reaction to a culture of 
prevention”.3 
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 A better understanding and appreciation emerged about the significance of structural violence, 
such as the inequalities and injustices between the rich and poor, North and South, men and women, and 
its potential to contribute to conflict.4 These newly accentuated facets of insecurity brought about greater 
appreciation of how security is perceived and experienced by different sexes, ethnic groups, elites and 
individuals. It became more obvious that multiple forms of insecurity affect different people at different times 
and for diverse reasons. The idea that “security” could be delivered in the same way across different 
locations began to be questioned. Such questioning of cause, effect and remedy was much better able to 
expose the real, interlinked and highly context-dependent origins of many violent conflicts. As a direct result, 
the interconnected and multilayered nature of insecurity and underdevelopment, for instance, was 
understood as both roots and triggers of social tensions, conflict escalation and armed violence. Broader, 
more comprehensive definitions and approaches to security began to emerge.5 

 To be sure, there are drawbacks to this broadening. The simplicity of characterizing the so-called 
“long peace”6 of the Cold War as a bipolar struggle between two easily discernible ideologically, 
geostrategically and geopolitically opposed camps has given way to a considerably more complex security 
concept. That also makes it more difficult to analyse security and insecurity, and to design complex 
strategies of security provision. The burgeoning number of international and national actors whose security 
inputs need coordination is also a new challenge. 

 However, the times have gone when threats were simply identified in terms of national security and 
insecurity – and when response strategies focused mainly on serving ideational and ideological security 
objectives defined by political elites, into which all other security dimensions and actors were simply 
subsumed. The time has also passed when human and group security needs at home and abroad were 
defined and pursued merely in the confines of national political security concerns. 

 In traditional thinking the security and rights of individuals and groups could be sacrificed for the 
sake of national security objectives. This was the case even in democracies, without much resistance from 
populations that trusted yet rarely challenged the arguments of their political leaders. More recently, a 
similar dynamic developed in the aftermath of 9/11, when civil liberties were sacrificed for what were 
perceived to be and sold as larger national and global security interests. Likewise, in traditional 
approaches, resources for security provision focused on the political and military aspects: the defence of 
borders, investment in quality and quantity of military personnel, material and equipment, and the support 
of countries that shared the same ideological camp. Other needs – especially structural security – were 
serviced only when resources were available and populations effectively claimed the right to argue for 
responses to different needs and entitlements through democratic decision-making processes. In countries 
with less wealth and political participation, structural insecurity was at best a distant secondary priority for 
their governments and the international aid community. 

 Such approaches are now clearly outmoded, and there has been a widespread change of mind 
and argument. New security debates facilitated a rethinking towards the multidimensional nature of security, 
away from a politically and ideologically motivated oversimplification towards the empirically and reality-
driven complexity of security provision that can be seen today. In “new security” thinking, both horizontal 
and vertical dynamics are at play.7 The horizontal encompasses different thematic dimensions of “security”. 
The militaristic dimension refers to the role of armed forces, military doctrine, defence, deterrence, arms 
control, military alliances, demilitarization, DDR (disarmament, demobilization and reintegration), the wider 
scope of the security sector, SSG and SSR. The political dimension includes norms and values, democracy 
and the stability of the political system. The economic dimension refers to public finances, currency stability, 
trade balance and access to or dependence on resources. The environmental dimension relates to the 
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depletion and use of natural resources, climate change, biological diversity, the greenhouse effect, global 
warming and access to water. The social dimension includes issues of culture, religion, identity, language, 
minorities, gender equality, human rights and health; and the personal dimension includes issues of crime, 
domestic violence and human trafficking. 

 The vertical dynamic of security alludes to the different dimensions of insecurity and our analytical 
responses to them. Firstly, there is global security, meaning those threats that are relevant across borders 
and require international, even global, responses. The globalization of world trade exacerbates local 
vulnerability to fluctuating global economic dynamics; and financial or political instability in one country 
affects the wider region and the world. The United Nations was created in part to address such global 
threats. Secondly, regional security addresses conflicts that have cross-border and regional repercussions 
in terms of both causes and responses. Most regional organizations were created to enhance regional 
security by supporting their members’ national security and/or economic growth and development. Thirdly, 
national security is the main preoccupation of national decision-makers who are, at least in democracies, 
mainly accountable to their fellow citizens. The challenge with national security interests is that at times they 
are misunderstood or seen too narrowly, so that larger dynamics, such as regional and global perspectives, 
are neglected. A narrow focus on national security can also cause local-level distortions when it prioritizes 
the security and well-being of the state, the government and the ruling elite at the expense of the 
population. The human security concept, which works both at home and abroad, is a corrective to this 
problem. It articulates well with the assumption that when human security is provided for, national, regional 
and global security will also benefit. 

 Differentiated interpretations of whose security matters – or matters most – are not new. However, 
focusing on the individual and communities as the main referent objects of security – rather than the state – 
is novel and potentially very sensitive. It challenges state sovereignty and forces new questions, for example 
on the role the state occupies vis-à-vis its citizens. How can human security concerns be met when political 
authorities and elites prioritize their own interests and cannot or do not want to focus on the needs of the 
larger population? From the perspective of states, international organizations and many researchers, the 
answer is broadly uncontested: the (legitimate) state remains in its current central position but 
acknowledges its responsibility and accountability to the population and the international community of 
states. Thus new security thinking has paved the way for a new approach to state sovereignty, with human 
security as an essential ingredient. Concepts and emerging norms such as the “responsibility to protect” 
are among the consequences of such new thinking.8 

Some basics about human security 

Human security is based on the assumption that threats to the basic human needs of individuals and 
communities cause human suffering, as well as social and communal deterioration, which, in turn, can 
trigger direct and structural violence, possibly leading to armed violence. The latter increases human 
suffering – thus completing a vicious, cyclical relationship. By contrast, if individuals and communities feel 
secure and protected from the existential threats that emerge from social, political and economic injustice, 
military violence, environmental disruptions or natural disasters – that is, if their human security is protected 
and guaranteed – then individual human suffering as well as communal, regional and international conflict 
and violence are less likely to emerge. The concept of human security focuses not only on armed conflict 
and its consequences for civilians, but also on many non-traditional security threats, including disease and 
economic, environmental or inter-group threats. Moreover, the human costs of non-traditional security 
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threats – those not related to armed conflict – are devastating, and it is now widely understood that such 
threats can readily escalate into armed violence and war.9 

 When the concept of human security was introduced in the 1994 UN Development Programme 
Human Development Report, it was used as a comprehensive approach to encompass all threats to human 
rights, security and development experienced by individuals and communities.10 Human security was meant 
to represent a key instrument, or rather an agenda, to fight poverty and improve human livelihoods – it was 
seen as providing both “freedom from fear” and “freedom from want”. Human security also for the first time 
introduced, from a development perspective, the security and development conundrum to a larger global 
community of practitioners, policy-makers and researchers. 

 The 2005 World Summit Outcome Document emphasized that:  

We stress the right of people to live in freedom and dignity, free from poverty and despair. We recognize 
that all individuals, in particular vulnerable people, are entitled to freedom from fear and freedom from 
want, with an equal opportunity to enjoy all their rights and fully develop their human potential. To this 
end, we commit ourselves to discussing and defining the notion of human security in the General 
Assembly.11  

Keith Krause goes as far as arguing that “if the 20th century can be characterized as the century of the 
‘national security state’, perhaps the 21st will unfold under the sign of human security”.12 The call for a 
return to a human security focus expressed in the World Bank’s World Development Report 2011 revitalized 
the concept after some years of silence in academic and policy debates.13 The following section focuses on 
contrasting and linking this approach with SSG and SSR activities. 

SECURITY SECTOR GOVERNANCE AND REFORM  

Achieving good, democratic security sector governance is a key objective of SSR. Thus SSR facilitates the 
evolution of “good” governance of the security sector, which draws on the key principles of good 
governance: participation, rule of law, transparency, responsiveness, consensus orientation, effectiveness 
and efficiency, and accountability.14 The following briefly describes these principles, along with their 
significance for SSG.15 

“Good” governance of the security sector16 

Participation. Participation by both men and women is a cornerstone of good governance. Participation can 
be either direct or through legitimate intermediate institutions or representatives. It is important to point out 
that representative democracy does not necessarily mean that the concerns of the most vulnerable in 
society will be taken into consideration in decision-making. Participation needs to be informed and 
organized. This means freedom of association and expression on the one hand, and an organized and 
informed civil society on the other. For the security sector this means that equity and inclusiveness are 
assured.  

 A society’s well-being and sense of security depend on ensuring that all its members feel they have 
a stake in it and are not excluded from the mainstream. This requires security institutions to be 
representative of the population so that all groups, particularly the most vulnerable and previously excluded, 
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enjoy ample opportunities to improve or maintain their well-being through direct or indirect participation in 
the public service provided by the security sector. 

 Rule of law. The rule of law is a principle of governance in which all persons, institutions and 
entities, including the state, are accountable to laws that are publicly promulgated, equally enforced and 
independently adjudicated. These laws are consistent with international human rights norms and standards. 
Good governance means fair legal frameworks that are enforced impartially. It also requires full protection 
of human rights, particularly those of minorities and vulnerable groups. For the security sector impartial 
enforcement of laws requires an independent judiciary and an impartial and incorruptible police force, or 
judicial institutions and law enforcement bodies that are capable of properly interpreting and upholding the 
law. 

 Transparency. Transparency means that information is freely available and directly accessible to 
those who will be affected by decisions and their enforcement, and that enough information is provided in 
easily understandable forms and media. For the security sector this means that security institutions operate 
in an open and accessible manner, and that civil authorities have access to and are periodically informed of 
the work of these institutions (with the exception of certain aspects of national security for reasons of 
confidentiality).17 

 Responsiveness. Good governance requires that institutions and processes try to serve all 
stakeholders within a reasonable time frame. For the security sector this means that, as just one among 
many other public services, the delivery of security and justice has to be professional and without any 
unnecessary delay. 

 Consensus orientation. Good governance requires mediation of the different interests in society to 
reach a broad consensus on what is in the best interest of the whole community, and how this can be best 
served. It also requires a broad and long-term perspective on what is needed for sustainable human 
development and how to achieve the goals of such development. This can only result from an 
understanding of the historical, cultural and social contexts of a society or community. For the security 
sector this means that objectives and policies are coherent and based on a review (and, eventually, a 
national security strategy and vision) that clearly defines the tasks and responsibilities of all components of 
the sector, and involves a thorough and inclusive stakeholder consultation process.18 

 Effectiveness and efficiency. Good governance means that processes and institutions produce 
results meeting the needs of society while making the best use of resources at their disposal. For the 
security sector this means that security institutions embrace the principles of professionalism and efficiency: 
they must be capable of delivering security professionally and at a reasonable cost, and in a way that helps 
ensure the security needs of all individuals and groups are addressed. Moreover, it means that through 
effective management, executive and civil authorities in charge of security institutions are capable of giving 
the security forces proper direction and management. Furthermore, domestic security sector actors must 
be capable of interfacing and coordinating smoothly with one another, and domestic institutions must be 
well integrated into regional and international security frameworks. 

 Accountability. Accountability is a key requirement of good governance. In general, an organization 
or institution should be accountable to those who will be affected by its decisions or actions. This concerns 
not only governmental bodies but also private sector and civil society organizations, which must be 
accountable to the public and to their institutional stakeholders. Accountability cannot be ensured without 
transparency and the rule of law. For the security sector this means that security forces are overseen by, 
and accountable to, civilian and democratically constituted authorities. It also means there must be 
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provisions and opportunities for an autonomous civil society: active and independent civil society bodies 
have to be given a role in monitoring security sector performance, informing and educating the public and 
supporting official policy development.  

 Good governance of the security sector is based on the conviction that, as former UN Secretary-
General Kofi Annan noted in 1999, the sector “should be subject to the same standards of efficiency, equity 
and accountability as any other [public] service”.19 It is this spirit of a “culture of service” that is recognized 
in the current Secretary-General’s report on SSR as “promoting unity, integrity, discipline, impartiality and 
respect for human rights among security actors and shaping the manner in which they carry out their 
duties”.20 Only then are societies assured that “the security institutions perform their statutory functions – to 
deliver security and justice to the state and its people – efficiently and effectively in an environment 
consistent with democratic norms and the principles of good governance and the rule of law, thereby 
promoting human security”.21  

 SSG principles are very much in line with key human security and human development principles 
and objectives. Respecting good governance principles in managing and overseeing the roles, 
responsibilities and performance of security institutions is instrumental in utilizing the sector to mitigate 
human security threats and avert structural and direct threats from both inside and outside society.  

Security sector reform22 

Conceptual and practical debates on SSR suffer from the great diversity of definitions of the institutions and 
actors that make up a security sector, as well as the specific tasks and activities that define the process of 
reforming it. In contrast, the UN Secretary-General’s 2008 report on SSR offers a solid framework for a 
common, comprehensive and coherent approach by the United Nations and its member states, reflecting 
shared principles, objectives and guidelines for the development and implementation of SSR.23 The report 
notes that: 

It is generally accepted that the security sector includes defence, law enforcement, corrections, 
intelligence services and institutions responsible for border management, customs and civil 
emergencies. Elements of the judicial sector responsible for the adjudication of cases of alleged criminal 
conduct and misuse of force are, in many instances, also included. Furthermore, the security sector 
includes actors that play a role in managing and overseeing the design and implementation of security, 
such as ministries, legislative bodies and civil society groups. Other non-State actors that could be 
considered part of the security sector include customary or informal authorities and private security 
services.24 

Moreover, in the words of the report, “Security sector reform describes a process of assessment, review 
and implementation as well as monitoring and evaluation led by national authorities that has as its goal the 
enhancement of effective and accountable security for the State and its peoples without discrimination and 
with full respect for human rights and the rule of law.”25 As is characteristic for UN reports of this kind, the 
UN Secretary-General’s definitions represent the result of extensive and broad consultation processes that 
generate broadly supported UN norms and guidelines for its member states. Although reflecting the result 
of a similarly careful and inclusive consultation process, the definition of SSR provided by the OECD 
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) is slightly more comprehensive and demanding in terms of its 
coverage of actors, processes and principles. The OECD/DAC’s Handbook on Security System Reform, a 
much-referred-to standard elaboration on the concept of SSR, calls for a holistic approach to the security 
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“system” and offers helpful elaborations on the roles and tasks of all state and non-state institutions and 
actors that contribute to the provision of security for the state and its people. These actors include the 
following. 

 Core security actors: the armed forces; police service; gendarmeries; paramilitary forces; 
presidential guards; intelligence and security services (both military and civilian); coastguards; 
border guards; customs authorities; and reserve and local security units (civil defence forces, 
national guards and militias). 

 Management and oversight bodies: the executive, national security advisory bodies and legislative 
and select committees; ministries of defence, internal affairs and foreign affairs; customary and 
traditional authorities; financial management bodies (finance ministries, budget officers and 
financial audit and planning units); and civil society organizations (civilian review boards and public 
complaints commissions). 

 Justice and the rule of law: the judiciary and justice ministries; prisons; criminal investigation and 
prosecution services; human rights commissions; ombudspersons; and customary and traditional 
justice systems. 

 Non-statutory security forces: liberation armies; guerrilla armies; private security and military 
companies; and political party militias.26 

 

In addition, although not specifically mentioned in greater detail beyond their inclusion in the group of 
management and oversight bodies but usually thought to have considerable influence, this list should 
include civil society actors such as professional groups, the media, research organizations, advocacy 
groups, religious bodies, non-governmental organizations and community groups.27 

Objectives – What does security sector reform do? 

The main objectives of SSR are, first, to develop an effective, affordable and efficient security sector, for 
example by restructuring or building human and material capacity; and, second, to ensure democratic and 
civilian control of the sector, for example through strengthening the management and oversight capacities 
of government ministries, parliament and civil society organizations. 

 In operational terms SSR covers a wide range of activities within five broad categories.28 

 Overarching activities, such as security sector reviews and their development, needs assessments 
and development of SSR strategies and national security policies. 

 Activities related to security- and justice-providing institutions, such as restructuring and reforming 
national defence, police and other law enforcement agencies as well as judicial and prison 
systems. 

 Activities related to civilian management and democratic oversight of security and justice institutions, 
including executive management and control, parliamentary oversight, judicial review and oversight 
by independent bodies and civil society. 

 Activities related to SSR in post-conflict environments, such as DDR, control of small arms and light 
weapons, mine action and transitional justice. 

 Activities related to cross-cutting concerns, such as gender issues and child protection. 

 

In addition, SSR’s contribution to peacebuilding has specific political, economic, social and institutional 
dimensions. The political dimension entails the promotion and facilitation of civil control over security 
institutions; the economic dimension ensures appropriate consumption and allocation of society’s 
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resources for the security sector; the social dimension holds that the provision of the population’s physical 
security should in all cases be guaranteed, and not additionally threatened, by the assistance of the security 
sector; and, directly related, the institutional dimension focuses on the professionalization of all security 
actors.29  

 In addition to these technical objectives, the academic and practitioner literature as well as official 
statements and operational and institutional statements, such as the OECD/DAC guidelines and the UN 
Secretary-General’s report, argue that SSR should embrace the following principles. 

 SSR should be people-centred, locally owned and based on democratic norms, human rights 
principles and the rule of law, so it can provide freedom from fear and measurable reductions in 
armed violence and crime. This principle must be upheld in both the design and the implementation 
of SSR programmes; it should not simply remain at the level of proclamation and intention.30  

 SSR must be seen as a framework to structure thinking about how to address diverse security 
challenges facing states and their populations, through more integrated development and security 
policies and greater civilian involvement and oversight. National, broad and public consultation 
processes as well as a national security strategy are thus inherent requirements of feasible SSR 
strategies. 

 SSR activities should form part of multisectoral strategies, based on broad assessments of the 
range of security and justice needs of the people and the state. They have to respond to the needs 
of all stakeholders. 

 SSR must be developed in adherence to basic governance principles, such as transparency, 
accountability and other principles of good governance. 

 SSR must be implemented through clear processes and policies that enhance institutional and 
human capacities to ensure that security policy can function effectively and justice can be delivered 
equitably.31 

When and why do we need security sector reform? 

How does one know if a security sector is in need of reform? If the sector is not inclusive, is partial and 
corrupt, unresponsive, incoherent, ineffective and inefficient and/or unaccountable to the public, then it (or 
any of its affected institutions) is in need of reform. The term “reform” describes an institutional 
transformation that leads to the improved overall performance of a legitimate, credible, well-functioning and 
well-governed security sector, which serves society in providing internal and external, direct and structural 
security and justice.  

 The extent of the reform required depends on what steps are needed to ensure the smooth 
functioning of an effective and accountable security sector – and rarely means a total overhaul. Certain 
components and aspects of a nation’s security sector may be functioning admirably well, while others might 
be in need of extensive improvements. Thus identifying where, how and when individual components must 
be (re)built, restructured, changed and/or fine-tuned is an important step and requires a solid assessment 
of the sector’s roles, tasks and requirements in light of national and local assessments of a society’s 
security and development needs. SSR processes therefore vary from country to country, with each SSR 
context being unique. These differences extend to specific security requirements and objectives, which 
must be defined through inclusive and context-specific consultation processes – and thus could benefit 
considerably from the OPHUSEC approach. However, all too often SSR activities are planned and 
implemented without the benefit of careful assessments and respective, sector-wide, reform agendas.  
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OVERCOMING OBSTACLES TO SECURITY SECTOR REFORM 

The trap of “SSR-light” 

As previous research by the author has revealed, “SSR is a highly political process, shifting and reshuffling 
power relationships in government, the security sector and society. If pursued as intended – shifting power 
over a society’s security provision from the few to the many – SSR puts security institutions in the service of 
an empowered society.”32 Yet the “reality of SSR can be described as muddling through constantly 
changing, unpredictable and highly political realities”.33 In fact, “all too often quasi- or partial-SSR activities 
are mistaken for full-fledged SSR programmes and are then, unsurprisingly, criticized for their failure to live 
up to SSR objectives and principles”.34 Some even go as far as interpreting quasi-SSR activities as failed 
efforts to implement SSR properly, thus calling for rethinking and reconceptualizing SSR in the form of a 
new generation. At closer look, however, it appears obvious that what are generally described as SSR 
failures are in fact traditional, institutional reforms only remotely related to proper SSR. They are often partial 
or old-fashioned (pre-SSR) reform activities, focused on “train and equip” or other assistance programmes 
that are falsely promoted or rebranded as “SSR” in the spirit of new “donor talk”. 

 Experience tells us that SSR is implemented as what could be named “proper”, “light” and “quasi” 
versions. What is the difference between these? “SSR-proper” requires at a minimum the reform of two 
security-providing institutions as well as respective state and non-state oversight/management institutions; 
for example, police and military reform programmes carried out alongside training of a parliamentary 
security committee and civil society organizations. “SSR-light” requires at a minimum the reform of one 
security-providing institution, along with its oversight/management institutions; such as training of police 
and a parliamentary security committee. In both cases these activities take place as sequential steps in the 
context of a broader programme that envisions reform efforts eventually to cover the entire security sector. 
“Quasi-SSR” stands for activities that take place outside of a broader SSR programme and/or where 
reforms of one or more core security institutions are not simultaneously accompanied by reforms of their 
governance institutions, thus omitting the crucial governance (management/oversight/accountability) 
dimension of SSR. 

