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WHY SHOULD THE WORLD BANK FOCUS ON CIVIL WAR?

Basically, there are two reasons. First, civil war usually has
devastating consequences: it is development in reverse. As

civil wars have accumulated and persisted, they have generated or in-
tensified a significant part of the global poverty problem that is the
World Bank’s core mission to confront. Part of the purpose of this
report is to alert the international community to the adverse conse-
quences of civil war for development. These consequences are suffered
mostly by civilians, often by children and by those in neighboring
countries. Those who take the decisions to start or to sustain wars are
often relatively immune to their adverse effects. The international com-
munity therefore has a legitimate role as an advocate for those who are
victims. The second reason why the World Bank should focus on civil
war is that development can be an effective instrument for conflict pre-
vention. The risk of civil war is much higher in low-income countries
than in middle-income countries. Civil war thus reflects not just a
problem for development, but a failure of development. The core of 
this report sets out the evidence on the efficacy of development for con-
flict prevention and proposes a practical agenda for action. The World
Bank and its partner development agencies can undertake parts of this
agenda, but other parts depend on international collective action by the
governments of industrial countries. One important forum for such ac-
tion is the Group of Eight. 

Our research yields three main findings. First, civil wars have highly
adverse ripple effects that those who determine whether they start or
end obviously do not take into account. The first ripple is within the
country: most of the victims are children and other noncombatants.
The second ripple is the region: neighboring countries suffer reduced

ix
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incomes and increased disease. The third ripple is global: civil war gen-
erates territory outside the control of any recognized government, and
such territories have become the epicenters of crime and disease. Many
of these adverse consequences persist long after the civil war has ended,
so that much of the costs of a war occur after it is over.

The second finding is that the risks of civil war differ massively ac-
cording to a country’s characteristics, including its economic character-
istics. As a result, civil war is becoming increasingly concentrated in rel-
atively few developing countries. Two groups of countries are at the
highest risk. One we refer to as the marginalized developing countries,
that is, those low-income countries that have to date failed to sustain the
policies, governance, and institutions that might give them a chance of
achieving reasonable growth and diversifying out of dependence on pri-
mary commodities. On average, during the 1990s these countries actu-
ally had declining per capita incomes. Such countries are facing a Rus-
sian roulette of conflict risk. Even countries that have had long periods
of peace do not seem to be safe, as shown by recent conflicts in Côte
d’Ivoire and Nepal. It is imperative that such countries are brought into
the mainstream of development. The other high-risk group is countries
caught in the conflict trap. Once a country has had a conflict it is in far
greater danger of further conflict: commonly, the chief legacy of a civil
war is another war. For this group of countries the core development
challenge is to design international interventions that are effective in
stabilizing the society during the first postconflict decade. 

The third finding is that feasible international actions could sub-
stantially reduce the global incidence of civil war. Although our pro-
posals are wide-ranging, including aid and policy reform, we place par-
ticular emphasis on improving the international governance of natural
resources. Diamonds were critical to the tremendous economic success
of Botswana, but also to the social catastrophe that engulfed Sierra
Leone. The Kimberley process of tracking diamonds is intended to cur-
tail rebel organizations’ access to diamond revenues. The “publish what
you pay” initiative, launched by the nongovernmental organization
Global Witness, is intended to increase the transparency of natural re-
source revenues to governments. Transparency is, in turn, an input into
enhanced domestic scrutiny of how such revenues are used. If rebel fi-
nances can be curbed and citizens come to believe that resources are
being well used, civil war will be less likely. A third element in a pack-
age of improved international governance of natural resources is to
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cushion the price shocks that exporters commonly face. Price crashes
have been associated with severe recessions that directly increase the
risk of civil war and have sometimes destabilized economic manage-
ment for long periods. At present the international community has no
effective instrument to compensate for these shocks.     

International collective action has seldom looked so difficult, but the
cost of failure will be measured in violence and poverty.

Nicholas Stern
Senior Vice-President

and Chief Economist
The World Bank
April 2003
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