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Dear Readers,

I am pleased to present the 20th 
edition of the SAIS Europe Journal of 
Global Affairs, which follows the sin-
gle thread of tipping points in our so-
cieties, but encompasses the perspec-
tive from a variety of disciplines. A 
tipping point is the apex of an event or 
movement in a system, after which it 
transitions into something complete-
ly new. This edition’s theme, “Tipping 
Points,” aims to examine how various 
factors and events over time are cata-
lysts for systemic and lasting changes. 
The theme was chosen in anticipation 
of unfolding world events that are 
shaping our current political climate, 
like the 2016 U.S. election, Brexit, 
and the unsuccessful coup in Turkey. 
We wanted to encourage dialogue 
not only on current trends but also on 
past events that could in hindsight be 
considered a critical point in history. 
During the transformation, the future 
course of events is still undetermined. 
By identifying what those transitions 
look like, after the fact, can help us 
shape our expectations looking for-
ward.

The theme was intended to be 
specific yet apply to a variety of dis-
ciplines – environment, technology, 
national security, economics, devel-
opment, and history. The Journal in-
cludes perspectives of students and ac-
ademics from many nationalities, and 
exemplifies the excellence of SAIS, as 
many authors are from the SAIS aca-

demic community. This year’s Journal 
covers the subject of tipping points 
through a wide range of topics, such 
as the new green economy, the Danish 
People’s party, La Grieta in Argenti-
na, and state security in Africa. It also 
includes a commentary on the poten-
tial of an Ital-exit from the EU and an 
interview on transitions throughout 
history. 

The SAIS Europe Journal is the 
product of strong teamwork, as a 
graduate student-produced publi-
cation. I want to applaud the team’s 
vision in disseminating the theme 
throughout the year in the SAIS com-
munity. The team this year wanted to 
keep the broad framework of past 
Journal issues, but also branch out and 
create our own identity. We solicited 
submissions from around the globe to 
reach diverse and global perspectives. 
I encourage you to visit the website at 
www.saisjournal.org. Additional arti-
cles will be published there and past 
issues are archived. We are proud to 
present the 20th edition of the SAIS 
Europe Journal of Global Affairs and 
hope it fosters additional dialogue on 
current and past world events. 

Sonia Sharan
Editor-in-Chief
April 2017

Letter from the Editor
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Letter from the Director
Dear Scholars of International Affairs,

I am delighted to open the 20th 
issue of the SAIS Europe Journal of 
Global Affairs, a journal which is en-
tirely directed, organized, and edited 
by SAIS Europe students.  I am now 
finishing my third year as Director 
and am always impressed by the great 
energy, devotion, and thoughtfulness 
that students dedicate to the Journal. 
This year is certainly no exception; in-
deed, given the epic changes that have 
jolted the global establishment over 
the past year, the editors have under-
standably had an especially challeng-
ing time. But they have certainly risen 
to the occasion.

Quite appropriately, the theme of 
this year’s Journal is, “Tipping Points,” 
consistent with a world in a state of 
transition. The contributions are im-
pressive in terms of breadth and depth, 
with scholarly articles addressing cut-
ting-edge topics such as transitioning 
to the Green Economy, the rise of 
populism in Europe, and migration. 
The themes of the issue embrace the 
functional and regional traditions of 
SAIS and the analysis is widely appli-
cable to pressing policy challenges of 
our times. It is well-worth the read.   

In short, I am confident that this 
issue will be of great interest to se-
rious students of international rela-
tions, continuing a long tradition of 
student-led scholarly work forthcom-
ing from SAIS Europe.  On behalf 

of the Administration, I would like 
to thank everyone who contributed 
to this issue at all levels, in particular 
Editor-in-Chief Sonia Sharan, her 
entire editorial team, and authors of 
submissions, whether they were ac-
cepted or not. A great deal of effort 
goes into producing high-quality ac-
ademic journals, from planning and 
managing the review of submissions 
to production. The social returns on 
their efforts will no doubt be high and 
the dedication of the entire editorial 
board is much appreciated.

Sincerely,
Michael G. Plummer
Director, SAIS Europe and
Eni Professor of Inter-
national Economics
April 2017 
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Editorial Staff

Changing Times:
A Historical Perspective on Tipping Points

Margaret MacMillan is the Xerox Foundation Distinguished Scholar at the Henry A. 
Kissinger Center for Global Affairs and has been the Warden of St. Antony’s College of 
Oxford University since 2007. She was previously Provost of Trinity College and professor 
of History at the University of Toronto. Her publications include History’s People (2016), 
The Uses and Abuses of History (2010), Peacemakers: the Paris Conference of 1919 and Its 
Attempt to Make Peace (2001), and Women of the Raj (1988). Peacemakers won, among 
other awards, the Duff Cooper Prize, the Samuel Johnson Prize for non-fiction, the Hessel-
Tiltman Prize for History, and the Silver Medal for the Council on Foreign Relations 
Arthur Ross Book Award. She received a BA in History from the University of Toronto and 
a BPhil in Politics and DPhil from Oxford University.

The following interview is an edited version of a discussion between Margaret MacMillan 
and members of the editorial staff on March 28, 2017. Some grammatical and wording 
changes have been made to maintain written consistency.
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Our Journal’s theme this year is 
‘tipping points,’ which we are loosely 
defining as a moment where change 
is inevitable but the direction of 
that change remains undetermined. 
To what extent do you believe we 
should focus on tipping points to 
understand events as opposed to 
looking at gradual change?

If you look at what we would call 
tipping points, you can see that the 
change has usually been occurring 
gradually, sometimes under the 
surface. There’s a very interesting 
book by Gail Collins, who writes 
for the New York Times, called When 
Everything Changed, about the 
1960s, when suddenly it seemed that 
there was a feminist movement. She 
points out that, in fact, there was a 
lot happening before the high-profile 
stuff in the ‘60s. But she also says that 
at some point things were different, 
and things had changed. So, a tipping 
point is perhaps when you recognize 
that change has occurred. You usually 
recognize it afterwards, but when 
you’re in the middle of a tipping 
point you don’t always recognize it. 
Although, we always speculate. Look 
at the Trump presidency, and people 
ask: is this a tipping point for American 
democracy? Will things be irrevocably 
changed? Or have they already been 
irrevocably changed? I don’t know.  As 
an historian, I find it easier to judge 
things in the past than the present.   
What role do individual leaders 
play in determining the build-up 
to, and outcome of, tipping points? 
To what extent can we attribute the 

outcome of tipping points to these 
individuals, and how much are they 
the result of other external factors?

Tipping points seems to be an ac-
cumulation of pressure, so I think it 
very unlikely that a single individual 
can bring this about. A tipping point 
is more of an accumulation of forces 
which are moving for change in one 
direction or another. And at some 
point, they have made enough change 
that things really do seem to be dif-
ferent.

You could argue that the invasion 
and occupation of Iraq was a tipping 
point, or that the years immediately 
after the Cold War were one. There 
was this period of peace that lasted 
for about ten years but by about the 
beginning of the 2000s we had recog-
nized that the war was still with us, 
and the power of the United States 
and of its allies was shown to be lim-
ited. 

I think tipping points are made 
up more of forces pushing in one di-
rection or another. This doesn’t mean 
that those forces will necessarily make 
a difference, but they often do. But I 
always think that a tipping point is a 
point at which you say: yes, it really 
has changed. And I think it’s unlikely 
for an individual to do that. I think 
an individual is embedded in a soci-
ety, is subject to these pressures, and 
is sometimes able to manipulate these 
pressures. But I think a tipping point 
is something that has broad societal 
implications.

Building on that idea, how do you 
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make the distinction between mo-
ments that have substantively caused 
societal change and those that have 
not?

That is something that you only 
know later. Every year people predict 
what will be the major developments 
in the next ten years, and they often 
miss what they are. There may be, for 
example, something happening now 
with artificial intelligence that very 
few people understand. This could 
turn out—twenty years or ten years 
from now—to have really made a dif-
ference to humanity. 

The point about tipping points 
is that it’s difficult after them to go 
back. With climate change, have we 
reached a tipping point where the 
Earth is going to get hotter and hotter 
and the weather is going to get more 
and more severe? And a lot of scien-
tists would say, yes, that whatever we 
do now, we will not be able to go back 
to where we were. It’s just impossible. 
We’ve gone beyond that point.

What do you think are the biggest 
events changing the world today?

One of the big changes, I think, is 
the shift of power to Asia. It may be 
expressed not in military power, but 
in economic power and soft power. 
Asia, and in particular East Asia, may 
come to be seen as more stable, bet-
ter managed, delivering more to their 
citizens, than countries in Europe. We 
have tended to think that the  normal 
situation is one where the West is in 
charge, and we might have gone be-
yond a point where other centers of 

power may ultimately turn out to be 
more powerful. 

Beyond that, I don’t know enough 
about what is happening in technol-
ogy, but the development of artifi-
cial intelligence makes us question 
whether we are reaching a tipping 
point where much of what we do and 
many of the skills that we have are no 
longer needed. The prediction is that, 
with driverless cars and trucks, around 
a million truckers will be out of work. 
Those jobs are going to disappear, 
and new jobs may not be created. We 
may be entering a new sort of society 
where work is something that not ev-
eryone is expected to do. We may be 
reaching that tipping point. It used to 
be that in previous big technological 
revolutions, like the Industrial Rev-
olution, jobs were destroyed but new 
jobs were created. We may now be in a 
situation where jobs will be destroyed, 
but new jobs won’t be created at the 
same rate. That may be a tipping point 
that affects the way we look at work, 
and the ways we look at supporting 
those who  can’t find work. You can’t 
go back. A technological revolution is 
not something you can undo. We can’t 
control it. 

What causes of historical tipping 
points can we observe today?

I think there are tipping points in 
ideas and ideologies. We’ve seen that 
right throughout history. We’re cele-
brating the 400th anniversary of the 
Reformation and Martin Luther’s 
theses. Who would have thought that 
one person expressing those views 
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would be a tipping point? Howev-
er, what he was doing, of course, was 
expressing something that had been 
there. There had been lots of com-
plaints about the Church, and lots of 
calls for reformation before. In 1516, 
that was a tipping point in people’s 
understanding. Another tipping point 
in ideas was the French Revolution, 
where there were enough people who 
felt that something had to change. It 
reached a point, a bit like a fire that 
was ready to be lit. Something has to 
light it, and sometimes it doesn’t. It 
was similar  in Russia with the Rus-
sian revolution. There was a lot of 
discontent with the regime in Rus-
sia before the First World War. There 
was very nearly a revolution in 1905 
which didn’t happen, but by 1917, the 
forces pushing for revolution and the 
disintegration of the old regime had 
reached a point where they couldn’t 
be tamped down. Or take the disap-
pearance of Austria-Hungary. It was 
shaky, but it reached a point during 
the First World War when it couldn’t 
be saved. People just broke away and 
said: we don’t believe in it any more. 
Ideas or ideologies can be very pow-
erful. 

With religion, it’s interesting. No-
body I know would have predicted at 
the end of the Cold War that, twenty 
years later, religion would be the thing 
that so many people would be con-
cerned about, but there it is. I don’t 
know if that’s a tipping point, but cer-
tainly you can see that the pressure is 
building up. Ideas are very important 
and need to be recognized. The notion 

of tipping points is an interesting one. 
The more I think about it, I see it as 
the sense that you cannot go back to 
where you were. 

If tipping points occur after pressure 
has been built up, how do you pre-
vent it from breaking out into vio-
lence, as it did in the French or Rus-
sian revolutions? How do you guide 
these moments’ outcomes?

The trouble with build-ups of 
pressure is that it is like a volcano 
and it just explodes. Society can be 
fortunate enough to let the pressure 
escape in time. You can have an en-
lightened elite which will recognize 
that things need to change. In Britain, 
for example, there was real pressure 
to have parliamentary reform in the 
beginning of the 1830s. There were 
enough people in the ruling class that 
said: “you have to change something 
because otherwise we’ve had it.” Of 
course, they had the example of the 
French Revolution in mind. You got 
the same thing in the U.S. before the 
First World War with the Progressive 
movement. There was a lot of concern 
with corrupt elites and oligarchs, and 
with gilded rich people not paying 
taxes. But within the governing class-
es there were enough people like Wil-
liam Howard Taft and Teddy Roos-
evelt who  recognized that something 
had to change. Sometimes, you can 
make changes in time.  You can have 
change without violence when pres-
sures build up, but it depends a bit on 
the elites, funnily enough. I suppose it 
also depends on those who are lead-
ing the forces of change, and wheth-
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er they are prepared to compromise. 
And sometimes they are not. Robes-
pierre wasn’t prepared.  Lenin wasn’t 
prepared. Others in Russia were, but 
he was more ruthless and more deter-
mined. 

De Tocqueville always said that 
the most dangerous time for an au-
thoritarian regime is when it begins 
to give way because then people lose 
confidence in it and demand more. 
When everything is in play, what re-
ally sustains regimes—the whole re-
gime, not just the people ruling—is 
everyone believing in it. In the French 
Revolution and in Russia, even those 
people who benefited from the re-
gime stopped believing in it. I think 
that’s what the Chinese communists 
are worried about— that people don’t 
believe in them. It’s like the Hans 
Christian Andersen story of the em-
peror who has no clothes. It was fine 
as long as everyone believed that the 
emperor had clothes, but as soon as 
one person says: “well actually, no he 
doesn’t” … 

Along that vein, there has been a lot 
of talk recently about the erosion 
of trust in democracy, even though, 
theoretically, democracies are sup-
posed to be more responsive to these 
moments of pressure. 

I think democracy is more respon-
sive—at least it offers safety valves, 
which is why I think that India is 
more resilient than China. India has 
problems, but it’s not as brittle as Chi-
na. It does have safety valves: it has a 
free press, it has elections, it has a ju-

diciary, it occasionally throws its gov-
ernments out. And China doesn’t have 
that. You know the great Winston 
Churchill line about how democracy 
is the least efficient of all governments 
except for all the others. All forms of 
governments have their strengths and 
weaknesses. But think of how bad-
ly wrong dictatorships go. They leave 
much more mess in the world than 
democracies. 

What is the role of fear, and espe-
cially the fear of change, in shaping 
tipping points?

Fear can be a very strong emo-
tion, and a lot of people don’t want 
change. We have grown up in a world 
in which we look for progress and we 
think change is a good thing. But not 
everybody does, and a lot of people 
find it disturbing. I think that part of 
the support behind the Tea Party and 
behind those who voted for Donald 
Trump is that feeling that change is 
going too fast, that there are too many 
people that we don’t know coming 
to live near us, and too many people 
with different customs. Fear of change 
can make you cling to what you think 
are certainties. And it perhaps makes 
you hunker down and draw the wag-
ons around, because you don’t want 
to live in this rapidly changing world. 
It is a very understandable and very 
powerful emotion. We had it before 
the First World War, where peo-
ple said: “things are moving too fast 
and we don’t like it. We don’t want to 
live in this world where everything 
is changing every five minutes. We 
want to live in secure communities 
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we know. A very interesting book 
just came out in England by David 
Goodhart. He divides all people into 
what he’s called the “Anywheres” and 
the “Somewheres”. He says that the 
“Anywheres” are comfortable with 
the world; they’re international, they 
live in places like London or Oxford, 
they move freely around the world, 
they have skills that are transferable. 
The “Somewheres” are firmly rooted 
in their communities; they want to be 
firmly rooted in their communities, 
and they don’t like change. And the 
“Anywheres” don’t understand them. I 
think he’s exaggerating it, but it’s an 
interesting point of view that helps to 
explain some of the vote for populist 
parties. These parties call on emotions 
of: “it’s our history, it’s our villages, it’s 
our society.”  These parties are born 
out of this fear of change, but they 
are often quite prepared to disman-
tle their institutions and to not know 
where things will end up. Steve Ban-
non says “destruction is creation,” and 
that you just throw everything over 
and see where it lands. I find that a 
terrifying view because he won’t pay 
the price of it, but others will. I agree 
with gradual and incremental change 
if possible because I think it causes 
less harm to people. 

So far, we have been discussing tip-
ping points in more of a negative 
light, even though they can be quite 
positive. Is there reason to be opti-
mistic about the tipping points we 
are reaching in our society today? 

I think the change in the status of 
women is something. There are those 

that would try to roll it back, but I 
do not think that they will succeed. 
There is also now the sense that we 
all live on one planet, that planet is 
vulnerable and fragile, and that if we 
are not careful we will make a mess 
of it. That’s important, as is the sense 
that we are responsible for each other. 
There is some sense of shared human-
ity which I think is important.  Part of 
what the Arab Spring was about was 
that sense that we want a better world, 
and we want to build that world and 
live with our neighbors in peace. 

You have made several comparisons 
between the world pre-1914 and the 
world today. That was a time of enor-
mous interconnection between the 
countries and leaders of the world. 
Are the forces linking our modern 
world together—our awareness of 
a shared world and environment, 
new communication technology—
strong enough to counter the na-
tionalism, the protectionism, or oth-
er divisive forces we are seeing? 

It’s in the balance at the moment. 
The Internet has been linking people 
together, making instantaneous com-
munication around the world possi-
ble, but it’s also made the spread of ex-
tremist ideas possible. The bad side of 
the Internet is that you can get small 
groups forming and identifying each 
other in opposition to others. You can 
get the appearance of white suprem-
acist groups, for example, who might 
not have been so powerful in the past 
because they were scattered and might 
not have linked up. Now they’re link-
ing up, and that’s dangerous.



SAIS EUROPE JOURNAL OF GLOBAL AFFAIRS

10

In the end, the Internet itself is 
neutral. What I think is interesting 
now is the debate about who controls 
what we call the information highway. 
Should the Internet be like a toll road 
or should it be like a public highway? 
I tend to argue that it should be a 
highway because it is a common good 
and serves everyone, not just those 
who can afford to be on it. 

What is the one thing you hope to 
see in coming years to manage these 
changes?

There are many things. I would like 
to see a revitalization of democracy, a 
rebuilding of political parties, a rees-
tablishing of trust between the public 
and the politicians. That would mean 
a number of things. It could mean, in 
the US for example, controlling cam-
paign finance. Some countries have 
very strict rules on campaign finance, 
as does Canada. This means that you 
do not get very rich and very power-
ful people exerting an inordinate in-
fluence on government. They will al-
ways try, since people try to promote 
their interests. But I think that what’s 
happened in the United States is that 
there are very strong people who exert 
too much influence on the democratic 
system because of their money. I do 
not think that money should buy you 
influence in that way. 

I would like to see the political 
parties being rebuilt, and I would like 
to see people engaged in civil debate. 
One of the things I find more dis-
tressing about what happened in the 
UK with the referendum and in the 

US elections is that people weren’t 
willing to talk. People were shouting 
at each other. People did not want 
to understand that they both benefit 
from sharing the rules of the game. If 
you share the rules, it’s like being in 
a secure organization: you can have 
really important discussions, and you 
can move society one way or another 
without destroying the rules them-
selves. If you don’t have that sense of a 
shared organization, we’re all in trou-
ble. I think we have lost that sense. 

What I think is necessary is trust, 
in each other and in politicians. Polit-
ical parties form a very useful role in 
mediating between the public and the 
government. We’ve forgotten about 
that, and we tend to see them as im-
pediments. However, I think that they 
are very useful in bringing together 
views, and developing clear platforms. 
The whole point of political parties is 
compromise, as is the point of demo-
cratic culture generally. You can’t get 
everything that you want, but what 
you try to do is work out what people 
can live with. For me, that seems to 
be an admirable view. When people 
say “well, politicians are always com-
promising,” I say: yes, that’s what you 
want! I think we have to respect that 
not all people have the same views. 
We have to find out how to work to-
gether. 

Title Page Photo by: Julie Mae Gabato, 
Bologna Institute for Policy Research (BIPR)
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Irene Rivera Calderón

Migration: 
Causes, Conflict, and Policy Solutions

IntroduCtIon

Despite the fact that migration 
is almost as old as humanity itself,1 
and obviously helped shape societies 

throughout the world, few topics are 
as contentious or as relevant today. 
Migration is a fact of life for many 
of those who hail from the world’s 

Migration is one of the most contentious and relevant issues of our time, as evidenced by 
the increasing numbers of migrants and displaced persons and by inflammatory political 
discourse throughout the world.  This paper discusses the underlying causes of recent 
migration flows and “crises,” such as the civilian-centered nature of recent conflicts, persistent 
underdevelopment, climate change, and political impasse that prevents conflict resolution 
and adequate management of migration flows. Further, the paper focuses on policy reforms 
to (i) tackle the root causes of migration and (ii) minimize the costs and maximize the 
benefits (both social and economic) associated with migration.  Such policies include a pan-
European approach to relocation to ease the burden on EU border countries, increasing 
legal avenues for migration in the US, and integration policies to preserve social cohesion.  
Taking a long-term view, the paper aims to present a balanced view of the challenges of 
migration and to summarize policy reforms anchored upon recognition of the extensive 
human costs – and unrealized benefits of – one of the most defining issues of our era. 
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poorest countries – at least for those 
lucky enough to survive often dan-
gerous journeys. Meanwhile in many 
advanced economies, particularly in 
the United States and the European 
Union, anti-immigrant fervor is con-
tributing to the rise of populist politi-
cians. The rising number of migrants 
and increasing focus on migration 
reflects multiple trends, including 
the civilian-centered nature of recent 
conflicts. The overwhelming failure 
of developed countries to respond to 
influxes of migrants – and to manage 
the integration of existing migrant 
populations – has added fuel to the 
fire in Brussels and Washington alike. 
However, along with climate change, 
migration will be a defining issue of 
our era. This generation has a unique 
opportunity to implement sensible 
policies that (i) tackle the root caus-
es of migration and (ii) minimize 
the costs and maximize the benefits 
associated with migration. Doing so 
successfully will require almost un-
precedented levels of international as 
well as public-private sector coopera-
tion, in a time when many developed 
countries are exhibiting little appetite 
for international engagement. Still, 
policymakers have no choice but to 
work toward sustainable, long-term 
solutions. The failure to do so can only 
lead to more deaths on the Mediter-
ranean and every other human smug-
gling route, increased fragmentation 
in the US and the EU, and lost op-
portunities to benefit from the orderly 
movement of ideas, technology, and 
labor. The remainder of this paper 
explores (i) the types and underlying 

causes of migration, (ii) future trends 
likely to impact migration, and most 
importantly (iii) suggested policies to 
promote the sensible management of 
migration. 

types of mIgratIon and under-
lyIng Causes

International institutions that 
work on migration issues typically 
distinguish between two broad cat-
egories of migrants, based on each 
group’s perceived reasons for migrat-
ing. “Voluntary” or “economic” mi-
gration usually refers to population 
movements spurred by economic 
reasons, when people “choose” to mi-
grate in search of better livelihoods. 
“Forced” migration refers instead to 
population movements stemming 
from violent conflict, persecution, or 
other situations that oblige people to 
seek refuge elsewhere.2 Per the 1951 
Convention Relating to the Status 
of Refugees (“1951 Convention”) 
and the 1967 Protocol Relating to 
the Status of Refugees (“1967 Proto-
col”), a “refugee” is a forced migrant 
“who is unable or unwilling to return 
to their country of origin owing to a 
well-founded fear of being persecut-
ed for reasons of race, religion, na-
tionality, membership of a particular 
social group, or political opinion.”3 

Internally-displaced persons (IDPs) 
constitute a third and important cate-
gory, referring to people who have not 
crossed international borders but were 
nonetheless forced to leave their place 
of origin due to conflict, environmen-
tal degradation, extreme poverty, etc.4
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While these distinctions are im-
portant for framing the debate on 
migration and targeting policies to 
address various causes of migration, 
it is much more important to recog-
nize the blurred nature of the divide 
between voluntary and forced migra-
tion as well as internal movements 
of people.  After all, how “voluntary” 
is it to move from a place that offers 
no viable means to provide for one’s 
family? Would someone who truly 
had a “choice” knowingly risk death 
for an improbable shot at prosperity? 
The complex reasons that lead people 
to migrate often make it difficult to 
draw a clear distinction between vol-
untary and forced migration, which in 
turn makes it difficult to identify and 
provide adequate protection to refu-
gees as required by international law.5 
The term “mixed migration” denotes 
migration flows that include both 
“forced” and “voluntary” migration.  

Migration that takes place within 
legal channels (often indicative of vol-
untary migration, except in the case 
of some asylum-seekers) is referred 
to throughout this paper as “orderly 
migration,” per the terminology used 
by the International Organization for 
Migration.6 Some examples of this 
include students pursuing degrees 
in other countries and skilled work-
ers granted work authorization. As 
implied by the preceding discussion, 
however, the main cause of voluntary 
migration is underdevelopment and 
lack of economic opportunity in many 
countries, which often leads to migra-
tion via unauthorized and sometimes 

dangerous channels. Such interna-
tional movements, which take place 
outside the established legal frame-
works for migration, are instead re-
ferred to as “irregular migration” and 
are the primary focus of the forth-
coming discussion.7  

Despite decades of growth in 
emerging economies, few countries 
have advanced from low-income to 
middle- or higher-income status, and 
gaps in wealth and overall well-being 
remain large.8 In particular, job cre-
ation has not kept pace with growing 
working-age populations in much of 
the developing world, and wages re-
main lower than in developed econ-
omies despite years of growth.9 Ad-
ditionally, fast economic growth in 
low-income countries is actually lead-
ing to increased migration, since more 
people now have the economic means 
to migrate, and gaps between rich and 
poor countries remain quite large.10 
The following paragraphs present ex-
amples from various regions to illus-
trate the complex causes behind vol-
untary migration.

The United Arab Emirates of-
fers an interesting example, given the 
open economic and labor policies that 
have led it to become one of the most 
migrant-dependent countries in the 
world.11 Migrants to the UAE hail 
primarily from lower middle-income 
South Asian countries such as India, 
Pakistan, and Bangladesh, and many 
are employed as domestic workers. 
Poverty and lack of economic oppor-
tunities in South Asia have led mil-
lions to take advantage of the UAE’s 
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temporary guest-worker program, 
called the Kafala Sponsorship Sys-
tem. This system has drawn criticism 
in recent years due to alleged human 
rights abuses against domestic work-
ers.12 The fact that people continue to 
migrate despite accusations of worker 
abuse only serves to illustrate the com-
plex nature of economic migration 
movements and the precariousness of 
the situation, which leads people to 
move regardless of such warnings.  

Migration from Central America 
to the United States constitutes an-
other example of the complex forc-
es behind migration. Both political 
instability and poverty have driven 
migration to the US over the last few 
decades, primarily from El Salvador, 
Guatemala, and Honduras.13 Initially 
driven by civil wars in the late 1970s 
and 1980s, current migration from 
these countries reflects two harsh re-
alities: these countries remain among 
the poorest in the region,14 and they 
are also some of the most violent plac-
es in the world.15 Even though many 
consider Central American migrants 
in the US to be economic migrants, 
the Obama administration recog-
nized that endemic violence in cer-
tain Central American countries had 
reached extreme levels and that some 
migrants fit the definition of refu-
gees and should be granted asylum.16  
Once again, the combination of eco-
nomic hardship and violence – often a 
vicious, reinforcing cycle – highlights 
the difficulty in drawing clear distinc-
tions between voluntary and forced 
migration movements.  