 Of course, covering the full range of tasks and options ideally included in a SSR process represents 
a demanding and formidable challenge. Yet it is certainly not undoable if planned, prepared and 
implemented in collaboration with all relevant actors as part of a sensible, sequenced, phased and context-
responsive strategy. SSR is a long-term exercise that does not lend itself to quick-fix approaches, even 
though some initial steps can be taken fairly swiftly. Yet an apparently short-term activity, such as a “train 
and equip” programme for armed forces, police or border guards, or some other technical measure to 
address immediate security and stabilization needs, will only succeed fully if it is seen as part of a longer-
term reform approach.  

 Taking an “SSR-light” approach may seem tempting if reforms are unavoidable, yet full 
commitment to deep-seated changes is lacking. It might ensure quick approval by national actors who 
stand to lose influence, power and privileges as a consequence of full-fledged SSR programmes. But if 
“SSR-light” is not followed up by more comprehensive approaches, it might turn out to be 
counterproductive to the long-term improvement of stability, peace, security and development.  
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Shortcomings of applied SSR 

What are common problems and shortcomings that prevent the implementation of “SSR-proper”? A 
comparison between ideal and real SSR contexts helps outline some of the challenges, which can be 
broken down in procedural and institutional; political, ideological and financial; and ethical and normative. 

 Problems include corruption; impunity and inadequate steps to “deal with the past” and work on 
crimes committed during a conflict; poverty; ongoing military conflict; ongoing structural violence; a 
prevalence of small arms and light weapons; lack of donor funds and programme coherence; rigid funding 
cycles by donors; national agendas and vested interests of donors; donor fatigue; donors’ fear of getting 
pulled into local violence; rigged elections; lack of democratic traditions; a government’s lack of political 
legitimacy and credibility; lack of public confidence in security providers; organized crime; national and 
regional resource conflicts; the presence of armed non-state actors; inadequate, poorly designed and ill-
conceived peace agreements; insufficient levels of social capital; insufficiently developed and possibly 
oppressed civil society; and lack of an accountability and transparency culture – and other principles of 
good security governance – among security institutions and oversight mechanisms.35 A comparative study 
of experiences with SSR programmes carried out in the Central African Republic, Colombia, the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Georgia, Morocco, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Timor-Leste suggests that:  

In part due to these obstacles SSR is often conducted in a partial and limited manner. All too often the 
focus lies on the modernisation of the armed forces, while little attention is paid to other security 
institutions or strengthening the institutional and legal frameworks that underpin accountability and good 
governance in the sector. Preparation for SSR is poor, as security sector reviews remain incomplete, are 
not conducted at all or are not followed up by concrete measures to implement the recommendations 
produced.36 

Moreover, as the authors suggest:  

In addition to the general obstacles in transitional and post-conflict societies, the eight country case 
studies… especially highlight as challenges to the implementation of “ideal-type” SSR the negative 
impact of ongoing and past conflicts on reform programmes; the resistance to SSR implementation by 
powerful domestic elites inside and outside the security sector; the lack of accountability to parliament, 
courts and civil society; insufficient attention paid to the gender dimension of SSR; and poor donor 
coordination experienced in many SSR programmes.37  

Faulty SSR planning and implementation are not only a missed opportunity for building legitimate, 
democratic and liberal state institutions, but might easily lead to the undermining of legitimate and instead 
bolstering of illegitimate security institutions, state institutions and governance processes. This may in turn 
strengthen the legitimacy of alternative security providers, including traditional security and justice 
providers, former armed non-state actors and their remnants, and private military and security actors. Such 
a development cannot be in the interest of those hoping for constructive reforms.  

Navigating challenging SSR contexts38 

If done right, on the other hand, SSR can be a considerable blessing. A number of steps can be taken to 
avoid quasi-SSR and support SSR-light towards the eventual implementation of SSR-proper: they include 
taking a pragmatic approach to SSR; strengthening accountability measures; recognizing that SSR is to a 
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large extent about change management; giving serious attention to gender mainstreaming in SSR; and 
dealing with the political nature of SSR. 

 Several specific suggestions might help to ease the challenge of meeting the most crucial SSR 
principles in even the most difficult reform contexts. They include developing a keen understanding of the 
local SSR context; assisting in making the local environment conducive to SSR; securing buy-in at the top; 
keeping long-term objectives in mind; working towards small successes, while avoiding successive failures; 
being realistic about goals and timelines; being clear on objectives and challenges; working with and 
grooming local networks of SSR practitioners and supporters; being inclusive in planning and implementing 
SSR activities, while retaining a healthy sense of criticism when dealing with international and local partners; 
and being transparent. 

 Especially in post-conflict situations, it is important to plan SSR programmes in a conflict-, 
development- and governance-sensitive manner, ensuring that SSR is implemented in a way that, at the 
very least, does not increase the risk of further violence and instability – and thus strengthen and prop up a 
predatory and illegitimate state. One might have to accept the fact that there may be cases where minimum 
requirements for SSR engagement do not (yet) exist. Sometimes it might thus be better not to take action at 
all instead of engaging in activities that would likely be counterproductive to long-term SSR and broader 
peacebuilding objectives. Careful and thorough assessments and reviews tend to help in identifying and 
utilizing the best possible timing, entry points and priority tasks for SSR activities.39 

BENEFITING FROM THE HUMAN SECURITY-SSR NEXUS 

Conceptual commonalities between SSR and human security 

In a 2005 article on the relationship between human security and SSR, David Law argues that both have 
common roots and ideological affinities that stem from the strategic shifts emanating from the end of the 
Cold War, as both were part of the anticipated “peace dividend” that did not materialize to the degree 
expected by many observers. During the first years after the end of the Cold War strategic thinking seemed 
to shift: 

 from territory and border to individuals and communities 

 from external security to internal and transnational security 

 from a focus primarily on military security to multidimensional phenomena, including the security of 
communities and the roles of culture and economics 

 from human-made threats to threats emanating from the natural environment 

 from an East-West strategic divide to a global focus 

 from a focus on reaction towards a culture of prevention 

 from a focus on the role of the state to a more qualified understanding of the state (relative 
sovereignty) and the roles of other actors.40 

 

Both human security and SSR were responses to these shifts, making security analysis and provision more 
adequate to changes in conceptual but also strategic thinking. 
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The need to bridge conceptual divergence 

However, as Law further points out, different schools of thought within each debate make it difficult to 
develop internally coherent definitions and undertake cross-conceptual comparisons. There are numerous 
misunderstandings by critics that distract from useful interactions. Some of the main objectives of each 
concept seem at odds with each other. Human security provides a normative lens through which to look at 
security, offering values that should shape security. SSR, meanwhile, seems to be more operational and 
focused on providing policy frameworks.41 However, current debates on SSG and SSR and accounts of 
recent experiences with applied SSG and SSR, as already discussed in this chapter, show that we have 
moved far beyond the perception of such differences and are ready to focus on mutually beneficial 
complementarities.  

Making SSR sensitive to human security: What is required? 

What are the main requirements that a reformed security sector/system must fulfil in order to become an 
asset, a primary provider of a society’s human security needs and a key contributor to human security 
maintenance and improvement? In traditional security provision, the focus should be on mitigating direct 
violence and its manifold consequences for both direct and structural violence. In non-traditional security 
provision, the focus should be on mitigating both direct violence (such as armed non-state actors, terrorism 
or crime) and indirect, structural violence (such as injustices, inequalities or underdevelopment). 

Interdependence of human security and SSR: Disadvantages and advantages 

Without an explicit human security focus there cannot be sustainable, meaningful security sector reform and 
governance. In the spirit of the OECD/DAC approach to link it with broader developmental and good 
governance aspirations and objectives, SSR reaches far deeper into society, politics and economics than a 
more traditional approach might suggest. 

 Beyond protecting society from external and internal direct violence, threats and instability, the 
focus on a population’s entitlement to comprehensive human security means that the security system has 
to work closer with the key actors (at governmental, non-governmental and intergovernmental levels) in 
protecting populations from direct and structural violence. The sector is thus an important part of a human 
security provision system. Paying closer attention to human security requirements translates into both 
advantages and disadvantages for SSR planning and implementation. 

Disadvantages of security sector governance and reform activities include: 

 the extent of economic resources and political will required for addressing a broader and longer-
term security provision agenda 

 the need to work with a broader set of actors, along with larger transaction costs 

 the need to cooperate and collaborate with a broader set of actors, at local, national and 
international levels 

 the need to respect – and live up to commitments to – local ownership 

 the need to match and fine-tune one’s own interests with those of the larger political and security 
sector governance community 

 the responsibility towards integration and the need to bridge interests and needs internally and 
externally. 
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Advantages of security sector reform and governance include:  

 the fact that security institutions are more likely to gain legitimacy, both internally as well as 
externally, and will be considered assets and providers of security, not nuisances and threats to 
people’s real and felt sense of security 

 security sector governance will be more participatory (particularly in relation to civil society), which 
will further add legitimacy to the government, as it is not seen as using the security sector against 
its population and for the protection and expansion of its own political and economic interests 

 greater respect for good governance principles, in the process of which SSR is bound to become 
more people-centred and more representative of a population that lives in a given society and 
social, political, economic and geographic context and thus has very specific security needs 

 the ability to recognize and respond more accurately to evolving and existing threat environments, a 
process which can be aided by OPHUSEC threat and mitigation analyses 

 a greater chance that SSR and governance reform efforts will be sustainable and contribute to a 
society’s long-term stability and well-being 

 respect for local ownership through a focus on the empowerment of populations, which thus 
become an integral and important part of the security system 

 the assurance that security actors are more likely to be seen as partners, not competitors, by other 
governmental and non-governmental actors. 

Human-security-sensitive SSR: A win-win dynamic 

Both the operationalization and the provision of human security depend on a constructive role played by the 
security sector. At the same time, SSR will not likely succeed without positive advances accomplished in 
terms of people’s everyday situation, as defined by a minimum of human security and human development. 
As Law points out so aptly: 

The bottom line in all this is that without a functional security sector, the state will not be able to provide 
the secure environment that is required to realize human security goals. Similarly, unless guided by a 
human security perspective, security sector reform risks generating a security sector that is not 
accountable to those it is supposed to serve and that can act oppressively towards them. These are 
terribly real problems in today’s world, where there are far too frequent instances of states failing to meet 
their security responsibilities – whether this is because of resource shortages, inefficiency, neglect or ill 
will towards the people in their care.42 

Human security provision and security sector reform are highly compatible. They are highly interdependent. 
Neither can be achieved meaningfully without the other. This will require SSR to be firmly anchored and 
established in society as a key asset to sustainable human security provision – working with and through 
states and civil society. Moreover, desired national and human security conditions and objectives need to 
be identified, linked to and based on thorough assessments of prevailing threats and suitable mitigation 
requirements. Finally, honest attempts and political will must guide the provision of human security with the 
assistance of the security sector, as this cannot be achieved in a sustainable manner without a supportive 
security sector, let alone against its interests and imperatives. 
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Towards people-centred SSR: Credibility and sustainability through accountability43 

Within the human security paradigm, both safety and economic well-being (freedom from fear and freedom 
from want) are key ingredients of a stable society with a promising future characterized by economic and 
political stability. SSR is a key ingredient in ensuring better and longer-lasting – and thus sustainable – 
fulfilment of a society’s security and development needs.44 SSR efforts – and sustainable SSG – ensure that 
a nation’s security institutions are effective, provide for the safety and security of the population and the 
state, and are overseen and controlled by civil society organizations and democratically elected 
representatives. Insufficient impact in reaching these objectives and generating positive and constructive 
security and development dividends can be traced back to poor planning and implementation of SSR 
activities. Improvements in this shortcoming could be achieved through mutual accountability mechanisms 
that would allow those driving and financing SSR activities as well as beneficiary communities to hold each 
other accountable for honest and dedicated efforts towards achieving commonly envisaged goals.  

 However, at the moment there are no mechanisms for assuring mutual accountability in SSR 
processes. For the most part, beneficiary populations have no recourse to hold donors accountable to their 
stated commitments to provide, for instance, sustainable and effective human security and human-
development-sensitive SSR support; while donors cannot hold national and local state authorities and 
beneficiary populations accountable for ensuring that reforms are effectively implemented and human 
security and broader human development objectives are met. Further work should focus on mechanisms 
that assure mutual accountability in synchronizing SSR programmes with security and development 
objectives. Here, too, OPHUSEC proves to be useful, as it approaches insecurity and security provision 
from a contextual perspective, prioritizing threats that directly affect beneficiary communities and identifying 
mitigation measures that draw on existing political, security and economic resources.  

 Such work would translate into and inform the creation of a specific code of conduct and global 
compact between all stakeholders, local, national and international, who invest in and benefit from SSG and 
SSR that are sensitive to human security and development. Member-donors of the global compact would 
be responsible for adhering to and implementing norms and guidelines they have produced and agreed. 
They would be held accountable in fulfilling the obligations and commitments they express in statements 
and documents accompanying and underlying the global compact. Similar commitments would be required 
from the beneficiary community. Donors and beneficiaries of SSR would be obliged to live up to their 
respective promises. Both sides would be careful not to start undertakings they are unable to complete, or 
raise expectations they are not able to meet. Moreover, beneficiaries would play an oversight role in 
monitoring and checking the accountability of donors’ own assurances. The OPHUSEC approach could be 
used to provide the relevant monitoring and assessment tools. 

 The objective of such work would be to achieve more effective, meaningful, impact-oriented and 
measurable provision of security and development – and more specifically defined human security and 
human development goals – with the help of SSR. This implies that overall security and development 
objectives benefit rather than suffer from SSR; and that the security and development needs and 
expectations of a broad spectrum of society are solicited and well understood before SSR programmes are 
designed and implemented, drawing again on OPHUSEC threat and mitigation assessment tools. Such an 
approach would result in changed and improved policy, programming (design and implementation), 
training and impact, supported by sustainable and inclusive security- and development-responsive SSR 
programming. 
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OPHUSEC’s potential contribution to improve SSR’s human security relevance  

Two main advantages emerge from linking the OPHUSEC approach with SSR planning and 
implementation. First, OPHUSEC assessments offer the type of detailed, context-driven threat analysis 
lacking in many SSR planning processes. Second, building SSR strategies and activities around OPHUSEC 
threat assessments helps generate more effective and people-centred SSR. 

 How should one go about linking the OPHUSEC approach with security sector governance and 
reform agendas? This brief summary draws on the guidelines provided in the OPHUSEC toolkit (presented 
in Cahier 21) for organizing a familiarization and consultation workshop with SSR community 
representatives. The main purpose of such a workshop is to enhance planners’ ability to design SSR in a 
people-centred manner and thus boost its ability to contribute to overall security and development 
objectives during political and economic transitions, often in post-conflict peacebuilding contexts. This 
consultation event with security sector representatives follows thorough multistakeholder threat and 
mitigation assessment exercises. After the workshop, results are discussed with various communities (or 
groups of actors) involved in the security sector, to give them a better, more thorough understanding of the 
types of threats that are most relevant to their areas of activity and expertise, and a chance to discuss 
mitigation activities with other actors involved. The expected outcome includes more appropriate threat 
perceptions on the part of everyone involved in mitigation measures, the development of more adequate 
threat scenarios and, eventually, more effective and efficient threat mitigation. 

 The need to share OPHUSEC’s threat and mitigation assessment findings with a large number of 
potential security providers and the larger development and assistance communities is based on a number 
of assumptions. First, different threats and different mitigation measures involve different sets of 
subnational, national and international actors – as either causes of threats, victims of threats and/or those 
whose collaboration and action are required to mitigate threats. On the one hand, each threat has to be 
mitigated by a specific set of actors whose expertise, support and active participation are necessary to 
implement a mitigation strategy. On the other hand, no one actor is capable of responding to any one threat 
– let alone every threat – and therefore needs to understand where its own comparative advantage lies 
when it comes to mitigating threats alone or in collaboration with others. 

 Second, discussing the results of the threat and mitigation analysis among fellow security providers 
and relevant internal, governmental and non-governmental oversight and management institutions assists 
in generating realistic and effective programme priorities. It offers opportunities to generate a supportive 
environment among key actors as they leave the workshops with a greater appreciation for the problems 
and solutions associated with each of the most relevant threats that characterize a particular security or 
insecurity situation. They also gain a better understanding of where and when they might be called upon to 
contribute to the implementation of the recommendations presented by the OPHUSEC analysis. 

 Third, the analysts responsible for the threat and mitigation assessment can use the results from 
workshop deliberations to generate and fine-tune more realistic policy and programme recommendations, 
particularly regarding the participation of security sector institutions in mitigation efforts. Similar 
conversations with other potential security providers further refine recommendations for multi-actor 
implementation strategies to address key human security threats. Such further thematic workshops should 
be conducted with actors involved in, among others, development, human rights protection or political 
reform processes. Additionally, to fine-tune mitigation strategies further and define multi-actor divisions of 
labour, actor-specific workshops should be held for civil society and community-based organizations, 
media representatives, international organizations, individual security sector institutions and national, 
provincial or local government institutions. 
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 To return to the suggestions for a familiarization and consultation workshop with SSR community 
representatives, a workshop entitled “Human Security Threats and Mitigation: Relevance for Security Sector 
Governance and Security Sector Reform” would likely contribute to fostering a common identity among 
diverse security sector actors and instilling a shared sense of their respective roles and responsibilities 
according to international standards and principles of good SSG. This would offer the various security 
institutions an opportunity to learn more about various threats’ relevance for themselves and the security 
sector as a whole. They would learn more about the security sector’s relevance for both generating and 
mitigating specific threats, and about each other’s roles, tasks and comparative advantages. Finally, such 
an experience would allow them to reflect on options for the implementation of joint response measures. 

 In particular, security-providing and oversight institutions within the security sector would be 
sensitized to the importance of “mutual accountability” that should exist among external and internal actors; 
governmental and non-governmental actors; people and authorities at local, national and regional levels; 
and providers and beneficiaries of mitigation action. They would also benefit from examining the role and 
importance of sustainability in threat mitigation, which often requires unpopular yet long-term commitments 
with unknown exit strategies, and without quick and regular feedback on predictable accomplishments of 
measurable, stable and sustainable threat reduction.  

 A useful strategy for organizing a workshop for the security sector community includes the following 
steps. First, the results and recommendations of the OPHUSEC workshops and research work should be 
made available to the participants ahead of time. Second, at the workshop itself the authors of the 
OPHUSEC report summarize their findings, with a focus on those threats, responses and recommendations 
that specifically mention or implicate security sector actors among those causing or mitigating threats. 
Third, the participants discuss these findings as well as their potential role in mitigating key human security 
threats. For this exercise it is useful to begin with small-group discussions among the representatives of 
individual security sector areas (such as the military, police, armed groups, parliament, civil society, etc.) 
before continuing discussions jointly with all others. Fourth, participants are asked to develop 
recommendations as to when, how and why they should be involved in reducing threats and implementing 
mitigation measures. They could also be encouraged to identify the conditions required for their most 
effective and efficient involvement. Fifth, the workshop ideally concludes with a set of recommendations, 
focusing in particular on their most constructive contribution to the implementation of the proposals 
presented in the original threat and response mapping. These suggestions help identify the roles that could 
and should be played by various security sector actors. They also identify key non-governmental, 
governmental and international actors who need to be involved in implementing those aspects of the 
mitigation recommendations that are outside the purview and expertise of the security sector. Finally, the 
group identifies steps towards feeding the recommendations generated into decision- and policy-making 
processes within and beyond their own institutions. 

 After the workshop it is important that the analysts responsible for the OPHUSEC analysis carefully 
reflect on the findings of the multistakeholder event, verify the findings and recommendations through 
further research, and carry out additional research to supplement issues that were not adequately 
addressed during the meeting. The results are ideally shared with the workshop participants, who would 
then reach out to partners within their own institutions, across the security sector and within the broader 
community of security providers in order to implement some or all of the recommendations. 
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CONCLUSION 

Building activities on periodic human-security-focused and context-relevant threat and mitigation 

assessments will help those involved in SSG and SSR to provide people-centred, legitimate and sustainable 

public (security) services. Security sector governance and reform are key ingredients in maintaining or – in 

cases of political, economic or post-conflict transitions – building stable, peaceful and secure societies. Yet 

reform strategies – and relevant activities – are only effective and constructive if they respond to real 

security needs, defined by those whose security is threatened in a specific context. It is this context that the 

SSR community (and others responsible for activities geared at the promotion of development, justice, 

peace and stability) must understand and use as the foundation of their activities. Without a keen 

understanding of the security challenges and needs confronting a particular population in a particular 

context, those paving the path towards a peaceful and stable future are unlikely to put the most relevant 

measures in place to reach their expected objectives. Conversely, if the challenge at hand is understood 

and measures are subsequently designed relative to one’s own and others’ comparative advantages, 

contributions are more likely to have a beneficial impact. 

