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The world’s banlieues
 

[Introduction]
 

Ladies and gentlemen,
 

The suburbs of France are all over the news. Since two teenagers died in Clichy-sous-Bois near Paris, the banlieues have been the scene of street violence. Some people have said that a few rainy nights could keep the angry young men off the streets and bring the crisis to an end. But as the interior minister, Nicolas Sarkozy, has recognised: there is more to the civil unrest than hooliganism. When quiet has returned to the streets, something needs to be done to address the social and economic inequalities that people living on the outskirts of France’s cities face every day. 
 

[The Thalys to Africa]
 

Ladies and gentlemen, 
 

Thanks to the Thalys, Paris is only four hours away from here. Imagine that it could speed past Paris, to the south of France, across the Mediterranean, and on to Africa. Leaving the old continent behind, we enter a brave new world, where poverty is rife and violence is often just around the corner. The Horn of Africa, where a new war is brewing between Ethiopia and Eritrea and where a fragile peace between the north and south of Sudan is still in the balance. Uganda, where ninety-five per cent of the population in the north have been uprooted by the rebels of the Lord’s Resistance Army. Congo, the heart of Africa, where a civil war has claimed millions of lives. According to the recent Human Security Report, Sub-Saharan Africa is the most violent region in the world, experiencing more conflict-related deaths than all other regions combined.
 

Don’t get me wrong, there is also a lot of good news coming out of Africa. For instance, fifteen countries have shown an economic growth rate of more than five per cent in the past decade. Long-running, bloody conflicts in Angola, Burundi, Liberia, Sierra Leone and Sudan have come to an end. Rich countries have made unprecedented political and financial commitments to achieving the UN Millennium Development Goals and with them peace and prosperity in Africa. But if the West fails to meet its commitment to more and better aid, and Africa fails to fight corruption and improve governance, the good news will soon be old news. Without a strong foundation of long-term sustainable development, many African countries will fall back into violent chaos. In the short run, security is a precondition for development, but in the long run the reverse is true – development is a precondition for security. When societies are torn apart by poverty, corruption, predatory states, environmental degradation and HIV/AIDS, tensions will at some point run too high and will escalate into renewed conflict. Studies have confirmed this link between development and security. Each percentage point that the economic growth rate drops adds a percentage point to the risk of conflict.
 

According to Foreign Policy magazine, no fewer than two billion people currently live in unstable states, with the risk of chaos or even war; both in Africa and elsewhere. Take, for example, Haiti, which has been torn apart by an ongoing political crisis, or Nepal, where the deadliest conflict in Asia has already killed some ten thousand people over the past few years. 
 

[The banlieues of the world]
 

Unstable or fragile states are the banlieues of the world. We need to put them on the path to sustainable development, not just for humanitarian reasons, but also because it is in our joint interest. Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Rwanda and Liberia confronted the world with human rights abuses, humanitarian disasters, regional conflict and migration flows. And we have learned that failed states harbour terrorists. “If we have learned anything from September 11,” wrote New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman, “it is that if you don’t visit a bad neighbourhood, it will visit you.” Keeping countries away from the brink of war and starvation through conflict prevention is not just better for global security, it is also much cheaper. Civil wars in developing countries cost the world about 100 billion dollars a year, more than our combined annual expenditure on development aid. 
 

[From reaction to prevention]
 

Ladies and gentlemen,
 

The international community has recently recognised that we cannot afford to go from one crisis to the next, putting out fires. We need to work on long-term solutions that will prevent fire from breaking out in the first place. This is what the UN Secretary-General’s High-level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change wrote last year. I quote: “Meeting the challenge of today’s threats means getting serious about prevention; the consequences of allowing latent threats to become manifest, or of allowing existing threats to spread, are simply too severe. Development has to be the first line of defence for a collective security system that takes prevention seriously.” End of quote. Two months ago, at the UN summit, world leaders acknowledged that development, peace and security, and human rights are interlinked and reinforce each other. Even today, most people would associate the word conflict prevention with last-minute diplomacy and solemn Security Council resolutions. But when the people in suits are crowding the halls of the UN building to negotiate their way out of an imminent conflict, the hour of prevention has long passed. Today, I will briefly outline three unorthodox strategies that truly address the root causes of conflict at an earlier stage, long before the diplomats arrive on the scene. 
 

[Civil society’s role in conflict prevention]
 

But first let me say a few words about civil society’s role in conflict prevention. The diplomats do not usually get involved until things have really started to go wrong. NGOs are often there long before, when there is still plenty of time to put things right. Civil society organisations have an important advantage when it comes to conflict prevention. Because they are independent, flexible and close to the people, they are in an ideal position to strengthen social networks, build confidence between different population groups and sound the alarm when the first signs of violence appear. 
 

This is why in 2001 the UN Secretary-General, in line with the conclusions of the Cardoso report, called upon civil society to play a more prominent role in conflict prevention. And you have heeded that call, with a little help from the Netherlands. We are one of the main donors of the Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed Conflict, initiated by the European Centre for Conflict Prevention. I subscribe to many of the recommendations that came out of last July’s Global Conference on conflict prevention, such as those stressing the importance of a shift from reaction to prevention, the responsibility-to-protect principle and a regional approach to conflict. Another outcome of the Global Partnership is the publication you presented today: People Building Peace II: Successful Stories of Civil Society. Not some high-minded theoretical treatise, but a down-to-earth guide on what works and what doesn’t. Like the Athwaas Initiative in the battered Kashmir region, which brings together Muslim, Hindu and Sikh women to work towards peace by initiating programmes for democratic participation and expressing the concerns of women to policymakers. And the Baku Bae movement in Indonesia, which has started up a dialogue between Christian and Muslim communities in Maluku and which has even led to joint community watches on the road between the Christian and Muslim areas. 
 