As noted above, forced migration 
usually results from violent conflicts 
such as civil wars, and often leads to 
loss of national protection that war-
rants refugee status determination. 
While there are sometimes legal av-
enues to migrate from forced migra-
tion situations, most forced migrants 
and refugees must initially move 
through irregular, often difficult and/
or life-threatening channels. The most 
relevant contemporary example is the 
large outflow of migrants fleeing Syr-
ia’s brutal civil war, now entering its 
sixth year, which has resulted in almost 
5 million refugees.17 Many Syrians 
have crossed the Turkish-Syrian bor-
der, often attempting to reach Europe 
afterward.18 Iraq and Afghanistan, 
ravaged by over a decade of war, are 
also heavily represented among those 
trying to reach Europe.19 Dadaab in 
Kenya – the largest refugee camp in 
the world – hosts hundreds of thou-
sands of Somalis because decades of 
conflict have rendered their country 
essentially a failed state. 

The situation in Syria, where gov-
ernment forces repeatedly and bra-
zenly target civilians, highlights why 
the population of concern to the 
United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) has reached 
the unprecedented number of 65 mil-
lion – civilians are no longer collateral 
damage in conflicts. In perhaps the 
clearest example of loss of national 
protection and the changed nature of 
conflict in the 21st century, the Syri-
an military deliberately targets men, 
women, and children in rebel-held 
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parts of the country as part of its mil-
itary strategy.20 Additionally, the pro-
tracted nature of modern conflicts (of 
which Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan 
are again prime examples) constitutes 
another reason why the population of 
concern to UNHCR has increased. 
Modern Afghanistan, for example, has 
hardly known peace. 21 And in Soma-
lia, civil strife, famine, and al-Shabab’s 
reign of terror have lasted for so long 
that an entire generation of children 
has been born and raised within the 
confines of Dadaab.22 Finally, climate 
change has also contributed to the in-
crease in the population of concern to 
UNHCR.  For example, some experts 
have cited climate change as a con-
tributing factor to instability in Syria23 
and the Sahel region of Africa, owing 
to desertification and drought.24 

lookIng ahead: future trends 
that wIll ImpaCt mIgratIon

In the short to medium term, two 
primary factors will impact migration. 
The first is the outcome of current con-
flicts, particularly whether parties can 
find a political resolution to the Syrian 
conflict. Migration policy changes in 
key migrant destinations (i.e., the US 
and the EU) will be the other shap-
ing force. Both factors will have long-
term consequences.25 Nonetheless, 
political solutions to current conflicts 
could lead to decreases in the number 
of people attempting dangerous bor-
der crossings. Additionally, migration 
policy reforms to speed up asylum 
applications or increase legal avenues 
for migration could have imminent 
consequences for millions of people 

currently inhabiting refugee camps 
and detention centers. Unfortunately, 
neither seems likely to occur any time 
soon due to political impasse, a top-
ic discussed in more depth in subse-
quent sections.  

On the other hand, climate change 
and economic development will in-
fluence future migration trends over 
the long term. As mentioned above, 
the impact of climate change is al-
ready being felt across Africa and the 
Middle East, as prolonged droughts, 
desertification, and more frequent 
natural disasters are already eroding 
livelihoods and leading to displace-
ment.26 This presents a particular 
challenge, given that the existing in-
ternational legal framework for pro-
tecting refugees was established half a 
century ago, well before policymakers 
recognized the imminent threat of 
climate-induced migration.27  

Economic development will be 
the other long-term determinant of 
future migration trends, given that 
so many people migrate in search of 
better economic opportunities. Here 
statistics offer a slightly more en-
couraging (albeit still cautionary) tale. 
Emerging economies have grown rel-
atively quickly over the last several 
decades, and certain countries (most 
notably China) have lifted hundreds 
of millions of people out of poverty.28 
Despite these positive trends howev-
er, developing countries still lag far 
behind advanced economies, and are 
unlikely to “catch-up” in the near fu-
ture. Additionally, global migration 
trends seem particularly influenced by 
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relative levels of income and prosper-
ity – meaning that many people will 
still migrate as long as inequality con-
tinues to grow between rich and poor 
countries, even if incomes are rising 
in absolute terms.29 Nonetheless, the 
extent to which developing countries 
achieve economic growth (and trans-
form such growth into overall wellbe-
ing) will help shape future migration 
trends. Recent recognition of the in-
escapable link between migration and 
development by the OECD and other 
international organizations is a posi-
tive sign.30

the need for Better manage-
ment of mIgratIon

Conflict, underdevelopment, and 
climate change will continue to affect 
us for the foreseeable future. Further-
more, history suggests that people will 
find ways to move while the under-
lying causes of migration persist, re-
gardless of efforts to stop it. No wall 
can be high enough, no border patrol 
sufficient; as long as there is demand 
for migration, people will find creative 
means and routes.31 It is therefore in 
everyone’s interest to implement sen-
sible policy solutions to manage mi-
gration flows in a way that (i) mini-
mizes the human and economic costs 
associated and (ii) maximizes benefits 
for both sending and receiving coun-
tries.  

Beyond the obvious need to reduce 
the human toll of irregular movements, 
migration can (if properly managed) 
offer economic and social benefits to 
sending and receiving countries alike. 

The harsh anti-immigrant rhetoric 
that currently plagues political dis-
course in Europe and the US over-
looks important points: migrants offer 
significant opportunities to stimulate 
the economies of both Europe and 
the US. Firstly, Europe faces a trou-
bling demographic picture: an aging 
population threatens productivity and 
the viability of healthcare and pen-
sion systems.32 In the US on the oth-
er hand, immigrants typically work 
in jobs that Americans are unwilling 
to perform33 and are particularly im-
portant for sustaining the agricultural 
industry.34 Both Europe and the US 
thus stand to gain substantial benefits 
from better integration of migrants 
into specific industries and locations. 
Furthermore, studies have shown that 
overall, migrants tend to contribute 
more in taxes than they receive in so-
cial benefits.35 Still, both the EU and 
the US would benefit from bringing 
unauthorized workers into the for-
mal economic sector and expanding 
their respective tax bases.36 Finally, al-
though the social and cultural effects 
of migration cannot be measured as 
directly as the economic benefits de-
scribed above, the interaction of mul-
tiple cultures has clearly helped shape 
modern American culture, particular-
ly in its large and diverse urban cen-
ters. In Europe as well, demographic 
changes due to immigration are re-
defining traditional ideas of what it 
means to be European.37 This presents 
unique challenges as described below, 
but can also present unique opportu-
nities for cultural enrichment.   
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For sending countries, migrant 
communities abroad often represent 
a vital source of capital.  Important-
ly, remittances constitute a significant 
source of income for the families left 
behind in many sending countries.38 
Beyond remittances, sending coun-
tries can also benefit when migrants 
return home with additional skills 
gained abroad. The effects on human 
capital are again harder to capture, 
but studies indicate that the positive 
benefits can be significant for coun-
tries where migrant populations are 
returning from abroad. One positive 
example at the intersection of social, 
cultural, and economic benefits, are 
studies documenting the positive ef-
fects on entrepreneurship among re-
turning migrants in places as diverse 
as Mozambique and rural China.39 
Similarly for sending countries, the 
opportunities for cultural enrich-
ment stemming from increased in-
ternational engagement are hard to 
measure. Still, one can find examples 
of migration contributing to chang-
ing cultural norms in unambiguously 
positive ways. An extreme example is 
the case of female genital mutilation, 
a dangerous practice in parts of Af-
rica. Although the practice continues 
to be documented even among immi-
grant communities in the industrial-
ized world, a 2005 UNICEF report 
documented how migration is helping 
reshape social conventions that lead to 
such harmful practices.40 

Despite these benefits, however, 
it is imperative to recognize the eco-
nomic and social costs of migration 

in order to devise effective policies to 
minimize them. Downward pressure 
on wages given increased labor sup-
plies is an obvious issue – although 
it is important to remember that in 
many cases, immigrants do not com-
pete directly with receiving-coun-
try populations because they tend to 
work in other industries.41 Nonethe-
less, industrialized countries are still 
reeling from the devastating effects 
of the recent financial crisis, and em-
ployment levels have not recovered. 
Europe faces particular challenges 
with extremely high youth unemploy-
ment in certain countries (e.g., Spain 
and Italy).42 In the US, technological 
change and other factors have limited 
employment opportunities for low-
skilled workers – an issue that Pres-
ident Donald Trump capitalized on 
during his campaign by blaming un-
authorized immigrants.43 For sending 
countries, on the other hand, “brain 
drain” effects can hinder development, 
particularly in countries were per-
sistently poor conditions discourage 
return migration.44  

In addition to the economic chal-
lenges of migration in a time when 
developed countries themselves ex-
perience financial duress, social costs 
from migration can be high and can 
impact both state and human secu-
rity. The failure to integrate migrant 
populations into society can lead 
to increased social frictions and, in 
the worst of cases, to radicalization 
among immigrant communities. This 
is particularly evident in Europe right 
now, where countries have struggled 
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to identify and to contain terrorist 
threats stemming from migrant com-
munities.45 This is less prevalent in the 
US, which has higher violent crime 
rates generally and where Cauca-
sians are more likely to commit vio-
lent crimes such as mass shootings.46 
Nonetheless, high-profile devastating 
attacks in recent years have fueled 
fears that immigrants pose a security 
threat to both the state and its citi-
zens. These attacks include the 2013 
Boston Marathon bombing (per-
petrated by a naturalized Chechen 
refugee), the 2015 San Bernardino 
shootings (perpetrated by an Ameri-
can couple of Pakistani descent), and 
the 2016 shooting (by an American of 
Afghan descent) at an Orlando night-
club – the deadliest mass shooting in 
US history. 

Importantly, we must also remem-
ber the human security threats to mi-
grants themselves as an important so-
cial cost of migration. This can range 
from dangers and abuses during the 
journeys (often facilitated by criminal 
smuggling networks),47 to lack of legal 
protections from workplace abuses for 
migrants working in the underground 
economy.48 All of this underscores the 
need for effective policies to minimize 
the costs of migration to states and 
migrants themselves. As recent events 
in Europe and the US demonstrate, 
human and state security are inevita-
bly intertwined: the failure to manage 
migration in a way that preserves so-
cial cohesion is now threatening the 
daily functioning of our societies. 

towards Better polICIes for    
mIgratIon management 

Respect for universal human rights 
should lie at the core of global efforts 
to manage migration. All migrants – 
regardless of whether they are irregu-
lar migrants, voluntary or forced, refu-
gees or IDPs – should be treated with 
dignity and respect per the principles 
set forth in the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights. During times 
when the President of the United 
States has called Mexican immigrants 
“rapists” and “bad hombres,” and the 
potential next president of France has 
compared Muslims praying in public 
to Nazi occupation,49 it is more im-
portant than ever to remember that 
“recognition of the inherent dignity 
and of the equal and inalienable rights 
of all members of the human family is 
the foundation of freedom, justice and 
peace in the world…”.50 In addition to 
respect for universal human rights, the 
fundamental principles enshrined in 
the legal framework for the protection 
of refugees should also govern migra-
tion policy reform. Chief among these 
is the principle of non-refoulement, 
which holds that no one can expel or 
return a refugee against his or her will 
to a territory where he or she “fears 
threats to life or freedom.”51 In addi-
tion, the 1951 Convention states that 
its provisions must be applied to all 
without discriminating on the basis of 
sex, age, disability, sexuality, etc., and 
that refugees should not be penalized 
for migrating through irregular chan-
nels, given that this is often unavoid-
able when seeking asylum. The 1951 
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Convention also establishes standards 
for the treatment of refugees (includ-
ing access to work, education, the 
justice system, and documentation) 
which states should respect and pro-
mote via their asylum and integration 
policies.52 The following sections dis-
cuss policy measures that could aid in 
the management of voluntary, forced, 
and mixed migration, keeping in mind 
the principles described above. 

The EU has a clear need to amend 
the Dublin Regulation, which requires 
asylum applications to be processed 
in the first EU country that migrants 
reach (even if their intended destina-
tion is usually Germany or Sweden). 
This places a disproportionate burden 
on primary receiving countries such 
as Greece and Italy. Even though 
so-called “Dublin transfers” to the 
first country of entry have been sus-
pended in the face of recent influxes, 
countries such as Greece and Italy are 
still responsible for registering and 
determining the status of hundreds 
of thousands of migrants in their 
territories.53 More importantly, the 
financial burden of border controls, 
maintenance of temporary camps, and 
processing of asylum applications falls 
almost entirely on the border coun-
tries – which also happen to have the 
weakest economies in the EU.54 As 
many observers have pointed out, the 
March 2016 agreement with Turkey 
to stem the flow of migrants is only a 
temporary solution, and one that rais-
es serious concerns over the possibility 
that Turkey will not provide adequate 
protection to people with legitimate 

asylum claims.55 
The EU thus needs policy reform 

to ensure adequate burden sharing. 
This could be achieved by setting 
quotas for resettlement (and possibly 
establishing fines for countries that 
choose to opt out), and creating an 
EU-wide border control force and 
processes together with a common 
budget.56 In addition, the EU needs 
to establish uniform procedures for 
processing asylum applications, deter-
mining the status of asylum-seekers, 
and for the treatment of migrants in 
the interim – all of which currently 
vary greatly among member states.57 

Importantly, as well, the EU needs a 
pan-European approach to refugee 
relocation, resettlement, and integra-
tion. This means conducting needs as-
sessments at a macro level throughout 
the EU, to identify the specific places 
and industries where Europe stands 
to gain the most from additional 
workers, given the demographic defi-
cit that will imminently weigh on its 
health and pension systems.

“Yes, Europe is slow. It is painful. 
It has deep incisions like the with-
drawal of a member state… [But] 
where Europe — in global compe-
tition, in protecting our external 
borders or migration — faces issues 
together, it must find answers to-
gether. No matter how arduous and 
tough that is.” -German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel’s 2016-2017 New 
Year’s address, in the wake of an 
attack perpetrated by a Tunisian 
asylum-seeker that left 12 people 
dead at a Berlin Christmas Mar-
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ket. 58

The need for a common European 
approach to manage migration – one 
that ensures adequate burden-shar-
ing, uniform processes, and a pan-Eu-
ropean approach to resettlement – is 
clear. Unfortunately, however, it faces 
an uphill political battle due to the 
complexities of the EU experiment. 
The principles of strength through 
unity vs. national sovereignty were 
bound to result in a difficult balanc-
ing act. In the wake of recent terrorist 
attacks and prolonged financial strain, 
however, public opinion seems to be 
tilting toward national sovereignty at 
the expense of European unity. The 
“Brexit” vote, the vote against pro-EU 
Italian prime minister Matteo Ren-
zi, and the apparent ascension of the 
anti-EU French far right all point to 
public sentiment turning against the 
European project. If these trends hold, 
the possibility of implementing EU-
wide migration policy reform seems 
remote. The possibility that Chan-
cellor Merkel could lose upcoming 
elections – due largely to public anger 
at her relatively open stance toward 
migrants – could deal a final blow to 
such hopes. Nonetheless, those who 
believe in a united Europe (and its 
ability to tackle common challenges) 
might find hope in the outpouring 
of support that has defied the hateful 
rhetoric and anti-globalization push.  
From Lampedusa to Lesbos and oth-
er places in between, private citizens 
are galvanizing to support migrants, 
and volunteer organizations such as 
Proactiva Open Arms are tackling 

this humanitarian crisis in the absence 
of political will.59   

The situation in the US is unfor-
tunately similar with hateful anti-im-
migrant rhetoric now endorsed at the 
highest levels of government. Given 
the country’s particular history of im-
migration and the large number of 
unauthorized migrants in the US, it is 
also crucial to develop practical policy 
reform. In the interest of social cohe-
sion and basic human rights, lawmak-
ers should create a legal pathway to 
citizenship for law-abiding residents 
with deep ties to their communities. 
This is particularly urgent for people 
who were involuntarily brought to 
the US as children, have grown up 
in the country, and have little ties to 
their families’ countries of origin.60 
To engage in large-scale deportations 
as the President has vowed, without 
consideration of existing social ties 
and family history, would not only be 
cruel and logistically difficult: it risks 
igniting social tensions in a country 
were Hispanics constitute the largest 
ethnic minority.61 As an alternative 
policy measure, the US should reas-
sess its involvement and financing of 
the “war on drugs” in Latin America, 
which contributes to the violence and 
instability that fuel migration.62

Both the EU and US should also 
consider three additional policy ave-
nues. The first is increasing legal path-
ways for migration, which currently 
overwhelmingly favor high-skilled 
workers.63 Increasing legal pathways 
to migration (including for low-
skilled workers) could reduce reliance 
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on irregular migration routes. And if 
properly designed (i.e., on the basis of 
rigorous data analysis) such policies 
could target work permits to indus-
tries and geographic locations that 
would benefit the most. In addition, 
both the US and EU should promote 
policies aimed at fostering sustainable 
development in poorer countries.64 

Increased funding for foreign aid is 
a clear example of a step that indus-
trialized countries can take to this 
end, as is supporting the budgets of 
international institutions engaged in 
development work. The US and EU 
should also lead efforts to combat cli-
mate change. 

Along with policies to promote 
safe and orderly movement of people, 
migrant integration needs to be at the 
top of policymakers’ agendas in both 
the US and EU. A country’s ability to 
integrate migrants into broader so-
ciety is essential for minimizing the 
economic, social, and security costs 
of migration, and thus maximizing 
its benefits.65 For example, studies 
have identified a strong correlation 
between integration policies and the 
public’s perceived level of threat from 
immigrants. While correlation does 
not imply causation, this is consistent 
with the idea that inclusive integration 
policies have potential to minimize 
perceived threats (thus promoting so-
cial cohesion), while the opposite is 
true of exclusionary policies.66 How-
ever, unlike other policy areas where 
many experts agree on what needs to 
be done (e.g., develop pan-Europe-
an migration framework or provide 

a path to citizenship for immigrants 
brought to the US as children), there 
is likely no specific “one-size-fits-all” 
integration “recipe,” since countries 
have had different (and longer vs. 
shorter) experiences with migration.67 
Nonetheless, there is broad recog-
nition that integration is a “multidi-
mensional process” involving access to 
education, healthcare, labor markets, 
etc., and that failure in one aspect is 
tied to outcomes in another.68 Addi-
tionally, civil society and international 
organizations have recently given in-
creased attention to integration poli-
cies around the world, leading to in-
creased efforts to study best practices 
and gather data to aid policymakers.69 
While a review of the merits of dif-
ferent integration measures is beyond 
the scope of this paper, it is essential 
to highlight that policymakers (par-
ticularly in the US and EU) must de-
vote significant efforts to developing 
integration policy suitable for each 
country. Such efforts should of course 
be grounded on the increasing body of 
research regarding what has worked 
(or not worked) in other places in the 
past. 

Additionally, the international 
community as a whole must take sev-
eral steps to improve the management 
of forced migration and refugee situa-
tions. At the institutional level, inter-
national actors can take various mea-
sures to improve global management 
of migration and refugee crises, par-
ticularly within the UN system. This 
should include taking formal steps to 
manage the impact of climate-induced 
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migration. One possibility would be 
to expand the refugee definition in 
the 1951 Convention to include peo-
ple who lose national protection as a 
result of climate change (e.g., as in the 
case of island nations that will likely 
cease to exist due to rising sea levels). 
Such measures should be accompa-
nied by new processes and resources 
allocated to assist people displaced by 
climate change, even if they do not 
fully lose national protection. 

Observers frequently note that, 
when the UN Security Council issues 
a resolution condemning an action 
or conflict that could lead to popula-
tion displacements, it rarely supports 
these measures with a clear mandate 
for action or resources to support 
peacekeeping operations.70 One pos-
sible (albeit difficult) option might be 
to amend the UN Charter to require 
such resolutions to include a clear 
mandate for action, an action plan, 
and an allocation of resources to fur-
ther the aims of each resolution. 

Coordinating humanitarian op-
erations, which often involve peace-
keeping forces from multiple different 
countries as well as military forces, has 
also proven a challenge.71 Here the 
UN could benefit from harmonizing 
the training provided to peacekeeping 
forces among member states. The UN 
should also establish clear policies and 
procedures to govern the interaction 
between peacekeeping and military 
forces, which could reduce tensions, 
improve coordination, and increase 
predictability in peacekeeping opera-
tions. Additionally, the large amount 

of international institutions and agen-
cies (both within and outside the UN 
system) involved in humanitarian in-
tervention and crisis management has 
also presented coordination challeng-
es during previous crises.72 The recent 
integration of the IOM into the UN 
system is a welcome development in 
this regard, since it should contribute 
to smoother information sharing and 
collaboration between the various en-
tities involved in managing migration 
and refugee crises. Similarly, the clus-
ter approach to managing conflicts 
has improved predictability and coor-
dination during crisis response.73 

Perhaps the most needed change 
– and the most difficult to achieve 
– is reforming the Security Council 
system that allows any veto-wielding 
member (collectively the “P5”) to sin-
glehandedly derail efforts to seek po-
litical solutions to conflicts. Although 
the introduction of the Responsibility 
to Protect (R2P) concept was an en-
couraging development, the Syrian 
conflict has demonstrated that R2P 
is only useful when Security Coun-
cil members are already in agree-
ment.74 The Director-General of the 
UN in Geneva is among the experts 
who have called for restructuring the 
UN Security Council.75 Among the 
many proposals to amend the Se-
curity Council and the veto system, 
however, the only point of agreement 
seems to be the near-impossibility of 
reforming the system, as it would re-
quire the unlikely acquiescence of the 
P5.  Political scientist David Bosco, 
for example, argues that the veto sys-
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tem is impossible to change; and that 
a less-than-effective Security Coun-
cil in its current state is better than 
no Security Council at all, which he 
considers the only other possibility.76 
Others acknowledge the difficulty 
in reaching an agreement, but argue 
that the US should nonetheless call 
for abolishing the veto. Such a mea-
sure would elicit widespread support 
among the non-veto wielding UN 
members, and put the “onus of ob-
struction” on the P5 states that op-
pose it.77 The UN General Assembly 
has discussed potential reforms to the 
veto system, with proposals includ-
ing abolishing the system, restricting 
the use of veto power, and expanding 
permanent membership and granting 
veto power to new members.78 This 
paper takes the position that the P5 
should commit to seriously assessing 
the issue and reaching an agreement. 
Even if the P5 cannot agree to abol-
ish the veto, establishing limitations 
to its use would be an improvement, 
and opposition to such reforms would 
likely draw international condemna-
tion that could influence behavior in 
the long term.

Budget shortfalls within the UN 
system, particularly UNHCR, consti-
tute an additional institutional obsta-
cle to managing migration.79 Member 
countries thus need to recognize that 
the work of such agencies in respond-
ing to humanitarian crises and refugee 
situations is not only a moral issue. 
Ensuring the protection of refugees, 
including successful resettlement or 
return, can promote conflict resolu-

tion and reconstruction and lower 
the chances of radicalization among 
victims of conflict. Therefore, provid-
ing adequate funding for the work of 
these agencies should be a priority.  
The private sector also has a role to 
play in providing funding to support 
the successful operations of UNHCR 
and other important international 
agencies. 

Finally, the international commu-
nity, led by the UN, UNHCR, and 
civil society groups should work to 
increase public awareness of migra-
tion issues. Such a publicity campaign 
must aim to debunk the myths com-
monly associated with migration, and 
educate the public with well-support-
ed facts and figures regarding migra-
tion. If public opinion constitutes one 
of the main impediments to sensible 
policy reform, then governments, in-
ternational institutions, and civil so-
ciety have an urgent responsibility 
to educate the public on the realities 
faced by migrants, the benefits that 
could be reaped form more effective 
management of migration, and – im-
portantly – the damaging consequenc-
es we will face in the case of inaction. 
Once again, Director-General Møller 
of the UN office in Geneva has high-
lighted our failures in conveying the 
realities of migration, and called upon 
the international community to rem-
edy this. 

To conclude, this paper has large-
ly focused on policy reforms that 
could be undertaken by the US and 
EU because these entities have the 
most resources, and could thus make 
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a large positive impact if politics did 
not stand in the way. However, it must 
be emphasized that the developing 
world is currently doing most of the 
work – with many less resources – in 
confronting the worst humanitarian 
crises of our era. This is most evident 
in the cases of Lebanon, Jordan, and 
Turkey, all emerging economies that 
are nonetheless housing the over-
whelming majority of displaced Syr-
ians,80 and in the fact that Kenya has 
housed the world’s largest refugee 
camp for the past two decades. The 
industrialized world would thus do 
well to remember its own times of 
need in devising migration policies 
that are pragmatic, yet anchored upon 
our common humanity. Scenes of 
Hungarian police forcibly removing 
Syrians from Austria-bound trains, 
for example, served as a powerful re-
minder that Hungarians themselves 
sought refuge in Austria as little as 
60 years ago. In keeping Germany’s 
doors relatively open, Chancellor 
Merkel has shown true leadership in-
formed by historical perspective, even 
if her policies face increasing pressure 
in the months to come. And regard-
less of who sits in the Oval Office, 
the Statue of Liberty will continue 
to stand tall in New York harbor, the 
engraving on its pedestal reminding 
everyone of the United States’ true 
history: “Give me your tired, your 
poor, Your huddled masses yearning 
to breathe free, The wretched refuse of 
your teeming shore.”81 It rests on this 
generation of policymakers to reform 
our institutional and legal framework 
for migration in line with these values. 

This will be difficult, certainly, but not 
impossible; for possibility in the face 
of challenge is, after all, perhaps the 
most quintessential of American and 
European values.  

Irene Rivera Calderón grew up in Vega Baja, 
a small coastal town in Puerto Rico where 
she first became interested in migration and 
development issues.  Prior to the Puerto Rican 
debt crisis of the past several years, which has 
begun to reverse migration trends in the region, 
Puerto Rico was an important destination for 
Dominicans and Haitians fleeing poverty and 
violence via dangerous maritime routes.  She is 
currently a first-year international development 
concentrator at SAIS Europe, focusing on 
finance and development. She graduated 
from the University of Pennsylvania in 2012 
with a BA in international relations and minors 
in economics, Chinese, and international 
development.  Prior to attending SAIS, she was 
an Associate at Promontory Financial Group in 
New York City. 

Bibliography
Adams, Simon. 2015. “Failure to Pro-

tect: Syria and the UN Security 
Council.” http://www.globalr2p.org/
media/files/syriapaper_final.pdf.

African Development Bank. 2013. “Financial 
Inclusion and Integration through Mobile 
Payments and Transfer.” https://www.afdb.
org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/
Project-and-Operations/Financial_In-
clusion_and_Integration_through_Mo-
bile_Payments_and_Transfer.pdf.

American Immigration Council. 2016. “What 
Immigration Reform Could Mean for 
the U.S. Economy.” Accessed Decem-
ber 31. https://www.americanimmigra-
tioncouncil.org/research/what-immigra-
tion-reform-could-mean-us-economy.

Baker, Aryn. 2015. “How Climate Change 
Is Behind the Surge of Migrants to 
Europe.” Time Magazine. http://time.
com/4024210/climate-change-migrants/.



VOLUME 20 

25

Batista, Catia, Tara Mcindoe-Calder, Pe-
dro C Vicente, Randy Akee, Ron Da-
vies, Elaine Liu, David Mckenzie, et al. 
2016. “Return Migration, Self-Selection 
and Entrepreneurship.” Oxford Bulle-
tin of Economics and Statistics. http://
www.pedrovicente.org/mozmig.pdf.

BBC. 2015. “France: Marine Le Pen Goes on 
Trial over Muslim Remarks.” http://www.
bbc.com/news/world-europe-34580169.

———. 2016. “Why Is EU Struggling with 
Migrants and Asylum?” http://www.bbc.
com/news/world-europe-24583286.

Birrell, Ian. 2016. “City of Thorns: Nine Lives 
in the World’s Largest Refugee Camp 
Review – Stories That Need to Be Heard.” 
The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.
com/books/2016/feb/08/city-of-thorns-
nine-lives-worlds-largest-refugee-camp-
dadaab-kenya-ben-rawlence-review.