 

 

 

Table 5.1: The security sector and security provision  

* Direct and structural violence 

 

Ideally, all stakeholders involved in a society’s security and stability would participate in and learn from the 

results of an OPHUSEC-based threat and mitigation assessment. Joint support of and participation in 

continuous threat and mitigation assessments are powerful bases for fostering all-of-government 

approaches to providing and improving human security conditions within a society – and thus 

strengthening the legitimacy and stability of institutions that govern society at state and non-state levels.  

 As argued earlier in the chapter, taking advantage of the OPHUSEC approach would further allow 

SSR efforts to pay sufficient attention to highly complementary human security principles. First, SSR should 

embrace and build on the core ideas and principles of human security. Prevailing discussions at the 

margins of human security conceptual debates, and disagreements and quarrels about the range and 

reach of human security “coverage” in terms of relevant threats and their severity, should not divert attention 

from the need to embrace human security principles as an opportunity to devise more context-relevant and 

people-focused provision of development, justice and security and people’s defence against threats from 

within and without. Second, if SSR and security governance in general are committed to the core human 
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security principles of prioritizing the direct and structural security (and development) needs of individuals 
and communities/populations as the main objective of the activities of non-state, state and 
intergovernmental security provision, then no particular groups can be marginalized in the process of 
assessing threats and mitigation measures and implementing them. Thus those who may have been 
historically marginalized or not taken seriously for political, economic, or socio-cultural reasons must be 
consulted and brought on board in an inclusive manner. Third, women and children in particular have been 
among the groups whose needs and contributions have been traditionally pushed to or left at the margins 
of security governance debates.45 This applies also to victims of past injustices, ethnic minorities and many 
local (particularly rural) communities in general – in fact to much of the population. Where are the ex-
combatants, suppressed minorities, victims of ethnic exclusion or cleansing, prisoners, religious minority 
groups, the “silent and silenced majorities”, when it comes to needs assessments, and design and 
implementation of security sector (and other public) reform programmes? In the interest of long-term 
sustainability it is critical to include previously excluded or marginalized communities in assessing, 
designing, implementing and evaluating SSR efforts, and in evaluating and improving the civilian 
management and public oversight (SSG) of security institutions.  

 Any solid SSR strategy, programme or activity necessarily has to be based on thorough need and 
threat assessments, as has been highlighted numerous times throughout this chapter. They can be carried 
out on an ad hoc basis and by a variety of state and non-state actors. The OPHUSEC approach has been 
created to offer a means to carrying out threat and mitigation assessments devoid of particular disciplinary 
and professional “lenses”, which tend to limit the extent and nature of threats discovered to those matching 
one’s own analytical lens and response instrumentation. The OPHUSEC approach provides threat and 
mitigation analyses from a variety of perspectives and with a range of response options in mind. The 
security sector might possess clear comparative advantages over other actors in addressing some key 
threats – and in turn increase its own chances for leaving a constructive and lasting imprint on a safer, more 
stable and better-off society. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Operationalizing human security in an urban setting: The experience of Caracas  

Albrecht Schnabel, Andres Antillano, Indira C. Granda Alviarez and Yves Pedrazzini 

INTRODUCTION 

The concept of human security focuses on the needs of individuals and communities. They are the primary 
objects of security – not the state, or the government and its institutions. The latter exist to serve the 
population’s needs and protect people from external and internal threats to their existence and well-being. If 
the state assures human security, then political, social and economic development and stability can be 
significantly enhanced. At the same time, sustained progress on political, social and economic 
development and stability increases opportunities for the provision of human security. 

 A serious focus on the provision of human security generates considerable potential for the 
improvement of livelihoods, particularly for populations living in precarious conditions. To tap this potential, 
the concept needs to be operationalized and applied meaningfully in the governance of states and society. 
The Operationalizing Human Security (OPHUSEC) project set out to establish how the innovations offered 
by the human security approach can be helpful in achieving this goal. The project explored the urban 
dimension of the analysis and provision of human security in the context of Caracas. It furthermore 
examined, as full country case studies, Ethiopia, Kyrgyzstan, Laos and Nepal – the latter three primarily as 
exploratory desk studies. The findings of our research into the human security conditions prevalent in 
Caracas – the main focus of this chapter – challenge the common perceptions of policy-makers and the 
general public regarding the key threats experienced by this city’s inhabitants. 

 The chapter offers a snapshot of the project findings generated so far with respect to human 
security conditions in Caracas and this methodology’s utility in examining human security in an urban 
context. A brief project review and discussion of the concept of human security are followed by the lessons 
learned so far from the application of the project’s methodology, as well as preliminary findings on threat 
analysis in Caracas and their significance for applying the human security concept in urban contexts. The 
chapter concludes with comments on current and future research priorities. 

THE PROJECT AND ITS CONCEPTUAL APPROACH 

Methodology 

In a nutshell, OPHUSEC focuses on the scientific conceptualization and practical implementation of the 
concept of human security – and thus individual and population-centred security – to define, detect and 
mitigate vulnerability to local threats. In the long run, taking this approach is expected to facilitate the 
development and stabilization of sustainable livelihood strategies. 
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 The 2003 report of the Commission on Human Security, Human Security Now, equates human 
security with the protection of “the vital core of all human lives in ways that enhance human freedoms and 
human fulfilment”.1 The commission further argues that: 

Human security means protecting fundamental freedoms – freedoms that are the essence of life. It 
means protecting people from critical (severe) and pervasive (widespread) threats and situations. It 
means using processes that build on people’s strengths and aspirations. It means creating political, 
social, environmental, economic, military, and cultural systems that together give people the building 
blocks of survival, livelihood, and dignity.2 

As the commission elaborates, “What people consider to be ‘vital’ – what they consider to be ‘of the 
essence of life’ and ‘crucially important’ – varies across individuals and societies.”3 OPHUSEC proposes 
and tests mechanisms through which local communities can undertake efforts to define what should be – in 
their context, experience and reality – identified as “the vital core” of human life, what qualifies as “critical 
and pervasive threats”, and how processes and structures can be strengthened and/or built within the 
community and governing institutions to permit effective and sustained mitigation of these threats. 

 The project results are expected to offer useful suggestions about how to strengthen the protection 
of affected populations’ livelihoods and bring community and civil society actors as well as official 
institutions at local, national and international levels closer together in understanding and responding to 
salient human security threats. In addition to external and local research, the project emphasizes sustained 
multistakeholder participation in identifying, monitoring and alleviating threats to human security. 

 OPHUSEC covers case studies in three of the NCCR North-South’s partnership regions: the 
Caribbean and Central America (Caracas), Central Asia (Kyrgyzstan) and the Horn of Africa (Ethiopia). In 
addition, brief case studies are being conducted in South Asia (Nepal) and Southeast Asia (Laos). The case 
studies in Caracas and Ethiopia both follow the same methodology.  

 In a first step, a local research team conducted context-relevant research into the causes and 
effects of the population’s vulnerability and human insecurity (human in/security mapping). The team also 
explored past and existing mitigation measures applied at the state and non-state levels to address the 
threats affecting the population’s ability to be safe from life-threatening dangers. The team then assembled 
a wider group of 15–20 participants from major stakeholders within the society and the state. This wider 
circle included representatives of the academic and research community, non-governmental and 
intergovernmental organizations working on security and development, community groups (in the case of 
Caracas, organizations from the barrios) and government agencies (such as the police and the mayor’s 
office). These representatives repeated the human (in)security mapping in a three-day participatory 
multistakeholder workshop. The research team then integrated its own findings with those from the 
multistakeholder consultation. Using the consolidated results, the team identified key threats – existential 
threats – based on criteria that combined the severity of the threat, the potential for feasible mitigation 
options and the implicit and explicit impacts of mitigation on the reduction of other threats not directly 
included in the selected key threats. 

 In a second step, a human insecurity cluster was identified in consultation and negotiation with the 
multistakeholder group. These jointly agreed core threats were then further analysed, and response 
measures were developed for local, national and international actors to reduce the threats and strengthen 
the coping capacities of the affected populations. Suggested responses were analysed for their feasibility 
and likeliness to have a positive impact on the recurrence and severity of core threats. Moreover, this step 
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included analyses of the actors most able and likely to contribute to mitigation measures, as well as 
development of indicators for assessing variations in threat levels and the performance and impact of 
response measures. In a third step, finally, the research team and the stakeholders developed strategies to 
transfer the knowledge thereby generated to those actors responsible for, and capable of, local, national 
and international policy and programme implementation.  

 The described project activities pursue three aims. First, they are designed to contribute to 
academic debates on human and livelihood security through publications and presentations. Second, they 
attempt to operationalize the concept of human security as a tool for understanding and responding to key 
threats to the survival and livelihoods of populations by employing context-driven analyses and policy 
responses. And third, they are intended to trigger the development of improved human security policies and 
programmes by governmental and non-governmental actors. 

Human security and the urban context 

What is unique about human security? The debate has been characterized by ongoing quarrels about the 
definition and meaning of the very term “human security”.4 Among a bewildering array of definitions,5 the 
one provided by the Commission on Human Security and cited above comes closest to the way the 
concept of human security is applied in this project. 

 The concept offers some innovations, such as an explicit focus on the individual and the population 
as the “referent objects” of security, building on many trademarks of the new security debate of the 1990s. 
While the debate focused on widening and deepening our understanding of “security”, the concept of 
human security constitutes a specific attempt within this debate to shape the way people and their 
governments think about the roles and responsibilities of the individual, society, the state and international 
actors in preventing both structural and direct violence experienced at the level of the population.6 

 The concept reflects a new way of thinking about politics (and policies!), focusing on the population 
as the nation’s sovereign, with the state as the servant of people’s security and development needs. More 
comprehensive definitions of human security share this vision and position human security within wider 
debates about justice and legitimacy, structural violence and positive peace.7 On the other hand, narrower 
definitions of human security, which concentrate primarily on the impact of direct violence on individuals, 
focus more heavily on issues of public order and political stability.8 

 As tends to be the case with concepts that are employed simultaneously in social science research 
and actual public policy, the concept of human security is rarely used for critical examination. It is mostly 
used as a normative means of, and justification for, the political, social or economic transformation of 
reality. It calls on the moral, ethical and legal foundations of a state’s responsibility to protect the interests of 
the population. On this basis, it has so far received greater recognition as a political agenda than as an 
analytical or programmatic concept. This is problematic and unsatisfactory for those concerned with 
political and social change, because it does not allow for a priori consideration of the urban – or any other – 
context as a specific environment in which it is necessary to understand the particular nature of insecurity 
and security. Yet insecurity is usually the consequence of a state of human relations: power relations, social 
relationships and inequality specifically expressed in a specific context – in the case of Caracas in the 
context of a city.9 Thus human security in Caracas depends on the dynamic state of these relations as they, 
and their transformation, are conditioned by the urban context. 

 The usefulness of the concept of human security for scientific analysis of the urban context 
depends heavily on the methodology used in the analysis. Our approach of working together with those 
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directly affected by the human security condition of their surroundings aims to generate greater value in 
terms of analytical and policy relevance. 

LESSONS OF ANALYSIS AND APPLICATION 

So far the project results have generated some initial lessons about the usefulness of conducting threat and 
response analyses through a human security lens. One of our hopes was to understand whether 
unprejudiced, context-driven threat analyses point to different, perhaps more relevant, threats than 
traditional risk and conflict analyses undertaken by very specific actors with their particular interests, 
priorities and capacities. Our findings suggest that this is indeed the case: population-centred threat 
analyses were conducted without a prior disciplinary, geographic or actor-specific focus, preference or 
specialization; and they do point to more relevant, appropriate and realistic reflections of threat conditions, 
profiles and scenarios. 

 For example, our analyses included, but were not restricted to, the core problems and threats that 
contribute to the escalation and outbreak of violent conflict – which tend to be the main focus of political 
conflict analysis. Violent conflict frequently materializes as a symptom of underlying threats that first need to 
be addressed in their own right, given the magnitude of damage they cause to people’s livelihoods and 
survival. The record on investments in political conflict prevention has tended to be poor; waiting until a 
threat becomes “securitized”10 – in other words, until it becomes an important conflict “ingredient” – will 
rarely help to resolve violent conflict. Threats do not necessarily have to cause or trigger violence in order to 
be detrimental to people’s survival and well-being. While street and gang violence, for instance, are real 
threats and have destabilizing effects on urban security perceptions,11 many more urban dwellers suffer 
from other threats, such as inadequate public service provision or traffic accidents, which are equally lethal 
and detrimental to those directly affected. Nevertheless, such threats are often not given the necessary 
attention. Insights from research conducted so far suggest that shifts in the policies of governments, non-
governmental organizations and international institutions are required to address these problems, which, 
although not necessarily highly visible, are most pressing and relevant. 

 This does not, however, mean that for pragmatic reasons only the most serious threats are 
addressed at the expense of all others. Far from it: according to a main hypothesis of the OPHUSEC 
project, close linkages through similar or the same root causes among seemingly diverse threats can 
trigger positive spin-offs for a wide range of related threats when the root cause of one specific threat is 
addressed. Is it, therefore, possible to identify a limited number of core human security threats that share 
root causes with other threats? This would allow strategically and politically adept decision-makers to 
address politically delicate threats indirectly by alleviating other less sensitive threats. So far, our results 
confirm this expectation. The multiplier effect resulting from the alleviation of shared causes of threats 
allows human security providers to approach the mitigation of politically or socio-culturally sensitive threats 
by addressing threats that are less “touchy” or for which political and financial momentum as well as public 
support can be more readily secured. Such thinking takes into account the often highly political nature of 
threat identification, politicization and mitigation, while respecting the fact that, for practical purposes, 
human security providers can address only a limited number of threats directly and in a meaningful and 
effective manner. 

 Here we return to our project’s methodology – and its focus on context-driven threat and response 
analyses. As our results show, the usefulness of the human security concept is greater when we base our 
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analyses on the visions of threats expressed by urban actors themselves, although – or perhaps because – 
these visions are based to a large degree on perception. Urban dwellers feel the real and comparative 
significance of threats and therefore also the impact of these threats on the city as a “real” and very specific 
environment. In this way, the various urban elements of security and insecurity can be identified, defining 
“urban human security” as it is desired and required in the first instance by the inhabitants rather than local 
and national government agencies and international actors. As a result, security is not simply defined by 
classical characteristics of urban security, focusing primarily on direct criminal violence as a threat, nor is 
the main task in security provision to “free” the city from crime by locking it up in fear and creating further 
insecurity. 

EXPLORING THE USEFULNESS OF THE HUMAN SECURITY CONCEPT IN THE URBAN CONTEXT OF CARACAS 

The human security threat assessments conducted by both the research team and the local 
multistakeholder group in Caracas identified the following main threats: precarious labour and living 
conditions; delinquency and crime; problems of mobility, accessibility and traffic accidents; and poor 
access to food supplies.12 Three further issues were identified at the threshold between being causes of 
threats and being actual threats: urban lifestyles, deterioration of medical assistance services and exposure 
to solid waste. The first of these refers to a broad combination of factors driven by social and cultural 
peculiarities associated with life in a large city. It thus reflects urban contexts elsewhere, both in and outside 
the region. The second and third threats largely refer to the inability of the Municipality of Caracas to provide 
the level of public services necessary to assure a safe and sustainable life for all inhabitants. As the 
research team point out, numerous other threats are closely linked to the core threats identified. For 
instance, improving labour and living conditions would offer many poor and threatened families in Caracas 
new livelihood options. Positive spin-off effects can be expected not only on other core threats such as 
delinquency and crime, but also on threats that are not considered core according to the assessment, such 
as forced evictions from the city and widespread health problems among the elderly, women and children. 

 The concept of human security proved to be extremely helpful in reconceptualizing the prevailing 
and dominant perception and understanding of what makes for a safe – and of course an unsafe – city in 
Caracas. A “safe city”, for political scientists, criminologists and sociologists, is one where, in order to attain 
an acceptable quality of life, security is assured by means of prevention and suppression of direct violence 
by the main actors of a traditionally defined security sector: the military and the police.13 From this 
perspective, security is achieved when crime, violence and corruption are fought and significantly reduced 
through deterrence and counter-violence. However, such thinking in the urban context has also led to the 
phenomenon that political scientists call the “security dilemma”14 – the spiral of violence, counter-violence 
and reciprocal violence. State-driven use of force to oppress violence results in more societal violence, a 
sense of state oppression and, most importantly, overall neglect of many other sources of (structural) 
violence and threats to the population’s basic existence and well-being. 

 According to this type of thinking, the security of urban territories, streets, places, parks and malls, 
where economic – and social – (business) interactions are conducted within a context of public order 
facilitated by the presence of police officers, is provided through strict application of a very traditional 
concept of security. Such a vision of security is based on panicky fears of dormant instability (which in itself 
is a manifestation of other more significant but neglected threats that are often overlooked in traditional 
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security thinking) and regards the city as an urban battlefield, instead of a “habitat”.15 As a consequence, a 
safe and secure city is considered to be one where the primary goal is not safety but stability. 

 The same can be said about traditional and “national” security thinking vis-à-vis human security 
approaches if applied at the national level. As public authorities are unable to assure even a minimum level 
of public security for all inhabitants, particularly in cities divided into precarious and wealthy territories, they 
inform inhabitants of the existence of easily identifiable threats and easily identifiable villains – the 
malandros – who are blamed for all the troubles, dangers and threats affecting urban life.16 

 Analysing threats from a human security perspective might reveal other “villains” or “criminals” 
responsible for urban insecurity: as a result, previous accusers may suddenly turn out to be among the 
main perpetrators, and, if willing to live up to their responsibility vis-à-vis the population, can be given a 
chance to identify and address this situation by returning to their role as caretakers of the people. For 
responsible human security providers, understanding their own inadequacies and responsibilities is an 
important first step towards effective and lasting improvement. This approach is not only a pragmatic 
response to urban insecurity and the challenge of providing security as a shared public and private 
responsibility, but also a moral and philosophical evolution, as it is driven by the pursuit of positive and 
sustainable peace in a fair and safe society. 

 Threats such as social inequality, hunger, lack of education or accommodation, road accidents and 
deficiencies in virtually all areas of public service provision, including transport, healthcare, waste removal 
and protection from recurring natural disasters, affect society equally or to a greater extent than violence 
and crime. An approach based on the concept of human security thus fundamentally changes our 
understanding of what security – and security provision – could and should be in a modern society, and, 
more specifically, what an inclusive and safe city should look and feel like. 

 If these “new” threats are accepted for what they are – that is, the main reasons for urban insecurity 
– security providers will be able to consider and confront all threats affecting the city, rather than only a 
“shortlist” of threats preselected by authorities with certain political and ideological convictions, under a 
certain political system, based on traditional conceptions of safety and security, as well as on the existence 
of equally traditional and readily available recipes for “hard” security provision. 

 As with every case study, the experience from Caracas may be significant but not representative. 
Nevertheless, the analyses of threats and mitigation strategies have so far identified challenges and 
solutions that promise to be valid not only for Caracas and its particular historic, political, economic and 
social characteristics, but also for urban contexts in general. Numerous lessons learned in Caracas can be 
applied to other urban contexts as well. This relates to both the usefulness of the OPHUSEC methodology 
and the type of threats and mitigation strategies relevant to a particular city. Of course, this also means that 
lessons from other urban analyses would likely prove useful in Caracas – particularly experiences with the 
method for selecting and applying specific mitigation strategies in response to specific threat dynamics. 
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CONCLUSION: THE WAY FORWARD 

Developing a proper understanding of the key threats that plague the urban population of Caracas is 
certainly invaluable. It is equally invaluable to determine which mitigation measures work, which do not, and 
which need to be initiated afresh and by whom. Yet the most revealing threat and mitigation analyses and 
the most astute recommendations are of little value if no pathways are found to transfer this newly acquired 
knowledge to those actors which are in a position to implement the recommendations. How can relevant 
actors (identified as the best placed, most responsive and potentially effective human security providers) be 
“enticed” to embrace these recommendations and find it in their own interest to follow up on them? 
Continuing research in Caracas has to focus on the identification of concrete, practical recommendations 
on how to mitigate key threats to the urban population, as well as opportunities for – and obstacles to – 
transferring this knowledge to relevant actors among the city’s government authorities and community 
organizations. Joint input and analysis by representatives of various stakeholder groups and the expertise 
of the local research team will again be required to identify the most promising and feasible mitigation 
measures and determine the right place, time and approach to “reach” the most significant human security 
providers. Just as threat analysis is a transdisciplinary, multistakeholder exercise, so is the definition of 
mitigation measures and the identification of entry points for the transfer of knowledge and advice.17 

 In the concluding stage of OPHUSEC, the project is engaged in fine-tuning its methodology and 
developing practitioner guidelines and a toolkit to facilitate easy replication in other urban and non-urban 
contexts. The objective is to accomplish the project’s transformation from a time-intensive and – in the eyes 
of practitioners who are eager to achieve rapid results – drawn-out research project into a practical tool that 
can be meaningfully applied in different situations. Moreover, this tool needs to be flexible enough to 
accommodate different levels of financial and human resources and capacities available for conducting 
assessments. In addition, recommendations will be made to strengthen the applicability of this approach by 
using the initial OPHUSEC analysis as a baseline report on which subsequent follow-up analyses could be 
conducted. These later analyses would focus on the roles of specific groups of mitigation actors (such as 
the security sector, the development community or humanitarian actors), individual actors (such as the 
government, local civil society organizations, a specific regional organization or the United Nations) and 
their individual or joint contributions to the mitigation of particular threats identified by the OPHUSEC 
baseline report. 

