Response to “Human Security:  A Review of the Scholarly Literature”





Kathy Vandergrift, World Vision Canada





Introductory comments: The NGO community welcomes the possibility of closer collaboration with the academic community, especially in the area of research.  We know the value of solid research, but often lack the time and resources to do it.





While NGOs appreciate the difficulty of precise definition of human security, we worry about it less than academics, because our experience provides an understanding of what it is and what the consequences are for people. This leads to a focus on more practical and strategic research needs.  





The major trend I would note within the NGO community is the blending between development issues, human rights language, and peace and conflict analysis.  The lines between these fields are blurred, in favor of more integrated analysis and action.   One good example is the upcoming UN Special Session for Children.  Security, trade, development issues and child rights are all on the table, with a plea for greater integration because their impact on children cannot be neatly categorized. 


 


 Rights-based development is widely accepted, while we work to implement what it means. Debate rages about the meaning, use, and misuse of good governance,  and about the relationship between the military and humanitarian response.  The boundaries between disciplines are blurred in both program work and analysis.





When it comes to human security issues, there is considerable consensus in the problem analysis; there is less clarity or consensus about the best solutions.   





For today’s discussion I would like to put on the table 3 substantive areas for collaboration in research and 3 priorities relating to structures and methodology.





Three priority areas for research:





1. The implementation of international standards and norms: Working together, we have been fairly successful in getting new international standards adopted, whether it be the ICC statute, the optional protocol to stop the use of child soldiers, the landmines treaty, security council resolutions on matters of civilian security, a diamond registration system, commitments to mainstream gender, and others.





The challenge is compliance and implementation. The gap between reality and accepted standards is getting wider instead of closing.  That needs to be the focus for both research and action in the next decade, or we risk total cynicism about the value of these commitments.  On the development side, considerable effort during the ‘90s went into translating commitments into achievable targets for measuring progress.  That is not working.  





This translates into a growing emphasis on monitoring.  The tools for doing so are in their infancy.  Landmines, child soldiers, small arms, diamond registration, mainstreaming gender – in all these areas we are struggling to find ways to implement commitments made and hold the relevant actors accountable for those commitments.  We need better information from monitoring, but we cannot assume information alone will lead to implementation; we urgently need continuing strategic analysis on barriers, points of influence and winning strategies to make progress. What works and why?  





On a global scale, a second area besides monitoring is improving the balance of power between the various forces that affect human security. The instruments of human rights and humanitarian law are a necessary counterbalance in a global economy.   Trade agreements have contractual obligations, judicable in letter-of-the-law court processes.  Militaries are being expanded and restocked, with less resistance to using force of arms. Global governance structures remain weak.  And most important, mechanisms for human rights and humanitarian law, already the weakest pillar structurally, are being marginalized and are moving backward.  Strengthening existing mechanisms, I would submit, should be a high priority for policy-oriented research and consequent action. 





2. Link between community level peacebuilding and macro-level factors in conflict: There are significant success stories in community-level peacebuilding, and the field of practice is improving through lessons-learned and thoughtful evaluation.   The challenge is linking work at this level with the larger factors that influence the directions between peace and conflict.  Collectively, we do less well at that.  





The lives and security lost as a result are most important.  I also fear that, if we cannot address this challenge, peacebuilding programs will be discredited in a few years, much as the effectiveness of community development has been under challenge since the financial collapse in Asia.  





Examples:


- Resources as a contributing factor to conflicts:  there are successful resolutions at local levels, but we are making little progress on corporate social responsibility when it comes to multinational actors.


- Non-state military groups:  at local levels some NGOs have been successful in working with belligerents, but we have scarcely dented international networking.


- Women:  their effectiveness as peace-builders is widely acknowledges, but when it comes to international peace processes and UN missions, women are still marginalized.


- Causes of terrorism:  international action is out of sync with ground-level understanding; current efforts will not be successful until the links are made.