Bloomberg Editorial Board. 2012. “Scrapping 
UN Veto Would Help U.S. Take on Russia, 
China.” https://www.bloomberg.com/view/
articles/2012-04-16/scrapping-un-veto-
would-help-u-s-take-on-russia-china.

Bosco, David. 2012. “In Defense of the 
Veto Power.” Foreign Policy. http://
foreignpolicy.com/2012/01/31/
in-defense-of-the-veto-power/.

Brest, Paul, and Kelly Born. 2013. “Un-
packing the Impact in Impact Invest-
ing.”  Stanford Social Innovation Review. 
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/unpack-
ing_the_impact_in_impact_investing.

Callens, Marie-Sophie. 2017. “Integration Pol-
icies and Public Opinion: In Conflict or in 
Harmony?” Accessed January 9. http://www.
migpolgroup.com/wp_clean/wp-content/
uploads/2015/02/MIPEX_Literature-re-
view_Integration-and-public-opinion.pdf.

Chishti, Muzaffar, and Faye Hipsman. 2016. 
“Increased Central American Migration 
to the United States May Prove an En-
during Phenomenon.” Migration Policy 
Institute. http://www.migrationpolicy.org/
article/increased-central-american-mi-
gration-united-states-may-prove-en-
during-phenomenon.

Clifford, Catherine. 2016. “The Real Rea-
son for Disappearing Jobs Isn’t Trade—
it’s Robots.” CNBC. http://www.cnbc.
com/2016/11/21/the-real-reason-for-dis-

appearing-jobs-isnt-trade-its-robots.html.
Davis, Julie Hirschfield. 2016. “U.S. to 

Admit More Central American Ref-
ugees - The New York Times.” The 
New York Times. http://www.nytimes.
com/2016/07/27/us/politics/obama-ref-
ugees-central-america.html.

Démurger, Sylvie, and Hui Xu. 2011. “Return 
Migrants: The Rise of New Entrepre-
neurs in Rural China.” World Development. 
doi:10.1016/j.worlddev.2011.04.027.

European Political Strategy Centre. 2015. 
“Legal Migration in the EU: From 
Stop-Gap Solutions to a Future-Proof 
Policy.” EPSC Strategic Notes.

Executive Office of the President. 2013. 
“The Economic Benefits of Fixing 
Our Broken Immigration System.”

FBI. 2011. “Crime in the United 
States - 2011.” https://ucr.fbi.gov/
crime-in-the-u.s/2011/crime-in-
the-u.s.-2011/tables/table-43.

Follman, Mark, Gavin Aronsen, and 
Deanna Pan. 2016. “US Mass Shoot-
ings, 1982-2016: Data From Moth-
er Jones’ Investigation.” Mother Jones. 
Accessed December 31. http://www.
motherjones.com/politics/2012/12/
mass-shootings-mother-jones-full-data.

Fox, Lauren. 2013. “Why Immigrating to the 
United States Is More Dangerous Than 
Ever | US News.” US News. http://www.
usnews.com/news/articles/2013/07/18/
why-immigrating-to-the-united-
states-is-more-dangerous-than-ever.

Global Impact Investing Net-
work. 2016. “About Impact In-
vesting.” https://thegiin.org/.

Gunter, Joel. 2015. “Migrant Crisis: 
The Volunteers Stepping in to Help.” 
BBC News. http://www.bbc.com/
news/world-europe-34130639.

Hollifield, James, and Idean Sale-
hyan. 2015. “Environmental Refu-
gees.” https://www.wilsoncenter.org/
article/environmental-refugees.

Huddleston, Thomas, Ozge Bilgili, Anne-
Linde Joki, and Zvezda Vankova. 2015. 
“Migrant Integration Policy Index 2015.” 
http://www.mipex.eu/what-is-mipex.

Human Rights Watch. 2016a. “Q&A: 
The EU-Turkey Deal on Migra-



SAIS EUROPE JOURNAL OF GLOBAL AFFAIRS

26

tion and Refugees.” https://www.hrw.
org/news/2016/03/03/qa-eu-tur-
key-deal-migration-and-refugees.

———. 2016b. “World Report 2016: 
Syria.” https://www.hrw.org/world-re-
port/2016/country-chapters/syria.

International Coalition for the Responsibil-
ity to Protect. 2017. “An Introduction to 
the Responsibility to Protect.” Accessed 
January 1. http://www.responsibilityto-
protect.org/index.php/about-rtop#2005.

IOM. 2016. “Key Migration Terms.” Ac-
cessed December 30. http://www.iom.int/
key-migration-terms#Orderly-migration.

Jessen-Petersen, Soren. “Migration and 
Security.”  Class lecture, Johns Hop-
kins School of Advanced Interna-
tional Studies, Bologna, 2016.  

Jones, Claire. 2016. “Merkel to Counter 
‘terrorist Hatred with Unity.’” The Finan-
cial Times. https://www.ft.com/content/
98f6e0ee-cead-11e6-864f-20dcb35cede2.

Katsiaficas, Caitlin, and Ariel G. Ruiz Soto. 
2016. “Top 10 of 2016 – Issue #7: Mi-
grants and Smugglers Get Creative to 
Circumvent Immigration Enforcement.” 
Migration Information Source. http://www.
migrationpolicy.org/article/top-10-issues-
2016-issue-no-7-migrants-and-smugglers-
get-creative-circumvent-immigration.

Kaushal, Neeraj, and Michael Fix. 2006. 
“The Contributions of High-Skilled 
Immigrants.” Insight, no. 16. http://
www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/
files/publications/TF16_Kaushal.pdf.

Korgstad, Jens Manuel. 2016. “Key Facts 
about How the U.S. Hispanic Popula-
tion Is Changing.” Pew Research Center. 
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2016/09/08/key-facts-about-how-
the-u-s-hispanic-population-is-changing/.

Kunzig, Robert. 2016. “How the Latest Great 
Migration Is Reshaping Europe.” National 
Geographic. http://www.nationalgeographic.
com/magazine/2016/10/europe-immi-
gration-muslim-refugees-portraits/.

Lazarus, Emma. 1883. “The New Co-
lossus.” https://www.nps.gov/stli/
learn/historyculture/colossus.htm.

Leiken, Robert S. 2005. “Europe’s An-
gry Muslims.” Council on Foreign Re-
lations. http://www.cfr.org/religion/

europes-angry-muslims/p8218.
Lynn, Mathew. 2016. “Europe’s Unem-

ployment Crisis Is Much Worse than 
We Thought.” MarketWatch. http://
www.marketwatch.com/story/europes-
unemployment-crisis-is-much-worse-
than-you-thought-2016-05-25.

Malit, Froilan T. Jr., and Ali Al Youha. 2013. 
“Labor Migration in the United Arab 
Emirates: Challenges and Responses.” Mi-
gration Policy Institute. http://www.migra-
tionpolicy.org/article/labor-migration-unit-
ed-arab-emirates-challenges-and-responses.

McKinsey Global Institute. 2005. “The 
Graying of Europe : How Aging Euro-
pean Populations Will Threaten Living 
Standards and Prosperity,” no. April.

McPherson, Susan. 2016. “5 CSR Trends 
That Will Blossom In 2016.” Forbes. http://
www.forbes.com/sites/susanmcpher-
son/2016/01/08/5-csr-trends-that-will-
blossom-in-2016/#76727204742a.

Misra, Tanvi. 2015. “Immigrants Aren’t 
Stealing American Jobs.” The Atlantic. 
http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/
archive/2015/10/immigrants-ar-
ent-stealing-american-jobs/433158/.

Møller, Michael. 2016. “The Migration 
and Refugee Crises - More a Global 
Rather Than a Local Challenge.” Pre-
sentation at the Migration Series of the 
Bologna Institute for Policy Research, 
Bologna, Italy, December 8, 2016. 

National Geographic - The Genographic 
Project. 2016. “Map of Human Migration.” 
National Geographic. https://genographic.
nationalgeographic.com/human-journey/.

OECD. 2007. Policy Coherence for De-
velopment 2007. OECD Publishing. 
doi:10.1787/9789264026100-en.

———. 2014. “Is Migration Good for 
the Economy?” https://www.oecd.
org/migration/OECD Migration 
Policy Debates Numero 2.pdf.

———. 2016. Perspectives on Global Devel-
opment 2017. Paris: OECD Publishing. 
doi:10.1787/persp_glob_dev-2017-en.

OECD/European Union. 2015. “Indicators 
of Immigrant Integration 2015 – Settling 
In.” Paris: OECD Publishing. doi:http://
dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264234024-en.

OnTheIssues. 2016. “Donald Trump on Immi-



VOLUME 20 

27

gration.” http://www.ontheissues.org/2016/
Donald_Trump_Immigration.htm.

Peace Direct. 2015. “Afghanistan: Con-
flict Profile | Insight on Conflict.” 
https://www.insightonconflict.org/
conflicts/afghanistan/conflict-profile/.

Planas, Roque. 2017. “Want To Reduce Illegal 
Immigration? End The Drug War.” The 
Huffington Post. Accessed January 1. http://
www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/want-to-
reduce-illegal-immigration-end-the-drug-
war_us_55e0b5f7e4b0c818f617d3d1.

Smith, David, and Dan Roberts. 2016. 
“Obama’s Sweeping Immigration Reforms 
Blocked in 4-4 Supreme Court Deadlock.” 
The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.
com/law/2016/jun/23/supreme-court-
blocks-obama-immigration-plan.

Stratfor. 2015. “Why Europe Is Con-
flicted Over Immigration.” https://
www.stratfor.com/analysis/why-eu-
rope-conflicted-over-immigration.

Sunjic, Melita. 2008. “Top UNHCR 
Official Warns about Displace-
ment from Climate Change.” http://
www.unhcr.org/493e9bd94.html.

Teitt, Sarah. 2009. “Assessing Polemics, 
Principles and Practices: China and 
the Responsibility to Protect.” Glob-
al Responsibility to Protect 1: 208–36. 
doi:10.1525/sp.2007.54.1.23.

The New York Times. 2015. “Explaining 
the Rules for Migrants: Borders and Asy-
lum.” The New York Times. http://www.
nytimes.com/2015/09/17/world/europe/
europe-refugees-migrants-rules.html.

The World Bank. 2016. “Syria: Reconstruc-
tion Could Foster Peace.” 2016. Accessed 
December 31. http://www.worldbank.
org/en/news/press-release/2016/04/12/
syria-reconstruction-could-foster-peace.

———. 2014. “Remittances to Developing 
Countries to Grow by 5 Percent This Year, 
While Conflict-Related Forced Migration 
Is at All-Time High, Says WB Report.” 
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/
press-release/2014/10/06/remittances-de-
veloping-countries-five-percent-conflict-re-
lated-migration-all-time-high-wb-report.

———. 2015. “Remittances Growth to Slow 
Sharply in 2015, as Europe and Russia Stay 
Weak; Pick up Expected next Year.” http://

www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-re-
lease/2015/04/13/remittances-growth-to-
slow-sharply-in-2015-as-europe-and-rus-
sia-stay-weak-pick-up-expected-next-year.

———. 2016. “Poverty & Equity Data | Latin 
America & Caribbean.” http://povertydata.
worldbank.org/poverty/region/LAC.

U.S. Chamber of Commerce. 2016. “De-
bunking The Myth That Immigration 
Harms America.” 2015. Accessed De-
cember 31. https://www.uschamber.
com/report/debunking-the-myth-im-
migration-harms-america.

UN General Assembly. 2010. “Solution to 
Reform of Security Council ‘Is in Your 
Hands’, General Assembly President Says 
as Member States Begin Annual Debate on 
Long-Standing Issue.” In Sixty-Fifth Gen-
eral Assembly. New York City. https://www.
un.org/press/en/2010/ga11022.doc.htm.

UN OCHA. 2017. “What Is the Cluster Ap-
proach?” Accessed January 1. https://www.
humanitarianresponse.info/en/about-clus-
ters/what-is-the-cluster-approach.

UNHCR. 2016. “Internally Displaced People.” 
Accessed December 30. http://www.unhcr.
org/internally-displaced-people.html.

———. 2010. “Convention and Proto-
col Relating to the Status of Refugees.” 
http://www.unhcr.org/protection/
basic/3b66c2aa10/convention-proto-
col-relating-status-refugees.html.

———. 2016a. “‘Refugees’ and ‘Mi-
grants’ – Frequently Asked Ques-
tions (FAQs).” http://www.unhcr.
org/news/latest/2016/3/56e95c676/
refugees-migrants-frequent-
ly-asked-questions-faqs.html.

———. 2016b. “Syria Regional Refugee Re-
sponse - Regional Overview.” http://data.
unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php#_ga
=1.166379896.738987902.1483104232.

UNICEF. 2005. “Changing a Harmful So-
cial Convention: Female Genital Muti-
lation/Cutting.” https://www.unicef-irc.
org/publications/pdf/fgm_eng.pdf.

United Nations. 1948. “Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights.” http://www.un.org/
en/universal-declaration-human-rights/.

US Census Bureau. 2016. “Facts for Fea-
tures: Hispanic Heritage Month 2016.” 
http://www.census.gov/newsroom/



SAIS EUROPE JOURNAL OF GLOBAL AFFAIRS

28

facts-for-features/2016/cb16-ff16.html.
Vimont, Pierre. 2016. “Migration in Eu-

rope - Bridging the Solidarity Gap.” 
http://carnegieendowment.org/files/
Vimont_Migration_fulltext.pdf.

Walshe, Sadhbh. 2013. “Field Work’s 
Dirty Secret: Agribusiness Exploitation 
of Undocumented Labor.” The Guard-
ian. https://www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2013/jan/31/agribusi-
ness-exploitation-undocumented-labor.

Zong, Jie, and Jeanne Batalova. 2015. “Cen-
tral American Immigrants in the United 
States.” Migration Information Source. 
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/
central-american-immigrants-united-states

Notes
1  According to National Geographic, the 
earliest records of modern humans appeared 
in Ethiopia around 200,000 years ago, 
and humans began to leave Africa around 
60,000-70,000 years ago (National Geo-
graphic - The Genographic Project 2016). 
2  See the FAQ published by UNHCR 
regarding the use of the terms migrant, forced 
migrant, and refugees (UNHCR 2016a).
3  UNHCR 2010.   
4  UNHCR 2016.
5  UNHCR 2016a.
6   IOM 2016.
7   IOM 2016.
8  OECD 2016, 23.
9  OECD 2016, 29.
10  OECD 2016, 23.
11  International migrants constituted around 
85% of the country’s total population and 
90% of its private workforce as of 2013. The 
UAE has high numbers of both skilled and 
low-skilled workers (Malit and Youha 2013).
12  Malit and Youha 2013.
13  Zong and Batalova 2015.
14  The World Bank 2016.
15  Plagued by drug-related organized 
crime and gang violence, El Salvador, Hon-
duras, and Guatemala are three of the five 
countries with the highest murder rates in 
the world (Chishti and Hipsman 2016). 
16  In response to large influxes of unaccompa-
nied children from Central American countries, 

the White House allowed certain children 
to enter the US as refugees. In July 2016, the 
Obama administration expanded this initiative 
to allow certain families to qualify for refugee 
status. This drew heavy criticism from Repub-
lican lawmakers, who accused the executive 
branch of worsening America’s “border crisis.” 
The Center for Migration Studies in New York, 
on the other hand, highlighted the administra-
tion’s recognition that “this is primarily a refugee 
flow, not an economic one” (Davis 2016). 
17  UNHCR 2016b.
18  This includes about 2 million Syrians in 
Egypt, Iraq, Jordan and Lebanon and 2.8 mil-
lion Syrians registered in Turkey.  Over 884,000 
Syrians applied for asylum in the EU (primarily 
Germany and Sweden) between the outbreak of 
the war and October 2016 (UNHCR 2016b).
19  More than 80% of people who reached 
Europe by boat in 2015 came from Syr-
ia, Iraq, and Afghanistan (BBC 2016). 
20  Human Rights Watch 2016b.
21  The country was essentially a battle-
field for Soviet-American rivalry during 
the Cold War period, before being gov-
erned by the Taliban until the US in-
vasion in 2001(Peace Direct 2015).
22  Birrell 2016.
23  Baker 2015.
24  Security Council Report 2016.
25  Even if the Syrian war ended tomorrow, the 
country is now in shambles and reconstruction 
efforts will take decades and huge sums of 
money (The World Bank 2016).  Implementa-
tion of policy reforms in advanced economies 
– including longer-term measures to deal with 
permanent resettlement and integration of 
migrant populations – will also take many years.
26  Even by conservative estimates, over 
200 million people will likely be displaced 
by the middle of the 21st century, as climate 
change threatens water availability and ag-
ricultural productivity, and leads to more 
extreme weather events (Sunjic 2008).
27  Hollifield and Salehyan 2015.
28  OECD 2016, 29.  In addition, other 
encouraging recent trends such as impact 
and sustainable investing could channel 
unprecedented amounts of private capital to 
social-impact ventures in developing coun-
tries (Brest and Born 2013; Global Impact 
Investing Network 2016). Mobile technology 



VOLUME 20 

29

innovation is also helping increase financial 
inclusion (African Development Bank 2013); 
and corporate social responsibility is growing 
throughout the world (McPherson 2016).   
29  OECD 2016, 19.
30  OECD 2016, 24.
31  The Migration Policy Institute, for exam-
ple, considers this one of the top challenges 
for migration policy in 2017, noting that 
migrants and smugglers have found cre-
ative new ways to circumvent recent crack-
downs (Katsiaficas and Ruiz Soto 2016).
32  McKinsey Global Institute 2005.
33  Misra 2015.  Here it is important to 
recognize, however, that the employment rate 
among low-skilled immigrant workers is higher 
than the employment rate of native-born low-
skilled workers (OECD/EU 2015, 81). This 
is true in half of all OECD and EU countries, 
but the difference is particularly stark in the 
US. Thus, while migrants may be working in 
industries that low-skilled native-born work-
ers tend to avoid, this fact sheds light on the 
threat perception of many blue-collar Ameri-
can workers – immigrants may not be directly 
“taking” their jobs, but immigrants with little 
or no education (i.e., the labor market peers 
of native-born low-skilled workers) tend to 
fare better (in terms of employment at least). 
34  US Chamber of Com-
merce 2016; Walshe 2013.
35  OECD 2014.
36  Executive Office of the Presi-
dent 2013; American Immigration 
Council 2016; Stratfor 2015.
37  Kunzig 2016.
38  The World Bank 2014.  In the small 
Pacific island nations of Tonga and Samoa, for 
example, remittances account for 24% and 20% 
of GDP, respectively. As of 2013, Tajikistan 
was the most remittance-dependent country 
in the world, with remittances constituting a 
massive 49% of GDP (The World Bank 2015).
39  In an attempt to quantify the impact of 
return migration on entrepreneurship, Batis-
ta et al. found positive effects in the case of 
Mozambique, and suggested that even larger 
benefits are likely in other African countries. 
They even suggested that open policies to en-
courage migration should be considered a form 
of “efficient aid” (Batista et al. 2016). Another 
study from 2011 found that return migration 

could help increase entrepreneurial activity and 
thus revitalize rural economies in less developed 
parts of China (Démurger and Xu 2011).
40  “Due to our migration and the passing of 
time, we have come to think differently, and 
we now see the harm caused by our tradition” 
– a Somali woman living in the Netherlands 
quoted in the report. The report also notes 
the experience of a Senegalese community 
that decided to abandon the practice, fol-
lowing the encouragement of immigrant 
communities in the US (UNICEF 2005).
41  Misra 2015.
42  Lynn 2016.
43  It should be noted that experts consider 
technological change and rising productivity, 
not immigration nor trade, to be the leading 
factor behind the decline in US manufacturing 
jobs (Clifford 2016). Nonetheless, as high-
lighted earlier this is an issue of relativity and 
perception, because low-skilled immigrant 
workers have a higher employment rate than 
low-skilled native-born workers in the US, even 
if the competition is less direct than it seems. 
44  OECD 2007.
45  Leiken 2005.
46  FBI 2011; Follman, Aronsen, and Pan 2016.
47  Fox 2013.
48  Walshe 2013.
49  President Trump has an extensive record of 
making inaccurate and inflammatory remarks 
against immigrants (OnTheIssues 2016). 
France’s Marine Le Pen made such comments 
at a 2010 rally in Lyon. She was later tried and 
acquitted of inciting racial hatred (BBC 2015).
50  United Nations 1948.
51  UNHCR 2010, 3.
52  UNHCR 2010, 3.
53  The EU implemented a moratorium on 
Dublin transfers back to Greece in 2011; Hun-
gary stopped accepting them in 2015, and Ger-
many decided a few months later that it would 
suspend Dublin rules for Syrians who reach 
German territory (The New York Times 2015).
54  Vimont 2016.
55  The agreement allows the EU to send 
migrants to Turkey under certain conditions, 
in exchange for financial support to Turkey, 
eventual access to the Schengen area for Turkish 
citizens, and a relaunch of Turkey-EU accession 
talks. While initially successful at reducing the 



SAIS EUROPE JOURNAL OF GLOBAL AFFAIRS

30

number of migrants that EU countries process, 
the deal has been fraught with accusations that 
the EU is not holding up its part of the deal, 
and further undermined by political instabil-
ity in Turkey. Moreover, the deal faced heavy 
criticism due to concerns about violations 
of migrants’ rights in Turkey, which ratified 
the 1951 Convention with reservations that 
preclude granting of full asylum to non-Eu-
ropeans (Human Rights Watch 2016a). 
56  The European Commission adopted a 
mandatory migrant relocation scheme in 2015, 
however this is being implemented slowly and 
is being challenged by several EU members at 
the European Court of Justice (Vimont 2016, 
9). A common budget must of course allocate 
financial responsibilities in a proportional 
manner among member states, reducing the 
current undue strain on Greece and Italy.
57  Vimont 2016.  Countries such as Greece, 
for example, are said to lack the institutional 
capacity to process the large numbers of appli-
cations received (The New York Times 2015).  
58  Jones 2016.
59  Gunter 2015.
60  Legislative measures to address this have 
been proposed on multiple occasion but have 
always met defeat in Congress. The stalled 
DREAM Act is one example of this, as is 
President Obama’s defeated immigration 
reform proposal (Smith and Roberts 2016). 
61  Although growth has cooled among 
the population (Korgstad 2016), His-
panics comprise 17.6% of the US pop-
ulation (US Census Bureau 2016)
62  Planas 2017.
63  European Political Strategy Cen-
tre 2015; Kaushal and Fix 2006.
64  OECD 2016.
65  OECD/EU 2015.
66  Callens 2017.
67  According to a 2015 OECD study, integra-
tion challenges do not increase in proportion to 
the immigrant population (OECD/EU 2015, 
11). This suggests the existence of “economies of 
scale” regarding integration measures, and seems 
consistent with the idea that countries with a 
longer history of migration and larger popula-
tions of migrants (e.g., the US) have developed 
better ways to integrate them into society. 
68  OECD/EU 2015, 19.

69  The Migrant Integration Policy Index is 
a prime example of this. This index compares 
data across eight policy areas and 167 indi-
cators for 38 countries (including European 
countries and the US). The tool aims to provide 
policymakers with reliable data to compare 
efforts to integrate migrants into society 
in various places, and most recently named 
Sweden as the country with the most effective 
integration policies (Huddleston et al. 2015).
70  Jessen-Petersen 2016.
71  Jessen-Petersen 2016.
72  Jessen-Petersen 2016.
73  UN OCHA 2017; Jessen-Petersen 
2016.The “cluster approach” refers to spe-
cific responsibilities for different aspects of 
humanitarian response, which are pre-as-
signed to international agencies (both UN 
and non-UN) by the Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee (IASC) to ensure proper coor-
dination and predictability in responding to 
humanitarian crises (UN OCHA 2017).
74  The “Responsibility to Protect” concept 
emerged in the early 2000s, following the 
international community’s failure to prevent 
mass atrocities in Rwanda and the Balkans 
during the 1990s. Its core tenant is that national 
sovereignty implies a responsibility to ensure 
the safety of citizens, and that the international 
community has a “responsibility to protect” 
civilians when national governments fail to do 
so, even at the expense of national sovereignty. 
The UN formally adopted the concept at the 
2005 World Summit (International Coalition 
for the Responsibility to Protect 2017). UN 
Security Council Resolution 1706, related to the 
conflict in Darfur, marked the first time it was 
invoked in relation to a specific conflict (Teitt 
2009). The concept has gained little traction 
during the Syrian civil war, with Russia and 
China using veto power to block actions against 
the al-Assad government (Adams 2015).
75  Møller 2016.
76  Bosco 2012.
77  Bloomberg Editorial Board 2012. 
78  UN General Assembly 2010.
79  Jessen-Petersen 2016.
80  UNHCR 2016b.
81  Excerpt from “The New Colossus,” 
a poem by Emma Lazarus engraved on 
the Statue of Liberty  (Lazarus 1883).
Title Page Photo by: hanohiki / Adobe Stock



VOLUME 20 

31

Humans are exploiting the Earth’s natural resources at a rate which cannot sustain global 
economic growth in the long-term. In the last decade environmental economists, most 
multilateral institutions, and many national governments have announced their support 
for a transition to a more efficient market-friendly manner of conducting global economic 
affairs, a green economy.  The International Chamber of Commerce defines the green economy 
as “an economy in which economic growth and environmental responsibility work together 
in a mutually reinforcing fashion while supporting progress on social development.”1 This 
paper offers an overview of what makes a “green economy,” proposes policies which can help 
achieve that model and analyzes the potential effects of a green transition on communities 
vulnerable to this economic change.

Gabriel Gordon-Harper

The Transition to a Green Economy:
An Analysis for a More Sustainable Future
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IntroduCtIon
It is becoming common knowl-

edge that the global economy cannot 
maintain its positive level of economic 
growth if mankind continues to con-
sume the world’s natural resources at 
the current rate. Only 20% of com-
mercial fish stocks remain underex-
ploited. Water supply is projected to 
satisfy only 60% of world demand in 
20 years. Greenhouse gas emissions 
are predicted to warm the Earth’s 
average temperature between 3-10 
degrees Celsius, the results of which 
will likely cost 7% of global GDP per 
annum to mitigate by 2050.2 In fact, 
60% of ecosystem goods and services 
have been degraded or are unsustain-
ably exploited.3 

Environmental economists blame 
these crises on a “gross misallocation 
of capital” and stress that it is imper-
ative that the globe quickly transition 
to what they call a “green economy.”4 
The motivation for this transition has 
gained traction amongst the majori-
ty of transnational institutions. The 
United Nations, World Bank and 
IMF all have created programs such as 
the Sustainable Development Goals 
and the Green Climate Fund in order 
to assist in the transition to a green 
economy. Meanwhile detractors, such 
as the new US President Donald 
Trump claim this move could cost the 
world trillions of dollars by depressing 
economic growth, particularly in cer-
tain economic sectors on which large 
communities of blue collar workers 
depend. Even amongst those who 
agree with scientists about the dire 

potential social costs of depleting the 
world’s environmental resources differ 
as to how government should inter-
vene to ensure a well-managed, egali-
tarian transition. 