 Local communities, as well as state and non-state human security providers who consider the 
approach taken in this project to be innovative and useful, will be invited to make use of this people-centred 
and context-driven threat identification and mitigation mechanism in their own efforts to identify and improve 
their population’s human security conditions. The methodology developed in this project is intended as a 
valuable and complementary addition to existing instruments used by political, humanitarian and 
development actors in assessing and mitigating vulnerability, risk and insecurity. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Human insecurity and security in Caracas 

Indira C. Granda Alviarez, Andres Antillano, Josbelk González Mejías, Raphaël Zaffran and Marc Krupanski 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter summarizes and analyses preliminary findings gathered by the research team working in and 
on Caracas, Venezuela. Caracas was chosen to explore the feasibility and utility of a human-security-based 
threat analysis in a developing urban centre. While the research could not be fully completed as originally 
designed, considerable preliminary steps were undertaken, including background research and 
multistakeholder workshops. The chapter presents findings from these initial analyses. It begins with a 
discussion of the general country and city contexts; then, based on results from stakeholder interviews and 
the research team’s threat identification, it addresses the key threats and discusses aspects for mitigation 
analysis.1 

COUNTRY CONTEXT 

Geography  

Venezuela is a country located in the northern part of Latin America. It occupies a territory of 916,445 km² 
(not including 159,500 km² in dispute with neighbouring Guyana), and has a population of 28,946,101 
(2011 census figures). About 93 per cent of the population live in cities, making it one of the most urbanized 
countries in the region. The majority are concentrated in the northern coastal region, especially in the central 
part of the country, where the great urban centres, key industrial areas and sites of oil exploitation are 
located. Four different geographic systems converge on Venezuela’s territory: a mountainous region, made 
up mainly by the Andean range and the La Costa mountain chain; a coastal region (covering an area of 
2,813 km); the Sylvan region, which occupies most of the southern area; and Los Llanos, a vast tropical 
grassland plain running from the east to the west of the country. Much of the population is concentrated in 
the valleys, hillsides and plains located around the coastal axis and the La Costa range.  

Political development  

The Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela (its official name since the approval of a new constitution in 1999) is a 
federal state with a strong presidential system. The head of government (who is also the head of state) is 
elected every six years. A left-wing government has been in power since 1999, and the political environment 
has been characterized by polarization and confrontation between opponents and supporters of the 
government over changes that have occurred since then. The recent death of President Hugo Chávez 
generated uncertainty with regard to Venezuela’s political future.2 However, as widely expected, the Partido 
Socialista Unido de Venezuela has remained in power under the leadership of Nicolás Maduro, who acted 
as interim president following Chávez’s death. Maduro secured the presidency after winning the April 2013 
poll by a narrow margin of 1.49 per cent, which represents fewer than 225,000 votes. The election outcome 
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led to clashes between opponents and supporters of Maduro, and opposition candidate Henrique Capriles 
demanding a full recount of the votes.3 

Economic situation 

The economic system is characterized by a rentier system. The Venezuelan economy fundamentally 
depends on the extraction and export of oil and its derivatives, and the redistribution of the income from oil 
towards public policy and the revitalization of areas of the economy. In 2012 Venezuela’s gross domestic 
product (GDP) based on purchasing power parity (PPP) valuation of country GDP was $401,898 billion, 
while the GDP based on PPP per capita was $13,616.4  

CARACAS 

The official name of Venezuela’s capital is Santiago de León de Caracas. It has been the country’s capital 
since 1579. Based on the latest available official figures from the 2011 census, the population of Caracas 
proper (Distrito Capital) is estimated to be just under 2 million, while the population of the wider 
Metropolitan District of Caracas (Distrito Metropolitano) is put at around 2.9 million.5 However, some believe 
that the government underreports its statistics, and thus the population of Caracas could be as high as 5 
million. About 14 per cent of the Venezuelan people live in the city, which has an estimated population 
density of about 4,489 inhabitants/km².6 

Geography 

Caracas is located in a valley, at an average altitude of 1,000 metres above sea level, close to the shores of 
the Caribbean Sea. The Guaire River flows through the city from southwest to east, fed by the El Valle and 
San Pedro Rivers, before emptying into the Tuy River. These particular geographic features, as well as the 
city’s proximity to areas with tropical storms and seismic activity, make Caracas especially sensitive to 
geological and hydro-meteorological disasters.  

Political development 

Politically and administratively, the city consists of five municipalities. It merges with surrounding areas 
(Guatire, Guarenas, Los Altos Mirandinos, Vargas State), although not united with these on an 
administrative level. The five municipalities are divided into two different federal entities (the Capital District 
and Miranda State) and are pooled in the Metropolitan District, governed by the Metropolitan mayoralty. 
This complex political-territorial division creates some problems, as the convergence of political entities of 
different types and levels makes it difficult, for instance, to obtain homogeneous and consolidated 
information. It also poses challenges for governability, coordination and allocation of competencies and 
responsibilities. These difficulties are exacerbated by the social and political polarization of the metropolitan 
territory. Although the Metropolitan mayoralty and the two most populous mayoralties are administered by 
authorities related to the central government, the other three mayoralties (less populated and predominantly 
of middle and high class) are governed by authorities hostile to it. 
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Demographics 

During much of its history Caracas has had slow population growth; on numerous occasions growth was 
even negative as a result of migration, natural disasters and civil war. By the beginning of the twentieth 
century its population was no higher than 90,000 inhabitants, barely twice as much as a century earlier. 
However, the shift from agricultural export to an economic rentier system led to rapid population growth and 
expansion of the city after the 1940s. The population of 200,000 jumped to 623,713 by 1950 and reached 
1,116,245 in 1961, 1,658,500 in 1971, 1,816,901 in 1981 and 1,823,222 in 1990. According to the 2011 
census, the population of the Distrito Capital was estimated to be 1,943,901.7 

Urbanization 

In the 1970s the rate of urban expansion decreased by 35 per cent, as most areas suitable for construction 
had been completely urbanized. It was reported that in 1975 all areas on slight slopes were occupied, as 
were almost all (93 per cent) of those situated on moderate slopes. On the other hand, public investment in 
the city also shrunk considerably compared to the previous period. Throughout most of the nineteenth 
century the city’s population represented approximately 3 per cent of the national total. During the twentieth 
century this figure grew steadily, and in 1980 22 per cent of the country’s urban population lived in the 
metropolitan area of Caracas.8  

 Within only a few years, a process of massive migration from the countryside to the cities made 
Venezuela one of the most urbanized countries on the continent, with 94 per cent of its population living in 
cities.9 The speed and intensity of Caracas’s growth and expansion led to a growing gap between urban 
planning, land availability and coverage of services on the one hand, and increasing demands on urban 
development on the other hand. As a result the process of growth was deregulated, which has created 
serious urban disorders and a chronic deficit in services, infrastructure and basic equipment for urban life.  

 Further consequences of the process include growing social inequalities and urban asymmetries. 
Today, over 40 per cent of Venezuelans living in urban areas are considered poor.10 The Venezuelan 
government’s Institute of National Statistics11 reports that 13.5 per cent of the population of the Distrito 
Capital are considered poor and about 2.9 per cent extremely poor.12 Many Venezuelans live in self-
constructed settlements on inappropriate land, and are thus kept away from legality and urban zoning and 
deprived of adequate access to services and urban infrastructure. These precarious settlements also 
display the highest rates of unemployment, malnutrition, lack of education and mortality due to preventable 
diseases. Moreover, mortality due to violence is extremely high in Caracas, with homicide rates there being 
2.6 times higher than in Venezuela as a whole.13 
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HUMAN SECURITY THREAT AND RESPONSE ANALYSIS  

The analysis presented here is based on the broader definition of human security used by the OPHUSEC 
approach, which considers human security provision as internal and external approaches towards lowering 
levels of fear, threat and want to assure basic and existential individual and community security. Through 
internal brainstorming and preliminary analysis, the local Caracas team compiled an initial list of threats to 
human life in the city. The following threats were identified: 

 earthquakes 

 storms 

 floods 

 landslides 

 fire 

 precarious conditions of occupation and habitation 

 overcrowding 

 collapse of houses 

 delinquency 

 criminal violence 

 police violence 

 domestic violence 

 habits and urban lifestyles 

 mobility and accessibility 

 environmental damage 

 HIV/AIDS 

 preventable diseases 

 deterioration of medical assistance services 

 malnutrition 

 insufficient and unreliable food supply 

 traffic accidents 

 inadequate handling of solid wastes 

 deficiency in public services 

 diseases caused by deficient access to drinking water 

 occupation of lands at risk 

 inadequate buildings 

 air pollution 

 heart and cerebrovascular diseases. 

 

Having established this initial list, the team considered the ways in which these threats could be 
interconnected and affect one another, and thereby selected eight threats that they considered to have the 
greatest impact on the largest number of people as well as the largest number of other threats. This 
assessment was accomplished through rigorous debate and discussion based upon individual and 
collective research. A mapping exercise was undertaken that attempted to locate and weigh each threat 
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based upon its links to other threats, as well as its relative severity. The following eight main threats were 
identified: 

 precarious conditions of occupation and habitation  

 habits and urban lifestyles 

 deterioration of medical assistance services 

 insufficient and unreliable food supply  

 problems of accessibility and urban mobility 

 traffic accidents 

 urban violence and crime 

 inadequate handling of solid wastes. 

 

These eight threats to human security constituted the focal points of the research team’s preliminary 
background study. The team proceeded to conduct in-depth documentation and analysis of each threat, 
including literature reviews as well as interviews with representatives of governmental institutions, 
academics, technical experts and community group members. In addition, two multistakeholder workshops 
were organized to provide representatives and experts from academia, government and non-governmental 
organizations with the opportunity to interact and feed their knowledge and experience into the project. The 
results gained from the process are presented in the first section of this chapter, with one independent 
section devoted to each of the eight identified threats listed above.  

Precarious conditions of occupation and habitation – Threat analysis 

Precarious occupation and habitation conditions constitute one of the main threats to security for the 
inhabitants of Caracas. Occupation conditions refer to the ways urban spaces are utilized for residential 
purposes, while habitation conditions refer to the characteristics and use of homes. 

 Massive unplanned urbanization has become the norm in Caracas due to real estate speculation, 
difficult access to land and adequate homes, and accelerated population growth since the 1950s.14 In 
addition, a high percentage of land in Caracas is located on steep slopes, in geologically risky areas and 
near water flows. As a result, recent growth has been characterized by precarious settlements, which are 
commonly self-built on the fringe of urban regulations, located on unstable ground and with extreme 
population density. Other problematic characteristics include deficits in and lack of services and 
infrastructure, as well as problems related to highway administration and access. These types of settlement 
are known in Venezuela as barrios. In Caracas they are home to 40–50 per cent of the city’s population.15 

 These occupation patterns result in a high exposure to environmental risks (e.g. landslides, floods, 
fires), as well as structural housing risks (e.g. building collapses). Furthermore, as Caracas is vulnerable to 
such natural catastrophes as earthquakes and tropical storms, the occupation risks are substantially 
increased in self-built barrios, which are located on steep slopes, unstable ground or seismic faults, and are 
subject to flooding. According to the Civil Protection Disaster Division chief of the Libertador municipality, 
between 2005 and May 2007, 30,550 homes were lost as a result of natural disasters, mainly due to hydro-
meteorological events and landslides.16  

 Due to their location in non-qualified residential areas and their intricate topography, which 
complicate the access to and extension of urban systems, the barrios have precarious and deficient 
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services. These include unreliable drinking water provision, poor sanitation and erratic access to electricity, 
gas and sewers.  

 As a result, many residents commonly attempt to compensate for inadequate delivery of public 
services, which generates additional security risks. For instance, illegal use of electricity leads to increased 
risks of fire and electrical accidents, while inappropriate waste disposal (e.g. garbage burning and dumping 
waste in rivers) generates further health hazards. 

Most-threatened population segments: Poor families, women and children 

Due to their geographic location as well as structural and urban characteristics, a large portion of the 
population in Caracas are subject to dangers caused by their occupation and habitation conditions. 
However, it is difficult to document precisely the number of families at risk of these threats. Estimated 
numbers vary substantially depending on the authors and organizations, data collection methods, the 
factors taken into account, and possibly ideological and moral considerations as well. 

 These conditions are worse in irregular settlements inhabited by poor families. According to the 
research undertaken, these risks increase exponentially in poor barrios that tend to be located on steep 
slopes and built with low-quality materials and techniques which, in order to save costs, amplify the 
structural fragility of homes. According to a study of barrios in Caracas in 2000, edited by Josefina Baldó 
and Federico Villanueva, it is estimated that 13.90 per cent are located in areas of high geological risk, 
26.77 per cent in areas of medium geological risk and 56.85 per cent in areas of low risk.17 

 Vulnerability to precarious conditions of occupation and habitation appears to have a gender 
dimension, as women face greater threats to their livelihoods and physical safety than men. For instance, 
pregnant women face particularly harmful environmental conditions such as toxic gases, consumption of 
polluted water and inadequate handling of solid waste. These health hazards are all risks that are 
characteristic of barrio environments and can cause serious reproductive harm and birth defects as well as 
complications during delivery, putting both children’s and mothers’ lives at risk. Moreover, the types of 
activity usually carried out by women, especially those in precarious economic contexts, expose them to 
various dangers associated with their habitation and occupational conditions. Due to socially determined 
gender roles, women generally spend more time at home than men, thus exposing them to domestic 
accidents at a higher rate. 

 Children are also disproportionally threatened by dangers associated with occupation and 
habitation conditions. Factors associated with the mother’s health and complications during pregnancy, 
labour or delivery are among the main causes of infant mortality nationwide. In fact, the 2005 annual 
mortality report stressed that prenatal disorders represent the seventh most common cause of death in 
Caracas.18 Accidents are another important cause of infant mortality in the city;19 in 2005 they were the most 
common cause of death nationwide for children between one and 14 years of age.20 

 In communities affected by poverty, children are particularly vulnerable, as many suffer and die 
from infectious intestinal diseases such as diarrhoea and enteritis. Infectious intestinal diseases represent 
the third most common cause of death nationwide for children below the age of one and the second most 
common cause for children aged one to four.21 Due to poor access to water, living quarters can often not 
be cleaned properly, and food commonly remains unwashed before consumption.22 
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Precarious conditions of occupation and habitation – Key aspects for mitigation analysis 

As detailed above, precarious conditions of occupation and habitation represent an objective, current and 
immediate threat to human life and its quality for Caracas families living in poor conditions. Table 7.1 
provides details on the mortality rates and population at risk in relation to habitation and occupation 
conditions.  

 

Related habitability conditions Consequences Mortality* 

rate per 100,000 

Population at risk** 

Occupation of at-risk land Natural catastrophes 

Structure collapse 

25 deaths per year caused 
by landslides 

Between 250,000 and  

1 million 

Lack of water/consumption of 
contaminated water 

Diarrhoea and enteritis Cases: 84 

Rate: 4.0 

1.5 million 

Improvised construction, 
overcrowding, exposure to 
chemicals and flammable products 

Accidents of all kinds Cases: 163  

Rate: 7.8 

1.5 million 

Air contamination due to use of 
charcoal or combustion-based 
stoves or open-air fires; lack of 
ventilation 

Respiratory problems 

(serious chronic diseases) 

Cases: 904  

Rate: 43.5 

1.5 million 

Exposure to sanitarily precarious 
environments 

Disorders originating 
during perinatal period 

Cases: 358 

Infant mortality rate: 15.6  

--------- 

Table 7.1: Mortality and population at risk in relation to habitation conditions  

*Source: Ministerio de Salud, Anuario de mortalidad (Caracas: Ministry of Health, 2005); authors’ calculations.  

**Source: Alfredo Cilento Sarli, “Hogares sostenibles de desarrollo pogresivo”, Guayaquil, Auc Revista de architectura, 24-25, 
2002, pp. 25-35. Cilento Sarli gives this estimate of population living in poor settlements or barrios. 

 

Key actors and exacerbating conditions 

It must be noted that government actors may in fact contribute to the threats to human security discussed 
here. This results mainly from the lack and inadequacy of social and urban planning policies; 
implementation of irregular settlements plans; tolerance of urban speculation and inadequate urban 
projects; the lack of effective programmes for detection and mitigation of and response to urban physical 
risks; and vague institutional response to housing problems. Private real estate actors also contribute to 
human insecurity through speculation in land and housing; monopolies of urban land; inadequate urban 
developments; and high costs of building materials. 

 Habitation conditions permanently threaten poor urban sectors. However, people suffer more 
during the rainy season, when the land on which their houses sit becomes more fragile and susceptible to 
landslides. Additionally, various diseases are most prevalent and can be treated less effectively during the 
rainy season as a result of a lack of potable water; reproduction of insects, rodents and other animals; 
deterioration of means of access to food transport and medical assistance; and deterioration of already 
precarious sanitation services.  
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Trigger events and proximate/structural causes 

A number of trigger events spark off some of the disorders caused by precarious habitation conditions. 
These include overcrowding and physical/natural phenomena such as precipitation, landslides and floods. 

Proximate causes of habitation-related threats include: 

 precarious constructions 

 precarious landscape and environment 

 poor sanitary conditions 

 overcrowding 

 miscellaneous environmental characteristics (e.g. insects, parasites, toxic elements). 

Structural causes of habitation-related threats include: 

 lack of adequate access to homes and urbanized grounds 

 real estate speculation 

 lack of technical assistance and loss of traditional building culture in poor sectors 

 high cost of building materials 

 insufficiency of residential service networks 

 lack of adequate plans for social housing, and recognition and rehabilitation of barrios 

 institutional shortcomings 

 low economic status and structural poverty 

 continuing migration from the countryside to the city 

 unplanned urban development. 

Favourable and unfavourable mitigation scenarios 

A favourable scenario would see recognition of the “informal city”, a vision that avoids massive 
resettlements to other poor areas in the city or the country. It implies a strategy that aims at ensuring the 
integrity, rehabilitation and consolidation of poor settlements, thus giving them complete legality and 
adequate urban habitation conditions. These would include, among other things, sufficient and regular 
supply of water; improved solid waste collection and elimination services; technical assistance in 
infrastructural recovery of housing and access ways; and granting of official land title to occupants.  

 On the other hand, an unfavourable scenario would for instance envision the evacuation and 
resettlement of numerous families, generating high economic and social costs, as well as considerable 
human suffering. Similarly, policies of intentional “non-intervention” in areas of precarious habitation are 
harmful for the population’s health, prolonging the conditions that make people subject to disease or even 
death.  
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Urban lifestyle and habits – Threat analysis 

There are serious threats related to the urban way of life in a large city characterized by unequal distribution 
of resources, poor public services and widespread poverty. Moreover, Table 7.2 demonstrates that urban 
lifestyle and habits represent an objective threat to human life, presenting both current and future potential 
challenges. While this threat is posed across the urban landscape, it appears dependent upon where 
people live, as certain parts of the city, especially the barrios and other low-income communities, are more 
affected by illness, disease and physical violence than other sectors of the city. 

 

Threat Consequence Mortality rate (per 100,000) 

Urban lifestyle 

 Stress 

 High-fat and high-calorie diet 

 Sedentary lifestyle  

Heart diseases  Cases: 2,521 

Rate: 138.5 

Cancer 

 

Cases: 2,094  

Rate: 114.3 

Cerebrovascular accidents Cases: 865 

Rate: 47.3 

Hypertension 

 

Cases: 506 

Rate: 27.5 

Table 7.2: Mortality, morbidity and population at risk in relation to urban lifestyle 

Source: Ministerio de Salud, Anuario de mortalidad (Caracas: Ministry of Health, 2005); authors’ calculations.  

 

Classical sociological debates highlight the relationship between urban processes, alienated ways of life 
and physical and mental health.23 More recently, several studies have added the effect of urban changes to 
the study of behavioural patterns and their impact on human health. Key issues are the processes of social 
disorganization; abandonment of traditional lifestyles and cultural traits; acquisition of consumer habits; 
changes in diet; damage to the environment and exposure to contaminants (such as lead, fumes and 
others); sedentary lifestyle; stress; and drug and alcohol consumption.24 These risks are not distributed 
homogeneously, but are divided along the same social inequality patterns that structure the city. 