As civil society organisations take up the challenge of conflict prevention, they will find the Dutch government by their side. We already coordinate our activities and search for synergy with civil society through existing forums on Sudan and the Great Lakes region. Currently, we are in the process of setting up similar platforms for Afghanistan and Burundi. Let me mention a recent success of our cooperation with civil society: during the Liberian presidential elections, the first since the civil war, we funded the NGO Search for Common Ground. This NGO relieved social tension during the elections through radio broadcasts in sixteen local languages. The programmes featured debates between the candidates, Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf and former soccer player George Weah, and gave calle rs the opportunity to denounce any irregularities live on the air. 
 

[Three unorthodox strategies for conflict prevention]
 

Ladies and gentlemen, 
 

Up to now, I have mainly focused on who could get involved in conflict prevention: diplomats, NGOs, religious leaders and so on. Let me now focus on what can be done to put a country on the path to sustainable development and away from violent conflict. I will now briefly discuss three unorthodox strategies. 
 

First, the spread of democracy and respect for human rights. Often, dictatorships are credited with maintaining stability and preventing conflict by crushing tribal, ethnic or political dissent. This is incorrect. Of the forty-nine poor countries embroiled in civil conflict in the 1990s, forty-one were dictatorships. And global terrorist organisations find a safe haven in autocratic countries, like Osama Bin Laden once did in Sudan. Democracies, both rich and poor, maintain stability by allowing people to fight out their differences with words instead of weapons. This makes promoting democracy a viable strategy for conflict prevention. Since democracy also has a superior track record when it comes to jumpstarting development, I have consistently supported democratic institutions and accountable, legitimate governments in developing countries. For instance, we support elections, such as this year in Burundi and next year in Congo, by investing in hardware like computers and voter ballots, by educating voters and by training political leaders and the police. Clearly, there is more to democracy than elections. We need a free press and an active civil society to keep it alive. Civil society organisations, standing side-by-side with the people, can provide information, promote reconciliation, and encourage refugees to return to young democracies emerging from conflict. For example, the Netherlands funds Radio Benevolencia, an NGO that broadcasts successful programmes on themes like conflict resolution and justice in Rwanda and Burundi.
 

Ladies and gentlemen, 
 

A second strategy for conflict prevention I want to highlight is environmental management. Unfortunately, many people still view strong environmental policies as a luxury the poor simply cannot afford. This is incorrect. Environmental degradation in poor countries can lead to social tensions, which can degenerate into conflict. We have seen this in Darfur. Darfur illustrates how social relations can reach boiling point because of population pressure and a fragile environment. A decade ago, this lethal combination even acted as one of the catalysts for genocide in Rwanda. More such conflicts lie just beneath the surface, as about 1.4 billion people, almost all of them in developing countries, are confronted with environmental fragility. Rivalry over water in particular will be a major source of dispute. By 2015, nearly three billion people will live in water-stressed countries. All in all, working on water and the environment is not a hobby for rich environmentalists, but a vital strategy for conflict prevention in poor countries. The Netherlands has long supported the successful Nile Basin Initiative, through which nine states work peacefully together to manage water resources. We are currently preparing similar programmes to promote sustainable development in the Congo basin and the Great Lakes region. Here, particularly in the absence of a strong government, civil society organisations like SNV and the World Wide Fund for Nature will play a vital role in reaching out to communities and in building the capacity of people and institutions. More in general, the Netherlands spends 0.1 per cent of GDP on the development priorities of water and environment. 
 

Ladies and gentlemen,
 

A third unorthodox strategy for conflict prevention which I would like to discuss here is post-conflict reconstruction. I call it unorthodox, because most people only associate reconstruction with cleaning up the mess after the damage is done. This is not true. Post-conflict reconstruction is also conflict prevention. After an armed conflict, there is a forty per cent chance that hostilities will flare up again in the first year. Countries usually move away from this conflict trap step by step: the chance of another war declines only by a single percentage point each year. In many respects, the cost of war is high. It normally takes about two per cent off a nation’s GDP. Not just cars and government buildings are destroyed, but also roads, bridges, airports, hospitals, farms and the houses in which ordinary people live. War leaves people desperate for peace. But if the source of conflict remains, and if peace brings no dividend, people will once again resort to war, often as a means of survival. 
 

Ladies and gentlemen,
 

In war-stricken countries, the Netherlands is promoting reconstruction efforts through an integrated policy. Guiding a country through the no-man’s land between war and peace requires a wide range of foreign policy instruments, including humanitarian aid, peacekeeping, private sector development, security sector reform and the return of refugees. That is why, when drafting our new policy paper on post-conflict reconstruction, I invited the Ministries of Defence and Economic Affairs to join me round the table. As a follow-up to this joint policy paper, we will design country-specific reconstruction strategies and work through a new coordination forum to streamline our activities. And cooperating with the private sector and civil society will remain a priority of this integrated policy. Civil society organisations working with the people on the ground while conflict still rages are in a good position to help them when peace finally breaks out. To give them a voice in the planning and decision-making involved in reconstruction. In Sudan, Pax Christi, funded by the Netherlands government, has long been actively involved in mobilising local civil society organisations and religious leaders for peace.
 

[Conclusion]
 

Ladies and gentlemen,
 

For me, and for other Dutch ministers, the link between security and development will remain an important policy priority. In fact, tomorrow morning I will open a conference on the role of faith-based organisations in conflict prevention and peacebuilding. For most secular NGOs, cooperation with these organisations is still unknown territory. But, as I have argued today, we should not shy away from unorthodox methods to find peace. To be continued tomorrow. 
 

Thank you. 
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