What is this so called “green econ-
omy”? What type of investment will 
this multi-industry global transition 
require and what role does govern-
ment intervention play in this pro-
cess? This paper aims to answer these 
questions by defining the green econ-
omy, reviewing, and analyzing the 
mechanisms that economists plan to 
leverage in order to implement the 
transition and critiquing the manners 
by which this transition will affect dif-
ferent sectors of society. 

defInItIon – the green eConomy

In 2011, the United Nations Envi-
ronment Program (UNEP) published 
the seminal green economy report, 
defining the green economy and lay-
ing out a global strategy to achieve the 
transition towards such an economic 
structure. Entitled “Towards a Green 
Economy: Pathways to Sustainable 
Development and Poverty Eradica-
tion,” the report defines a green econ-
omy as an economy which results in 
“improved human well-being and so-
cial equity, while significantly reduc-
ing environmental risks and ecological 
scarcities.5 In its simplest expression, 
a green economy is low-carbon, re-
source efficient, and socially inclusive. 
In a green economy, growth in income 
and employment are driven by public 
and private investments that reduce 
carbon emissions and pollution, en-
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hance energy and resource efficiency, 
and prevent the loss of biodiversity 
and ecosystem services.”6 

The world’s major transnational 
and private sector institutions have by 
now all contributed their own defini-
tions to enhance or clarify UNEP’s 
definition. The International Cham-
ber of Commerce sums up all defi-
nitions elegantly as “an economy in 
which economic growth and environ-
mental responsibility work together in 
a mutually reinforcing fashion while 
supporting progress on social devel-
opment.”7  

In a green economy, economists 
assign natural resources their appro-
priate and otherwise unaccounted for 
economic value based on the services 
that they provide to human society. 
Calculations also account for costs 
of environmental degradation which, 
rather than being externalized onto 
society, are added to corporate and 
national balance sheets.8 Taxes, subsi-
dies, regulations, and public programs 
incentivize reallocation of global fi-
nances so that the cost of economic 
activity reflects the true social and en-
vironmental cost of doing business. 

transItIon toward a green 
eConomy

Protecting the environment is no 
longer a niche political issue. On the 
eve of the Great Recession, the annual 
Pew Research Center poll of top con-
cerns for US voters found that envi-
ronmental sustainability was tied with 
jobs and family incomes as the top 
two concerns, garnering 57% each. 

Decades of political movements, con-
ferences, and fundraising have institu-
tionalized the environmental move-
ment. It is represented in civil society 
by myriad nonprofits like the World 
Wildlife Fund and the Environmen-
tal Defense Fund, codified into laws 
like the Clean Air Act and Montreal 
Protocol and enforced by government 
and multilateral organizations like the 
US Environmental Protection Agen-
cy and UNEP. As a result of the 2008 
financial crisis, multilateral institu-
tions, governments and corporations  
became increasingly concerned with 
preventing long-term disasters, and 
the ability of the Earth’s natural re-
sources to maintain their sustenance 
of human societies became a via-
ble talking point both in the White 
House and on Wall Street.9 

It is estimated that US $6.6 tril-
lion worth of environmental, social 
and governance related costs were 
externalized in the year 2008 global-
ly. That is 11% of the US $60 trillion 
world economy. A study conducted in 
2010 by UNEP FI and PRI predicted 
that between years 2008-2050, should 
business continue as usual, external-
ities will increase by 62% relative to 
the global economy. This is equivalent 
to 5.6% of market capitalization of 
companies represented in the Index, 
56% of those companies’ earnings.10  

How can society and governments 
realistically change the global econ-
omy to prevent these external costs 
from being incurred?
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green aCCountIng 
Green accounting is the process of 

quantifying the value associated with 
the goods and services that natural 
resources provide in order to: (1) Un-
derstand the economic implications 
of the depletion of natural resources; 
(2) Create effective policies and reg-
ulations that conserve natural capital 
for later use; (3) Calculate the quanti-
ty of investment required for a green 
transition.

To overcome the tragedy of the 
commons, green economists such as 
Partha Dasgupta recommend that a 
calculation of natural capital, or natu-
ral resources from which human soci-
ety derives economic benefits, should 
be added to human and physical cap-
ital as one of three elements of the 
full total stock of capital employed by 
an economic system. This system is 
known as full cost accounting. Stocks 
of natural capital would then be fac-
tored into a nation’s gross domestic 
and national products. Thus, just as 
the depletion of an oil company’s re-
serves of crude reduces its value, the 
depletion of a nation’s natural resourc-
es reduces that nation’s GDP. After 
all, a nation with depleted reserves of 
natural capital has reduced its total 
capability for producing future eco-
nomic output.11 

Green economists are not environ-
mental conservationists. As explained 
by economist D.W. Pearce et al. in a 
“Blueprint for a Green Economy,” one 
of the first economic studies bridging 
the natural capital approach with the 
concept of sustainable development, 

economists understand that some 
natural capital must be converted to 
physical capital for economic activity 
and growth to occur. What matters 
to green economists is not the con-
servation of natural capital but rather 
maintaining a rate of natural capital 
substitution. This natural rate of cap-
ital substitution respects environmen-
tal thresholds, and thus a breach of 
this rate would limit future substitu-
tion and therefore prevent economic 
activity.12 

There is a vast value of natural 
capital on Earth. Diverse and exten-
sive ecosystems, for example, provide 
recreation, water regulation and car-
bon storage to the human population. 
The value of avoiding greenhouse gas 
emissions by conserving forests is 
roughly US $3.7 trillion. An abun-
dance of diverse species on earth pro-
vide food, fiber, fuel, and pollination of 
agricultural and natural capital plant 
life. The contribution of insect polli-
nators to human agricultural output is 
valued at US $190 billion per year.13  

Developing knowledge regarding 
the true economic value of the goods 
and services derived from natural cap-
ital allows economists and lawmakers 
to devise market tools, policies and 
regulations to effectively and appro-
priately incentivize economic behav-
ior that minimizes the depletion of 
natural capital.

fInanCe

Green economists predict that the 
transition to a global green economy 
will require a significant investment 
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of resources sustained over time. This 
investment will be necessary to fund 
the research and implementation of 
green technologies, the building of 
new infrastructure to support those 
technologies, and to soften the so-
cial losses incurred as unsustainable 
industries are phased out. In total, 
UNEP estimates that the annual fi-
nancing required to transition to a 
global green economy ranges from 
US $1.05 trillion to US $2.59 trillion, 
which roughly represents 10% of all 
current annual global investment, or 
2% of world GDP.14  

UNEP’s “Towards a Green Econ-
omy” provides detailed recommenda-
tions as to where these finances must 
originate and how their delivery can 
be incentivized. Most significant in-
vestments will originate from concen-
trated pools of assets such as the large 
pension systems, insurance compa-
nies, and sovereign wealth funds. Mi-
crofinance firms are already playing 
a critical role, by designing programs 
which enable the world’s poorest to 
invest in resource and energy efficient 
development strategies that increase 
their resilience to the pending risks 
posed by environmental degradation. 
Though the public-sector controls 
significantly less funds, it will play a 
vital role in freeing up the flow of pri-
vate finance as well as directly funding 
the green transition.

In recent years, opportunities have 
emerged for large-scale financing of 
the green economic transition. Rapid 
growth has occurred in green capital 
markets while market instruments like 

carbon finance have increased their 
efficacy. Moreover, trillions of dollars 
of green and social investments were 
allocated as part of recession stimulus 
packages.15 

The trends for these investments 
are proving positive. Investment in re-
newable energy increased by a factor 
of four to US $162 billion between 
2004 and 2009.16 Over the first three 
years of the operation of the Europe-
an Union Emissions Trading System, 
between 120 million-300 million tons 
of carbon emissions were reduced.17 
Long term public and private inves-
tors, banks, and insurance companies 
have increasingly acquired portfolios 
that capitalize on opportunities pre-
sented by the increasing profitability 
of green industries. This has been ac-
companied by a trend of advances in 
disclosure and sustainability reporting 
in the private financial sector, thus 
providing a strong public relations 
motivator for change in the indus-
try’s investment practices. Of the US 
$121 trillion of total global financial 
assets, 7%, or US $8.5 trillion, exist 
in portfolios subject to considerations 
regarding environmental, social and 
good governance sustainability.18

polICy

In sectors of the economy where 
market mechanisms alone do not ad-
equately incentivize the investments 
necessary to finance the transition to-
ward a green economy, governments 
must collaborate with the private sec-
tor to establish stable and clear regu-
latory frameworks. 
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While public funds represent a sig-
nificantly smaller proportion of global 
finance than the private sector funds, 
there are a variety of methods by 
which public funds can be leveraged 
to contribute to the green transition. 
Infrastructure and public services, 
such as mass transit and energy, often 
require government involvement and 
offer myriad opportunities to increase 
sustainability at scale.19 As part of its 
recession stimulus package the Kore-
an government, for example, invested 
US $36 billion (3% of the country’s 
total GDP) with the goal of creating 
960,000 jobs in public services and 
green infrastructure. Projects included 
the development of mass transit and 
railroads, low emission fuels and ve-
hicles, energy efficient buildings, the 
improvement of water management, 
and protection of ecosystems.20  

Public procurement practices offer 
another opportunity for governments 
to encourage the development of the 
green economy. The public procure-
ment process is typically high volume 
and long term. By increasing require-
ments regarding sustainability and 
equity, governments have the poten-
tial to support sustainable innovations 
by assisting green industries to create 
economies of scale, thus leading to the 
commercialization of green goods and 
services across the wider economy.21 

A green transition will also require 
the elimination of government subsi-
dies for industries, which deplete nat-
ural capital, such as fossil fuel. These 
subsidies create a lopsided market 
which incentivizes waste and ineffi-

ciency while creating artificial market 
barriers against the profitability of, 
thus investment in, sustainable activi-
ty. To assist poor populations that rely 
on such subsidies, innovative short-
term public support programs have 
met with great success.22 For example, 
after reforming fuel subsidies, Ghana, 
reallocated subsidy funds to eliminate 
certain school tuition fees and to in-
crease healthcare services.23 

Even in the absence of subsidies, 
the market will continue to exhibit 
price distortion until negative costs 
are internalized by polluting agents. 
This can be accomplished by means 
of such market-based instruments 
as corrective taxes, lump charges, 
and tradeable pollution permitting 
schemes. Resulting increased costs on 
polluters will increase the competi-
tiveness of alternative industries and 
firms, which do not produce the same 
external costs, thus influencing in-
vestment and land use decisions while 
enhancing the gains firms can attain 
by expanding their corporate social 
responsibility policies. 

In addition to market mechanisms, 
the transition to a green economy re-
quires a cohesive regulatory frame-
work, the result of which incentivizes 
green investment by increasing inves-
tor confidence in the sector. Regula-
tions can set minimum standards for 
unsustainable activities and prohibit 
certain activities outright. They pro-
mote markets for sustainable goods 
and services, stimulate innovation in 
the field, and increase competition 
and efficiency. Regulations do run the 
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risk of limiting market access for small 
and medium size enterprises, espe-
cially in emerging markets. However, 
measures can be taken to safeguard 
market access for these types of firms 
within a green regulatory framework. 

The transition to a green econo-
my has the potential to create a sig-
nificant number of net new jobs, as 
long as policymakers invest in train-
ing and workforce capacity building 
programs. Workers must be trained 
for new green industries, such as the 
renewable energy sector, as well as for 
new positions responsible for evaluat-
ing and increasing sustainability with-
in the production cycles for current 
industries. Training for work in the 
information and communications in-
dustries is also imperative, particularly 
in least-developed countries. If unsus-
tainable industrial activities around 
the world were to be digitalized, glob-
al greenhouse gas emissions could be 
reduced by 15% within ten years.24 

Governments must also provide tem-
porary programs that offer financial 
support and professional development 
training to aid workers who lose their 
jobs as a result of the transition.25 

As many environmental and social 
externalities have global, rather than 
local, effects, the actions undertak-
en by individual nations can produce 
negligible impact if not implemented 
in coordination with other nations. 
To resolve the resulting prisoner’s di-
lemma, multilateral institutions have 
hosted an increasing number of inter-
national negotiations with the inten-
tion of establishing the legal and in-

stitutional frameworks that promote 
coordinated international sustain-
able activities. For example, the 1989 
Montreal Protocol on Substances that 
Deplete the Ozone Layer has since 
been ratified by 197 nations. Not only 
were harmful chemicals phased out 
on a global scale, but also in so doing, 
greenhouse gas emissions were inci-
dentally reduced by roughly 11 bil-
lion tons, and 22 million new cataract 
cases for those born between 1985 
and 2100 were avoided in the United 
States alone.26  

sustaInaBle development

Equally important as environmen-
tal sustainability in a green economy 
is the reduction of poverty and social 
injustice. The concern is twofold: first, 
that international economic develop-
ment in the current business as usual 
economy is utilizing a level of resourc-
es that cannot be sustained to support 
development over the long term; sec-
ond, that degradation of the natural 
environment negatively impacts the 
world’s poorest populations in a dis-
proportionate manner.

Sustainable development is com-
monly defined as, “Development 
that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own 
needs.”27 From an economic perspec-
tive, this means that per capita welfare 
must not decline over time because 
of development.28 The key features 
that determine a society’s full range 
of economic opportunities are the to-
tal stock of capital available and the 
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quantity of that capital which is em-
ployed in the economic system. In a 
green economy, societies utilize their 
capital stock in such a manner as to 
increase economic activities and wel-
fare of the present, while maintaining 
the discipline to save capital for the 
use of future generations.29 However, 
currently over 60% of global ecosys-
tem goods and services are utilized at 
an unsustainable rate or have become 
degraded.30 

Economists are concerned not just 
with the quantity of capital employed 
in the economic system but also with 
its composition. At present, econom-
ic development in both wealthy and 
poor countries results in the rapid 
accumulation of human and physical 
capital at the expense and excessive 
depletion of natural capital. If natu-
ral capital is converted into human 
and physical capital at an unsustain-
ably high rate then the process can 
become irreversible, with detrimental 
impacts on future generations, such as 
the stunting of economic growth.31 It 
was for this reason that Pearce et al. 
proposed their natural capital-based 
full cost accounting scheme. 

The concept of sustainable devel-
opment refers not only to sustained 
long-term economic growth but also 
to poverty reduction because the deg-
radation of environmental resources 
is linked to poverty. Over 600 million 
live on lands vulnerable to degrada-
tion, water stress, and ecological dis-
ruptions.32 Poor populations are also 
vulnerable to the coastal erosion, more 
frequent storms and rising sea levels 

that will result from climate change. 
In fact, 14% of the human population, 
including 21% of all urban dwellers 
living in developing countries, are ex-
posed to climate change risks due to 
their habitation of coastal low eleva-
tion zones.33  

In addition to their vulnerabil-
ity to environmental disasters, the 
world’s poor lacks access to basic eco-
system services on a daily basis. 20% 
of those living in developing countries 
lack clean water, while 50% of the de-
veloping world, or 2.6 billion people, 
lack basic sanitation.34 Protection of 
the world’s ecosystems improves the 
lives of the global poor, as does miti-
gating climate change and improving 
sustainable energy security. 

It is important to note that the 
transition to an environmentally sus-
tainable economy will not reduce 
poverty in and of itself. Any green 
economy program must include at 
its foundation an orientation toward 
reducing poverty. The primary ben-
eficiaries of ecosystem services pay-
ments, such as those dedicated to car-
bon sequestration in forests, must be 
poor forest communities. Sustenance 
farmers stand to benefit from the 
promotion of organic agriculture if 
complimented by extension and other 
support services.35  

a CrItICal assessment of the 
green eConomy

eConomIC growth

Critics of a concerted effort to 
transition to a green economy typical-
ly warn that such a transition would 
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dampen economic activity, thus re-
ducing income per capita. While 
they argue that all members of soci-
ety would be vulnerable to economic 
harm, a central contradiction in the 
concept of a sustainable transition is 
that the poor in particular would suf-
fer, as they are typically more vulnera-
ble to economic fluctuations. 

The debate around carbon emis-
sions regulations in the United States 
exemplifies these arguments quite 
well. The three most common argu-
ments made against the passage of ef-
fective climate policy in the US are as 
follows: First, it is argued that workers 
and communities whose livelihoods 
depend on the fossil fuel industry 
would face significant economic loss-
es due to the shuttering of the fossil 
fuel companies that employ them. 
Secondly, fossil fuel companies, which 
are significant and highly localized 
contributors to the US economic and 
political system, will incur significant 
losses, roughly US $3 trillion. Third, 
by removing fossil fuels from the en-
ergy mix, as well as the subsidies that 
keep them cheap, US energy costs will 
increase significantly.36 Additional-
ly, many who are opposed to carbon 
emissions reductions in the United 
States also claim that by complying 
with international environmental 
agreements to reduce emissions and 
to offer financial assistance to devel-
oping countries to do the same, US 
competition in international markets 
will decline, thus further dampening 
economic activity. 

There is no denying that sectors 

within certain industries would suffer 
from a green transition, along with the 
jobs those sectors support. The United 
States coal industry, for example, cur-
rently employs 9.8 million people.37 
The mining sector of the coal industry 
shed 38% of its jobs in the four years 
between 2012-2016. It is predicted 
that should the United States reduce 
carbon emissions by 40% by 2030, 
this would require a US $200 billion 
investment per year and cost the US 
fossil fuels industry 1.5 million jobs. 
The social effects of this transition are 
stark. In West Virginia and Eastern 
Kentucky, two regions that are heav-
ily dependent on the coal industry, 
unemployment rates are double the 
national average and joblessness rates 
climb to 50% in some areas. Oppo-
nents of carbon emissions reductions 
policies in the United States point to 
these figures as the canary in the coal 
mine, so to speak, for how a green 
transition might affect the US econ-
omy as a whole.38  

While adverse effects on particular 
job markets certainly result in a pain-
ful readjustment period for individual 
households, these numbers tell only 
half the story. New green technologies 
tend to produce significantly more 
jobs than the legacy industries they 
replace. Investment in the renewable 
energy industry produces 135% more 
jobs per dollar than investment in 
fossil fuel industries. In South Afri-
ca, that number is 113%, in Indone-
sia, 350%. In fact, should the United 
States reduce carbon emissions by 
40% by 2030, it can be calculated that 
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US would lose 1.5 million jobs in the 
fossil fuels industry while gaining 
4.2 million jobs in the environmen-
tal goods and services sectors and the 
supply chains that support them. This 
is a net gain of 2.7 million jobs for 
the US economy and a reduction of 
US net unemployment of 1.5%. On 
a global scale, it is predicted that the 
2015 Paris climate agreement will re-
sult in a net gain of 0.5-2% of current 
total global employment, 15-60 mil-
lion additional jobs.39  

One of many reasons that invest-
ment in sustainable sectors results in 
net employment gain is that green 
technology is still in development. 
Thus, these industries require large 
quantities of infrastructure, as well as 
the development of supply chains and 
other supporting industries through 
their deployment phase. Fossil fuel 
technology has not changed dramat-
ically in previous decades, apart from 
becoming increasingly automated, 
thus it requires less maintenance, less 
research, less infrastructure, less new 
supporting industries to be built, and 
less human capital.40 

artIfICIal prICes

Detractors of policies that support 
the transition to a green economy also 
claim that current economic equilibri-
ums offer the greatest efficiency. This 
ignores three important factors. 

First, this claim does not factor in 
the cost of the externalities that these 
production cycles emit. Unless a full 
cost accounting regime is enacted, 
which quantifies environmental and 

social externalities as well as the value 
of ecosystem goods and services, the 
cost of unsustainable production will 
remain artificially low. Meanwhile 
society will continue to bear the US 
$6.6 trillion worth of environmental, 
social and governance related costs.41  

Second, unsustainably produced 
goods and services across the world, 
particularly in the conventional en-
ergy and agriculture industries, are 
subsidized by local governments. 
This occurs because energy and agri-
culture offer core necessities to poor 
populations, while also providing 
essential ingredients for economic 
growth. Ignoring externalized costs, 
conventional energy and agriculture 
do produce cheaper products than the 
more sustainable competition; how-
ever, subsidies only further artificially 
depress the cost of production. In the 
long-term the economy will stagnate 
from the burden of climate change, 
local air particulates, pesticide run-off, 
etc. As mentioned previously, it is the 
poor who are most vulnerable to the 
adverse effects of these externalities. 
Should a government determine that 
subsidies are politically or economi-
cally necessary, governments should 
transfer these subsidies to other ne-
cessities that benefit the poor, such as 
health or education services. Subsidies 
also have a greater economic impact 
when invested in sustainable indus-
tries, such as renewable energy and 
organic agriculture. Such industries 
have been proven to create more jobs 
and, in the case of agriculture, improve 
the lives of the rural poor who work in 
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the fields. 
Third, while the U.S. coal indus-

try has suffered due to environmental 
regulations, the main cause behind the 
industry’s current collapse has been 
the rapidly decreasing cost of renew-
able and low carbon emission fuel. In 
some U.S. regions, solar and wind en-
ergy are now price competitive to coal, 
meanwhile natural gas, which emits 
significantly less carbon than coal, has 
out-competed coal on price since the 
shale revolution began in 2008.42  

a dIsruptIve transItIon

The question that must be re-
solved is how to minimalize the dis-
ruptive effect of the transition to a 
green economy for communities who 
rely on unsustainable sectors for eco-
nomic stability. Workforce retraining 
programs are commonly suggested to 
prepare these workers with the skills 
necessary to succeed in the green jobs 
market. A green job is typically de-
fined as a job which contributes to 
environmental or social sustainability. 
A recent study claims that many coal 
industry jobs require relatively similar 
skills as do new opportunities in the 
solar industry, which is creating jobs 
at a rate 12 times faster than the US 
economy as a whole. The study rec-
ommends that the government and 
civil society donate the funds to assist 
workers retrain for comparable solar 
jobs, a cost of between US $180 mil-
lion – US $1.8 billion.43 Green jobs 
retraining already has been codified 
into national law. Former President 
Barack Obama’s Power Plus Plan 

earmarked US $75 million for job re-
training and economic diversification 
programs in the coal rich Appalachian 
region of the U.S. The program also 
guaranteed pensions and health-care 
benefits to retired coalfield workers 
whose former employers had become 
bankrupt.44

Unfortunately, studies have shown 
that job retraining programs typical-
ly only succeed when participants are 
young and willing to move, which is 
not the case with many US legacy 
industry workers, such as coal min-
ers.45 The solution to minimalizing 
the disruption of green transition in 
communities reliant on unsustain-
able industries requires much more 
comprehensive community devel-
opment programs. Former US pres-
idential candidate Hillary Clinton 
campaigned with such a plan, which 
offered US $30 billion to job retrain-
ing programs, continued President 
Obama’s pension and health-care 
guarantees, funded redevelopment 
projects of abandoned mine and pow-
er plant sites, and invested heavily in 
regional infrastructure to support the 
development of new industry, partic-
ularly clean energy.46 This type of ho-
listic development plan, which com-
plements job retraining with regional 
development, economic diversifica-
tion, and expansion of social services, 
has been proven successful for assist-
ing economic losers during transition. 

Secretary Clinton lost the 2016 
election and, as of publication, the 
Trump administration has yet to 
provide a succinct economic devel-
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opment plan for coal dependent re-
gions like Appalachia. Instead, the 
fledgling administration has pledged 
to return jobs to the region by cutting 
back Obama-era climate regulations 
in order to increase coal production.47  
Though politically popular, it is un-
likely that this approach will meet 
with great success at decreasing pov-
erty levels in coal dependent regions 
,as the industry owes its decline as 
much due to competition with lower 
cost US natural gas as it does to green 
economy regulations. Policymakers 
must resist the populist temptation to 
fight the green transition. Rather, the 
transition to a green economy can and 
must be leveraged as an opportunity 
to enact forward-focused holistic pol-
icies to diversify fossil fuel-dependent 
regional economies and retrain work-
ers for new sustainable labor intensive 
industries. 

InternatIonal CompetItIon and 
enforCement

Those that claim that the green 
transition makes countries less in-
ternationally competitive fail to un-
derstand two factors. First, while the 
concern that other countries will re-
nege on international agreements is 
legitimate, the success of the Montre-
al Protocol has proven that this pris-
oner’s dilemma is not guaranteed to 
scuttle international cooperation. The 
Montreal Protocol owes its success to 
the economic growth that resulted in 
investments to create Ozone friendly 
products. A more general green tran-
sition would also result in economic 
growth, due to the high growth, high 

profit, labor intensive nascent indus-
tries which will drive sustainability in 
the green economy, as well as recov-
ered losses resulting from no longer 
emitting externalized environmental 
and social costs. 

It could help increase confidence 
in green investments if an interna-
tional agency with the authority to en-
force green agreements were to exist. 
The United Nations has the authority 
to host climate conferences and levy 
sanctions when members of the Secu-
rity Council agree to it, but the orga-
nization does not have the authority 
de facto to enforce international en-
vironmental treaties. The World Trade 
Organization has the mechanisms, 
influence, and experience of enforc-
ing international agreements as they 
relate to international trade, but green 
regulations and policy are outside of 
the scope of the World Trade Orga-
nization. The creation of an authori-
tative international green economy 
institution could certainly increase 
the success of the transition, but as 
proven by the success of the Montreal 
Protocol, this is not necessary for the 
transition to lead to greater economic 
growth. 

the way forward

 The research is clear that a transi-
tion to a green economy will result in 
significant net gains for the economy 
and society as a whole, even though 
trillions of dollars of investment will 
be required and some jobs will be lost 
as industries adjust. In order to facil-
itate the transition to a green econo-
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my, natural capital must be assigned 
economic values so that externalized 
environmental costs and benefits can 
be accounted for in the economy. In-
vestment funds must be made avail-
able by the public sector, and policies 
and regulations must be implement-
ed to incentivize private sector in-
vestment into sustainable industries. 
Recent successes, such as the passage 
of the 2015 Paris climate agreement, 
the positive economic effects of the 
Montreal Protocol, and the plunging 
cost of renewable energy point to an 
optimistic future for green economic 
growth. While conservative policy-
makers like Donald Trump are capa-
ble of slowing the progress toward a 
greener future, international momen-
tum and economic trends appear to 
suggest that the transition will occur 
regardless. The question is whether 
humanity can achieve the transition 
before the world’s natural capital has 
been irreversibly depleted. 

Recognizing the intricate link be-
tween sustainability and eradication 
of poverty, in 2015 the United Na-
tions established twelve “Sustainable 
Development Goals”. These goals will 
organize and direct significant sources 
of funding toward such aims as afford-
able and clean energy, climate action, 
decent work and economic growth, 
and good health and well-being. By 
linking environmental sustainability 
and poverty eradication in its eco-
nomic development plan so directly, 
the United Nations has likely played 
a significant role in advancing the 
global green economy agenda. With 

research, economics, multilateral in-
stitutions and the momentum of ini-
tial success on its side, it appears likely 
that the world might just transfer to 
a green economy before it is too late. 
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Pablo Villar

Most scholars agree that an unequal and unproductive allocation of land in Colombia has 
fueled violence. Less has been said on the effects of violence for reforming land’s allocation 
and use. This article argues that violence has significantly reduced the possibilities of 
implementing an effective land reform in three ways. First, by weakening the institutions. 
The prevalence of violence has restricted the state’s presence across the country’s territory, 
diminishing its ability to defend (let alone reallocate) property rights. Second, by restricting 
the supply of reform. Violence has marginalized the left and other promoters of land reform. 
Third, by cutting the demand for reform. Violence has affected voters’ preferences and their 
claims to elected politicians. The recent peace deal between the Colombian government 
and FARC therefore constitutes one of the biggest opportunities for reform since the early 
twentieth century.

War and Land: 
The Elusive Quest for Land Reform in Colombia
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IntroduCtIon
“It is a shame that the country is 

still debating whether peasants have 
a soul,” wrote columnist Alejandro 
Reyes after Colombian voters rejected 
a peace agreement that the government 
and Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia FARC reached in 2016.1 
Indeed, the agreement intended to 
implement a comprehensive land 
reform to address one of the main 
causes of a bloody, half-century 
conflict. Its rejection, which was partly 
fueled by the landowning elites, serves 
as a reminder of the great obstacles 
land reform has faced throughout the 
last century. 