 Health problems caused and aggravated by poverty and underdevelopment are found everywhere 
in the urban region. They include infectious intestinal diseases and nutrition deficiencies, which are among 
the 20 most frequent causes of death nationwide; and problems that are typical of modern and urban life, 
such as cardiovascular diseases and traffic accidents, respectively the third and fifth most common causes 
of death in the country.25 

Most-threatened population segments: Adults, young people, men  

Although urbanization is associated with better living conditions and a better health standard (attracting 
many rural inhabitants to the cities in hope of a better life), it does not necessarily mean that such better 
conditions are equally distributed among those living in urban areas. 

 Adults between the ages of 45 and 75 are most affected by diseases related to urban lifestyles. 
However, increasingly, younger people in Caracas are becoming more affected by disease.  

 Young people are at a particularly high risk of diseases such as HIV/AIDS. By 1997 the largest 
number of HIV/AIDS cases in Caracas was reported for people between the ages of 25 and 44 years: 73.5 
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per cent of cases are found in this age group, with rates of 74.6 per cent for males and 63.2 per cent for 
females. The age group between 20 and 24 years is also significantly affected, with 7.6 per cent for males 
and 6.2 per cent for females. 

 In terms of the gender distribution of such “urban” diseases, men show higher mortality rates than 
women (Table 7.3). However, differences observed in cerebrovascular diseases and cancer equally affect 
women and men. Men tend to suffer from cancer in the digestive system, whereas women suffer mostly 
from mammary cancer. 

 

Mortality causes Men (rates per 100,000) Women (rates per 100,000) 

Heart diseases 159.3 120.1 

Cancer 121.1 109.8 

Cerebrovascular diseases 48.2 46.4 

Digestive system diseases 44.3 21.9 

Diabetes 37.9 32.6 

Table 7.3: Gender dimension of mortality rates for main urban diseases in Capital District, 2005 

Source: Ministerio de Salud, Anuario de mortalidad (Caracas: Ministry of Health, 2005); authors’ calculations. 

Urban lifestyle and habits – Key aspects for mitigation analysis 

Trigger events include: 

 economic pressures 

 spatial disorganization and social fragmentation processes 

 rural-urban migration 

 scarce recreational opportunities 

 sensory overload, including noise pollution, environmental contamination and vehicular congestion. 

Proximate causes include particular habits and lifestyles, such as: 

 stress 

 sedentary work 

 consumption of animal-fat-based food 

 tobacco smoking and alcohol consumption 

 hostility and social conflict. 

Structural causes include aspects associates with urban lifestyle, such as: 

 urban destructuration and generalized collapse of public services 

 poverty and economic polarization between formal and informal activities, both legal and illegal 

 a crisis of legitimacy in the state and its traditional management 

 difficulties of upward social and economic mobility 

 higher rate of gang violence, which is considered to be a form of socialization and self-affirmative 
action within a particularly urban environment.26 
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Favourable and unfavourable mitigation scenarios 

A favourable scenario involves the promotion of a nutritional and health culture based on the idea that 
taking care of oneself and improving one’s life habits can make a marked difference. This includes healthy 
and balanced nutrition with greater consumption of fruit and vegetables and less consumption of canned 
and chemically processed food products, along with reduction of tobacco smoking, moderate consumption 
of alcoholic drinks and integration of physical exercises in the daily routine. Among others, these steps 
would improve living conditions while protecting health and decreasing risk factors that are associated with 
morbidity and mortality caused by “urban” diseases.  

 An unfavourable scenario depicts the worst consequences of maintaining the urban habits and 
lifestyles outlined above, manifested in a reduction of life expectancy, especially among the most-affected 
population, caused primarily by “urban” diseases whose outbreak could and should – with the necessary 
resources and change of lifestyles – either be prevented altogether or at least treated.  

Deterioration of medical assistance services – Threat analysis 

The deterioration of the national health system, which began in the 1980s and worsened in the early 1990s, 
dramatically affected the population’s quality of life and human security. The conditions of health services 
and delivery are a current threat and appear to remain so in the immediate future. The threat is felt most 
acutely in the metropolitan public health assistance system. The threat is significant for immediate, short-
term and long-term health services and, as a consequence, does pose a threat to human life. Due to readily 
available assessments regarding accessibility and availability of care, this is an objective threat. However, 
conditions related to which healthcare programme should be implemented as well as labour disputes within 
hospitals and care facilities remain subjective.  

 The public healthcare system began to weaken as the health sector’s main actors deviated from 
their original purpose to focus on preventive care and significant disputes emerged related to funding and 
delivery priorities (as to what, to whom and where healthcare should be provided). Today, medical 
assistance centres are in a critical state, with widespread lack of medical and surgical supplies, decaying 
physical structures and insufficient medical attention. Among the most important indicators of availability 
and level of health services is the number of hospital beds per 10,000 inhabitants, which stood at 18.5 in 
the metropolitan sector in 2005. Compared with international standards (40 beds per 10,000 population), 
this represents a deficit of 21.5 beds – far below the international standard.27  

 The actors that appear to have the most direct control over the threat include the Ministerio de 
Salud, the Secretaría de Salud de la Alcaldía Metropolitana de Caracas, the Colegio de Médicos and, to a 
much lesser degree, the medical doctors, nurses and personnel working for the public health system.  

Most-threatened population segments 

All those who are not able to afford medical attention in private clinics are threatened. This includes large 
portions of the city’s population. Those facing acute emergencies and in need of immediate medical help 
are most vulnerable. Among others, this includes pregnant women and victims of serious accidents. 

  



 
 

 
 

100 

Deterioration of medical assistance services – Key aspects for mitigation analysis 

Trigger events and proximate/structural causes include: 

 disputes at policy-making level regarding funding, delivery priorities and overall coverage 

 labour conflicts between medical doctors and the Health Ministry that help exacerbate already poor 
conditions.  

 Proximate causes include: 

 shortage of medical and surgical supplies 

 insufficient medical and nursing personnel 

 damaged medical equipment due to a lack of maintenance  

 deterioration of physical structures (elevators, air-conditioning equipment, filtration) 

 unsafe installations 

 shortage of ambulances 

 limited office hours  

 overcrowding of hospitals and emergency and consultation facilities 

 lack of hospital beds, especially obstetric and intensive care beds. 

Structural causes include: 

 lack of public funding and the budget deficit28 

 redundancy and lack of cooperation between the traditional public health system and the Misión 
Barrio Adentro29 

 dominant vision for healthcare (curative and assistant) is costly and unsustainable.  

Favourable and unfavourable mitigation scenarios 

A favourable scenario would see the public health system guaranteeing the right to access to and 
availability and quality of services. The system should offer preventive care, and medical facilities should be 
adapted to people’s needs in sanitary environments, increasing the population’s quality of life and collective 
welfare. 

  A most unfavourable scenario is characterized by a continuously critical situation of public health 
services, where the right to health cannot be assured due to limited human and material resources; 
insufficient medical services; direct and indirect charges for services and medication; waiting lists for 
surgery and medical examinations; or the necessity to visit several assistance centres before receiving 
treatment. All this affects in particular the most vulnerable, such as those living in poverty; those with 
chronic health problems; children and the elderly, both of which groups are less able to cope with the 
results of diseases or accidents; and pregnant women who suffer from medical complications due to the 
above-mentioned precarious conditions. 

 Table 7.4 captures each threat in this category related to availability of medical and health services, 
international standards and the particular numbers, cases and populations at risk in Caracas.  
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Threat International 
standards 

Metropolitan 
District indicator 

Cases Population at risk 

Deterioration of 
medical assistance 
services 

 

Lack of access to 
services 

 

Scarce availability 
of services 

 

Low quality of 
services 

Hospital beds:  

40/10,000 

 

Obstetric beds: 

163/10,000 

 

Rate of medical 
doctors: 

1/1,000 

 

Rate of nurses: 

125/1,000 

Hospital beds:  

24/10,000 

 

Obstetric beds: 

124/10,000 

 

Rate of medical 
doctors: 

6/10,000 

 

Rate of nurses: 

25/1,000 

Although medical doctor 
rate surpasses 
international standard, 
there is a deficit in some 
important medical 
specialities  

In 2006–2007 PROVEA 
registered 14 complaints 
about a deficit of obstetric 
beds, which meant 
patients had to visit several 
centres receiving care  

1.5 million people living in 
a state of poverty in 
Caracas 

Table 7.4: Availability of and access to medical assistance services  

Source: Authors’ own calculations. 

Food scarcity – Threat analysis 

“Food security” provides the human security requirement to satisfy basic food needs and ensures that all 
people at all times have both physical and economic access to the basic food they need. Food 
insufficiency and food-borne diseases have a chronic effect. There have been frequent shortages of milk, 
sugar and eggs in the city of Caracas since October 2006, while meat shortages occurred from the 
beginning of that year. Food scarcity is undoubtedly a threat to human lives. It is a current threat, with a real 
potential to aggravate. Finally, food shortage is an objective threat; but it has a strong psychological or 
subjective effect, as the social anguish it causes can be a source of conflict and unrest.  

 The relationship between food and the city is complex and delicate. Usually, food products must 
travel long distances from the production points to the place of consumption. This requires an efficient road 
system, markets, places for sale and systems for the collection and disposal of waste. The cycle of supply, 
distribution and marketing guarantees the availability of food in the urban context; and the accessibility, 
quality and security of foods that are available in the city depend on policies facilitating their handling and 
distribution. Thus the quality of urban life is closely related to – and depends on – the efficiency of food 
management.  

 The threat is posed by public institutions that do not ensure the availability of basic foods at 
affordable market prices; producers that inhibit, destroy or divert the production of certain items; owners of 
establishments that hoard products in the pursuit of skyrocketing prices; and consumers who buy 
unnecessarily and in “panic” amounts that do not correspond to their actual demands.  

Most-threatened population segments: Based on sufficiency, accessibility and stability 

For the threat “food scarcity”, the most-threatened population segments should be analysed according to 
three different dimensions, namely “sufficiency”, “accessibility” and “stability”. 

 In terms of “sufficiency”, in 2005 nutritional deficiencies were reported among the 25 most common 
causes of death nationwide. Children, elderly people and the sick are more vulnerable to health problems 
when their nutritional requirements are not met; children, in particular, can suffer irreversible physical, 
cognitive and emotional damage if they are exposed to sustained nutritional hardship. According to the 
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weight/age indicator, in the Capital District in 2001 12.44 per cent of the population under 15 years old were 
affected by some form of malnutrition.30  

 People living in poverty have the lowest income, affording them the weakest purchasing power. 
They suffer the most from inflation and speculation in food prices. They are also the ones who suffer the 
most from greater restrictions in mobility, as they do not possess their own vehicles to visit food supply 
centres and transport food to their homes. As a consequence, they are more prone to consume less-
regulated food from informal vendors. 

 A shortage of sugar, milk, eggs and beans in popular markets has been observed.31 Everyone in 
Caracas suffers from food shortages; while some basic staples such as milk, sugar and meat are either 
unavailable or must be purchased at much higher than normal prices in the formal or regulated market. 

Food scarcity – Key aspects for mitigation analysis 

Trigger events include: 

 price regulation of food products 

 increased food demand 

 insufficiency of the productive system to satisfy the demand 

 political conflicts between the government and the private sector responsible for the production and 
marketing of food products.  

Proximate causes include: 

 shortage of essential products such as milk, sugar, meat, eggs and some types of beans 

 loss of time and effort in the search for food products 

 sale restrictions for the number of items per person 

 monopolization and surcharge of some items 

 anguish because of the uncertainty about food availability. 

Favourable and unfavourable mitigation scenarios 

Food shortage’s impact on people’s health may be regarded as two-fold. First, insufficient food intake may 
lead people to develop hunger-related and sometimes life-threatening illnesses. Second, food shortage 
also has a financial impact, as the revenues derived from selling crops and food items are commonly 
people’s only source of income. A favourable scenario involves improving the effectiveness of the right to 
food and the guarantee to a state of food security in terms of calorie sufficiency, accessibility of goods, 
stability of supply and national autonomy in food production. 

 As food shortage results in great loss of time (up to three hours daily due to the difficulties involved 
in searching for food), unfavourable scenarios include the consumption of substitute products that take less 
time to find but often do not meet the nutritional or hygiene requirements of regular and healthy food. It 
leads to a situation of monopolization and speculation by traders interested in maximizing profits at the 
expense of the population’s adequate food supply. It also promotes panic purchases by consumers which 
exceed the real needs of their families, and thus in turn lead to escalation of the situation of insufficient food 
supply and access. 
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Threat Consequence Mortality* Rate per 100,000** 

Food shortage  Nutritional deficiencies 37 cases  

 
Anaemia 24 cases 

 

458 

Amoebiasis 

 

5 cases 

 

-------- 

Diarrhoea 84 cases 

 

2,344 

Table 7.5: Food shortage, its consequences and mortality rates 

*Source: Ministerio de Salud, “Data for the Capital District”, in Anuario de mortalidad (Caracas: Ministry of Health, 2005). 

**Source: Data provided by the director of epidemiology, Department of Health of Caracas Metropolitan Mayoralty. 

Problems of urban mobility and accessibility – Threat analysis  

Difficulties of accessibility and mobility are among the main threats to a decent standard of living for the 
urban population. Jordi Borja believes that the right to accessibility and mobility is essential for the 
realization of so-called “urban freedoms”: less mobility means less access to work, housing supply, 
education, and services in general, which in turn leads to greater exclusion and marginalization.32 Mobility 
and accessibility problems are manifest throughout the entire city. However, the greatest vehicular 
congestion – and thus risk – occurs on the main highways and avenues during peak hours. Based upon 
statistical and anecdotal reports, the threat remains an objective as well as a current and potential one.  

 Lack of public investment in infrastructure, equipment and services for the barrios puts their 
population in a cycle of socio-spatial segregation that impedes or restricts access to basic services. The 
people suffer from shortages of public services; collapsing roads or poor road conditions; insufficient, 
inadequate or irregular public transport; long distances between places of residence and urban centres; the 
widespread and dangerous use of motorcycles and cars; vehicular congestion; and high transportation 
costs.  

Most-threatened population segments 

The general population is threatened, as mobility through the city is impeded or hindered. The poor cannot 
afford to travel by car or motorcycle, but there are often no forms of transport or urban infrastructure that link 
their homes with their destinations. Children are also affected, because disadvantageous mobility 
conditions have a negative impact on school attendance and, eventually, even the rate of school dropouts. 
Although it is not a direct threat to human lives, the manifestations of lack of mobility can create life-
threatening situations. For instance, people in need of medical attention are prevented from getting to 
hospital; there is limited access for social and technical assistance teams during disasters or emergencies; 
and security institutions may be prevented from intervening in clashes between armed groups. In addition 
to the marginalization and underdevelopment from which people suffer, they are also isolated from the main 
channels of social integration, such as education, employment and health. 

 The threat is mainly posed by the state, which neglects to make the necessary and required 
investments to improve and expand road networks and public transportation. Likewise, the state is 
responsible for the lack of traffic laws and regulations regarding the use of private vehicles. By failing to 
update and improve public transport units, as well as by not guaranteeing minimum standards of service, 
private transport companies carry some responsibility for the bad state of urban mobility and accessibility in 
Caracas. 
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Problems of urban mobility and accessibility – Key aspects for mitigation analysis 

For trigger events, an already difficult situation in terms of limited mobilization is accentuated during the 
rainy season, especially when urban population centres are struck by landslides. Heavy machinery 
necessary for relief and rebuilding is often unable to respond to such situations, and the transport and 
access for food supply and waste collection services are restricted, if not totally impeded.  

Proximate causes include: 

 immobilization or reduced mobility  

 collapse of efficient and effective public transportation services (e.g. unrest at bus stops due to a 
shortage of buses; speculation in transport ticket prices; lack of bus schedules; frequent skipping 
of bus stops and routes due to widespread indiscipline among bus companies and drivers)  

 vehicular congestion. 

The main structural causes of the access and mobility difficulties are:  

 accelerated urban growth  

 dissociated public policy of the prevailing mobility system (prioritizing private and individual travel 
over public and mass transport systems)33 

 concentration of activities in city centres34 

 socio-economic segregation. 

Favourable and unfavourable mitigation scenarios 

A favourable scenario envisions the use of public instead of private transportation, facilitating rapid, timely 
and safe mobility for the most vulnerable groups, as well as the movements of goods and services 
necessary for the protection of their living conditions. The positive results would include easier availability of 
food; urban cleanliness; readily available medical, technical and social assistance during emergency 
situations or natural disasters; lower levels of congestion and pollution; lower death rates from accidents; 
and less time and money spent on commuting. 

 An unfavourable scenario sees continued and serious problems of access and mobility, especially 
for those living in poverty. This contributes to affected population groups increasingly relying on alternative, 
informal and usually unsafe means of transport. Death rates from traffic accidents increase, while physical 
marginalization and segregation as well as the absence of means for social integration become an 
impediment to development. Furthermore, continued support for private vehicles over public and collective 
ones, as well as investments in urban infrastructure that favours private vehicles altogether, lead to greater 
traffic congestion, pollution and reduction of the public space. 

 

Socio-economic Stratum Private vehicle (%) Public transport (%) Walking (%) 

ABC 49.49 34.97 15.85 

D 20.51 59.44 20.03 

E 9.50 64.60 25.80 

Table 7.6: Types of mobility per socio-economic stratum (percentage of distance travelled) 

Source: Caracas urban mobility research by Metropolitan Transport Institute (2005). 
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Period Peak hours 

First period Between 6:00 and 7:00, can extend to 9:00; 33.0% of daily traffic occurs in this period 

Second period Between 17:00 and 19:00; 17.0% of daily traffic  

Third period Between 12:00 and 14:00; 13.1% of daily traffic 

Table 7.7: Peak hours in the Capital District 

Source: Caracas urban mobility research by Metropolitan Transport Institute (2005). 

Traffic accidents – Threat analysis 

According to the Technical Body of Traffic Vigilance and Terrestrial Transport, 20 persons perish daily in car 
accidents throughout the country. Every year there are over 80,000 accidents, which leave more than 4,000 
dead and 20,000 injured. An average of five accidents occur every hour, with one death for every 90 
accidents; 57 per cent of deaths occur at the accident site, 16 per cent during transport of the injured and 
27 per cent after hospitalization.35 As vehicular flow increases, the number of traffic accidents increases as 
well. This dynamic results from the interaction of three factors: the driver, the vehicle and the route or 
environment. According to the Ministry of Health, a fatal traffic accident is the fifth most common cause of 
death in the Capital District, and is one of the two main causes of death among all persons between 15 and 
50 years old.36 Based upon statistical evidence of fatalities and serious injuries, traffic accidents pose an 
evident threat to human life. The threat is an objective one that is both current and likely to persist in the 
future.  

 Potentially all users of public roads pose a threat; however, some bear greater responsibility than 
others. Drivers who are drunk, drowsy, fatigued, distracted or reckless are greater sources of risk. The 
condition of Caracas’s road network cases further risks: according to the director of Fedecámaras for the 
transport sector, 60 per cent of the roads nationwide are in precarious shape; and the lack of maintenance 
and replacement of road equipment is a direct source of traffic accidents.  

 Traffic accidents are more frequent during the months of July, August and September (vacation 
season); in December, during weekends and other holidays, particularly Carnival and Easter; and at the 
weekend during early morning hours. Tazón slope is one of the most critical roads, along with the Francisco 
Fajardo highway and the Petare-Guarenas road. 

Most-threatened population segments 

The most vulnerable group are pedestrians, cyclists and motorbike drivers, as they are the groups with the 
highest probability to die per kilometre travelled. Those who travel by motorbike, for example, are 20 times 
more likely to die per kilometre travelled than those who use a car, nine times more than pedestrians and 
eight times more than cyclists. Although all users of urban roads are threatened (including pedestrians, car 
and motorbike drivers, and their passengers), risk levels depend on one’s mode of transportation, gender, 
age and socio-economic status. 

 In terms of gender, the World Health Organization and the World Bank agree that, globally, the 
number of victims of traffic accidents is higher among men than among women. In 2002, for example, the 
mortality rate caused by traffic was 27.6 per 100,000 males and 10.4 per 100,000 females. The Ministry of 
Health yearbook detailed that in 2005 there were 386 deaths due to traffic accidents in the Capital District, 
of which 57 per cent were men.37 
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 Poverty is a further contributing factor to this risk. Poor people are more often exposed to accidents 
because they tend to commute longer distances on difficult roads, use unsafe means of transport (such as 
motorbikes) and often overload them. 

Traffic accidents – Key aspects for mitigation analysis 

In terms of trigger events, traffic accidents are particularly preponderant during vacation season, such as 
Christmas and other holidays, due to large numbers of family trips; at the end of the school year because of 
large numbers of school parties among young people; during football or baseball matches; in rainy 
conditions; and whenever excessive numbers of vehicles and passengers are on the city’s streets. Further, 
the exponential increase of the number of vehicles on Caracas’s streets contributes to greater levels of 
traffic accidents.  

Proximate causes include: 

 collisions 

 overturns. 