- Children:  Somewhat of an anomaly is occurring:  active participation by young people in peacebuilding is growing at the local level and will be evident at the upcoming UN Special Session for Children, but it is still very weak at national levels.





These and other areas for essential links between the local and the macro level could be fruitful areas for research to inform policy and practice of both governments and NGOs.





3. Conflict Prevention/resolution: There is anecdotal evidence of success in conflict prevention and a growing body of tools for work in prevention and conflict resolution, but systematic practice and learning is in its infancy. Many of us advocated for early-warning systems; now we wonder about their effectiveness.  Data alone does not prevent conflict.  On the academic side, there is the classic problem of proving causality when something does not happen.  





Conflict prevention is named as important in every major document.  NGOs keep insisting it be included in international documents, and we have some notions of what we mean, but it gets only a rhetorical nod because it is too vague or it would be impossible to get international agreement. Demand reduction strategies for small arms, for example, received another rhetorical nod in the recent Africa Conference on Implementation of the UN Plan of Action on Small Arms, even though many will acknowledge its importance in Africa.  





There is much to be gained from collaborative work in analysis and design of practical conflict prevention strategies, treated as experimentation and pilot projects. 





Three priorities in the area of structures and methodologies:





1.  Information Exchange and Mapping: When I asked NGOs about priorities, a frequent response is a mechanism to learn about who is researching what for possible collaboration and dissemination of research that could inform our practice.  There is a widespread feeling of frustration among NGOs that there is academic research of benefit to them, but they do not have the time and resources to bridge the gap between their programs and academic studies.  





It is easy to understand why.  On the academic side, NGOs are often marginal add-ons; relationships take attention with little return in academic credits. For most NGOs, time for research is a luxury in today’s fiscal realities.   No one has a primary mandate to manage the middle between the different, significant players in international relations.





At the nexus of CPCC and the Human Security Consortium could be effective information exchange.  A joint mapping of capacities and interest in policy-related research could lead to better input for research and better dissemination of results.








2. Good practice in NGO – Academic collaboration: NGOs do not want to be the raw material for an extractive research industry.  We all know the worst-case stories of researchers gaining access to NGO programs to gather data, going away without follow-up contact, and six months later an article appears somewhere trashing an NGO program without the NGO’s knowledge.  This is especially problematic in the area of peacebuilding, where we are all learning without established manuals to follow.  There are tensions between the independence and academic freedom valued by academics and accountability and benefit to the people being studied, valued by NGOs.  I suspect academics have their side of these stories as well.   We need good two-way deals, with benefits on both sides, and models to save negotiation time on individual projects.  





Participatory research methods is another area for greater collaboration.  More research is needed, especially in the area of child-friendly research methods and ways to ensure inclusion of all voices, including women and youth, in cultures where that is less accepted. Of course, this opens a pandora’s box of ethical questions as well. 





A 1999 panel at a similar event identified biases against collaboration with NGOs in the policies of academic institutions.  Removing these might be a feasible goal for the new consortium.  I can’t help wondering if we can learn from other fields, e.g. health, where collaborative approaches seem to be moving forward quickly.  








3. Continuous circle of learning: In this field in particular, practical, program-based research is needed to inform policy choices with the experiential learning of NGO work.  Then planning and program-design research is needed to implement policy in best practices, evaluate it through lessons-learned research, and then revise policy and practice.  Short-term, problem-solving research could prevent failed projects, from which we could also learn more if we could be open about our failures.   Linear approaches may produce credible papers, but not productive engagement. 





The roundtables on specific situations that bring together all the stakeholders in particular conflicts are a good start.  Further work is needed to make these sustained efforts.  Open discussion is needed on better ways to handle the tensions when disagreements arise, and advocacy takes over from information exchange. I hope a good working relationship between CPCC and the Consortium can build on what we have developed, which is the envy of NGOs in several other countries.  





In all these areas, it is essential to keep in mind the end objective, which is improving protection for the security and rights of all people, with particular attention to the most vulnerable. 
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