Social scientists agree that an 
unfair and unproductive distribution 
of land has fueled rural violence, but 
little research explores the connections 
between violence and land reform. 
In this context, land reform should 
be understood as “a change and 
restructuring in the land ownership 
regime, that results from an attempt 
to make it compatible with the general 
necessities of economic development” 
and with basic equality principles.2 

This document explores three 
key channels through which internal 
violence has restricted the possibilities 
for effective land reform for the period 
of 1930 to 2016: capacity, supply, 
and demand. While the quality of 
Colombia’s democracy has long been 
debated, scholars usually agree that it 
has had (at least) limited democratic 
institutions throughout its history.  
Therefore, this paper argues that the 
path towards effective reform has been 
tampered1 by the state’s limitations 

to control its territory and guarantee 
property rights (capacity)2 a lack of 
proposals due to the delegitimization 
of legal advocates for reform 
(supply),3 limited public support for 
reform, especially since the 1990s 
(demand). The last section concludes 
and reflects on the implications in the 
international sphere.
Context: war and land

Throughout Colombia’s history, 
land has been poorly distributed and 
utilized. Colombia’s land Gini coef-
ficient increased from 0.85 in 1960 
to 0.89 in 2009, and has consistently 
been one of the worst in the world.4  
In 2003, 0.4% of owners held 62.6% 
of land while the bottom 86.3% held 
just 8.8%.5  Additionally, the country 
has historically been full of unproduc-
tive or misused land. Only 3.8 million 
hectares of the 42.6 million with vo-
cation for agriculture and livestock 
were used for agriculture in 2002; a 
staggering 7.3 million hectares were 
unproductive.6  While in 2012 only 
13.3% of land had vocation for live-
stock, a relatively unproductive activi-
ty, over 30% was used for that purpose, 
mostly in large farmlands.7  Steadily 
unequal tenure and inefficient use of 
land could be solved through compre-
hensive land reform involving redis-
tribution and state support for mar-
ginalized owners and rural workers. 

Unlike multiple Latin American 
countries, Colombia has been unable 
to successfully implement compre-
hensive land reform due to another 
unfortunate thread of the country’s 
history: violence. Colombia has not 
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lived a day of real peace for at least a 
half-century. Between 1958 and 2012, 
more than 220,000 people were killed 
as a direct consequence of a conflict 
involving the state and multiple irreg-
ular armed groups, during which ci-
vilians have been the vast majority of 
victims.8 Violence has reached every 
corner of Colombian society. By 2014, 
more than six million people had been 
violently displaced from more than 
90% of the country’s municipalities.9  
From 2006 to 2016, 42 members of 
Congress were found guilty of being 
connected with paramilitary groups, 
while 519 local government officials 
had been investigated for the same 
offence.10 Unsurprisingly, land owner-
ship has been inextricably related to 
violence.

CapaCIty: hIstorICally weak In-
stItutIons 

In general, any type of compre-
hensive land reform requires a strong 
and capable state, able to implement 
and sustain changes in the structure of 
property rights and economic incen-
tives. In the case of Colombia, Berry 
highlights that the state has played 
a particularly important role in the 
distribution of land, since “the larg-
est part of exploited agricultural land 
was once of public dominion.”11  Any 
change in the allocation of rural prop-
erty has not solely required expropriat-
ing plots but granting, defending, and 
keeping track of new property rights. 
Unfortunately, the state has lacked the 
capacity to effectively do this. Reyes 
argues that “resistance, negligence, 
inability or opposition of the state 

to recognize, formalize, provide titles 
and protect the rights of peasant com-
munities” has transversely affected the 
nature of land possession.12  The inter-
nal conflict has significantly affected 
the state’s capacity, or willingness, to 
guarantee these rights. 

The prevalence of violence has af-
fected the institutional and physical 
reach of the state in protecting prop-
erty rights. Despite some well-inten-
tioned attempts to reform land own-
ership, the state “has either lacked the 
capacity and political will to imple-
ment the necessary transformations, 
or has chosen means and strategies 
that can’t achieve the purposes of the 
legislation, or both.” Local govern-
ments, for instance, have commonly 
alleged that a lack of resources im-
pedes them from keeping track of 
ownership records. At the same time, 
the effectiveness of the judicial system 
has been tampered by the vast number 
of cases it receives and the pressure 
exerted on it by organized criminal 
actors. Furthermore, the geographical 
extent of the conflict, tied to Colom-
bia’s harsh terrain, significantly limits 
the physical presence of the state in 
many of the areas in which land dis-
tribution has been most problematic. 

Each attempt at reform has been 
plagued by different types of violence 
and limited institutional capacity. 
The first effort to reform land owner-
ship in the country was through the 
well-intentioned Law 200 of 1936 
signed by Liberal President Alfon-
so Lopez Pumarejo (1934-1938 and 
1942-1945). As the partisan conflict 
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intensified before its peak in La Vio-
lencia (1946-1957), the government 
proved incapable of simultaneously 
implementing the reform whilst con-
taining the elites’ pressure against it. 
Law 200 was particularly ambitious 
since it aimed to change the notion of 
private ownership, specifically that of 
the latifundio.13  Safford and Palacios 
explain that this very change fueled 
conservative rage, since they viewed 
“the social function of property and 
expropriation for reasons of social util-
ity” as “subversive and communistic.”14  
Hence, the same roots of the internal 
conflict would impede the state to ef-
fectively implement a reform which 
“did not appease the growing conflict 
of land.”15  Ultimately, a counter-re-
form was signed in 1944 due to a shift 
in the government’s priorities for ru-
ral development, in the early stages of 
the import substitution scheme.16 

It was only in 1961, during the era 
of the National Front (1958-1978), 
that a new reform to land ownership 
was attempted by President Alber-
to Lleras-Camargo (1945-1946 and 
1958-1962), through Law 135. The 
failure to implement this reform again 
fell on the government’s inability to 
operate in violent areas. The institu-
tion in charge of implementing the 
reform, INCORA, was unable to ef-
fectively function in the areas where 
conflict was growing. Indeed, “more 
than half of its projects and 75% of the 
titles granted during the 60s were in 
‘red zones’ of intense peasant conflict, 
influence of the guerrillas and strict 
military control.”17 Thus, the number 

of expropriations was quite low and 
confined to isolated and poor-qual-
ity terrains.18 The provisions of this 
reform were put to a virtual hold in 
1972 with the signing of the Chicoral 
Accord.

The last attempt at implementing 
a structural land reform in Colombia 
came more than thirty years later: Law 
160 of 1994, signed by Liberal Presi-
dent César Gaviria (1990-1994). This 
reform’s reach and effectiveness were 
once again tarnished by limited state 
capacity, which was derived from the 
country’s most violent decade in his-
tory. Law 160 was a market-based re-
form that intended to foster more eq-
uitable and productive access to land 
through enhancing access to owner-
ship by small farmers and strength-
ening property rights, among others.19  
Nevertheless, between 1996 and 2005, 
“a person was kidnapped every eight 
hours, and a civilian or a soldier be-
came a victim of a land mine every 
day,”20 making it hard to envision a 
state – let alone a judicial system – ca-
pable of guaranteeing property rights. 
The enormous voids of state presence 
did not allow for the productive trans-
formation that Law 160 promised.

supply: a stIgmatIzed left

It is worth noting that despite 
continuous land issues and the pres-
ence of relatively democratic institu-
tions in Colombia, only three reforms 
have been attempted during the last 
century (not counting the partial re-
form included in the current peace 
process). In other words, the supply of 



VOLUME 20 

51

reforms has been fairly limited. Part 
of the blame can be attributed to the 
delegitimization of the legal actors 
who have promoted reform, which are 
frequently parties on the left of the 
political spectrum. Unlike most Lat-
in American countries, leftist political 
parties have been notably absent from 
the highest spheres of power in Co-
lombia. The left has faced systematic 
and frequently violent exclusion by 
the traditional political and economic 
elites. 

The Liberal Party might have been 
considered a leftist political party in 
Colombia’s bipartisan system be-
tween 1930 and 1946, but pressures 
from the elites soon shifted its view 
to the center. Notably, Lopez’s pres-
idency in the 1930s was marked by 
multiple progressive policies, such as 
Law 200. Moreover, his Revolution 
on the March program was aimed at 
improving the standards of living of 
the poorest rural and urban citizens.19 
Lopez even held some contacts with 
the small Colombian Communist 
Party, quite a rarity in a country eager 
to keep the United States’ approval. 
However, President Eduardo Santos 
paused most of Lopez’s reforms “due 
to the large opposition he found, not 
only among Conservatives but within 
a significant portion of the Liberals 
themselves, large businessmen and 
landowners.”22 As such, the Liberal 
Party started drifting away from the 
left to a more centrist position in the 
spectrum – notably regarding land is-
sues.

In the second half of the century, 

the Liberal Party kept distancing itself 
from the idea of a comprehensive land 
reform, leaving the issue in a program-
matic void. During La Violencia, the 
economic and political elite from both 
parties were increasingly reluctant (or 
unable) to relate to the public’s con-
cerns on multiple issues. Consequent-
ly, a fractionalized and radicalized left 
began exploiting this void, frequent-
ly in the shape of peasant guerrillas. 
The largest faction, FARC, would be-
come one of the most violent political 
actors of Colombia’s recent history. 
Uribe asserts that “La Violencia” was 
a social process in which the political 
sectarianism covered up the expulsion 
of the peasants and the concentration 
of land.”23 

At the end of La Violencia, social 
unrest did not end up translating into 
policy change towards land-reform, 
but did transform into an elitist ac-
cord that perpetuated the dynamics of 
the past. After the brief intervention 
of General Rojas Pinilla to appease 
violence, the National Front (1958-
1978) rose as “a system of power shar-
ing between two dominant parties 
that left no room for the expression of 
dissent except by insurgency” especial-
ly towards land-reform.24  To appease 
the unrest, the national elite promoted 
quite moderate social change.25 In the 
midst of this Cold War period, politi-
cal leaders of the National Front were 
incentivized to distance themselves 
further from any leftist agenda. Ber-
ry26  argues that the attempted reform 
of 1961 by President Lleras-Camargo 
was in actuality more popular among 
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the US-led Alliance for Progress than 
among the left.27 Overall, between 
La Violencia and the Constitution of 
1991, there was no serious institution-
al advocate for land reform. 

Due to the vacuum of a political 
sponsor for reform in the 1970s and 
1980s, land policy remained margin-
al. Throughout these decades, gov-
ernments used economic, ideological 
and security arguments to foster a 
market-based approach to the land. 
Agricultural policies focused on re-
stricting imports—part of the larger 
national development strategy, which 
was based on the idea of economies of 
scale  and implying benefits from land 
concentration.28 Moreover, the threat 
of a communist takeover of pow-
er was underlying the government’s 
arguments to dismiss redistributive 
agendas. Rural development policies 
became more “closely integrated with 
counterinsurgency initiatives” than 
with distributive or productive mat-
ters.29 As guerrilla warfare increased 
throughout these decades, land policy 
was ultimately kept in the margins of 
the political landscape.

Perhaps one of the most striking 
moments of violent exclusion of the 
left was seen during the 1980s and 
1990s, with the systematic extermi-
nation of Unión Patriótica (UP). The 
UP was a political movement created 
by the FARC and the Communist 
Party in 1985 as an effort to transi-
tion into politics—or to explore the 
legal political scene.30 However, the 
UP was short-lived: about 4,000 of its 
members were executed by paramili-

tary forces in the 1980s and 1990s.31  
Aviles sustains that Colombian elites 
tolerated the existence of these para-
military structures to contain the rise 
of leftist movements across the coun-
try.32 The extermination of the UP 
serves as a reminder of the determina-
tion of some powerful groups to keep 
the left out of the national stage—
partly to avoid land reform.

demand: who’s for land reform?
The Constitution of 1991 brought 

about a diversification of political par-
ties, which finally allowed for breath-
ing room for the left to get involved 
in the country’s political landscape. 
However, land reform has lacked the 
necessary popular support, or demand, 
to actually influence politics. Violent 
cohesion and the perceived connec-
tion between violent actors and the 
legal left can clearly be attributed to 
this very limited demand. Moreover, 
the rapid and often violent urbaniza-
tion of the past several decades has 
diminished voters’ interest in land re-
form. 

The rise of right-wing paramilitary 
structures and their cohesive power 
has significantly limited both the de-
mand and the supply of land reform. 
As land’s value grew exponentially be-
cause of drug-trafficking, paramilitar-
ies rose in the 1980s as both guardians 
of large landowners and robbers of 
mostly poor peasants. These criminal 
structures systematically used intimi-
dation, civilian massacres and target-
ed killings as coercive tools to impede 
changes in the distribution of land 
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against their interests. The Colombian 
Center for Historic Memory found, 
for example, that paramilitary struc-
tures committed more than 1,100 
massacres between 1980 and 2012 
(close to 60% of the total).33 Although 
some of these actions were committed 
for mainly strategic objectives, a great 
many had political motives, such as 
countering the guerrillas’ leftist influ-
ence. 

The mix of economic and politi-
cal interests, which fueled unprece-
dented paramilitary violence against 
rural citizens, ultimately ended up 
transforming the structure of political 
power in the regions and in Bogotá, 
particularly during the 1990s and the 
2000s. A study by Corporación Nue-
vo Arco Iris concludes that by 2004 
the paramilitaries “achieved to sub-
stantially modify the political map 
of 12 departments [states], partially 
transform that of others, establish a 
parliamentary caucus, influence pres-
idential elections, capture local pow-
er in multiple regions of the country 
and enter a negotiation process with 
the state.”34  The interests behind this 
partial takeover of power were clearly 
economic and political, with the use 
of land center stage. The paramilitaries 
defended the interests of local and na-
tional elites with stakes in drug-traf-
ficking, large agro-industrial projects, 
cattle raising or simple usurpation of 
land. Thus, between the 1980s and the 
mid-2000s, paramilitary groups man-
aged to coerce voters and the state at 
multiple levels against any attempt for 
land-reform. 

The decades of the 1990s and 
2000s were particularly violent not 
only because of paramilitary actions; 
guerrilla groups—namely FARC and, 
to a lesser extent, ELN (Ejército de 
Liberación Nacional) significant-
ly increased their military power as 
well. All these groups exerted vio-
lence against civilians and the state in 
a systematic and brutal manner. Just 
as the paramilitaries did, both FARC 
and ELN began exploiting drug-traf-
ficking as a major source of revenue to 
fund their political actions. In 2000, at 
least 163,000 hectares were cultivated 
with coca, and many more were used 
for processing and transportation.35  
Thus, violent actions by the guerrillas 
to maintain strategic control over co-
caine routes and crops, rather than to 
defend an ideological agenda, became 
common. Between 1996 and 2005 
“intimidation and aggression, death 
and exile, were installed” as profits 
from cocaine grew.36  Between 1970 
and 2010, almost 25,000 people were 
kidnapped by the guerrillas alone; be-
tween 1996 and 2002, 16,040 people 
fell victim of this crime.37  The nature 
and scale of guerrilla violence during 
these years, along with a failed peace 
process by President Andrés Pastrana 
(1998-2002), made Colombians’ po-
litical demands gravitate towards se-
curity and away from the ideological 
spheres the guerrillas once defended. 

Colombians’ demands for im-
proved national security were clear-
ly heard by President Álvaro Uribe 
(2002-2010), who focused on elimi-
nating guerrilla groups both militarily 
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and ideologically. Uribe was effective 
in cultivating an image of guerrillas 
as narco-terrorist groups, deprived 
of any ideological stance. A post-9-
11 international context helped him 
create this image. Through his rheto-
ric, Uribe polarized an urban society 
against any sign of leftist ideology for 
the sake of improving the country’s 
national security. The success of this 
policy earned Uribe an average pop-
ularity of 72% throughout his eight 
years of power, an enviable statistic by 
any standard, though an especially re-
vealing one considering the multiple 
scandals that hit his office.38 As the 
most popular president in Colombi-
an history, Uribe led a government 
in which the official security services 
effectively spied on opposition mem-
bers.39  There is no doubt that, beyond 
strong economic indicators, the key 
behind Uribe’s popularity was his ef-
fectiveness in combating the guerril-
las; the support for land reform, how-
ever, was a casualty of that war.

The rapid urbanization of Colom-
bia negatively affected the demand 
for reform, too. While all developing 
countries have experienced this de-
mographic trend, it has often been 
violent and involuntary in Colombia. 
Ibañez argues that in “internal con-
flicts armed groups attack the pop-
ulation to reach their war objectives” 
and therefore internal displacement 
was a natural outcome in such a last-
ing conflict.40 Given its long history 
of violence, Colombia is, after Sudan, 
the country with the second highest 
number of internally displaced people 

in the world.41  One statistic shows, 
for example, that on average, a stag-
gering 34 people were displaced every 
hour in 2008.42   Displaced people face 
multiple hardships when they reach 
their destinations, which naturally 
impacts their voting and partisanship.

The vast majority of internally 
displaced persons go to urban areas 
and face deep economic deprivations, 
which influences their political prior-
ities. Ibañez finds that the capacity to 
generate income, due to difficulties to 
access labor markets and poor access 
to housing, significantly affect the 
economic wellbeing of the displaced.43  
Further, considering the weak and in-
formal property rights in rural areas, 
the low-income rural citizens who 
are subject to displacement may fear 
supporting a reform that reallocates 
property rights. Thus, the apathy of 
the urban population, increased by 
the laments of more than six million 
displaced people, has certainly nega-
tively affected the probability of com-
prehensive land reform.

ConClusIons: CeleBrate Cau-
tIously

It is impossible to trace any single 
massacre, homicide, sexual assault, or 
kidnapping to a single cause. A com-
bination of economic interests, polit-
ical power, revenge, or plain savage-
ry may be behind each of these. But 
certainly, land has been behind many 
of these such atrocities in Colombia. 
The country’s lands have allowed a 
few to grow aberrantly rich, whilst re-
straining a many struggle with meager 
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means. The struggle to achieve a more 
equitable distribution has taken many 
lives and has simultaneously made it 
even less likely. Throughout most of 
the last century, Colombia has per-
petuated a vicious and violent cycle in 
which the causes remain unresolved 
and which is marked by a lack of state 
capacity, a scarce supply of solutions, 
and a dearth demand for them. 

An unparalleled opportunity to 
interrupt this cycle has arrived in re-
cent years which the country should 
pursue. The military campaign led by 
President Uribe, which was accompa-
nied by an increased state presence, 
allowed the country to become more 
peaceful. President Juan Manuel San-
tos took the opportunity to begin seri-
ous peace talks with the FARC, which 
means that the chances for effective 
reform are higher now than ever. The 
deal, signed on November 24, includ-
ed a land reform program that should 
encourage Colombians to believe that 
the causes of the conflict may be up-
rooted. However, an initial rejection 
of the deal in the polls on October 2, 
2016—driven by the population’s re-
sentment to the FARC and landown-
ers’ interests44—signals that the path 
forward will be paved with resistance. 
The State will need to guarantee and 
determine property rights for land 
previously stained by the conflict, and 
will need to implement incentives for 
poor peasants in an increasingly re-
strained fiscal context. Political par-
ties and elected officials need to push 
forth the provisions of the reform 
without ceding to elites’ interests. Per-

haps most importantly, citizens need 
to actively claim and oversee the im-
plementation of the accord.

The international community has 
been key for the peace process to earn 
legitimacy. Cuba, Norway, Venezuela 
and Chile helped build trust and ac-
countability during the years of talks. 
The decision to award the Nobel Peace 
prize to President Santos after the 
plebiscite for the initial accord failed 
attests for a call to re-negotiations by 
the Committee. Further, a unanimous 
decision by the UN Security Council 
to back the demobilization of guer-
rilla members provides much needed 
legitimacy to a complex post-conflict 
stage. Many governments have prom-
ised resources to help the government 
honor its side of the deal. Thus, the 
Colombian state – even after the cur-
rent government transitions out in 
2018 – will be pressured to implement 
the accord, and its rural reform.

However, a changing international 
setting may reduce the government’s 
accountability and the support it re-
ceives in the coming months and 
years. As American foreign policy 
becomes more reactive and less con-
cerned about Latin America, aid and 
diplomatic support may be compro-
mised. Growing nationalism in Eu-
rope might incentivize politicians to 
cut non-strategic international assis-
tance. Moreover, increasing tensions 
in East Asia and the Middle East will 
possibly shift resources and attention 
away from Colombia. Thereafter, the 
quest for land reform will remain, as it 
has always been, the sole responsibili-
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ty of Colombians.
While drug-trafficking and illegal 

mining remain profitable businesses 
and whilst unproductive land persists 
to be a rational economic decision, 
the resources that empower violence 
will continue to flow. The emergence 
of violent criminal gangs and the re-
cent murder of social activists are only 
part of the evidence of the challenges 
ahead. But hopefully the state is now 
strong enough to overcome them. The 
state will only do so, however, if soci-
ety demands it. 
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Italexit? A bad dream
Massimiliano Marzo

 The current debate about the merits 
of the European Union is coming to a 
cornerstone, at least within the Italian and 
(to some extent) European public opin-
ion. Forecasts about 2017 GDP project a 
growth rate of around 0.9/1 percent, one 
of the lowest rates among EU countries. 
Advocates of Italexit (i.e. the exit of Ita-
ly out of the EU) focus on the historical 
correlation that exists between Italian 
productivity and the exchange rate of the 
Italian Lira (the currency existing before 
Italy joined the Euro). Historically, a 
more depreciated exchange rate has been 
associated with a higher level of produc-
tivity. Supporting this obvious principle 

does not acknowledge the fact that the 
real problem in the Italian economy is 
endemically low productivity. Thus, a key 
aspect missing from this debate is that 
productivity is considered gross or net of 
labor taxes. As pointed out by McGrat-
tan and Prescott (2010, 2012), too often 
there are measurement problems deliver-
ing a productivity measure gross of tax-
ation, which makes it quite complicated 
to ascertain the truth. Certainly the level 
of fiscal burden (especially on labor) in 
Italy is severely distorting measures of 
productivity and efficiency. Resorting to 
devaluation represents a simple rebrand-
ing of the problem. On the other hand, 
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the challenges for Italy are evident: low 
growth is associated with a future path of 
increasing nominal interest rates, mak-
ing the management of the huge Italian 
public debt (forecasted to be about 133.1 
percent of GDP by EC by the end of 
2017) costlier. At the same time, both a 
prolonged recession and weak economic 
recovery are two of the key reasons for 
the troubled state of the Italian banking 
system, for which the Italian government 
has set out a 20 billion fund to cover po-
tential losses on Non-Performing Loans. 
The ECB has already announced a re-
duction in their quantitative easing pro-
gram, which will likely be followed by an 
increase of short-term policy rates, given 
the increased inflationary expectations. 

With such a difficult situation at 
hand, many advocate to get out of ‘EU-
jail’, by returning to the ‘good old times’ 
with a competitive devaluation scheme. 
The argument pro-exit is based on the 
very generous assumption that curren-
cy devaluation (post-exit) would reach 
only 30 percent versus the Euro. In this 
way, the cost of the exit almost balances 
with the cost of remaining in the Union 
(mainly due to the fiscal restraint ex-
pected to be put in place to control the 
increase of public debt). However, this 
might not come true, because of the in-
creased level of international trade com-
petitiveness. On the other hand, it is also 
true that the current rules of EU policy 
making are too restrictive to allow for 
serious restructuring of the Italian fiscal 
policy. A possible solution would be to 
allow for asset swaps, by replacing costly 
short-term debt with longer-term debt 
issued at lower interest rates. This is quite 

easy, given that more than 70 percent of 
Italian public debt is in the hands of Ital-
ian entities (households and private sec-
tor, broadly defined). Unfortunately, this 
approach is not allowed under current 
rules. An alternative proposal (close, at 
least in spirit to what has been proposed 
by Andritzky et al., 2016), would be to 
allow different degrees of subordination 
on public debt issued by the same state: 
for example up to 60 percent of public 
debt to GDP bonds have an higher de-
gree of seniority with respect to bonds 
exceeding, for example, a 100 percent ra-
tio. Another solution would be to make 
any debt restructuring initiatives contin-
gent to serious structural reforms upon 
fiscal revenue collection and other crucial 
aspects which have an impact on trade 
competitiveness. In any case, such re-
forms have certain and quantifiable costs. 
The redenomination of public debt into 
another currency (the old Lira), implies 
that the Italian exit out of the EU comes 
with high and uncertain costs. To reduce 
uncertainty about this issue, it would be 
better to start by solving some of the deep 
structural problems of the Italian econo-
my and promoting a different set of rules 
to manage surpluses and deficits within 
the Euro Area. Without a clear signal on 
this issue (one that should indeed come 
from all EU members), it will be difficult 
to curb the current uncertainty. 
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activities with active consultancy jobs. He is a risk 
management consultant for several banks and 
financial intermediaries. Moreover, he is often 



SAIS EUROPE JOURNAL OF GLOBAL AFFAIRS

62

involved as a consultant in trials with financial 
murders (insider trading, market manipulations, 
excessive risk taking). Currently he is a board 
member of several companies and investment 
funds, as independent board member: 
Simgest SIM, Finorefici SIM, FactorCoop, 
CNS, Lugo Immobiliare, Unifortune Asset 
Management (where he serves as Chairman 
of the Board), CPL Concordia (where he is 
Chaiman of the Risk and Control Committee).  
 
Professor Marzo is a commenter on economic 
themes for Corriere di Bologna, the local edition 
of Corriere della Sera. He is often requested 
to discuss future economic scenarios during 
interviews and public speaking engagements.  

Bibliography
Andritzky, Jochen, and Christofzik,I. De-

sirée, and Feld, Lars P., and Uwe Scheuer-
ing, (2016), A Mechanism to Regulate 

Sovereign Debt Restructuring in the 
Euro Area, Working Paper 04/2016, 
German Council of Economic Experts. 

McGrattan, Ellen R., and Edward C. 
Prescott, 2010, “Unmeasured Invest-
ment and the Puzzling U.S. Boom in 
the 1990s,” American Economic Jour-
nal: Macroeconomics, 2(4): 88–123.

Mc Grattan, Ellen, and Edward, (2012), 
“The Labor Productivity Puzzle”, 
Working Paper No. 694, Feder-
al Reserve Bank of Minneapolis. 

Title Page Photo by: emmeci74 
/ Adobe Stock



VOLUME 20 

63

Widening La Grieta In Argentina: 
How Cristina And Nestor Kirchner’s Power-Consolidating 
Policies Leave Behind A Social Rift

 Alex Schober

In December 2015, Argentina elected Mauricio Macri as their president. He inherited a 
daunting task: close the societal rift, or la grieta,1 which the previous presidents, Néstor 
Kirchner (2003-2007) and Cristina Fernández de Kirchner (2007-2015), left behind.  
The Kirchners have one of the most contentious legacies in the recent history of Latin 
America.  One part of the population views them as saviors, while the other believes they 
left behind a country on the brink of crisis.  This paper attempts to answer the question: why 
did the Kirchner presidencies leave a legacy of a divided Argentinian society rather than 
a consolidated one? There are many reasons why la grieta widened under the Kirchners’, 
including media wars and a confrontational foreign policy.  However, this paper argues 
that the three biggest reasons why la grieta grew in Argentina are: institutional tampering, 
especially in the judicial branch, corruption, and economic mismanagement. 
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IntroduCtIon

Cristina Fernández de Kirchner’s 
popularity was never more evident 
than it was in the 2011 Argentinian 
presidential election when she won 
54.1% of the popular vote.2 Indeed, 
the Kirchners have been popular in 
Argentina ever since Néstor became 
president in 2003, when they led the 
miraculous recovery of the econo-
my. As the chapter of the Kirchners’ 
regime comes to a close, Cristina re-
mains immensely popular with the 
lower classes, despite her overall dwin-
dling popularity.  A majority of Ar-
gentinians (60%) voted to discontinue 
the kirchnerista brand of politics in the 
first round of the 2015 presidential 
elections, but this outcome does not 
tell the whole story.  A societal rift, or 
as Argentinian journalist Jorge Lana-
ta coined it, la grieta, has continually 
widened – especially during the latter 
part of Cristina’s regime. Argentinian 
society is completely polarized amidst 
Cristina’s “us versus them,” friends 
or enemies rhetoric.  Why is it then, 
that Néstor and Cristina Fernández 
de Kirchner’s presidencies leave a leg-
acy of a divided Argentinian society 
rather than a consolidated one, which 
is the supposed aim of kirchnerismo?  
There are a multitude of reasons why 
this is the case, such as the media 
wars, a confrontational foreign policy 
objective, and an ongoing disapproval 
of the Argentine Pope Francis.  