Structural causes include aspects linked to institutional shortcomings, such as:  

 lack of traffic police to monitor road traffic and catch and penalize speeding offences and violations 
of maximum carrying capacities of trucks and people carriers 

 lax rules on granting driver’s licences without proper proof of driving skills and qualifications 

 authorities’ negligence in maintaining urban infrastructure and basic road conditions, road repair, 
and servicing and replacement of road maintenance equipment and traffic. 

Favourable and unfavourable mitigation scenarios 

A favourable scenario envisions a complete road safety analysis, which would provide sound evidence for 
the magnitude and characteristics of the problem. Such analysis would also envisage the official resources 
required for addressing the issue in collaboration with those government institutions that are responsible for 
traffic (e.g. health, education and law enforcement) in addition to the technical assistance provided by 
academics, social institutions and communities. Financial and human investments would be provided to 
reduce the deaths caused by traffic accidents. Prevention campaigns would be adapted to the common 
practices of the main risk groups. The number of traffic accidents would drop, congestions of bus stations 
would be avoided and the public transport fleet would be enlarged. Using public transport would thus result 
in considerable savings in both time and energy. 

 An unfavourable scenario would include serious health and development problems for the country, 
especially as a result of the economic repercussions of deaths and injuries caused by traffic accidents, as 
well as the emotional and psychological consequences for the victims and their relatives. Such deaths also 
result in the loss of potential years of economically productive lives. 

 

Threat Deceased Injured 

Road accidents 167 6,022 

Table 7.8: Number of road accidents, January–November 2007 

Source: Metropolitan Fire Brigade. 
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Urban violence: Delinquency and crime – Threat analysis 

Crimes against individuals (homicides and injuries) have increased both in absolute volume and in the 
proportion of the total number of crimes. Based upon statistical and anecdotal information, the threat is 
current, poses a clear threat for human life and is likely to persist in the future. Violence has an objective 
dimension that is evident not only in officially recorded crime rates, but also in the number of crimes that 
went unreported, and the probability and risk of becoming a victim of a crime. Additionally, there is the 
subjective dimension of the level and impact of crime, which is referred to as the security perception 
citizens express in relation to their social environment, or the feeling of safety and fear expressed at 
individual levels.  

 According to official statistics, these types of criminal acts have increased from 1.0 per cent to 5.2 
per cent of the total number of reported crimes between 1990 and 2006. The federal district of Caracas 
experienced the highest number of violent deaths, with 2,218 murder cases for 2006, or a rate of 107 
homicides per 100,000 inhabitants.38 These figures rank both Venezuela and Caracas among the places 
with the highest homicide rate in the region. Homicides are not all treated as crimes, as significant numbers 
are perpetrated by the security forces. According to the Public Ministry, from 2000 to 2006 there were 5,684 
deaths caused by police officers in alleged confrontations.39  

 There appears to be a local pattern of victimization; indeed, most crimes occur in areas close to the 
victim’s residence. Homicides usually occur at night or in the early morning hours. Public places such as 
bakeries, squares, sport courts and streets of common transit in the barrios are considered high-risk areas. 
Also, on holidays such as Mother’s Day, the number of homicides and attacks causing personal injury 
increases.40 

 The majority of perpetrators appear to be young males, especially those known colloquially as the 
hampa común (ordinary underworld), who typically are often part of semi-organized criminal gangs and 
units. Another important source of the threat seems to come from police officers, both because of their 
excessive use of force and for their complicity in crimes. 

Most-threatened population segments 

Young males are most vulnerable to death or injury in a violence event. According to Sanjuán, 69 per cent 
of victims of reported homicides from 1985 to 2000 were between the ages of 15 and 29. Since 1993 
homicide has been the most prominent cause of death in the country among males aged 19–40. In 
addition, according to a national victimization survey, homicides and personal injuries most affect those 
among the poor strata of the population.41 

Urban violence: Delinquency and crime – Key aspects for mitigation analysis  

Triggering events include the consumption of alcohol and other drugs, as well as the availability of firearms. 
In particular the latter play an increasingly prominent role in recent years, as they are used in 70–95 per cent 
of all homicides. It is estimated that 60 per cent of the 5 million firearms available in Venezuela are illegal, as 
their owners do not possess legal licences and/or the arms are not registered.  

Proximate causes are linked to the dual dimensions of urban violence: on the one hand, urban violence has 
instrumental value; on the other hand, it has expressive value. The former finds its purposes in the pursuit of 
lucrative goods, whereas the latter is considered an end in itself, since it is a mechanism of identity, 
expression and recognition for the perpetrators of violent acts.  
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Structural causes include: 

 socio-economic inequalities 

 degraded welfare state 

 institutional weakness in crime control and widespread impunity.  

Favourable and unfavourable mitigation scenarios 

To prevent violence, it is necessary to advance and support public policies that reject the repressive 
character of a police state, and instead invest in social participation as an alternative mechanism of social 
control. It is recommended that communities do not entirely replace the state in its role as key security 
provider. 

 However, open and effective spaces of intervention are crucially important instruments to create a 
new sense of safety and security. They facilitate democratic strategies for the prevention and control of key 
threats, as well as the practice of peaceful resolution of disputes and the appropriation of public spaces 
previously lost due the fear of being victimized. The state is responsible for controlling the availability of 
illegal weapons; penalizing impunity cases; reforming the system of penal justice; investing in physical 
modification of space popular for committing crimes; and stimulating, for instance, the empowerment of 
communities and police officers about human rights – all with the aim of diminishing cases of violent 
deaths.  

 High levels of crime and violence seriously compromise the credibility of the democratic system, 
mainly because they impede good governance and promote an authoritarian and repressive political 
culture that restricts fundamental rights and guarantees. The most unfavourable consequences include an 
increase in repressive approaches of police agencies and an associated increase of cases of discretionary 
and excessive use of force; the loss of confidence in public institutions; intolerant informal and legal 
mechanisms of social control; hostile public spaces; and limitation of community participation. Among the 
most regrettable consequences are increasing rates of violent deaths, especially among the most 
vulnerable groups. 

 

Delinquency and crime  Consequences Mortality (rate per 100,000 inhabitants) 

Violence (2006) Homicides 107 

Injuries 277 

Table 7.9: Violence in Caracas 

Source: Charlie Devereux and Robert Samet, “Crime runs amok in Caracas’ slums”, Chronicle Foreign Service, November 
2008, http://www.sfgate.com/crime/article/Crime-runs-amok-in-Caracas-slums-3261556.php. 

 Inadequate handling of solid waste – Threat analysis 

The inadequate handling of solid waste has direct effects on people’s health and the environment with 
which they interact. Contact with physical, chemical and biological agents that contain wastes decreases 
the quality of life and may cause serious illness or disorders to those who are permanently exposed to 
them. The dangers emanating from poor waste collection services are mainly threats to the quality of life, as 
they damage people’s health and thus, among many other consequences, their school or work attendance. 
However, the threat can also directly cause death as a source of illness or other indirect consequences 
(such as the increased likelihood of landslides and floods during the rainy season). The problem occurs 
particularly in places where waste is produced and accumulated. This includes the old downtown, where a 
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significant portion of informal businesses operate, and in highly populated urban settlements that lack 
regular waste collection services. The threat is active/current and is likely to persist in the future. Moreover, 
based upon evidence, the inadequate handling of solid waste appears to be an objective threat. 

 The problem further occurs near waste treatment sites, such as in the case of communities located 
near to the transfer plant from Las Mayas. The community of Ojo de Agua is also affected because of its 
proximity to an old landfill that has substantially degraded the environmental quality and safety of the area. 

 In Caracas the problem of waste disposal has become a source of human insecurity for all people, 
especially those living in the most populous sectors of the city: the harsh topography that characterizes 
these settlements, the shortage and poor condition of garbage containers and inefficient urban waste 
collection services result in direct exposure to large and diverse quantities of waste. Poor habits of waste 
handling among the population increase the risk of situations that can become detrimental to people’s 
health – and even survival. One example is the common habit of discharging waste into local rivers, creeks 
and other drainage systems, which contributes to the likelihood of overflows and contaminated water 
supplies.42  

 Public institutions, particularly metropolitan mayoral administrations, bear significant responsibility 
for the precarious conditions of solid waste collections. None of them has so far been able to create and 
maintain a viable and efficient waste management programme. Private institutions can also be blamed for 
these conditions. Waste collection companies offer services that are insufficient and often infrequent in 
relation to the magnitude of the problem.  

 Local communities with no collection services tend to deposit their waste in collective waste 
disposal containers. Such wild landfills become sources of disease, causing and contributing to deaths and 
property loss during floods that could be prevented if the polluted and clogged-up drainage systems were 
kept clean.  

Most-threatened population segments 

All inhabitants of Caracas are exposed to the damaging impacts of inadequate handling of solid waste; 
however, those directly exposed to such waste are affected the most. The most vulnerable to the 
environmental quality and health problems that result from exposure to solid waste are those who are not 
provided with regular waste collection, especially those living in the barrios or near waste treatment and 
deposit sites.  

Inadequate handling of solid waste – Key aspects for mitigation analysis 

Trigger events include: 

 irregularity in rubbish collection services 

 labour conflicts within public waste collection companies 

 segregators removing the wastes 

 the role played by the informal economy. 
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Proximate causes include: 

 abundant scattered waste in the public areas of the city 

 illnesses and general unhealthy lifestyles 

 reproduction of insects and rodents. 

Structural causes include: 

 topographical conditions that contribute to problems with waste collection, and limited accessibility 
in the barrios  

 transfer of urban waste collection services to private operators 

 excessive consumption habits.  

Favourable and unfavourable mitigation scenarios 

A favourable scenario would include regular and efficient waste collection services that are adjusted to the 
volume of waste generated by each community. Such tailored waste collection strategies would be the 
product of agreements between public institutions and communities. Once more effective and efficient 
waste collection is available to all communities, mechanisms of social control need to be encouraged to 
avoid illicit waste disposal into drains and creeks, thus creating a cleaner, healthier and safer urban 
environment. 

 The most unfavourable scenario is caused by continuing direct exposure of the city’s inhabitants to 
solid waste. This situation causes the spread of insects and rodents that become carriers of infectious 
diseases. People suffer from respiratory disorders when they come in contact with the fumes produced by 
the burning of wild landfills – a common practice in the barrios. As a consequence, medical resources are 
unnecessarily strained in an effort to treat an easily preventable and affordable problem. Furthermore, the 
concentration of large volumes of waste in the tributaries of streams and/or drainage systems will cause 
floods or landslides that lead to the collapse of fragile infrastructure, including houses and access roads.  

FEEDBACK FROM INDIVIDUAL STAKEHOLDER GROUP DISCUSSIONS    

Diversity in threats identified 

The threats identified by different stakeholder groups during the consultation workshop were characteristic 
of the particular interests, attitudes or roles of their members. The non-governmental organizations and 
academics tended to identify threats that were related to their specific areas of expertise; the institutional 
actors identified institutional deficiencies as main sources of threats; and social groups tended to present 
problems of current interest and importance to their communities or on the agendas of their own 
organizations (such as land possession or housing).  

 However, while much more variety and diversity were evident in the initial brainstorming of threats, 
as the workshop developed this evolved into a greater degree of concentration and homogeneity during 
subsequent small group discussions, and the surfacing of numerous common elements in the plenary 
meeting. This suggests that when the discussion is less structured, the actors put their “existential” position 
(their role, expertise, experience) in the centre, while the structured discussion could permit the discovery of 
shared and common experiences and assessments from the jointly analysed urban surroundings.  
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 The main threats tended to concentrate on aspects linked to homes (such as collapse, 
overcrowding, loss due to natural disasters and landslides) and land occupancy conditions (such as urban 
growth, environmental problems or underlying causes of collapses and overcrowding). 

 Further important threats identified were those related to crime and violence (such as delinquency, 
police and military abuse, firearms and citizen security). Although three out of four groups selected this type 
of threat as being relevant, it is important to highlight that it was not considered a top threat by any group – 
in stark contrast with the general (and often generalized) perception of personal insecurity and violence as 
the main concern of the citizens of Caracas. This point should be considered a crucial one, as it was 
stressed as important by several social organizations and popular community groups. 

 It was interesting to observe that the group of institutional actors self-critically identified institutional 
responses – or a lack thereof – as the main threats. They characterized resistance to change as the main 
and general source of all other threats, calling upon institutions to address threats in a more efficient and 
appropriate manner. 

 Two groups – communities and social organizations – agreed in their selection of problems related 
to solid waste handling as a main threat, while the group of experts and the communities agreed in 
identifying problems associated with transport (such as excess motorized traffic and inadequate public 
transportation) as sources of danger for the population.  

 Other threats were identified by only one work group, without being considered by another: the 
community group identified “alcohol and drugs” and “lack of supplies”; the institutional group picked 
“resistance to change” and “human activity without control or equilibrium”; the academic group identified 
the threats of “unemployment and labour insecurity” and “traffic accidents”. It is interesting to note that 
automobile accidents appeared to receive little overall attention, despite the high incidence of deaths and 
injuries they cause throughout the city. Perhaps automobile accidents are considered an occupational 
hazard that is part and parcel of modern life in a large city. 

Comparison of multistakeholder and research team threat analyses 

The threats identified by the participants are similar to the general information gathered by the research 
team. In the threats selected, the research team pointed out the physical-urban factors (occupation and 
habitation conditions) as main threats to life in Caracas, due to their impact on other types of processes 
(such as natural disasters, home collapses, overcrowding, service deficit or environmental deterioration). 
This is similar to the elements pointed out by the workshop participants, who highlighted urban aspects 
such as overcrowding, natural disasters, urban growth and densification or contamination of the 
environment. However, the research team preferred a broader category, which could include and explain 
different linked phenomena (including use of space and conditions, access to residential services, quality of 
life and quality of the environment), while the workshop groups chose a greater degree of diversification. 

 A similar analysis may be provided regarding violence and criminality, which the local team 
identified as the main threats. The research team grouped different types of mortal violence (criminal, 
interpersonal or police-related) in the same category, which was then incorporated into a broader category 
referred to as “delinquency”. The workshop groups, on the other hand, identified separate threats: 
delinquency (by the social organization group); police and military abuse (by the social organization group); 
and firearms (by the academic group). This latter threat was discarded by the local research team due to 
the presence of ideological and subjective elements that could have been prejudicial to the analysis. 
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However, in both cases there is clear similarity between what is stated by the research team and by the 
workshop participants. 

 The threat concerning transportation (excess vehicles), identified by the community group, and the 
threat referring to public transportation, pointed out by the academic group, were included in another more 
general threat: “urban access and mobility problems”. 

 The threats related to ground transit, identified as “traffic accidents” by the academic group and the 
research team, are very similar in both cases. The same applies to “inadequate handling of solid waste”, 
which was identified as “solid refuse” by the social organization group and “solid waste” by the community 
group. 

 Threats related to “urban habits and lifestyles” and “deterioration of medical assistance services” 
were not raised by any of the workshop groups.  

CONCLUSION 

All threats identified by the investigation team, as well as by those who participated in the workshop, can be 
grouped according to different day-to-day processes involved in the urban context.  

 Associated with space and habitat (occupation and habitation conditions, collapse of homes, 
overcrowding, natural disasters and urban growth). 

 Associated with basic services required for life in the city (water, sanitation, electricity and gas). 

 Associated with mobilization inside the city (mobility and access, public transportation and traffic 
accidents). 

 Associated with basic elements produced outside the city (lack of goods and access to food and 
nutrition). 

 Associated with interpersonal relations in the city (violence, delinquency, firearms, “human 
behaviour” and polarization). 

 Associated with urban lifestyles (diseases, drugs and alcohol). 

 Associated with urban social conditions (overcrowding and unemployment). 

 Associated with the interaction of urban and natural environments (contamination, environmental 
deterioration, natural disasters). 

Overall, it could be considered that threats to human security in a context like Caracas present different 
processes of urban articulation and functioning, such as relations with spaces, natural environment, people, 
mobilization, public services, supply of external basic elements for subsistence (related to external systems) 
and urban lifestyles. However, even when these processes or factors are common for all the inhabitants of 
the city, the threats are distributed in a discriminatory manner.  

 The workshop participants and the information compiled highlighted that the threats are 
concentrated in the least privileged sectors of the city. The urban structural processes exclude, segregate 
or marginalize large segments of the population. Those segments are subject to living conditions that 
expose them to threats and reduce their coping capacities. They find themselves in predetermined and 
seemingly unchangeable relations with space and the natural environment, with basic services, 
interpersonal relations, mobility and transit conditions, and access to externally produced goods. As it is 
impossible for them to generate efficient resources to mitigate the threats, they are forced to depend on 
institutional responses that are largely inefficient.   
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CHAPTER 8 

Human insecurity and security in Ethiopia 
Moges Shiferaw 

INTRODUCTION  

Within the framework of the Operationalizing Human Security project, this chapter focuses on developing 
sustained and participatory multi-actor cooperation to identify, monitor and alleviate threats to human 
security in Ethiopia. 

 The case study was designed to follow a particular research path. The first step was to establish a 
small team to conduct field research on the causes and effects of local vulnerability, as well as existing 
mitigation measures available at state and non-state levels. This involved consulting representatives of local 
stakeholder groups through interviews and participatory workshops. In the workshops, project researchers 
and invited stakeholder groups analysed key causes of insecurity in the Ethiopian context. In a second step, 
they analysed and defined key threats, both existential and non-existential, based on mutually agreed 
vulnerability criteria. They also designed indicators to monitor and measure “human insecurity clusters” – 
which represented a set of core threats that were deemed essential to monitor and address in order to 
preserve basic human security. As a third step, measures to mitigate those threats were identified, along 
with processes that assess the implementation of those measures.  

 The chapter summarizes the main results from the Ethiopian case study, with an emphasis on 
multistakeholder workshop discussions. It is a summary of a much longer internal research paper, and 
does not follow the academic rigour (including full citations and references) of the original paper. The 
chapter reports on the results of threat assessments, the selection of core human security threats, 
suggested mitigation measures and implementation strategies.  

BRAINSTORMING, IDENTIFYING AND PRIORITIZING THREATS IN THE ETHIOPIAN CONTEXT 

This section summarizes the activities, processes, strategies and results of the first phase of the 
assessment. The Ethiopia case study was launched in 2006, with the creation of a core research team and 
a group of potential multistakeholder representatives, which included local and international non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), research and academic institutions, and government agencies. In its 
first phase, a joint effort was made to develop a human insecurity “cluster”.  

 The development of the Ethiopian human insecurity cluster (EHIC) involved the screening, 
identification and mapping of threats, as well as analyses of responses taken so far in alleviating them. 
Although all stakeholder groups applied a concept analysis method – and thus provided answers for the 
same sets of open-ended questions – to identify human security threats, considerable variation emerged 
across the groups in terms of what would eventually constitute the five core threats to human security in 
Ethiopia. Some were primarily concerned with specific sources of threats or security dimensions, or with 
determining the general conditions that must be met for specific human security issues. Others focused on 
establishing human security for only certain segments of the population. In an effort to simplify the process 
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and find unity among the groups, the research team catalogued their findings in five individual groups of 
threats (economic, personal, environmental, social and health), each containing one key human security 
threat.  

 Subsequently the Ethiopian research team consolidated the preliminary findings and prepared 
them for presentation and debate in a second workshop with the multistakeholder groups (MSGs). Seven 
general threats that required further negotiation among the groups were identified: unemployment; food; 
politics; HIV/AIDS; environmental change; inter-ethnic/inter-clan conflict; and discrimination and domination. 
Using this preliminary consolidated result, the second multistakeholder workshop was organized, with two 
objectives: first, to present and discuss the findings generated so far; and second, to establish a common 
set of clearly defined core human security threats.  

 During the course of the workshop, five preliminary core threats were identified: health epidemics 
(HIV, malaria and tuberculosis – TB); drought and flood; lack of basic income; intra/inter-clan conflict; and 
culturally embedded gender discrimination. These are the key threats included in the EHIC. These five core 
human security threats were chosen from a total of 122 identified threats established after a lengthy 
interactive process of threat and response analyses as well as negotiations between the research team and 
the MSG participants. In the following section, these threats are screened based on data obtained from 
secondary sources, community surveys and multistakeholder interviews, which are all described and 
referenced in the larger internal study summarized by this chapter. 

ANALYSING CORE THREATS AND RESPONSES: OBJECTIVES, ACTIVITIES, RESULTS  

Once key threats were identified, the focus shifted towards identifying, analysing and recommending 
responses to the five core threats that make up the EHIC. The MSGs addressed a number of questions. Are 
the existing response strategies feasible and effective? Are existing actors capable of addressing the 
threats? Are new actors and strategies required for effective mitigation of human security threats? To 
answer these questions, it was necessary to appraise existing actors, responses and approaches, and 
evaluate the comparative advantages of different options.  

  The stakeholder groups represented local and international NGOs, academic and research 
institutions, and government organizations, with each of those actors possessing different individual and 
organizational capacities, responsibilities, roles, priorities, political authority and influence in the country. 
However, all found common ground in their interest in exploring and developing the concept of human 
security in relation to the needs of and threats to the Ethiopian people. The main challenge was to find 
consensus among the different groups, which was eventually achieved through a highly participatory, 
inclusive and cooperative process.  