This paper begins by giving some 
background information on how the 
Kirchners consolidated their power.  
It will then focus on the three biggest 

reasons la grieta has grown in Ar-
gentina, especially during Cristina’s 
two-term presidency: 1) institutional 
tampering, especially in the judicial 
branch; 2) corruption, with a focus on 
the Kirchners’ wealth accumulation 
and the non-resolution of corruption 
cases; and 3) short-sighted economic 
policies.  Overall, Néstor and Cristi-
na Fernández de Kirchner’s success 
in stabilizing Argentina received not 
only regional – but international – ac-
claim.  Nevertheless, as the Kirchners’ 
popularity soared, so did their power, 
which they used to extend their grasp 
over the judicial system and increase 
the fortunes of bureaucrats friendly to 
the regime. These actions, along with 
economic mismanagement, decreased 
support for Cristina Kirchner and 
created a gap – or la grieta – in Argen-
tinian society that the new president 
Mauricio Macri, who took office in 
December 2015, will find challenging 
to close. 

ConsolIdatIng power

Elected in 2003, Néstor Kirchner 
acquired an economy that had de-
faulted only two years prior.  Trust 
in the presidency was weak not only 
because of what happened in the 
economic crisis of 2001 but also be-
cause Néstor himself was relatively 
unknown; in fact, he won the election 
with only 22.2% of the popular vote 
because the runner-up, former pres-
ident Carlos Menem (1990-1998), 
decided to withdraw from the second 
round run-off. 

The Kirchners helped renew the 
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belief that an Argentinian govern-
ment could fight the status quo and 
inspire hope in la patria.3 Almost in-
stantly, their successive governments 
became populist in nature because of 
many issues, including but not lim-
ited to: the confrontational nature 
of foreign policy towards the United 
States, unwavering support for other 
left-leaning regimes, and active state 
intervention within free markets.4  

Their support also increased after le-
galizing same-sex marriage – making 
Argentina the first Latin American 
country to do so – and bringing for-
mer military officers of the military 
junta to justice. 

Undoubtedly, the miraculous 
economic recovery is what gave the 
Kirchners the popular support they 
used to consolidate power further.  
During Mr. Kirchner’s presidency 
(2003-2007), the Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) grew an average of 
9% a year, which included a 52% in-
crease in consumption.5 This helped 
dramatically reduce poverty and un-
employment; much of this growth 
was redistributed to the poorer ech-
elons of society, which is the reason 
the Kirchners still enjoy the support 
of many within the lower class.6 The 
economic boom, which occurred un-
der Néstor’s presidency, fueled the 
Kirchners’ widespread popular sup-
port; it is part of the reason they were 
so successful in consolidating power 
and undermining institutional checks 
and balances.7 During a period of 
spectacular economic performance, it 
was easy to turn a blind eye to institu-

tional tampering and corruption.

InstItutIonal tamperIng

Luigi Manzetti argues that in gov-
ernment, “…[the] more institutional 
checks and balances [that] exist, the 
more confident citizens may be that 
their rulers will use caution in exer-
cising their authority.”8 Certainly, Ar-
gentina has a history of weak checks 
and balances, but the Kirchners cer-
tainly have not improved the situa-
tion.

One major way the Kirchners 
meddled with institutions in Argen-
tina, weakening checks and balanc-
es, was by implicitly suggesting that 
the judiciary branch’s decisions could 
only be enforced if approved by the 
executive.9 The best example of this 
is the Eduardo Sosa and Daniel Per-
alta polemic.  In 1995, while Néstor 
Kirchner was governor of the Santa 
Cruz province, he unconstitutionally 
terminated Eduardo Sosa as attorney 
general of the province.  Sosa fought 
to file charges against Mr. Kirchner to 
no avail, but he did manage to file legal 
charges in 2010 against then-Santa 
Cruz governor Daniel Peralta for not 
reinstating him as attorney general.10  
Not only did the court support Sosa’s 
decision, they also suggested Peralta’s 
removal.  Cristina Kirchner spoke out 
against the court’s decision and pre-
vented Peralta’s removal, demonstrat-
ing the power divide between the ju-
dicial and executive branches. 

A more direct hand in judicial 
tampering was evident in April 2013 
when Cristina Kirchner introduced a 
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reform of the Council of Magistrates 
to make it more “democratic.”11 The 
Council was comprised of members 
who had been elected internally.  The 
new proposals by Cristina Kirch-
ner and her party,12 which controlled 
Congress, called for an increase of 
members to the Council.  More im-
portantly, the Council’s candidates 
would have been proposed by politi-
cal parties and then voted upon by the 
public in general elections.13 Cristi-
na Kirchner claimed that these laws 
would make Argentina more dem-
ocratic since the judicial branch was 
the only branch that did not “reflect 
and represent the people”.14 She fur-
ther argued that “neither judges nor 
lawyers have the preordained right 
to be elected amongst themselves” 
because this would imply a freedom 
from public accountability.15 

Cristina’s critics argued that re-
forming the Council of Magistrates 
was an easier way for the executive 
branch to exert tighter control over 
the one governmental mechanism 
that was buffering her policy: the ju-
diciary.16 Considering that the Frente 
para la Victoria (FpV) and the gen-
eral Peronist coalition had a majority 
in Congress, it would have been easier 
for them to propose candidates friend-
ly to the government and ultimate-
ly stack the court. Argentina already 
ranked 133rd out of 144 countries for 
judicial independence. According to 
Transparency International, these re-
forms would further damage Argenti-
na’s porous rule of law “by concentrat-
ing too much power in the executive,” 

thus making the judicial branch hesi-
tant to hold the government account-
able –  “an essential element of any 
strong system to fight against corrup-
tion”.17 Gabriel Knaul of the United 
Nations (UN) echoes this sentiment 
and adds that this reform “seriously 
compromises the principles of separa-
tion of powers and independence of 
the judiciary, which are fundamental 
elements of any democracy and any 
rule of law.”18  

Although the Supreme Court 
deemed the reforms unconstitution-
al, the damage was already inflicted.  
The populist nature of these reforms, 
along with Cristina Kirchner’s fiery 
and combative insistence that they get 
passed, widened the immense societal 
gap. In fact, after this fiasco, Cristina’s 
ratings plummeted to an all-time low 
of 30%.19 In addition, this added to 
the many instances wherein she was 
viewed in a very negative light inter-
nationally, which embarrassed Ar-
gentinians.  The cold tension between 
Kirchner and the Supreme Court 
continued until she left office.

CorruptIon

The presence of corruption in gov-
ernment is extremely detrimental to a 
country because it shatters the trust 
that its citizens hold in their govern-
ment.  Furthermore, it can “discour-
age investments and set in motion a 
pernicious cycle of political alienation 
and distrust.”20 It is very difficult for 
citizens to express vertical account-
ability in a democratic way without 
proper tools within the judicial system 
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to hold government officials account-
able. When vertical accountability 
cannot be expressed in a democratic 
manner, the public cannot trust the 
proper governmental mechanisms to 
hold elected officials accountable for 
their actions. Democracy can deteri-
orate and violence can ensue—a con-
cept not so foreign in Latin America, 
with  Argentina failing to be an ex-
ception.  In 2013, Argentina ranked as 
one of the most corrupt countries in 
a region already notorious for corrup-
tion, and 107th in the world.21 There 
is no significant difference in the cor-
ruption ratings between the Kirchner 
governments and the presidents be-
fore them; nevertheless, corruption 
has been blatant and unchecked un-
der the Kirchner governments.

One of the biggest concerns of 
corruption under the Kirchner man-
date deals with their accumulation of 
wealth from 2003 until present. Spe-
cifically, their wealth increased 1172%, 
from $7 million Argentinian Pesos 
(ARS) in 2003 to ARS$82 million in 
2014.22  Considering the annual pres-
idential salary in Argentina is official-
ly slightly more than USD$100,000,23 

it seems evident that this wealth was 
likely accumulated through illegiti-
mate means, such as embezzlement or 
corruption. Cristina Kirchner alleges 
that their fortune was made through 
“real estate” but neither Argentinians 
nor the international community be-
lieve that.  Even if the Kirchners did 
make their money through real estate, 
it probably was not done convention-
ally.  Banks in Liechtenstein, Switzer-

land, and Luxembourg have raised red 
flags regarding the Kirchners’ bank 
account transactions.24 One piece of 
evidence of note was when the Kirch-
ners got a suspiciously profitable deal 
on a piece of land to be used as a re-
sort in their home province of Santa 
Cruz.  Less than two years later,25 the 
Kirchners sold “part” of this proper-
ty for US$2 million, forty times the 
price of the original purchase for the 
entire property.26 

Many more corruption scandals 
have been uncovered involving the 
Kirchners’ business partners, includ-
ing the discovery of actual suitcases of 
money, and bribes for campaign con-
tributions in 2007. The main theme 
of almost all of the corruption allega-
tions during the Kirchner era is that 
almost nobody has been convicted. 
The only person of note not only to be 
convicted but even to go to trial was 
Felicia Miceli, who has no personal 
ties to the Kirchners, a fact that she 
has adamantly pointed out.27 In other 
words, Miceli finds it suspicious that 
she was the only person to go to trial 
when none of Kirchners’ cronies were 
indicted, despite evidence against 
them.

People who have tried to make for-
mal complaints against the Kirchners 
in court have been silenced, disregard-
ed, or, in the case of Alberto Nisman, 
have wound up dead. This trend first 
became apparent in 2004 when Man-
uel Garrido – the head of the National 
Investigative Prosecutor Office of the 
Public Administration (FNIA) – filed 
six formal complaints to Attorney 
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General Esteban Righi, regarding the 
Kirchner government’s corruption.28 
These allegations involved the afore-
mentioned wealth accumulation, the 
illegal manipulation of key economic 
statistics, and the suspicious contracts 
regarding the management of Argen-
tinian airports, among others.29 Righi, 
a personal friend of Néstor Kirchner, 
dismissed the case. Garrido and the 
FNIA did not relent, however; from 
2005 until 2009, the “FNIA filed over 
one hundred cases of administrative 
irregularities involving senior admin-
istration officials.”30 In the end, Righi 
claimed that the Attorney General’s 
prosecutors “were investigating the 
same matters” and Garrido was forced 
to resign.  Ultimately, the FNIA be-
came a “lame duck investigator”, un-
able to enforce political accountabil-
ity.31 

The recurring lack of horizontal 
accountability regarding corruption 
claims was also noted abroad.  For ex-
ample, a United States embassy cable 
pointed out that “Argentina’s corrup-
tion scandals frequently make a big 
splash at the outset, only to dissipate 
into oblivion due to the languid pace 
of the ‘investigations’ and the endless 
juridical ping-pong to which they are 
submitted.”  The cable further pointed 
out that it takes an average of fourteen 
years to solve a corruption case in Ar-
gentina, “with only fifteen out of the 
750 resulting in convictions.”32 The 
presence of constant impunity in Ar-
gentina made conditions ripe for the 
Kirchners and other political actors 
to continue corrupt and clientelistic 

practices without fears of prosecution.  
The impunity of the Kirchners’ 

corruption has widened la grieta in 
Argentina more than the corrupt acts 
themselves.  Argentinians are accus-
tomed to corruption, but the Kirch-
ners actively impeded the institutions 
in place to hold the government ac-
countable, from the judicial system 
itself, to investigative agencies such 
as the FNIA, to the people who are 
denouncing the government on their 
own.  The Argentinians that support 
the Kirchners argue “innocent until 
proven guilty,” or adopt the saying 
used ubiquitously in Latin America, 
“rouba mas faz” (Portuguese for: they 
rob, but they get things done). Con-
versely, the more educated segment of 
the Argentinian population is fed up 
with the fact that Cristina Kirchner 
has appeared almost invincible in the 
face of the law. 

eConomy

Tampering with the judicial sys-
tem and corruption are both two ma-
jor reasons why la grieta has widened 
in Argentina under Cristina Kirchner, 
but economic failures and misman-
agement in the last few years are the 
biggest reason why Argentinians are 
desperately looking for change.  Ar-
gentina experienced negative GDP 
growth in 2014, fiscal accounts re-
main “in the red,” and unemployment 
continues to rise.33 These economic 
factors are easy to identify. However, 
on a deeper level, Cristina Kirchner 
has tampered with official economic 
statistics, creating uncertainty as to 
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whether inflation statistics are even 
remotely accurate.34 Furthermore, her 
nationalistic economic agenda, which 
features high import taxes and which 
originally benefited soya producers, 
now benefits virtually no one. For 
example, small and large businesses 
struggle to afford imported capital 
against the high taxes and their lame 
duck currency. Meanwhile, the soya 
farmers who originally benefited from 
the commodity boom were alienated 
when Cristina Kirchner imposed a 
soybean export tax in 2008.35  

The Argentinian economy recov-
ered during Néstor Kirchner’s presi-
dency in large part due to the com-
modity boom (2000-2008), and one 
cannot blame the Kirchners for the 
fact that this cycle reversed. However, 
the two can be blamed for the current 
state of the economy because of their 
severe mismanagement, which has ef-
fectively restrained growth opportu-
nity.  Argentina is now a country with 
limited economic maneuverability.  
Heritage Fund’s Economic Freedom 
Index has ranked Argentina 169th in 
the world in terms of economic free-
dom; Cuba and Venezuela are the only 
cases ranked lower in the region.36 

The Heritage Foundation’s Eco-
nomic Index measures ten quantita-
tive and qualitative factors from four 
pillars: rule of law, limited govern-
ment, regulatory efficiency, and open 
markets. The ten factors are graded on 
a scale of one to ten.37 The 2015 index 
rating for Argentina is the worst in its 
history, and has fallen from 52 (out 
of 100) to 44.1 since the 2011 elec-

tion.  This poor rating is due to state 
interference, falsified statistics, an in-
accurate value of the peso, and price 
controls “on almost all goods and ser-
vices.”38 The Heritage Foundation un-
derscores the fact that underreporting 
official inflation statistics encourages 
enterprises to fix prices and wages at 
the inflation rate they believe is accu-
rate, which is unknown to all except 
for those in the inner circle of the gov-
ernment. The Argentinian state regu-
lates everything, from business, to la-
bor, to money and with this increased 
regulation, “efficiency and produc-
tivity growth is sabotaged.”39 These 
many interferences and regulations 
make Argentina one of the least busi-
ness-friendly countries in the world, 
in turn creating a very anti-Kirchner 
sentiment for those who are trying to 
expand their business.  Juan Addesi, a 
small business owner, confirmed this 
in a New York Times interview when 
he argued that he would be “ten times 
better off ” without the restrictions 
and further, that Cristina Kirchner 
leaving office is “the best thing that 
could happen to us.”40

Damián Díaz, the owner of an ad-
vertising firm in Buenos Aires, also 
shared this sentiment; he argued that 
the Kirchners’ restrictive policies even 
limited the entrepreneurial creative 
capacities of Argentinians.  Accord-
ing to Díaz, the macroeconomic en-
vironment that existed between 2003 
and 2007 offered a brief window 
when people could start businesses 
with greater ease.41 However, business 
obstacles are so strong now that in 



SAIS EUROPE JOURNAL OF GLOBAL AFFAIRS

70

2015, Argentina fell to number four 
in innovation among Latin American 
countries.42 In 2012, Argentina was 
ranked number two in Latin America, 
according to the Instituto para el De-
sarrollo Social Argentino (IDESA)’s 
innovation index.  IDESA argues 
that Argentina’s “lack of innovation” 
is not because of individuals’ lack of 
creative capacities but rather the “ob-
stacles to open and close a business, to 
trade with foreign countries, job inse-
curity, tax pressures . . . high inflation 
… and the destruction of the capital 
goods market.”43   In other words, the 
Kirchners’ poor macroeconomic pol-
icies have trickled down to restrict 
the innovative potential of their own 
stock of human capital. This situation 
could cause a new issue in Argentina: 
the brain drain of their most talented 
people.

The Heritage Foundation’s Free-
dom Index describes that “in an eco-
nomically free society, individuals are 
free to work, produce, consume, and 
invest in any way they please.”44 All of 
these things have been compromised, 
particularly during the second term of 
Cristina Kirchner’s presidency.  This 
lack of economic freedoms has en-
couraged people to turn to the under-
ground economy to make ends meet.  
It is because of this negative welfare 
effect that one of Cristina Kirchner’s 
harshest critics, the journalist Juan 
José Llach, argues that beyond the 
countable fiscal debt that she leaves 
behind, Argentina has also been en-
dowed with an uncountable “social 
debt.”45 Since economic prospects are 

so limited and because only a third 
of youth between the ages of 18 and 
25 have a formal salary-paying job, it 
has become more tempting for young 
people to engage in narcotrafficking –  
the seemingly only opportunity where 
real wages are increasing.46 Llach 
writes that “canceling this social debt 
is a colossal task but it’s also feasi-
ble in time.”  Argentinians hope that 
Mauricio Macri can “pay back” the 
fiscal and social debts and help close 
the societal and economic fissure that 
Cristina Kirchner created through her 
policies.47

ConClusIon

On December 10th, 2015, Cris-
tina Kirchner left behind one of the 
most polarized legacies in the recent 
history of Latin America. Many in 
the lower class, who see her as a res-
urrection of Eva Perón, continue to 
give her unwavering support. Cristina 
and Néstor helped the economy’s re-
covery only one year after the humil-
iating economic crisis of 2001-2002.  
While half of the population sees her 
as a savior, the other half sees her as 
a corrupt, populist politician whose 
short-sighted economic policies and 
poor management of the country left 
it on the tipping point of another cri-
sis. The Kirchners’ controlling, consol-
idating politics almost seemed to have 
a negative correlation on cohesion in 
society – the more they pushed on 
consolidating power with their popu-
list rhetoric, the wider the polarity in 
society. Why is this the case?  Why did 
Néstor and Cristina Kirchner leave 
behind a divided society rather than 
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a consolidated one, which seemed to 
always be the aim of kirchnerismo?

This paper has argued that Ar-
gentina’s grieta has grown because of 
institutional tampering in the judi-
ciary, corruption and the presence of 
impunity, and the debilitated state 
of the economy combined with the 
Kirchners’ mismanagement of it.  The 
Kirchners continuously attempted to 
undermine checks and balances by 
sabotaging the independence of the 
judicial branch, an essential com-
ponent in horizontal accountability.  
They successfully hindered or silenced 
the institutions that held the power to 
hold them accountable for corruption, 
effectively committing a direct assault 
on the rule of law.  Finally, when the 
economy began slowing down after 
the commodity market bust, Cristina 
Kirchner managed the economy in 
a way that not only exacerbated the 
economic downturn, but also limited 
growth opportunity, leaving behind 
an economy that – without careful, 
proper management reform – was on 
the cusp of another crisis. 

The importance of la grieta was 
best epitomized during the 2015 
elections. Voters who chose Mauri-
cio Macri of the Republican Propos-
al party (PRO), selected a complete 
separation from kirchnerismo politics, 
while those who chose Daniel Scio-
li of the FpV, endorsed its continua-
tion.  The results of the run-off served 
as empirical evidence for Argentina’s 
polarized society: Mauricio Macri 
won 51.4% of the votes compared to 
Daniel Scioli’s 48.6%.48  

In one of Mauricio Macri’s most 
famous political advertisements, he 
characterized present-day Argentina 
as “La Argentina de ‘O’” (The Argenti-
na of “Or”) – rich or poor, Kirchneris-
tas or anti-Kirchneristas, proclaiming 
that “they say everything is going well, 
or they say everything is going bad.”  
This is the type of Argentina that 
further separates Argentinians and 
the one that holds back progress. He 
proposed “La Argentina de ‘Y’” (The 
Argentina of “And”) as the one need-
ed “to be able to live better and to be 
united.”49 The Kirchners left behind a 
societal rift, or grieta, that will be diffi-
cult to close.  Perhaps Macri’s promise 
of an “Argentina de Y” will help close 
it. 
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Succeeding with Security Sector Reform: 
How Important is Local Ownership? 

Karina Asbjørnsen

Externally supported Security Sector Reform (SSR) has developed into a key component of 
international peacebuilding agendas, but the outcomes have been mixed so far. This article 
examines the importance of local ownership in determining SSR results. Looking at the 
cases of Sierra Leone, Liberia, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo, it argues that 
executive commitment to reform is the minimum requirement to accomplish satisfactory 
technical results. To achieve the political goals of SSR, a more comprehensive involvement 
of local actors is necessary. External actors should therefore carefully consider whether the 
political situation is ripe before committing resources to SSR processes. 

IntroduCtIon

Ensuring sustained peace and de-
velopment in fragile or failed states 
emerging from violent conflict is a 
difficult task. Yet, it is one of the main 

challenges facing the international 
community today. Because the securi-
ty institutions in conflict-ridden coun-
tries are often contributing to conflict 
rather than preventing it, Security 
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Sector Reform (SSR) has developed 
into a key component of internation-
al peacebuilding agendas.1 In general, 
the aim of SSR is to increase states’ 
ability to meet the security needs of 
their societies in a manner consistent 
with democratic norms and principles 
of governance, transparency, and the 
rule of law. 2

However, the results of externally 
supported SSR processes have been 
varied. A key reason why successful 
SSR has been difficult to accomplish 
is that security reforms touch upon 
the very existence of a state and its 
monopoly of violence, and thus con-
cern the most sensitive area of public 
policy. 3 As such, external interference 
is especially delicate and may create 
tensions between foreign powers and 
local governments if their objectives 
differ. If the external support is per-
ceived to undermine local authority 
and priorities, this may have conse-
quences for both the implementation 
of SSR, the probability of success, and 
the reform’s sustainability.  

In this article, I will examine the 
importance of local ownership in SSR 
by comparing the approaches to re-
form and the results achieved in Si-
erra Leone, Liberia, and the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). 
Inspired by the approach taken by 
Kühne and Pietz and Carlowitz in 
their work on local ownership in 
peacebuilding, I will evaluate the lo-
cal ownership attained in each of the 
three cases by looking at the timing, 
degree and type of involvement.4 The 
goal is to shed light on how varying 

levels of ownership affect reform out-
comes, and how comprehensive the 
involvement of local actors needs to 
be for reforms to succeed.  

This article finds that while com-
prehensive ownership was secured in 
Sierra Leone, only executive commit-
ment was attained in Liberia. In the 
DRC, the external actors have not 
succeeded in ensuring local owner-
ship at all. I argue that the executive 
commitment in Liberia portrays the 
minimum level of local ownership 
necessary to achieve satisfactory tech-
nical results, although a more com-
prehensive involvement of local ac-
tors may be necessary to accomplish 
the political goals of SSR. Because 
SSR requires significant changes in 
political culture and power relations, 
I sustain that it is a waste of money 
to embark on reform if the national 
government is not committed to sup-
porting it. Several other factors affect 
the outcome of SSR processes, but top 
government officials acting as spoilers 
are a deal breaker for reform, as seen 
in the DRC. This conclusion implies 
that external partners should get SSR 
programs up and running as quickly 
as possible if the political situation is 
ripe, but spend their dollars elsewhere 
if not.

seCurIty seCtor reform: a teCh-
nICal and polItICal proCess 

SSR was introduced in the 1990s 
as a holistic approach to reforming 
security governance, enabled by the 
lifting of political constraints on se-
curity-related assistance after the 
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Cold War. Western donors used this 
opening to go beyond classical mili-
tary aid and expand their involvement 
from training armies to establishing 
systems for democratic governance, 
oversight, and accountability in the 
security sector. The security sector is 
here understood to encompass “all the 
organizations that have the authority 
to use, or order the use of, force in or-
der to protect communities, individ-
uals, and the state.”5 Though SSR is 
relevant in other contexts, it is usually 
initiated as part of post-conflict re-
construction and/or transition to de-
mocracy.6 

The concept of SSR is grounded in 
a broad understanding of security, en-
compassing not only territorial integ-
rity and state security but also secu-
rity for individuals and communities. 
It can be described as a human rights 
approach to security issues, emphasiz-
ing the right of every citizen to a safe 
environment. The United Nations Se-
curity Council has affirmed that SSR 
should aim at consolidating peace and 
stability, promoting poverty reduc-
tion, rule of law and good governance, 
extending legitimate state authority, 
and preventing countries from relaps-
ing into conflict.7 In other words, SSR 
aims to achieve both technical and 
political goals. 

Herbert Wulf divides SSR objec-
tives into four broad areas: the politi-
cal dimension of ensuring democratic 
and civilian oversight, the economic 
dimension concerning the allocation 
of resources for security purposes, the 
social dimension of guaranteeing the 

security of all citizens, and the institu-
tional dimension of establishing func-
tioning institutions that can fulfill 
their duties. This complexity explains 
why SSR has proven so difficult – it is 
not only a technical matter of restruc-
turing and training security forces but 
also a process of altering cultures, atti-
tudes, and behaviors. It is an inherent-
ly political undertaking that involves 
changing power structures and thus 
creating winners and losers among the 
stakeholders.8 This realization has led 
many actors to stress the necessity of 
local control over the reform process. 
Reflecting this notion, the OECD 
countries have agreed on making the 
development of local ownership a 
main objective of SSR, and stated that 
reforms should be “people-centered 
and locally-owned.”9 

There are both normative and 
practical reasons why the timing, de-
gree, and type of local ownership in 
SSR are important. First of all, the UN 
Charter and other international legal 
documents stipulate the legal right 
to self-determination and the prin-
ciple of national sovereignty.  Even 
under a Chapter VII intervention, 
unless there is an executive mandate, 
self-determination and sovereignty 
continue to be important guidelines 
for all international action.  Further-
more, peacebuilding efforts often fail 
because planning and implementation 
occurs without sufficient local knowl-
edge and respect for local structures.10 
And finally, local ownership and ca-
pacity is crucial for the sustainability 
of reforms, as locals must be commit-



SAIS EUROPE JOURNAL OF GLOBAL AFFAIRS

78

ted to their continuation when exter-
nal actors leave.11  Through the case 
studies, I will further illustrate how 
the level of involvement of local actors 
can affect SSR results.

dIfferenCes In approaChes and  
results: sIerra leone, lIBerIa, 
and the drC 

Sierra Leone’s civil war started 
in 1991 and lasted for more than 10 
years. When the war finally ended 
in 2002, the country embarked on a 
comprehensive SSR process with as-
sistance from the United Kingdom 
and the UN. The state’s infrastructure 
was dysfunctional after the conflict, its 
control over the territory was incom-
plete and trust in the security forces 
was low. Although SSR started as a 
top-to-bottom process led mainly by 
UK officials, Peter Albrecht and Paul 
Jackson find that local ownership was 
extended significantly over time as 
the international mission handed over 
more responsibility to national gov-
ernment officials. Technical experts 
managed to transition from being im-
plementers to advisers, and from 2006 
onwards, civil society involvement in-
creased in a comprehensive manner.  
Moreover, members of civil society 
gained important oversight roles on 
Local Policing Partnership Boards 
and District Security Committees.12

Today, surveys show that the 
armed forces and police in Sierra Le-
one are no longer considered a secu-
rity threat and enjoy higher levels of 
trust in the population.13 Although 
crime levels are worrying and corrup-

tion remains a problem, the SSR pro-
cess is perceived to have been relative-
ly successful. Albrecht and Jackson 
contribute the success largely to the 
leadership by a core of Sierra Leonean 
government officials, who provided 
a powerful consensus for reform and 
sustained the SSR effort over an ex-
tended period. Although other strate-
gic and technical decisions are likely 
to have influenced the outcome, the 
case shows how local ownership can 
be important for SSR even when the 
government is very weak. 

The approach taken in Liberia 
differs significantly from that taken 
in Sierra Leone. After two civil wars 
lasting for a total of 14 years, the Ac-
cra Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
(CPA) was signed in 2003. While the 
Lomé Accord gave the Sierra Leo-
nean government the formal respon-
sibility for the SSR process, the CPA 
granted the Unites States a lead role 
in military reform. The UN Mission 
in Liberia (UNMIL) was responsible 
for reform of the police and justice 
sectors. The US government decided 
to outsource the task of reconstructing 
the Armed Forces of Liberia (AFL) 
to the private military companies 
DynCorp International and Pacific 
Architects and Engineers Inc.14 This 
approach proved to be problematic in 
several ways.

To commence, allowing the US to 
take the lead in such a key area of SSR 
meant that a foreign government was 
making important decisions about 
another state’s future security capa-
bilities. For example, the US and Dy-
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nCorp decided that the AFL was to 
be created from scratch and limited to 
2000 soldiers, neither of which was the 
Liberian government’s initial plan.15  

Moreover, the extensive involvement 
of private military contractors had se-
rious consequences for accountability 
and transparency. For instance, Dyn-
Corp refused to report to the Liberian 
parliament, citing its contractual ob-
ligations to the US State department. 
The dominance of external actors led 
both Liberian government officials 
and civil society groups to criticize the 
reform process for lack of local own-
ership.16 

Interestingly, even though the Li-
berian approach was less comprehen-
sive in its degree, timing, and type of 
local ownership than that of Sierra 
Leone, the results are quite similar. 
Surveys in Liberia find equal im-
provements in the public perception 
of the security forces, and the new 
AFL is now declared fully operation-
al.17 A key reason behind the similar 
results may be the common denom-
inator: executive commitment. The 
reforms in Liberia gained speed af-
ter the inauguration of President El-
len Johnson Sirleaf in January 2006.  
Sirleaf invested the country in the 
US led reconstruction efforts from 
the beginning.18 Similarly, the strong 
ownership by key public officials has 
been cited as a key reason for success 
in Sierra Leone.19

The level of executive commitment 
to SSR in Liberia and Sierra Leone 
stands in stark contrast to the expe-
rience in the DRC. After the Second 

Congo War officially ended in 2003, 
international donors have invested 
large resources in attempts on SSR. 
However, the national authorities have 
resisted these efforts and provided no 
overall leadership.20 Judging by the 
situation today, it seems that this lack 
of executive commitment may have 
been crucial for the reform outcome. 
Progress has been limited at best; 
Congolese security forces continue to 
pose a considerable threat to the ci-
vilian population and the state rests 
unable to control its territory.21 Pres-
ident Kabila’s government continues 
to be unwilling to change the power 
structures in the country. Thus, reform 
remains donor-driven and piecemeal 
with loosely connected activities, not 
resulting in the necessary structural or 
behavioral change.22 Further compli-
cating reform, the external actors have 
been uncoordinated and incoherent, 
making them less effective in putting 
pressure on Kabila’s government. 

ssr and loCal ownershIp: what 
Can we learn from the Cases? 

The cases of Sierra Leone, Liberia, 
and the DRC highlight several issues 
concerning SSR and local ownership 
that are worth discussing further. It 
is necessary to realize that local ac-
tors do not constitute a homogeneous 
group, and it is clear from the cases 
that there is no coherent donor ap-
proach regarding which actors to in-
clude in the process. Therefore, which 
type of involvement is necessary for 
SSR to succeed? 

When considering this question, 
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it may be useful to look separately at 
the achievement of the technical and 
political goals of SSR. The case of Li-
beria shows that it is possible to create 
functioning security forces with only 
executive commitment to reform, but 
the political objectives of SSR may 
have been sacrificed along the way. In 
fact, Desiré Nilsson and Mimmi Sö-
derberg Kovacs find that Liberia still 
lacks effective democratic oversight 
mechanisms in the security sector to-
day. This is logical, as one would not 
expect a parliament that was excluded 
from the reform process to suddenly 
fulfill its duties.  If one is subscribing 
to the OECD definition of SSR stat-
ed in the introduction to this article, 
solely achieving technical goals is not 
enough for reforms to be considered 
successful. Involving a broader spec-
trum of relevant political and civil so-
ciety actors is necessary to make prog-
ress on democratic accountability and 
transparency. 

In the DRC, where no local own-
ership has been attained, reform has 
failed to achieve neither technical 
nor political goals. The case shows 
clearly how it is futile to embark on 
SSR without a minimum of executive 
commitment. Every peacebuilding 
mission will need to deal with spoilers 
in an effective manner. But when the 
spoilers include top government offi-
cials, the international mission risks 
not only to be undermined but also to 
secure more power for actors who will 
not contribute to sustainable peace.23   
In this case, donors may experience a 
transition dilemma, having to choose 

between operating without local own-
ership or involving the very power 
structures that caused the conflict in 
the first place. One can argue that it 
is always better to do something than 
nothing, but in the case of the DRC, 
the scarce resources available may have 
been better spent on other causes.

First of all, the DRC experience 
shows how important it is to engage 
in SSR when the political situation 
is ripe, meaning that at least execu-
tive commitment to reform is pres-
ent. Commitment may come from a 
sincere interest on behalf of the gov-
ernment or from a desperate need for 
tapping into donor money. In both Si-
erra Leone and Liberia, the post-war 
governments had little choice but to 
work with their Western partners. The 
fact that several administrative func-
tions had ceased to exist also meant 
that there was less frictional resistance 
within the bureaucracy. In the DRC 
the situation is different, with no clear 
military victory ending the war and a 
government that is able to play do-
nors off against each other due to the 
presence of actors such as China and 
South Africa.24 When the political 
situation is ripe, donors need to push 
for reform quickly to succeed.  How-
ever, without executive commitment, 
it may be wiser to wait for a window 
of opportunity. 

Secondly, not only the timing of 
reforms but also the timing of lo-
cal involvement must be right. Like 
other peacebuilding measures, SSR 
is a dynamic process in which factors 
change over time. The correct degree 
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and type of local responsibility at one 
point in the process may not be ben-
eficial at another time. For example, 
in the case of Sierra Leone, UK offi-
cials found themselves having to take 
the lead on reforms immediately after 
the war, simply because the national 
government was not functioning.25  

As described above, however, the in-
ternational mission could hand over 
responsibility progressively. This was 
not the case in Liberia, where much 
criticism originated from the US con-
trolling the process for too long.26

Thirdly, the successful transfer of 
responsibility is closely linked to the 
issue of sustainability. Lack of sustain-
ability in peacebuilding efforts is one 
of the key problems resulting from 
lack of local ownership.27 Adedeji Ebo 
argues that the process must be driven 
by local actors to ensure the new se-
curity structures’ legitimacy in the fu-
ture. Donors may experience an intru-
siveness dilemma, as overly intrusive 
decision-making by external actors 
tends to alienate local stakeholders, 
while less intrusive measures may not 
suffice to improve the situation.28 The 
case of Liberia illustrates the tenden-
cy to posit a tension between efficient 
implementation and local ownership, 
and it will be interesting to see how 
sustainable reforms are in the long 
run. Either way, hurrying too much to 
achieve short-term goals may damage 
the long-term success of SSR. 

Lastly, one may ask if it is possi-
ble to achieve improved democrat-
ic accountability in a security sector 
without a process characterized by 

democratic accountability. If SSR 
is supposed to be a new and holistic 
approach to reforming security gover-
nance, donors must be willing to op-
erate differently than they did in the 
era of classical military aid. This does 
not mean that international concerns 
and priorities are not relevant, but 
these will not be realized if SSR is un-
sustainable. If donors operate without 
legitimacy, any results achieved may 
be short lived. As such, external actors 
must manage to set a good example by 
adhering to the values for which they 
themselves advocate.

ConClusIons 
In sum, local ownership in SSR 

processes is not simple, but it is im-
portant. The case analysis in this arti-
cle has shown how executive commit-
ment is the minimum amount of local 
ownership necessary to achieve the 
technical goal of creating functioning 
security forces. If dominant political 
elites are set on obstructing reforms, 
resources spent on SSR are likely to 
be wasted. Furthermore, I argue that 
a more comprehensive involvement 
of local actors, such as parliamentary 
bodies and relevant civil society rep-
resentatives, is necessary to realize the 
political goals of SSR – democratic 
governance, oversight, and account-
ability in the security sector. It may 
not always be possible to attain com-
prehensive ownership immediately, 
but both normative and legal rea-
sons should motivate external actors 
to hand over responsibility gradually 
as soon as the situation allows for it. 
Otherwise, both the reform outcome 
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and sustainability may be at risk if the 
process is perceived as illegitimate. 

This article is not arguing that lo-
cal ownership is the only factor de-
termining the success of SSR. Other 
variables, including the strategy cho-
sen for reconstruction and training 
of the armed forces and police, the 
resources available, and the initial se-
curity situation clearly play important 
roles. Nevertheless, this article has 
shed light on how and why the pres-
ence or lack of local ownership creates 
a tipping point determining whether 
or not reforms will succeed. As the re-
lationship between local and external 
actors remains one of the most diffi-
cult aspects of SSR, it is essential to 
improve policy and practice to ensure 
stability in the world’s conflict-rid-
den states and avoid wasting scarce 
resources on unsuccessful and unsus-
tainable reforms. 
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Political Leadership in Lebanon and the 
Jumblatt Phenomenon: 
Tipping the Scales of Lebanese Politics

Sebastian Gerlach

For observers and scholars of contemporary Lebanese politics, an understanding of 
Lebanon’s complex political dynamics is hardly possible without a thorough analysis of the 
role of Walid Jumblatt, the leader of the country’s Druze community. Notwithstanding his 
sect’s marginal size, Jumblatt has for almost four decades greatly determined the course of 
domestic developments. Particularly between 2000 and 2013, the Druze leader developed 
into a local kingmaker through his repeated switch in affiliations between Lebanon’s pro- 
and anti-Syrian coalitions. This study argues that Jumblatt’s political behavior during this 
important period in recent Lebanese history was driven by his determination to ensure the 
political survival of his Druze minority community. Moreover, it highlights that Jumblatt’s 
ongoing command over the community, which appears to be impressive given his frequent 
political realignments, stems from his position as the dominating, traditional Druze za’im 
and because the minority community recognized his political maneuvering as the best mean 
to provide the Druze with relevance in Lebanon’s political arena.
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IntroduCtIon

For observers and scholars of con-
temporary Lebanese politics, a thor-
ough understanding of the country’s 
complex political dynamics is hardly 
possible without analyzing the role of 
Walid Jumblatt, the leader of Leba-
non’s Druze community. Indeed, Jum-
blatt has, despite the marginal size 
of his sect, for almost four decades 
played a pivotal role in the political 
arena of Lebanon. Widely considered 
the kingmaker in Lebanese politics,1 

Jumblatt particularly influenced the 
course of domestic politics between 
2000 and 2013 by repeatedly switch-
ing affiliations between the opposing 
pro-Syrian and anti-Syrian coalitions 
in Lebanon. More precisely, Jum-
blatt went from a being a close ally of 
the Syrian regime during the 1990s 
to the figurehead of the anti-Syrian 
March-14 movement following the 
assassination of late Prime Minister 
Rafik Hariri in February 2005. There-
after, in 2009, he unexpectedly recon-
ciled with Damascus and enabled the 
formation of a pro-Syrian government 
in 2011. In 2013, he changed camps 
yet again and ever since has been a vo-
cal critic of the Assad regime and its 
allies in Lebanon.

Considering the pro-Syrian and 
anti-Syrian camps’ fundamental dif-
ferences in outlook regarding the fu-
ture of Lebanon, it stands out that 
the Druze sect, Jumblatt’s sole power 
base, obediently followed his political 
U-turns. This may seem surprising, 
because Lebanon’s history abounds 
with political and communal leaders 

who failed to preserve their follower-
ship after altering their political ori-
entation.2 In this respect, it is even 
more puzzling that Jumblatt was able 
to maintain the support of his Druze 
community, known for its nega-
tive attitudes towards the prominent 
Shi’ite- March-8 member Hezbollah, 
when reconciling with the pro-Syrian 
forces in 2009 and enabling the estab-
lishment of a pro-Syrian government 
in 2011. 

Yet academia has so far paid little 
attention to the Druze za’im (lead-
er) and his maneuvering in Leba-
nese politics. While some scholars 
have published narrative accounts of 
Jumblatt’s personal background and 
environment,3 analytical work on his 
political actions is rare and perspec-
tives on his leadership patterns are 
practically non-existent.4 This pa-
per offers a contribution to both the 
studies of Walid Jumblatt and broader 
contemporary Lebanese politics. Ex-
amining the greater period from 2000 
until 2013, and particularly Jumblatt’s 
reconciliation with the pro-Syrian 
camp in 2009, it seeks to understand 
why Jumblatt repeatedly switched 
affiliations between the opposing 
pro-Syrian and anti-Syrian coalitions. 
Moreover, it aims to identify how the 
Druze chieftain was able to maintain 
political legitimacy among his Druze 
followers while doing so.

The argument of this analysis is 
twofold. First, it is contended that 
Walid Jumblatt’s decisions to change 
political camps were informed by his 
determination to ensure the political 
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survival of his Druze minority com-
munity. Second, the Druze followed 
Jumblatt both due to his command 
over the community as the domi-
nating, traditional Druze za’im and 
because they recognized his political 
maneuvering as the best mean to pro-
vide the minority community with 
relevance in Lebanon’s political arena.

This analysis has two central im-
plications that are important for the 
studies of Lebanese politics. As a 
contribution to understanding Walid 
Jumblatt and his leadership, it helps 
to comprehend the unparalleled role 
the Druze za’im has played in Leb-
anon’s political arena for almost four 
decades. Accordingly, the analysis of 
this paper may also help predict future 
developments in Lebanese politics, 
with particular reference to the Druze 
community. Moreover, following up 
on the observation of Marvan Ro-
wayheb, that “there are few good an-
alytical studies on individual political 
leaders in Lebanon,”5 this analysis is 
a contribution to understanding lead-
ership in Lebanese politics in general. 
Hence, it adds to the comprehension 
of the political culture of a country 
whose politics are largely shaped by 
individual political figures. 

This paper proceeds in four main 
parts. It will begin by briefly sketching 
defining characteristics of Lebanon’s 
history and politics. Next, it will con-
duct a synopsis on the Druze sect in 
Lebanon until the Lebanese civil war 
and provide an overview on Walid 
Jumblatt’s early years as Druze za’im. 
Then, the paper will analyze Jum-

blatt’s leadership style during the pe-
riod of 2000 until 2013. Lastly, it will 
conclude with a prognosis concerning 
Jumblatt’s possible future political 
maneuvering, particularly in terms of 
adapting to changing conditions in 
neighboring Syria. 

a dIvIded natIon: leBanon’s  Con-
temporary hIstory and polItICs 

Modern Lebanon and its con-
troversial sectarian political system 
stem from the reorganization of the 
Middle East after World War I. As 
part of the French Mandate for Syr-
ia and the Lebanon, the Lebanese 
nation came into being as an artifi-
cial political entity carved out of the 
Levantine region. Eager to apply di-
vide-and-rule politics in order to fa-
cilitate control over its dominion,6 the 
French mandate conceived Lebanon 
as a multi-sectarian nation and im-
plemented a confessional political and 
bureaucratic system designed to give 
each of Lebanon’s sects a proportional 
share of influence in the new state.7 
However, in a bid to favor its longtime 
regional protégés, France ensured dis-
proportionate Christian control over 
the state at the expense of all other 
confessions. In so doing, French pol-
icies not only institutionalized segre-
gation between Lebanon’s sects and 
established a political structure that 
was inherently divisive, but also cre-
ated a highly uneven power balance 
which marginalized major communi-
ties within the nascent state.8

The flawed sectarian system in-
duced critical tensions among the 
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Lebanese and eventually plunged the 
country into a vicious civil war in the 
1970s and 1980s. After gaining inde-
pendence in 1943, the Lebanese po-
litical establishment agreed on main-
taining the French-imposed sectarian 
state.9 However, domestic and region-
al developments of the 1950s and 
1960s, including a growing Muslim 
population and the influx of Palestin-
ians into Lebanon, put an increasing 
strain on the confessional system and 
weakened the Lebanese state. As a re-
sult, mounting sectarian tensions es-
calated and led to the outbreak of a 15 
year-long civil war in 1975. While this 
conflict was, from a domestic perspec-
tive, predominantly characterized by 
Christian-Muslim competition over 
control of the state, it was also marked 
by Lebanon’s emergence as a primary 
décor for regional power politics. In 
particular, the country’s rival neigh-
boring states of Israel and Syria faced 
off against each other in the Lebanese 
arena and supporting opposing Leba-
nese factions intervened heavily in the 
conflict. Over the course of the war, 
the Israel-supported Christian war-
ring parties were increasingly put on 
the defensive whilst Syria and its local 
allies, first and foremost the Lebanese 
Shi’ites, gradually gained the upper 
hand and finally took hold of Leba-
non in 1990.10 

Lebanon thus came under Syri-
an tutelage during the 1990s. While 
the resolution of the civil war saw the 
implementation of an adjusted sec-
tarian power-sharing formula aimed 
at creating a more balanced politi-

cal system,11 the Lebanese were not 
able to truly determine their own fate 
following the war. Rather, Syrian oc-
cupation turned the country into a 
de-facto protectorate. Masterminding 
Lebanon’s domestic politics, Damas-
cus began to brutally suppress any 
opposition to its rule but also allowed 
handpicked allies, most importantly 
the Shi’ite parties Amal and Hezbol-
lah, Sunni leader Rafik Hariri, and 
Druze Walid Jumblatt, to extend their 
power bases and profit from the re-
construction of Lebanon.12 

However, in 2005, Syria was 
forced to withdraw from Lebanon. In 
the early 2000s, domestic resistance 
to Syrian influence gained momen-
tum as the new Syrian ruler, Bashar 
al-Assad, began to alienate Rafik 
Hariri and Walid Jumblatt. At the 
same time, mostly due to U.S. foreign 
policy changes, international pressure 
on Damascus to terminate control 
over Lebanese politics intensified. 
In February 2005, tensions escalat-
ed when then-Prime Minister Rafik 
Hariri was assassinated in a bombing 
allegedly orchestrated by the Syrian 
regime. Consequentially, following 
massive popular demonstrations, Syr-
ia was pressured to withdraw from 
Lebanon.13 

Despite this development, Leba-
non was not yet able to escape the clout 
of its powerful neighbor. Against the 
backdrop of the Syrian question, Leb-
anese society and politics split into 
two opposing camps: the pro-Syrian, 
Shi’a-controlled March-8 coalition 
and the anti-Syrian March-14 alli-
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ance, led by the Sunni Future Move-
ment and Walid Jumblatt.14 As ten-
sions between the two blocs increased, 
the domestic power balance tipped in 
favor of the pro-Syrian elements in 
the late 2000s. Though the March-14 
movement won the national elections 
of 2005 and dominated the govern-
ment, it proved incapable of imple-
menting the political changes neces-
sary to distance Lebanon from Syrian 
interference. Especially Hezbollah, 
with its strong military wing, contin-
ued to act as a state-within-a-state. 
Attempts to diminish the influence 
of the Shi’ite party eventually result-
ed in a ‘mini civil war’ in May 2008, 
when Hezbollah occupied Beirut and 
induced the collapse of the March-14 
government.15 

Following the 2008 Beirut clashes, 
the March-14 project collapsed. Since 
shifts in the international political 
landscape had removed pressure on 
Syria to stop interfering in Lebanese 
affairs, the anti-Syrian forces were 
marginalized. This setback became 
evident with the formation of a na-
tional unity government in July 2008. 
In fact, the construction of this gov-
ernment accorded official veto power 
over Lebanese politics to the March-8 
camp. Moreover, in July 2009, Walid 
Jumblatt’s surprise defection from 
the March-14 alliance dealt a critical 
blow to the anti-Syrian movement. 
The defeat of March-14 was made fi-
nal when the Druze chieftain enabled 
the formation of a March-8 govern-
ment in 2011.16

Since then, the Syrian civil war 

and regional competition between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran have continued 
to re-shuffle the cards in Lebanon. In 
2013, the March-8 government col-
lapsed and was replaced by another 
national unity government that stayed 
in power until December 2016. Today, 
Lebanon suffers first and foremost 
from sectarian strife between Sunnis 
and Shi’ites whereby the impacts of 
the latest political developments re-
main to be seen.17

the druze of leBanon and kamal 
JumBlatt 

The Lebanese Druze faced a diffi-
cult integration into the newly created 
Lebanon after World War I. In gen-
eral, the Druze are an ethnoreligious 
minority in the Middle East which 
primarily lives in contemporary Is-
rael, Syria, and Lebanon.18 Residents 
of Mount Lebanon since the Middle 
Ages, the Druze community of mod-
ern Lebanon had traditionally been the 
dominant force in the poorly accessi-
ble mountainous region. However, in 
the 19th century, increasing clan rival-
ries among the Druze and a mounting 
conflict with Mount Lebanon’s grow-
ing Maronite community led to a de-
cline in Druze power. Most impor-
tantly, the French-backed Christian 
victory in the Maronite-Druze civil 
war of 1860 resulted in the collapse of 
the formerly dominant Druze feudal 
system and paved the way for Chris-
tian domination over Mount Leba-
non.19 As a result, after the creation of 
modern Lebanon in 1920, the Druze 
were politically marginalized, and the 
newly implemented sectarian system 
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allowed the former lords of Mount 
Lebanon only minimal political influ-
ence.20

Nevertheless, during the first de-
cades following Lebanon’s indepen-
dence, the Druze were able to regain 
political prestige under the leadership 
of Kamal Jumblatt. An Arab national-
ist and stout supporter of the Palestin-
ian cause, Kamal Jumblatt criticized 
the overwhelmingly pro-Western 
outlook of the Maronite-Christian 
elites and disdained the flawed sectar-
ian system. Thus, as the founder of the 
officially secular – yet mostly Druze – 
Progressive Socialist Party (PSP),21 he 
gradually emerged as the most signif-
icant Lebanese opposition leader to 
the ruling Maronite establishment.22 

The beginning of the Lebanese 
civil war marked both the heyday 
and end of Kamal Jumblatt’s power. 
By the 1970s, Jumblatt had not only 
become the dominating figure of the 
Lebanese Druze, marginalizing other 
clans,23 but he had also built an im-
pressive power base that comprised 
leftist-Christian, Lebanese-Mus-
lim, and Palestinian elements. After 
the outbreak of civil strife in 1975, 
which initially pitted Jumblatt’s left-
ist, pan-Arab coalition against the 
Maronite-Christian front, the chief-
tain quickly gained the upper hand. 
Yet, while Damascus had previously 
supported Jumblatt to counterbal-
ance the pro-Western Maronites, his 
growing dominance posed a threat to 
Syria’s own political agenda. Hence, in 
1976, Syria intervened in Lebanon on 
behalf of the Christian establishment 

and soon contained Jumblatt. Facing 
military defeat and both interna-
tional and domestic isolation, Kamal 
was eventually assassinated in March 
1977 and the Druze revival abruptly 
stopped.24

the leBanese CIvIl war, the       
asCent of walId JumBlatt, and 
the druze-syrIan allIanCe

Born in 1949 as Kamal Jumblatt’s 
only son, Walid Jumblatt belongs to 
a prominent Druze dynasty. Origi-
nally hailing from the Aleppo region 
in northern Syria, the Jumblatt-clan 
emigrated to Mount Lebanon in the 
17th century and began to play an 
active role in communal politics only 
shortly thereafter. During the in-
ner-Druze conflict for supremacy of 
the 18th and early 19th century, the 
Jumblatts emerged together with the 
rival Yazbaki-clan at the forefront of 
Druze political life and became an 
influential force in Mount Lebanon. 
Although the general decline of the 
Druze community after 1860 also di-
minished the Jumblatt’s importance 
in modern Lebanon, Kamal Jumblatt 
helped keep the dynasty at the fore-
front of domestic politics. Interesting-
ly, during his youth in the 1960s and 
1970s, Walid was not interested in 
participating in his father’s activism. 
Educated at the American Universi-
ty of Beirut (AUB), Walid refrained 
from any political involvement. Rath-
er, he worked as a journalist at the fa-
mous Lebanon leftist daily An-Nahar 
and was known for being a playboy 
who frequently broke with Druze 
tradition, for example by marrying a 
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non-Druze woman.25

Nevertheless, following his father’s 
assassination in 1977, Walid Jumblatt 
became the primary chieftain of the 
Lebanese Druze community and was 
forced to navigate the Lebanese Druze 
through the turmoil of the civil war. 
The prominence of the Jumblatt-clan 
and Kamal Jumblatt’s standing among 
the Druze provided Walid with initial 
legitimacy in the community.26 How-
ever, his position became more com-
plicated as the young za’im faced in-
creasing sectarian conflict during the 
1980s. When Israel invaded Lebanon 
in 1982, allied Christian-Maronite 
militias moved into traditionally 
Druze-held territories south of Bei-
rut and intended to expel the Druze 
from their ancestral homeland. In 
response to this threat to the Druze 
community’s very existence, Jumblatt 
launched an all-out campaign against 
the Christian militias following Isra-
el’s sudden withdrawal from Lebanon 
in 1983. During this conflict, the so-
called Mountain War, lasting from 
1983 until 1984, Jumblatt’s forces 
drove the Christians out of the Druze 
heartland and the young chieftain 
gained a decisive victory.27

The outcome of the Mountain War 
not only preserved the Druze but also 
contributed crucially to Jumblatt’s 
communal standing, making him the 
uncontested leader of the Druze mi-
nority. Firstly, Jumblatt’s authority 
went unquestioned as the credibility 
of the rival Arslan-clan, which had 
become the dominating family of the 
Yazbaki, was undermined given their 

long-term collusion with Maronite 
elites.28 Moreover, the Mountain War 
had elevated Jumblatt’s PSP as the 
main defender of the Druze and en-
shrined the party as the primary polit-
ical voice of the community.29 In this 
respect, due to the de-facto disappear-
ance of Lebanese state authority over 
the Druze regions during the civil 
war, Jumblatt began to use the PSP to 
oversee the fiefdom’s administration 
and established a sophisticated, feudal 
patronage network which, from then 
on, would serve as the foundation of 
his communal power.30

Jumblatt further secured his politi-
cal role in the Lebanese arena and the 
well-being of his Druze community 
by forging a strategic alliance with 
the Syrian regime. Already in 1977, 
shortly after the assassination of his 
father, Jumblatt decided to reconcile 
with the Syrian regime. Although 
Syrian President Hafez al-Assad was 
alleged to have ordered the assassina-
tion of Kamal Jumblatt, Walid visited 
Damascus and mended fences with 
the autocrat. Acknowledging that the 
survival of the Druze was only pos-
sible by acquiring a powerful foreign 
sponsor, Jumblatt allied himself with 
the Syrian regime. Over the course of 
the Lebanese civil war, this relation-
ship between Jumblatt and the Syrian 
regime deepened. Most importantly, 
Damascus provided significant logis-
tic support to the Druze chieftain, 
enabling him to further establish his 
fiefdom in the Chouf and Aley.31 