 During the participatory multistakeholder workshop, each stakeholder group was expected to 
undertake an isolated insecurity cluster analysis. This was achieved by providing a detailed analysis of each 
threat; an evaluation of the feasibility of existing responses and newly suggested responses; development 
of indicators for threats and responses; an analysis of existing actors; and an evaluation of the feasibility of 
suggested approaches. Participants were given worksheets that helped them in recording their findings. 
The results were then further analysed by the local research team. 

 The following pages describe in some detail the multistakeholder consultation discussions on core 
threats and suggested responses. 
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ANALYSING CORE THREAT 1: “LACK OF INCOME FOR SURVIVAL”  

Lack of income necessary for survival has been a consistent threat for most Ethiopians and was identified 
as the most salient threat by both the MSGs and the research team. Building on the outcome of the 
multistakeholder workshop, the research team subsequently reviewed secondary sources to test and 
substantiate the consultation results. The lack of necessary income to cover the cost linked to the minimum 
nutritional intake of 2,200 calories per day as well as non-food items that are essential for basic human 
survival is the main human security threat for a majority of Ethiopians living in both rural and urban areas.1 

Research team’s introduction to threats, responses and actors  

According to national statistical data, about 4–6 million people countrywide either have no adequate income 
or no means to cover basic human survival needs.2 These people, mostly pastoralists, farmers and poor 
urban dwellers, suffer from malnutrition, a condition of nutrient deficiency that causes general weakness 
and fatigue, and stymies mental and physical development in children.3 Malnutrition makes them 
susceptible to potentially fatal diseases such as dysentery, whooping cough and TB.4 Broadly, the majority 
of the country’s undernourished people live in rural highlands and lowlands, home to more than 83 per cent 
of the population.5  

 In the context of Ethiopia, consumption rather than income was used as a preferred welfare 
indicator, as it is believed that consumption captures welfare levels better than current income levels. The 
research team found the consumption dimension of poverty useful to analyse the threat because it relates 
directly to the survival dimension of income levels. Consumption reflects households’ access to credit and 
savings at times when their income is very low – hence it reflects the actual standard of living in Ethiopia. 
Available statistical data indicate that the poor in Ethiopia spend 60–70 per cent of their income on food.6 
Furthermore, Ethiopia does not have an adequate supply of food (quantity of food), including stores from 
previous years and international food aid. Obtaining enough food is an important human security concern 
for significant portions of the population. Lack of income to afford basic needs such as access to food and 
other life-supporting goods is one of the key threats to survival in both rural and urban areas of Ethiopia.  

 The per capita real household consumption expenditure can be used to measure the level of 
adequate income in Ethiopia. The level of real total per capita household consumption expenditure stood at 
1,256 Birr in 2007–2008, with food accounting for 577 Birr and non-food items for 678 Birr.7 The level of real 
total household consumption expenditure per adult, which is used to calculate poverty, was 1,542 Birr.8 The 
fact that more than 45 per cent of Ethiopians were living below the poverty line implies that nearly half the 
population had an income below the minimum required to sustain adequate livelihoods and survival.9  

 To address poverty levels, government agencies and NGOs have implemented a number of 
programmes and strategies over the past decade. Under its accelerated poverty reduction strategy paper 
(PRSP), the government developed and implemented different policies and programmes to reduce 
unemployment and improve the income of the poor.10 These included a youth and unemployment 
programme, micro- and small-scale enterprise development programmes and pastoral development 
programmes, among others. NGOs and international donors have supported government plans for the past 
ten years. No significant alternative activities have been introduced, as NGO and international donor 
engagements are designed to contribute to the official poverty reduction programmes and are coordinated 
and planned centrally. Despite the growing intervention and much engagement by multiple actors in this 
effort, poverty reduction measures have not resulted in significant improvements for most of the population.  
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Results of multistakeholder consultations  

The four groups’ responses are presented in Table 8.1. The groups identified a core threat as one that is 
serious and life threatening, with a wide range of symptoms and multiple root causes. For all four groups, 
negative long-term scenarios outweigh chances for positive scenarios.  

 
Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs Government  Academic and research International NGOs 

1. Who is 
threatened? 

Urban unemployed; 
rural 
underemployed; 
housewives; families 
of unemployed 

All sections of society, 
especially youth (15–29), 
who form 20 per cent of 
population; females; 
informal sector, reflecting 
57 per cent of population 

Youth; women; 
physically and/or 
mentally challenged 
persons 

Everybody 

2. By whom? Government policies 
and practices do not 
support each other; 
lack of 
entrepreneurial 
spirit; unreliable 
policies; less job 
absorption capacity  

Structural problems: lack of 
good governance, including 
poor policies, favouritism, 
nepotism, corruption, 
governmental and private 
sector restructuring 
(privatization, business 
process re-engineering, 
decentralization); lack of 
adequate skills and 
education; attitudes; 
bounded rationality, lack of 
out-of-box thinking 

Inappropriate education 
and rural development 
policies; harmful 
traditional practices for 
women; war and 
conflict; disease; car 
accidents 

 

Government policies; 
international factors 

3. Where and 
when? 

Across entire 
country (urban and 
rural); urban: 
throughout year; 
rural: especially 
during cultivation 
and harvesting 
times 

Everywhere, but becoming 
especially chronic in urban 
areas 

 

In rural and urban areas; 
particularly in past 

Among pastoralists; 
where there is low 
agricultural potential; 
in remote areas where 
government agencies 
or NGOs are not 
accessible 

4. How serious 
a threat? 

Serious 

 

Serious Question of survival 

 

Most serious after 
election of June 2005 

5. Life 
threatening? 

Yes (particularly in 
rural context) 

Lethal 

 

Yes 

 

Yes, gradually 

8. How many 
victims? 

> 53 per cent 
(population living 
below poverty line)  

53.5 per cent of population 
living below poverty line; 8 
per cent of population that 
is officially unemployed; 12 
per cent of educated and 9 
per cent of urban 
population 

Several millions 

 

> 55 per cent 

9. Potential/ 
actual? 

Actual, always 
visible  

Both Both Actual 
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Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs Government  Academic and research International NGOs 

10. Symptoms? Unemployed college 
graduates; migration 
of women to Arab 
countries under risky 
conditions; rural 
beggars in cities; 
seasonal migration 
to urban places 

Increase in number of 
“chat” selling 
establishments; child 
malnutrition and mortality; 
maternal mortality; rural to 
urban and cross-border 
migration; increase in 
number of participants in 
self-help industries 

Volume of street 
begging; rural to urban 
migration; corruption; 
theft; disease; 
prostitution 

Street begging; 
migration to urban 
areas and abroad; 
mental illness (15 per 
cent of population 
according to hospital 
estimates); sudden 
explosion of riots; 
hatred towards each 
other 

11. Root 
causes? 

Drought; outbreak of 
diseases; violent 
conflicts 

Lack of good governance; 
lack of adequate skills and 
education 

Mismatch between 
population and resource 
scarcity; poor or 
inappropriate 
implementation of 
policies; globalization 
(e.g. emphasis on raw 
materials export) 

Lack of redistributive 
policies; top-down 
and elite-oriented 
policies; structural 
factors; drought; lack 
of or decreasing 
donor funds; tax 
burden; lacking 
culture of savings; 
lack of coping 
mechanisms; price of 
imports due to 
external factors 
(oil/fuel price); 
imposed (top-down) 
support for farms  

12. Triggering 
factors? 

Underdevelopment 
(lack of capital, 
skills); lack of 
appropriate policies 
such as land tenure 
system; skills 
development trends 

High population growth and 
rapid workforce growth; 
fewer farming opportunities; 
relatively slow creation of 
new jobs; conflict and 
regional instability; 
macroeconomic instability; 
privatization restructuring; 
stabilization measures 

Absence of public 
participation in policy 
formulation and 
implementation 

Civil unrest under 
different regimes for 
past 50 years due to 
poor governance, lack 
of technology, 
inappropriate policies; 
irregularities in 
lawmaking under 
different regimes (four 
Ethiopian constitutions 
under different 
regimes); corruption 
(politically empowered 
people are privileged) 

13. Positive 
scenario? 

N/A Rate will sustain or drop by 
10 per cent 

Greater availability of 
resources; human 
resource potential; 
better image at 
international level 

Settlement schemes; 
subsidy schemes 

14. Negative 
scenario? 

Increased 
joblessness; 
uncontrolled 
population growth; 
crime; begging; 
conflicts; 
prostitution; 
addictive habits 

Deterioration, leading to 
public unrest 

Lack of good 
governance 

Increased 
malnutrition; 
migration; spreading 
to those previously 
better off 

Table 8.1: Multistakeholder groups’ detailed threat analysis 
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The MSGs’ results indicate that for decades there have been attempts to address the most serious threats 
to the Ethiopian population. However, it was very difficult to determine specific trends across the various 
responses, which covered employment, self-employment, changing means to income generation, access 
to resources, and efficiency and effectiveness of existing programmes, policies, strategies and services. 

 The stakeholder groups also analysed responses to six specific questions posed by the research 
team. The four groups’ results are summarized in Table 2. The first four questions identify responses, and 
actors and beneficiaries of response measures. The last two questions are focused on the evaluation of 
responses. The time frame can help us examine the trends of responses, actors and beneficiary groups. 
While in the past the government was the primary actor responsible for human security provision, nowadays 
the government, NGOs and community-based organizations (CBOs) as well as the private sector are 
involved.  

 
Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs Government Academic 
and research 

International NGOs 

1. What has 
been done? 
Which mitigation 
measures? 

    

Past Employment by 
assignment; cooperatives; 
state farms (for labour); 
better job security 

Employment by 
assignment; cooperatives; 
state farms (for labour); 
better job security 

N/A Redistribution of land; 
establishment of 
cooperatives; settlement 

Present Improved education and 
training policies; more 
educational institutions and 
training centres; 
encouragement of private 
investment and social 
safety-net programmes; 
employment programmes  

Improved education and 
training policies; more 
educational institutions and 
training centres; 
encouragement of private 
investment and social 
safety-net programmes; 
employment programmes 

N/A Poverty reduction 
programmes; food aid 
programmes; micro-
credit programmes 

Future  Improvements to system 
through policy reviews; 
review of strategies; 
loosening up of 
bureaucratic chains; 
integrated and coordinated 
efforts; development of 
training approaches that 
focus on practical skills and 
quality; actions against 
corruption; good 
governance 

Improvements to system 
through policy reviews; 
review of strategies; 
loosening up of 
bureaucratic chains; 
integrated and coordinated 
efforts; development of 
training approaches that 
focus on practical skills and 
quality; actions against 
corruption; good 
governance 

N/A Rights-based approach 
must be basic; 
redistributive policies 
must be in place; job 
creation; income 
redistribution; promotion 
of savings culture 
(financial management) 
and education; 
awareness raising 
regarding effects of 
different policies on 
vulnerable 

2. By whom?     

Past Government Government; donors; NGOs N/A Government 

Present Government; private sector 
investors 

Government; donors; NGOs N/A Government (national 
and regional); 
international donors; 
NGOs (local, 
international, private) 
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Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs Government Academic 
and research 

International NGOs 

Future  Communities; government; 
donors; research 
institutions 

N/A Private actors: 
government; 
international community 

3. To whom?     

Past Educated people; farmers; 
unemployed; urban 
dwellers 

Rural and urban population; 
pastoralists; farmers; youth; 
women 

N/A Affected groups/ parts of 
society 

Present Youth; chronically food-
insecure population groups 

Rural and urban population; 
pastoralists; farmers; youth; 
women 

N/A Affected groups/ parts of 
society 

Future Youth; chronically food-
insecure and poor 
population groups 

Rural and urban population; 
pastoralists; farmers; youth; 
women; vulnerable groups 
such as physically 
challenged 

N/A Disabled; youth; women; 
affected urban and rural 
population; civil servants 

4. Feasibility?      

Past Feasible Partly feasible N/A Feasible 

Present Not feasible in terms of 
education policy; higher 
education feasible both in 
private and public 
institutions 

Partly feasible N/A Yes, feasible 

Future Feasible Feasible N/A Yes, feasible 

5. Effectiveness?      

Past Not effective; cost 
implications for state; poor 
management 

Below expectation N/A Not effective because of 
poor implementation 
and top-down 
management 

Present Not effective due to low 
capacity (material and 
human) of educational 
institutions; cost-sharing 
policy will not create 
conducive employment 
conditions; low capital and 
bureaucratic capacity; lack 
of coordination and 
integration 

Below expectation N/A Not effective because of 
political affiliations and 
corruption 

Future Effective Effective, provided that 
participation, integrated 
approach and capacity are 
present 

N/A Yes, if policies, 
programmes and 
mitigation measures are 
properly implemented 

Table 8.2: Multistakeholder groups’ response analysis 
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Based on Table 8.2, it appears that both feasibility and effectiveness of responses have been – or are 
expected to be – increasing over time.  

Three groups furthermore developed indicators that could be used to measure threats and responses 
(Table 8.3). 

 
Indicators Multistakeholder groups 

 
 Local NGOs 

 

Government Academic and research International NGOs 

1. Indicators 
for threat 

Changes in numbers of 
unemployed college 
graduates, female 
migrants to Arab and 
similar countries, people 
entering early retirement, 
people migrating to 
cities/bigger towns; 
situation of women/girls 
as reported by 
Commission on Status of 
Women; crime rates 

 Changes in number of 
unemployed and 
underemployed, of 
employers and of job 
seekers qualified in a 
different skills 

Number of persons with 
below-average income; 
student/teacher ratios in 
educational institutions (< 40 
students per instructor); 
availability of pure water (< 
20 litres per day) 

2. Indicators 
for responses 

Number of people 
employed; amount of 
capital invested; 
number/quality of policies 
revised and amended; 
changes in labour 
productivity; number of 
trained professionals 

N/A N/A Traffic incidents per head of 
population, consumption data 
per household regularly 

3. Suggestion 
to measure 
indicators 

Information on amount of 
capital invested; number 
of crime incidents 

N/A N/A Rate of access to quality 
education services 
(permanent and affordable, 
credit service); access to 
quality health services; 
number of households with 
above-average incomes; 
safety and security situations 
at community level 

Table 8.3: Multistakeholder groups’ analysis of indicators to measure threats and responses 

 

Similarly, only the local NGO group managed to carry out an actor’s analysis. A longer workshop or 
subsequent research by the team would have been necessary to fill these information gaps. 

  



 
 

125 

ANALYSING CORE THREAT 2: “INTRA-/INTER-CLAN/TRIBAL CONFLICT” 

In the social dimension, intra-/inter-clan conflict was identified as one of the most significant human security 
concerns for the Ethiopia case study group. While armed conflict in general is feared by the entire 
population, clan-related conflict is found in specific geographic areas. Such conflicts are different in terms 
of their sources, causes, consequences and frequency of occurrence. This section focuses on clan or tribal 
conflicts, particularly in the pastoral communities of Ethiopia.  

Research team’s introduction to threats, responses and actors  

Significant portions of the population living in the lowland and border areas of Ethiopia maintain pastoral 
ways of life that require large areas with adequate water and pasture supply. They depend on the yields of 
these shared natural resources for their economic activity and to meet their basic needs. Because of 
significant water and land scarcity in pastoral areas, largely caused by herds and human population growth, 
agricultural intensification, climate change and degradation of the environment, competition for pasture and 
water is increasing.11 Lack of adequate space and natural resources has threatened the economic base of 
the pastoral community and hence the survival of the pastoral way of life.  

 Pastoral societies living in the same region organize and structure their social and economic 
activities as well as their interactions with others and the environment based on bonds of kinship (clan and 
tribe). Historically, most pastoral areas have been administered by clan or tribal leaders, and each clan 
maintained a clearly demarcated territory.12 However, scarcity of and the need to control vital natural 
resources has led to inter- and intra-clan conflict, which is beyond the control of clan administration. State 
institutions are weak in pastoral areas and traditional conflict-resolution mechanisms have failed to manage 
the growing conflicts and violent clashes that have become common occurrences. In 2006, for instance, 
clan-induced conflict is said to have displaced more than 200,000 people.13 Until recently, pastoralism 
(animal herding) and challenges faced by pastoral societies have received little attention. 

 Some 10 million semi-nomadic people depend primarily on grazing herds of cattle, camels and 
goats, and are concentrated mostly in the dry lowland areas of Afar and Somali.14 Human development 
indicators and poverty among this group have been uniformly worse than anywhere else in the country, 
while the affected populations have proven difficult to reach with traditional services. In recent years the 
government has introduced a pastoral area development programme and pastoral development 
department under the Ministry of Agriculture.15 These intervention programmes place emphasis on 
improving the quality of life through increasing social services and sedenterization (discouraging migration). 
Despite these efforts to improve the quality of life of pastoralists, the interventions have not directly 
addressed issues of conflict. Field reports indicate that inter- and intra-clan conflicts are increasingly 
widespread in most pastoral areas despite the increase in basic service delivery and development of the 
area.16 

 The research team believes that besides providing basic services and improving the material 
welfare of the pastoral community, conflict resolution may need institutional intervention. Pastoralism as a 
mode of production requires movement across and within boundaries in search of water and pasture. This 
movement, when restricted, often leads to disputes between pastoralists and other neighbouring groups. 
The major causes of conflict are associated with range and limitation of resources such as water and land. 
Hence necessary measures must be put in place to encourage pastoralists to settle voluntarily, as well as 
for provision of basic social services to those who prefer to travel and resettle in different areas. At the same 
time, traditional dispute-resolution mechanisms must be strengthened to decrease the degree of conflict in 
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pastoral areas. Accordingly, the need to capitalize on indigenous knowledge and institutions should be 
advocated. Formal structures have displayed limited understanding of clan conflicts and might therefore 
create further disputes within and across clans.  

Results of multistakeholder consultations 

The multistakeholder consultation results are summarized in Tables 8.4 and 8.5. 

 

Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs 

 

Government  

 

Academic and 
research 

International NGOs 

1. Who is 
threatened? 

Border communities; pastoral 
and semi-pastoral 
communities; some 
minorities, such as Mursi 
versus Surma 

N/A Minority within majority 
ethnic group; 
dominant versus 
dominated clan 

Entire population (fear) 

2. By whom? By each other; some 
minorities with back-up from 
other powerful bodies (e.g. 
Geri versus Borana) 

Minorities by 
majorities 

N/A By conflicting groups; 
opportunists within those 
groups 

3. Where and 
when? 

Border areas; pastoral areas; 
river banks in east, 
southwest, northwest/Baro-
Omo, especially during 
drought 

N/A In most regional 
states; throughout 
political history of 
Ethiopia  

Most pastoralists and those in 
capital city (creates tension) 

4. How serious 
a threat? 

Acute N/A Acute Acute 

5. Life 
threatening? 

Yes N/A Yes Yes 

8. How many 
victims? 

About 12 per cent of 
population  

N/A Large numbers Millions 

9. Potential/ 
actual? 

Both potential and actual  N/A Both Both 

10. 
Symptoms? 

Frequent violence; frequent 
conflict situation; antagonistic 
attitudes 

N/A Denial of common 
property rights; 
proliferation of small 
arms; displacement 

Lack of tolerance; poverty 
(deteriorating living 
conditions); lack of 
education; migration 

11. Root 
causes? 

Drought; political interests; 
free movement of armaments 

N/A Problem of 
implementing 
institutional rights; 
absence of 
participatory 
governance systems 

Lack of good governance; 
obsessive hunger for power; 
misguided policies (top-
down, decentralization); 
donor-driven policies; natural 
factors such as drought; 
structural factors such as 
physical/physiographical 
features; agrarian way of life 

12. Triggering 
factors? 

Environmental degradation 
(grazing land and water); 
weakened traditional conflict 
resolution; unbalanced 
interference; inappropriate 
implementation of 
decentralization 

N/A Prejudices; 
stereotypes; territorial 
demarcation 

Political/new decentralization 
policy; economic and social 
situation; population growth; 
impractical cessation rights; 
lack of modern education 
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Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs 

 

Government  

 

Academic and 
research 

International NGOs 

13. Positive 
scenario? 

Awareness efforts N/A Traditional conflict-
resolution method; 
history of coexistence 

N/A 

14. Negative 
scenario? 

Political interests N/A Weak institutions; 
expansion of 
neopatrimonialism 

N/A 

Table 8.4: Multistakeholder groups’ detailed threat analysis 

 

Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs 

 

Government Academic 
and research 

International NGOs 

1. What has 
been done? 
Which mitigation 
measures? 

    

Past Employment by 
assignment; 
cooperatives; state farms 
(for labour); better job 
security 

Food security; agriculture led 
development strategy; micro-
finance institutions; rural and 
urban development 

N/A Redistribution of land; 
cooperative 
establishment; 
settlement 

Present Improved education and 
training policies in place; 
more educational 
institutions, training 
centres; private 
investment is 
encouraged; safety-net 
programmes 

Agriculture led development 
strategy; micro-finance 
institutions; youth policy; civil 
servant reform; rural and 
urban development policy; 
PRSP/Plan for Accelerated 
and Sustained Development 
to End Poverty 

N/A Poverty reduction 
programmes; food 
security and food 
reserves; micro-credit 
schemes for small-scale 
businesses 

Future  Improvement of system 
through policy reviews; 
review of strategies; 
reform of bureaucratic 
processes; integrated and 
coordinated efforts; 
training approach should 
be changed to practical 
skills and quality; actions 
against corruption and in 
support of good 
governance 

Grassroots participation; 
research and development 
plus extension; sustainability 
and capacity; partnership 

N/A Rights-based approach 
must be basic; 
redistributive policies 
must be in place; job 
creation; income 
redistribution; creation 
of culture of savings 
(financial management); 
education; awareness 
raising regarding effects 
of different policies on 
vulnerable 

2. By whom?     

Past Government Government; donors; NGOs N/A Government 

Present Government; private 
sector investors 

Government; donors; NGOs N/A Government (national 
and regional); 
international donors; 
NGOs (local, 
international, private) 

Future Government; professional 
and ethical trainers; 
lobbying and commitment 
by citizens 

Communities; government; 
donors; research institutions 

N/A Private; government; 
international community 
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Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs 

 

Government Academic 
and research 

International NGOs 

3. To whom?     

Past Educated people; 
farmers; unemployed; 
urban dwellers 

Rural and urban population; 
pastoralists; farmers; youth; 
women 

N/A Affected population 

Present Youth; chronically food-
insecure areas 

Rural and urban population; 
pastoralists; farmers; youth; 
women 

N/A Affected population 

Future Youth and chronically 
food-insecure poor areas 

Rural and urban population; 
pastoralists; farmers; youth; 
women; vulnerable groups 
such as physically challenged 

N/A Disabled; youth; 
women; affected urban 
and rural population; 
civil servants 

4. Feasibility?      

Past Feasible Partly feasible N/A Yes, feasible 

Present Not feasible for secondary 
education; feasible for 
higher education at both 
private and public 
institutions 

Partly feasible N/A Yes, feasible 

Future Feasible Feasible N/A Yes, feasible 

5. Effectiveness?      

Past Not effective; cost 
implications for state; bad 
management 

Below expectation N/A Not effective because of 
poor implementation; 
top-down management 

Present Not effective, due to low 
capacity of education 
institutions (material and 
human power); cost-
sharing policy will not 
create conducive 
employment conditions; 
low capital and 
bureaucratic capacity; 
lack of coordination and 
integration 

Below expectation N/A Not effective because of 
political affiliation; 
corruption 

Future Effective Effective, provided that 
participation, integrated 
approach and capacity are 
present 

N/A Yes, if policies, 
programmes and 
mitigation measures are 
properly implemented 

Table 8.5: Multistakeholder groups’ response analysis 
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ANALYSING CORE THREAT 3: “CULTURALLY EMBEDDED GENDER DISCRIMINATION” 

One core human security threat facing Ethiopian society is culturally embedded gender discrimination. 
Historically, Ethiopia is a male-dominated society and women face political, economic and social 
discrimination on the basis of their sex and corresponding gendered identities. In the past, the denial of 
equal rights to women received little attention. As most Ethiopian women have lacked the educational and 
economic resources that would enable them to challenge the prevailing social order, for decades they have 
generally accepted their inferior status as their only option. Until recently, females at all ages were treated 
unequally and with less privileges and rights than males within the family and community and under the 
law.17  

Research team’s introduction to threats, responses and actors 

To address this problem, the government drafted a new constitution and new family laws that guaranteed 
equality between women and men. It has also undertaken comprehensive economic, legal and political 
actions at the national level to eliminate existing gender inequality. This has involved increasing women’s 
participation in the workforce as well as in the country’s social and political processes. Measures taken 
include a major push to increase girls’ and women’s education, improved access to water supply and 
sanitation, increased services related to mothers’ and women’s health, and adoption of agricultural 
programmes and both technical and vocational training to meet women’s needs.18 In addition, the 
government has undertaken efforts to safeguard women’s rights regarding access to land or credit.  

 Further, civil society organizations that promote gender equality, such as the Ethiopian Women 
Lawyer Association and the Ethiopian Journalist Association, have increased in number and action.19 For its 
part, the government has established the Ministry of Women’s Affairs. 

 The government has moved decisively to advance the agenda of gender-related dimensions of poverty 
through the Sustainable Development and Poverty Reduction Program.20 A significant number of initiatives are 
under way, including the National Action Plan on Gender, which forms the core of the gender strategy under the 
Plan for Accelerated and Sustained Development to End Poverty, and includes analytical initiatives such as 
mainstreaming gender in the budgeting process and strengthening gender-disaggregated data reporting to 
inform policy better.21  

 Despite these advances, gender discrimination against women and girls remains a significant 
human security threat. Culturally embedded activities, such as female genital mutilation, early marriage and 
telefax (marriage by abduction) continue to threaten the livelihoods and at times the lives of women in rural 
areas.22 It must be noted that in recent years Ethiopian women have gained significant legal, economic and 
political rights compared to the past. However, throughout much of rural Ethiopia, deep-seated cultural 
beliefs limit the social, economic and political opportunities for women and negatively affect their livelihoods 
and lives.23 

 Many rural communities maintain that women’s natural and sole roles are as mothers and wives, 
thus they are considered to be better suited for childbearing and homemaking than involvement in public 
life. There is widespread belief that women are intellectually inferior to men and, as a result, women’s 
education should be limited to domestic skills. This is most evident in regions such as Somali, Afar, 
Benishangul and Gambelle. Indeed, Ethiopian society is generally male-dominated and patriarchal.  
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Results of multistakeholder consultations 

 

Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs 

 

Government  

 

Academic and 
research 

International NGOs 

1. Who is 
threatened? 

Rural and urban 
unemployed; 
housewives; families 
of unemployed 

All sections of society, 
especially youth (15–29), 
reflecting about 20 per cent 
of population; females; 
informal sector (about 57 
per cent of population) 

Youth; women; 
physically and 
mentally challenged 

Broad population 

2. By whom? Government 
practices and policies 
do not support each 
other; lack of 
entrepreneurial spirit; 
unreliable policies; 
less job absorption 
capacity  

Structurally: lack of good 
governance (lack of 
systematic policies, 
favouritism, nepotism, 
corruption); governmental 
and private sector 
restructuring (privatization, 
business process re-
engineering, 
decentralization); lack of 
adequate skill and 
education; bounded 
rationality; lack of out-of-box 
thinking 

Inappropriate 
education and rural 
development 
policies; harmful 
traditional practices 
for women; war and 
conflict; disease; car 
accidents 

 

Government policies; 
international factors 

3. Where and 
when? 

Throughout country; 
urban and rural 
areas; in urban areas 
throughout year; in 
rural areas during 
cultivation and 
harvesting time 

Everywhere; becoming 
chronic, particularly in urban 
areas 

 

In both rural and 
urban areas; 
particularly in past 

 

Pastoralists, agricultural 
areas; remote areas 
where government or 
NGO services are not 
accessible 

4. How serious 
a threat? 

Serious 

 

Serious Question of survival 

 

Most serious after 
election of June 2005 

5. Life 
threatening? 

Yes (particularly in 
rural areas) 

Lethal 

 

Yes 

 

Yes, gradually 

8. How many 
victims? 

> 53 per cent (those 
living below poverty 
line) 

53.5 per cent (population 
living below poverty line) 

Millions 

 

> 55 per cent 

9. Potential/ 
actual? 

Actual, always visible  Potential and actual Potential and actual Actual 

10. Symptoms? Unemployed college 
graduates; female 
migration to Arab 
countries under risky 
conditions; rural 
beggars in cities; 
seasonal migration to 
urban places 

Increase in number of 
“chat” selling houses; child 
malnutrition and mortality; 
maternal mortality; rural-
urban and cross-border 
migration; increase in 
number of participants in 
self-help industries 

Begging and 
streetism; rural-
urban migration; 
corruption; theft; 
disease; prostitution 

Street begging; 
migration to urban areas 
and abroad; mental 
illness (15 per cent of 
population according to 
physician from Amanuel 
Hospital); sudden 
explosion of riots, hatred 
towards each other 
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Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs 

 

Government  

 

Academic and 
research 

International NGOs 

11. Root 
causes? 

Drought; outbreak of 
diseases; conflicts 

Lack of good governance; 
lack of adequate skills and 
education 

Mismatch between 
population and 
resource scarcity; 
poor or 
inappropriate 
implementation of 
policies; 
globalization (e.g. 
emphasis on raw 
material exports) 

Lack of redistributive 
policies; top-down and 
elite-oriented policies; 
structural factors; 
drought; drop in donor 
funding; tax burden; 
absence of savings 
culture and coping 
mechanisms; imposed 
(top-down) support for 
farms  

12. Triggering 
factors? 

Underdevelopment 
(lack of capital, 
skills); lack of 
appropriate policies 
such as land tenure 
system; skill 
development trends 

High population growth with 
rapid growth of workforce; 
fewer farming opportunities; 
relatively slow creation of 
new jobs; conflict and 
regional instability; 
macroeconomic instability; 
privatization restructuring; 
stabilization measures 

Absence of 
academic 
community’s 
participation in 
policy formulation 
and implementation 

Civil unrest under 
different regimes for 
past 50 years; poor 
governance; lack of 
technology; 
inappropriate policies 
and irregularities in 
lawmaking under 
different regimes; four 
Ethiopian constitutions 
under different regimes; 
corruption; privileging of 
politically empowered 
individuals 

13. Positive 
scenario? 

N/A Will sustain or reduce by 10 
per cent 

Availability of 
resource, human 
resource potential, 
good image at 
international level 

Settlement scheme, 
subsidy scheme, issue 
is hot topic of 
discussion, food for 
work in urban areas 

14. Negative 
scenario? 

Increased 
joblessness; 
uncontrolled 
population growth; 
crime; begging; 
conflicts; prostitution; 
bad and addictive 
habits 

Deterioration, leading to 
public unrest 

Lack of good 
governance 

Increased malnutrition 
and migration; 
increasingly those 
previously better off are 
being affected 

Table 8.6: Multistakeholder groups’ detailed threat analysis 
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Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs 

 

Government  

 

Academic 
and research 

International NGOs 

1. What has 
been done? 
Which mitigation 
measures? 

    

Past Employment by 
assignment; cooperatives; 
state farms; better job 
security 

Employment by 
assignment; cooperatives; 
state farms; better job 
security 

N/A Redistribution of land; 
establishment of 
cooperatives; settlement 

Present Improved education and 
training policies; more 
educational institutions, 
training centres; 
encouragement of private 
investment; safety-net 
programmes; increased 
employment 

Improved education and 
training policies; more 
educational institutions, 
training centres; 
encouragement of private 
investment; safety-net 
programmes; increased 
employment  

N/A Poverty reduction 
programmes; 
establishment of food 
reserves; micro-credits 
for small businesses 

Future  Improving system through 
policy strategy reviews; 
loosening of bureaucratic 
chains; integrated and 
coordinated efforts; training 
approaches that focus on 
practical skills and quality; 
actions against corruption; 
promotion of good 
governance 

Improving system through 
policy strategy reviews; 
loosening of bureaucratic 
chains; integrated and 
coordinated efforts; training 
approaches that focus on 
practical skills and quality; 
actions against corruption; 
promotion of good 
governance 

N/A Rights-based approach 
must be basic; 
redistributive policies 
must be in place; job 
creation; income 
redistribution; promotion 
of savings culture 
(financial management); 
education; awareness 
raising regarding effects 
of different policies on 
vulnerable 

2. By whom?     

Past Government Government; donors; NGOs N/A Government 

Present Government; private sector 
investors 

Government; donors; NGOs N/A Government (national 
and regional); 
international donors; 
NGOs (local, 
international, private) 

Future N/A Communities; government; 
donors; research 
institutions 

N/A Private actors; 
government; 
international community 

3. To whom?     

Past Educated people; farmers; 
unemployed people; urban 
dwellers 

Rural and urban 
populations; pastoralists; 
farmers; youth; women 

N/A Affected population 

Present Youth; chronically food-
insecure areas 

Rural and urban 
populations; pastoralists; 
farmers; youth; women 

N/A Affected population 

Future Youth; chronically food-
insecure areas 

Rural and urban 
populations; pastoralists; 
farmers; youth; women; 
vulnerable groups such as 
physically challenged 

N/A Disabled; youth; 
women; affected urban 
and rural populations; 
civil servants 
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Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs 

 

Government  

 

Academic 
and research 

International NGOs 

4. Feasibility?      

Past Feasible Partly feasible N/A Feasible 

Present Not feasible for secondary 
education policy; feasible 
for higher education by 
private and public 
institutions 

Partly feasible N/A Feasible 

Future Feasible Feasible N/A Feasible 

5. Effectiveness?     

Past Not effective; cost 
implications for state; poor 
management 

Below expectation N/A Not effective because of 
poor implementation 
and top-down 
management 

Present Not effective; low capacity 
of educational institutions 
(equipment and human 
resources); cost-sharing 
policy will not create 
conducive employment 
condition; low capital and 
bureaucratic capacities; 
lack of coordination and 
integration 

Below expectation N/A Not effective because of 
political affiliations 
(partiality); corruption 

Future Effective Effective, provided that 
participation, integrated 
approach and capacity are 
present 

N/A Effective if policies, 
programmes and 
mitigation measures are 
properly implemented 

Table 8.7: Response analysis results 
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Indicators Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs 

 

Government Academic and 
research 

International NGOs 

1. Indicators for 
the threat 

Numbers of: unemployed; 
college graduates; female 
migrants to Arab and similar 
countries; early retirements; 
migrants to cities/bigger 
towns; women/girls in 
commissions on the status of 
women; crimes 

N/A Numbers of: 
unemployed; 
underemployed; 
employees 
qualified in 
different skills 

Income of persons below 
average; poor 
student/teacher ratio (> 40 
students/class); less 
availability of pure water (< 
20 litres per day) 

 

2. Indicators for 
the responses 

Number of people employed; 
amount of capital invested; 
number/quality of policies 
revised and amended; 
increased labour productivity; 
number of trained 
professionals 

N/A N/A Traffic incidents per head of 
population; consumption data 
per household 

3. Suggestion to 
measure 
indicators 

Amount of capital invested; 
crime levels 

N/A N/A Access to quality education; 
access to quality health 
service; above-average 
income; safety and security at 
community level 

Table 8.8: Multistakeholder groups’ analysis of indicators to measure threats and responses 

ANALYSING CORE THREAT 4: “DROUGHT AND FLOODS” 

Environmental threats, namely droughts and floods, pose another significant human security threat to the 
people of Ethiopia. Roughly 70 per cent of the land area is dry, sub-humid, semi-arid or arid, and thus 
vulnerable to desertification.24 Because of the general mountainous terrain, even the more humid parts of 
the country are prone to land degradation.25 Recurrent droughts and extreme weather events compound 
land and environmental degradation. Environmental degradation threatens physical and economic survival. 
It reduces the environment's ability to produce biomass for food, livestock feed and household energy. It 
undermines poverty reduction and sustainable development efforts. Halting and reversing environmental 
degradation and poverty are mutually reinforcing imperatives and have to be implemented together in 
Ethiopia's development initiatives. National economic development programmes and environmental 
regulatory systems must be harmonized to optimize these initiatives. This means that Ethiopia must take 
urgent necessary action, as envisaged in target nine of the seventh Millennium Development Goal (MDG), 
to promote sustainable social and economic development through sound management and use of natural 
and human-made cultural resources and to enhance the quality of life of its present generation of citizens 
without compromising that of its future generations. 

 As environmental resources are the foundation of the country’s social and economic development, 
governmental efforts have focused on addressing environmental mismanagement and underutilization, 
particularly regarding land use and management. Overgrazing and the expansion of farming into unsuitable 
areas have devastated land fertility.26 This is manifested in problems such as loss of vegetation cover and 
biodiversity, escalating soil erosion, declining soil fertility, expanding salinization and soil compaction and 
desiccation through hydrological cycle disruption. Further, water and soil pollution, especially by 
agrochemicals, are becoming a greater problem.27 In addition to degradation caused by human use, 
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climate change and general weather conditions compound land and resource degradation. Indeed, during 
the workshops the stakeholder groups identified drought and flood-induced crises as the number one 
environmentally induced human security threat. 

Research team’s introduction to threats, responses and actors  

In Ethiopia drought is an age-old and common occurrence, as compared to the incidence and magnitude 
of floods – some highland and lowland areas are frequently affected. Drought is a condition of abnormally 
dry weather within a geographic region where some rainfall would usually be expected. In the context of 
human security, drought is thus quite different from a traditionally dry climate. Throughout most of lowland 
and highland Ethiopia, precipitation is not evenly distributed over the landscape during the course of the 
year.28 In lowland areas, annual precipitation falls far below the national average, resulting in low water 
supply. In those areas, water supply reached the level of famines, which distinguishes Ethiopia from many 
other countries. 

 Droughts occur in periods when an unusual scarcity of rain causes a serious hydrological 
imbalance: reservoirs are empty, wells dry up and crop damage ensues. The severity of the drought is 
gauged by the degree of moisture deficiency, its duration and the size of the area affected. Typically, 
catastrophic droughts occur in the lowland (most pastoral) areas of Ethiopia bordering the permanently arid 
regions of the country. However, droughts are common in the highlands as well. Approximately every two 
decades – with a precision of three to four years – a major drought occurs in Ethiopia, most seriously 
affecting the lowland and highland areas.29 The effects of droughts are aggravated by overcropping, 
overpopulation and lack of timely relief measures.  

 The “Ethiopia famine” of the mid-1970s was the result of the worst drought of the twentieth 
century.30 The agriculture and livestock of much of the highland and lowland areas were devastated and the 
country’s economy suffered. Civil disturbances, chronic hunger and malnutrition resulted from the shortage 
of food, inefficient food distribution, severe poverty and population growth in the northern regions, which 
lasted throughout the drought. Its immediate consequences were weight loss in adults and stunted growth 
in children. Malnutrition, especially protein-energy malnutrition, increased throughout the affected 
population, diminishing the ability to fight infections and causing mortality rates to rise, especially among 
the elderly and young children. In addition, higher rates of diarrhoea, measles and TB were reported. 
Although recent droughts and floods have not been as devastating, their effects have still been severe. For 
instance, in 2006 floods and droughts led to the displacement of more than 220,000 people,31 and caused 
extensive property damage in eastern Ethiopia (Dire Dawa) and southern Ethiopia.32  

 Although droughts cannot be predicted reliably, few precautionary measures are taken in drought-
prone areas. NGOs have taken some steps, such as construction of reservoirs to hold emergency water 
supplies, education to avoid overcropping and overgrazing, and programmes to limit settlement in such 
areas. Despite these efforts, greater actions can be taken by regional and national governments.   

  



 
 

136 

Results of multistakeholder consultations  

The MSGs’ analysis of threats, responses and indicators is presented in Tables 8.9 and 8.10. 

 

Questions Multistakeholder groups 

 Local NGOs Government  Academic and research International NGOs 

1. Who is 
threatened? 

Drought: highlanders and 
lowlanders 

Flood: lowlanders and 
riverbanks  

N/A N/A N/A 

2. By whom? Climate change N/A Flood; environmental 
mismanagement; human 
action 

N/A 

3. Where and 
when? 

Flood during rainy season 

Drought mostly unpredictable 

N/A Highland and lowland 
during rainy season; 
occasional dry season 

N/A 

4. How serious a 
threat? 

Serious  N/A Serious  N/A 

5. Life 
threatening? 

Yes N/A Yes N/A 

8. How many 
victims? 

Eastern and northern part; 
sometimes south 

N/A Thousands N/A 

9. Potential/ 
actual? 

Both N/A Both N/A 

10. Symptoms? Flooded areas: loss of life and 
properties; displacement 

Drought: absence of rain 
during short rainy season; 
migration to urban areas; 
appearance of cattle and used 
household goods on market; 
increased price of goods and 
grain 

N/A Displacement; animal and 
human death; epidemics 

N/A 

11. Root 
causes? 

Floods: excessive rain in 
higher topographies 

Drought: shortage of rainfall 

N/A Environmental degradation; 
deforestation 

N/A 

12. Triggering 
factors? 

Degradation of natural 
resources; lack of soil 
conservation methods and 
mechanisms; spread of 
desertification 

N/A Mismanagement; 
environmental change; 
policy 

N/A 

13. Positive 
scenario? 

Implementation of early 
warning system; contingency 
plan; storage; food 
transportation 

N/A Ongoing debate; NGO-
government partnership 

N/A 

14. Negative 
scenario? 

Frequency of drought cycle 
shortens over time; 
geographical expansion; lack 
of survival options e.g. at river 
banks 

N/A Irreversible degradation; 
contradictory policy; lack of 
social cost-benefit analysis 

N/A 

Table 8.9: Multistakeholder groups’ detailed threat analysis 