The importance of this alliance 
continued even after 1990. Syria’s 
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control over the Lebanese political 
system enabled Jumblatt to fortify 
his control of the Druze community. 
Benefiting from gerrymandering of 
electoral districts and receiving access 
to state resources in the form of im-
portant cabinet positions,32 Jumblatt 
strengthened his patronage network. 
In turn, his network helped him keep 
the community united under his lead-
ership. For instance, to prevent the 
Arslan-clan from regaining influence, 
Jumblatt co-opted a numerous Yazba-
ki activists and offered them positions 
in his various organizations.33 Among 
these individuals were Marwan Ha-
madeh and Gaza Aridi who, on be-
half of the PSP, held important gov-
ernment posts throughout the last 25 
years and remain some of Jumblatt’s 
closest advisors.34 Having carved out 
an important place for both himself 
and his community, Jumblatt thus 
emerged from the civil war as the 
Druze’s uncontested communal leader. 

walId JumBlatt leaves the syrIan 
sphere of InfluenCe

Walid Jumblatt’s honeymoon 
with Syria cooled down considerably 
during the late 1990s. Following its 
total occupation of Lebanon in 1990, 
Damascus had organically pursued a 
policy of mutual coexistence with its 
Lebanese allies, granting them consid-
erable leeway with regards to domes-
tic politics. This approach had given 
Jumblatt and the Druze community 
significant political influence, despite 
the confirmation of the Druze’s mar-
ginal status in the adjusted sectarian 
power-sharing formula implement-

ed in 1989. However, power shifts in 
Syria during the mid-1990s changed 
this modus operandi. Eager to sys-
tematically eliminate opposition to 
his succession, Bashar al-Assad, son 
and heir apparent to Syrian President 
Hafez al-Assad, started out on a pro-
cess of purging the upper echelons 
of the Syrian regime from possible 
threats. In addition, Bashar tight-
ened control over Lebanon out of fear 
that the close ties between Lebanon’s 
pro-Syrian clients, in particular Rafik 
Hariri and Walid Jumblatt, and major 
figures of the old Syrian elite would 
pose a danger to him. Finally, in 1998, 
he arranged the election of his protégé 
Emile Lahoud as president of Leba-
non and sidelined Hariri and Jumblatt 
politically, excluding them from the 
newly formed government.35

Jumblatt responded to these dras-
tic changes by turning against Syr-
ia in a strategic manner. Alarmed by 
his waning influence and afraid that 
the Assad regime would orchestrate 
his defeat in the parliamentary elec-
tions of 2000, Jumblatt began to po-
sition himself as an outspoken critic 
of Syria’s interference in Lebanon. 
He formed alliances with the mostly 
Christian opposition to Syria in a bid 
for votes from Christian voters in Aley 
and the Chouf.36 In August 2000, this 
shift paid off when the Druze lead-
er and his new allies won a landslide 
victory alongside Rafik Hariri in the 
parliamentary elections. Thereafter, 
with Hariri being reinstated as prime 
minister, Jumblatt was allotted an im-
portant role in the new government.37 
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Following this success, Jumblatt 
remained a critic of Syria and was re-
warded for his stances with great do-
mestic popularity. Unlike Hariri, who 
pursued reconciliation with the new 
Syrian leadership, Jumblatt further 
distanced himself from his former pa-
tron and called for fundamental po-
litical change in Lebanon. As a result, 
Jumblatt’s standing in Damascus de-
clined drastically. The Syrian regime 
pursued a strategy designed to under-
mine Jumblatt’s standing, declaring 
him a persona non grata and courting 
Druze rivals of Jumblatt.38 Howev-
er, these attempts proved unsuccess-
ful. Instead of turning against him, 
both Jumblatt’s Druze and his newly 
gained Christian followers expressed 
massive support for him. In late 2000, 
thousands of Druze, as well as many 
Christians, held a massive rally at 
the Jumblatts’ ancestral home despite 
warnings from Syria.39 Moreover, 
prominent Druze religious figures 
expressed their support for Jumblatt, 
declaring that the “sheikhs and mem-
bers of the Druze community are very 
upset and angry about what Jumblatt 
has been subjected to.”40

Considering Syria’s grip on Leb-
anon, it appears impressive that Jum-
blatt maintained his domestic stand-
ing after having renounced ties with 
his former patron. Indeed, the Assad 
regime’s inability to sideline the Druze 
za’im can be attributed to Jumblatt’s 
well-established feudal power base 
in the Druze community and to the 
Druze’s trust in the political capacities 
of their leader. 

More precisely, Jumblatt main-
tained authority primarily because he 
was able to rely on the above-described 
patronage system that he had crafted 
during and after the civil war. For in-
stance, in 2000, Jumblatt’s main rival, 
Syria-supportive Talal Arslan, only 
got elected into parliament “thanks 
to Jumblatt’s not placing a Druze 
challenger in his path.”41 Likewise, 
knowing that a strong Lebanese state 
would have come at the expense of his 
dominance over the Druze, Jumblatt 
had even after 1990 opposed gov-
ernment authority in the Chouf and 
Aley.42 Therefore, having had success-
fully marginalized opposition within 
his community and monopolized ad-
ministrative authority over the Druze 
throughout the 1990s, Jumblatt could 
alter his political stances towards 
Syria without fearing substantial re-
percussions arising within the Druze 
community. 

Moreover, it can be inferred that 
Jumblatt’s previous successful pro-
tection of the Druze created a strong 
sense of followership which was im-
mune to outside interference. Indeed, 
Jumblatt’s decision to establish him-
self as a critic of the Syrian role in 
Lebanon reflected his previous efforts 
to safeguard the Druze community. 
Against the backdrop of Lebanon’s 
highly sectarian state, Jumblatt’s deci-
sion to join sides with the Christian 
opposition coincided with the Druze 
political reality in Lebanon. As Mi-
chael Young notes, “after 1992 Jum-
blatt revived a time-honored belief 
that his community’s future was inex-
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orably tied to that of the Maronites.”43 
In an increasingly Sunni-Shi’a dom-
inated Lebanon, Jumblatt knew that 
the small Druze population could only 
remain a political factor if it renewed 
its relations with the sidelined Chris-
tians and thus entered their struggle 
against Syrian domination.44 Hence, 
acknowledging Jumblatt’s previous 
strategic successes, the Druze were 
given a strong incentive to stand be-
hind their leader despite his break 
with Damascus.

walId JumBlatt at the forefront 
of the Cedar revolutIon 

Reaffirmed in his position, Jum-
blatt continued to step up his crit-
icism of Syria’s inference in Leba-
non in the mid-2000s. He started to 
openly condemn the political role of 
Syria’s proxy Hezbollah. Moreover, 
Jumblatt continuously denounced 
the Syria-backed policies of Presi-
dent Emile Lahoud and his political 
entourage. When the Assad regime 
forced the Lebanese parliament to 
extend Lahoud’s presidential term for 
another three years in 2004, Jumblatt 
and Hariri undertook more tangible 
steps against Syria. Encouraged by 
wide-ranging international support,45 
they formed a broad anti-Syrian coa-
lition and openly called for the total 
withdrawal of Syria’s military and in-
telligence units.46 

Following the assassination of 
Rafik Hariri in February 2005, Jum-
blatt emerged as the primary leader 
of the anti-Syrian opposition. Em-
boldened by the international support 

for the anti-Syrian project and the 
electoral victory of the newly formed 
March-14 coalition in the 2005 par-
liamentary election,47 Jumblatt at-
tempted to position himself as a true 
national leader and engineer sustain-
able change in Lebanon. In particu-
lar, he began to drastically lash out at 
Hezbollah, accusing the organization 
of aiding Syrian interference and try-
ing to take Lebanon hostage: 

“Hezbollah’s ideology is the big-
gest threat to Lebanon’s future and 
peaceful coexistence and democracy… 
Hezbollah has a plan and this plan 
is to bring the country under its con-
trol. It had built strong institutions, 
a military arsenal, and a network 
of communications [that are] much 
better than the ones of the Lebanese 
state.” 48

He further declared: 
“Hezbollah is a tool in the hands of 
Iran and Syria… Its weapons are a 
big threat to Lebanon’s internal sta-
bility and should be brought under 
the control of the Lebanese state.” 49

In fact, Jumblatt understood that a 
new Lebanon marked by true nation-
al coexistence and ensuring the safety 
of the Druze minority could only be 
achieved by removing Syria’s influ-
ence on the country and undermining 
the superior position of Syria’s allies, 
first and foremost Hezbollah. Ever 
since the creation of the Shi’a mili-
tia, Jumblatt had feared its staunchly 
Islamist agenda, which posed a real 
threat to the Druze community. The 
relationship between the Druze and 
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Hezbollah had thereby been “charac-
terized by total political dissonance, 
an absolute conflict of interests be-
tween those who aim at preserving 
the status quo of a pluralistic society 
[the Druze] and those seeking, from 
the point of view of the former, its ul-
timate dissolution [Hezbollah].”50

While Jumblatt was the head of 
the March-14 movement in 2006 
and 2007, the situation had become 
even more precarious for the Druze. 
Leaked US cables reveal that Jumblatt 
was not only concerned that Hezbol-
lah intended to become a permanent 
state-within-a-state. He also increas-
ingly feared Shi’ite population growth 
and Hezbollah’s massive efforts to 
purchase land in traditionally Druze 
and Christians areas in the mountain 
regions southeast of Beirut (primarily 
the Chouf ).51 More precisely, he was 
afraid that Hezbollah intended “to 
cut the traditional Druze territory in 
half and install a Shia population loy-
al to Hezbollah.”52 Hence, the Druze 
chieftain was determined to reduce 
Hezbollah’s power, and, in 2008, ten-
sions between Jumblatt and the Shi’a 
militia escalated. As Hezbollah and 
its March-8 allies had brought the 
March-14-dominated government to 
a standstill and disputes between both 
camps over the successor of Emile 
Lahoud further paralyzed the country, 
Jumblatt publicly revealed clandestine 
information on Hezbollah’s commu-
nication networks and urged the Leb-
anese government to dismantle these 
activities. In response, Hezbollah in-
vaded both Beirut, defeating private 

security forces aligned with Saad 
Harri’s Sunni Future Movement, and 
the Chouf and Aley District, battling 
Druze fighters belonging to Jum-
blatt.53 

Jumblatt’s authority among the 
Druze appeared to have been ambiv-
alent during his time as spearhead of 
the anti-Syrian coalition. On the one 
hand, Jumblatt scored considerable 
victories in the municipal elections of 
2004 and the parliamentary election 
of 2005 while the results of his Druze 
rivals were rather mediocre.54 This can 
be interpreted as a clear sign of sup-
port for Jumblatt’s political shift, as 
the Druze, as aforementioned, consid-
ered his new approach beneficial for 
the community’s long-term well-be-
ing. On the other hand, Jumblatt was 
eager to receive continued financial 
support from the international Arab 
sponsors of the March-14 movement, 
most importantly Saudi Arabia, in 
order to maintain his feudal patron-
age network and outspend his Druze 
rivals. For instance, US cables reveal 
Jumblatt’s criticism of Saad Hariri 
for not supplying him with the same 
amounts Rafik Hariri had used to,55 

and state that Jumblatt almost ran out 
of cash in mid-2006.56 Thus, it seems 
that Jumblatt’s patronage network 
was challenged during this period and 
that his feudal authority was at least 
to some extent under pressure. 

Nevertheless, given Hezbollah’s 
expansionist agenda, it can be argued 
that Jumblatt’s fierce anti-Hezbollah 
stances generally matched Druze pub-
lic opinion and that the Druze thus 
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firmly supported their za’im. When 
the Shi’a militia entered Aley and the 
Chouf in May 2008, the Druze rallied 
behind Jumblatt and fervently battled 
the intruders. Even fighters belonging 
to Talal Arslan, who had joined the 
Hezbollah-led March-8 camp and 
continued to be an ally to Syria, joined 
the combat on behalf of Jumblatt and 
fought against Hezbollah.57 Likewise, 
the emergence of the radical Druze 
group Dai Ammar, which received at-
tention during the 2008 clashes due 
to its grim resistance towards Hez-
bollah, highlights the Druze disdain 
of Hezbollah. Vowing to protect the 
Druze people and homeland at any 
cost, the group’s standpoints were far 
more radical than Jumblatt’s policy.58 
Therefore, it can be concluded that 
the Druze were ready to follow their 
communal chieftain and remained 
loyal throughout the mid-2000s, even 
as conflict shook the community.

walId JumBlatt tIppIng the sCales 
However, in the aftermath of the 

2008 conflict, Jumblatt recognized 
that the weakness of the March-14 
project could seriously endanger the 
Druze community. The ‘mini civil war’ 
of 2008 had not only revealed the in-
ability of the anti-Syrian movement to 
bring about real change in Lebanon, 
but had also demonstrated the contin-
uous strength of the pro-Syrian camp. 
Recognizing the defeat of March-14 
and particularly the Druze’s power-
lessness, Jumblatt, in discussions with 
U.S. diplomats, accused Hezbollah 
of trying to remove the Druze from 
the Chouf, yet acknowledged that the 

Hezbollah-led March-8 camp had 
won.59 Commenting on his decision 
to prevent his militiamen from going 
after defeated Hezbollah fighters, he 
remarked: 

“I am avoiding war… because I 
don’t want the Druze to be ‘cleansed’ 
from the Chouf. I don’t care if I lose 
my personal prestige in the process… 
I’m a politician. Setbacks happen. 
We must accept it and move on. They 
[Hezbollah and its March-8 allies] 
have humiliated us, but what can we 
do now?” 60 

The March-14 defeat was indeed 
serious. The Doha agreement of May 
2008, a meeting involving all major 
Lebanese factions aimed at dispersing 
tensions and creating a new political 
modus vivendi, underlined the defeat 
of the anti-Syrian project and implied 
that “a new political geography had 
been created in Lebanon in which 
the Shiite community controls access 
to political power in Lebanon and no 
government can rule without Shiite 
approval.”61 Moreover, the departure 
of the hawkish Bush administration 
and the coming to power of Barack 
Obama, who promoted a rapproche-
ment with Damascus, combined with 
attempts by Saudi Arabia to improve 
ties with Bashar al-Assad showed 
Jumblatt that international support 
for his endeavors was crumbling.62

Therefore, in a strategic attempt 
to protect the Druze, Jumblatt decid-
ed to abandon his staunch anti-Syr-
ian orientation. Aware of the col-
lapse of international support for the 
March-14 project and of an imminent 
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rapprochement between Saudi Arabia 
and Syria, which would have forced 
Saad Hariri to alter his stances to-
wards Damascus, Jumblatt wanted to 
avoid Druze isolation at any cost.63 He 
knew that the Druze could not bear a 
lasting conflict with the Shi’ites and 
their Syrian patron. 

Rather, Jumblatt reconciled with 
the pro-Syrian forces in Lebanon. 
After he had realized that it was im-
possible to break Hezbollah’s grip on 
Lebanon, he decided that it was bet-
ter for the sake of Druze survival to 
side with the winning party.64 Having 
officially remained committed to the 
movement until June 2009, in order 
to manipulate the alliance to secure 
victory in the parliamentary elections 
of the same year,65 Jumblatt finally 
declared his departure from the an-
ti-Syrian collation in August 2009. 
Entirely shifting his rhetoric, he re-
marked, that “protecting the Druze 
will be realized by means of the broad 
Arab horizon… Their protection lies 
in Arabism and in Syria – without 
which they will be trampled.”66

Accordingly, throughout 2009 and 
2010, Jumblatt worked relentlessly 
on reconciliation with the pro-Syrian 
forces in Lebanon, first and foremost 
Hezbollah, and the Syrian regime.67 
In 2011, Jumblatt finally formed a 
tactical alliance with the pro-Syrian 
camp. Contributing to the breakdown 
of Saad Hariri’s national unity gov-
ernment in January, he enabled the 
formation of a March-8 government 
in June of the same year.68 

The Druze followed Jumblatt un-

enthusiastically this time. In a closed-
door meeting with several important 
Druze sheikhs in June 2008, Jumblatt 
struggled to win the religious author-
ities for his policy of reconciliation.69 

In addition, Jumblatt’s support for the 
formation of a March-8-led govern-
ment “left his community at a loss 
for words and many of its members 
torn between conflicting sentiments” 
whereby “Druze in the Chouf Moun-
tains were up in arms [over Jumblatt’s 
stances].70 Considering the commu-
nity’s general suspicion against Hez-
bollah’s practices and the clashes of 
May 2008, these attitudes are not sur-
prising. 

Yet Jumblatt had to face neither 
serious criticism nor Druze oppo-
sition to his approach towards Syria 
and March-8. Rather, the community 
stood behind their za’im and “many of 
Jumblatt’s followers said they under-
stand his tactic.”71 

Clearly, Jumblatt’s well-estab-
lished feudal standing made it impos-
sible for anyone to seriously challenge 
his authority. Since 1983, Jumblatt 
had been the uncontested commu-
nal leader of the Druze and, over the 
decades, his authority had essentially 
marginalized any other voices in the 
community.72 Besides, the only real 
existing opposition to Jumblatt, the 
Arslan-clan, was already a Hezbollah 
ally and in fact coordinated Jumblatt’s 
reconciliation with the pro-Syrian 
camp.73 Thus, he enjoyed substantial 
room for maneuvering with regards to 
Druze communal politics and made 
use of this freedom when switch-
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ing sides after 2009. Nevertheless, it 
would be too simple to just ascribe the 
support to Jumblatt’s feudal sway.

Rather, the Druze leader’s overall 
success at safeguarding the commu-
nity and providing it with political 
relevance constituted the main rea-
son behind his status. In the sectar-
ian power-sharing system of modern 
Lebanon, the numerically inferior 
Druze have been allotted only min-
imal powers. Being given eight par-
liamentary seats and no guaranteed 
prominent position in the state or the 
bureaucracy, the community is for-
mally deprived of any political clout. 
However, Jumblatt’s acumen had 
constantly placed the Druze at the 
center of Lebanese politics, allowing 
the community to play a role that 
greatly exceeded their formal powers. 
Considering that Jumblatt tipped the 
scales between the March-14 move-
ment and the March-8 camp after his 
defection from the anti-Syrian camp, 
his reconciliation with the pro-Syri-
an forces implied that the Druze once 
again exerted disproportional political 
influence.

Thus, Jumblatt has succeeded at 
deeply enshrining his role among the 
Druze, who depend on his skills in 
order to compensate for their formal 
political insignificance. Indeed, as Ab-
bas Halabi notes, “only the presence 
of Walid Jumblatt is compensating 
for this general weakness through the 
political and social mobilization that 
he generates.”74 Jumblatt himself rec-
ognizes this pattern and replied once 
when asked about his political moti-

vation: “I have these 200,000 Druse I 
have to look out for.”75 The apparent 
‘weather vane,’ Jumblatt essentially 
never changed his fundamental polit-
ical principle of protecting the Druze 
at all costs, a behavior rewarded by his 
people with absolute followership. 

The latest episode of Jumblatt’s 
performance was detectable after the 
outbreak of the Syrian civil war, when 
Jumblatt turned anew against Syria. 
Once again, he criticized the Assad 
regime and condemned Hezbollah 
for intervening in the conflict against 
Lebanese interests and committing 
war crimes.76 In 2014, Jumblatt and 
Saudi Arabia engineered the forma-
tion of Tamman Salam’s national uni-
ty government. In doing so, Jumblatt 
once again occupied a political role 
that was larger than the Druze’s for-
mal role in Lebanese politics.77 As of 
today, Jumblatt is still a critic of Da-
mascus, but he has been keen to grant 
himself considerable political flexibly 
within Lebanon’s domestic political 
arena.78

ConClusIon and outlook 
In 1977, Walid Jumblatt succeed-

ed his late father, Kamal Jumblatt, as 
the primary za’im of the Lebanese 
Druze. Today, almost 40 years later, 
Walid continues to be the uncontest-
ed leader of his community. Over the 
last four decades, he has established 
a firm position within in the Druze 
community through his feudal pa-
tronage network. Moreover, during 
this time, Jumblatt has continuous-
ly won over his Druze followers and 
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has created an approach to domestic 
leadership which, despite its seem-
ingly unpredictable flip-flopping, has 
always been guided by a steady will to 
safeguard his community. 

Based on the results of this analy-
sis, it can be predicted that Jumblatt’s 
determination to protect his people 
will continue to determine his pol-
icies in the future. Thus, considering 
the current course of the Syrian civil 
war, it is very likely that the Jumblatt 
za’im would shift his outlook again if 
the Assad regime was to reemerge as 
the dominant political player in the 
Levant. This time, however, the path 
to reconciliation would be cleared by 
Walid Jumblatt’s first son, Taymour, 
who will run for parliament in the 
general elections of 2017 instead of 
his father.79 After forty years at the 
forefront of Lebanese politics, Walid 
seems ready to gradually retire and 
let his offspring continue his legacy.80 
Hence, the prospects for future Druze 
politics appear to be set, and Tay-
mour’s marriage with the daughter 
of a prominent Shi’ite family81 can be 
interpreted as a sign to which political 
side the Jumblatts’ will mostly likely 
lean in the near future. 

This study has also exemplified 
the importance of leadership in Leb-
anon and has therefore highlighted 
the importance of studying Lebanese 
political leaders for understanding 
the country’s politics. Thus, consider-
ing that studies on Lebanese political 
leadership are rare, it calls on aca-
demia to conduct further research on 
the topic. Moreover, having shed light 

on a za’im who stands out among 
Lebanon’s leaders, this analysis has 
also underlined the impacts of indi-
vidual political acumen. 

Therefore, this paper concludes 
with an appeal to Lebanon’s political 
class to create a more capable Leba-
nese state. Considering the country’s 
manifold challenges and its recur-
ring political stalemates, Lebanon is 
in dire need of stronger institutional 
structures that move political power 
away from sectarian chieftains and 
enable political practices which truly 
serve the public interest.
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Negative Parliamentarian Governance and 
Radical Right-Wing Populism:
The Rise of the Danish People’s Party

Madison Wilcox

Since its electoral breakthrough in 2001, the Danish People’s Party (Dansk Folkeparti) has 
been an influential force within Danish politics. With its anti-immigration, anti-Muslim, 
and socially conservative policies, the DPP promotes an ideology that represents a break 
from the socially liberal stereotype of Scandinavian countries. Yet, the DPP has steadily 
gained power in the Danish Parliament (Folketing), receiving the second highest percentage 
of votes in the 2015 elections. The purpose of this article is to posit an explanation for the 
DPP’s disproportionate influence and for the concurrent rightward shift in Danish politics. 
While there are many possible causes for the meteoric rise of the far right in Denmark, this 
piece will be limited to exploring the shift as a reflection of wider European political trends 
as well as the structure of the Danish parliamentary system. The article will demonstrate 
that, while an upswing in extreme right-wing politics within the successful framework 
of xenophobia and anti-establishment politics gave rise to the DPP’s increased power, the 
negative parliamentarian government structure in Denmark has additionally enabled 
the party to exert magnified influence on policy formation. These conclusions provide some 
explanation for Denmark’s strict immigration policies. 
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IntroduCtIon

Denmark, along with its Scandi-
navian counterparts, is often catego-
rized as an ultra-left political utopia 
by those in the United States and 
elsewhere. Known for socially liberal 
values and a highly-developed welfare 
state with over 30% of GDP spent on 
social expenditure, Denmark has been 
held up as a social-democratic frame-
work worth emulating by influential 
progressives such as U.S. Senator Ber-
nie Sanders. However, in 2015 and 
2016, Denmark passed some of the 
most conservative policies in Europe, 
particularly in regards to immigration 
and assimilation. These measures in-
cluded expanding the waiting period 
for family reunification and allowing 
the government to repossess the as-
sets of asylum-seekers to help support 
their livelihoods.1 Since 2001, the rise 
of the Danish People’s Party (Dansk 
Folkeparti or DPP), which operates 
on an anti-immigration, anti-Muslim, 
and nationalist platform, has led this 
dramatic shift. 

While there are several possible 
explanations for the recent swing in 
the Danish political arena, this ar-
gument will be limited to exploring 
two of the reasons most widely prev-
alent in academic literature. Although 
many commentators would attribute 
the influence of the DPP to a broader 
right-wing populist trend in Europe, 
this piece will expand upon this the-
ory to demonstrate how endogenous 
factors within Denmark have contrib-
uted to some of the harshest immi-
gration policies on the continent.  

To contextualize the argument, 
this paper will begin by providing 
a brief background on the structure 
of the Danish parliamentary system, 
recent election results, and the ideo-
logical platform of the DPP. Next, it 
will demonstrate the link between the 
growth of the DPP and the expan-
sion of populist right-wing parties in 
Europe around a “fundamental core 
of ethno-nationalist xenophobia and 
anti-political establishment popu-
lism.”2 Finally, it will posit that Den-
mark’s negative parliamentarian sys-
tem, which facilitates governance by 
minority coalitions, has enabled the 
DPP’s larger-than-expected effect on 
domestic policy. 

BaCkground: the danIsh par-
lIamentary system and reCent   
eleCtIon results 

Denmark’s constitution outlines a 
system of negative parliamentarism, 
which does not require the govern-
ment to have a majority in parliament, 
but necessitates its resignation if there 
is a majority in opposition. Put an-
other way, the parliament’s power is 
derived from its capacity to unseat an 
incumbent government.  This power 
is concentrated around the Folketing 
(the parliament) and the prime minis-
ter, who leads the governing coalition 
in parliament. Thus, Danish govern-
ments have, since 1909, consistently 
been composed of minority coali-
tions. These parties compete for seats 
and create alliances to form a majority 
to control parliament. In most cas-
es, the ruling parties do not manage 
to achieve an absolute majority, but 
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are often able to secure the votes of 
enough supporting parties to ensure 
that there is not a majority against 
them. Therefore, governing parties 
must be willing to negotiate with 
smaller parties and make concessions 
across the political spectrum to gar-
ner enough support to pass legislation 
and remain in power, which leads to  
politics of consensus.3

This system is in direct contrast to 
positive parliamentarianism, in which 
a new government is created only by 
winning a majority vote. Positive par-
liamentary systems are found in many 
major European countries including 
Germany, Hungary, and Poland. For 
these countries, although coalitions 
are often still necessary to form a gov-
ernment, minority governments are 
less likely to be formed because they 
require explicit majority support.4   

As such, the necessity of a majority 
for investiture as well as removal of a 
government is relatively demanding 
and may require more centrist gov-
erning coalitions compared to forms 
of negative parliamentarianism found 
in countries like Austria, Norway, and 
Denmark.5 

Historically, the four most influ-
ential parties have been the Conser-
vative People’s Party, the Social-Dem-
ocrats, the Liberal Party (Venstre), 
and the Danish Social Liberal Party. 
The Liberal Party and the Conserva-
tives are both right-wing groups that 
have typically supported tight fiscal 
and protectionist trade policies. The 
Social-Democrats have been the lead-
ing party in Denmark for many years, 

carrying the most seats in parliament 
from 1924 to 2001, and can be cred-
ited with support for the working 
class and the creation of a highly-de-
veloped welfare state.6 In the past, 
the Social-Democrats have most fre-
quently formed minority coalitions 
with fellow left-wing parties, but in 
recent times this traditional balance 
has been challenged by the presence 
of the DPP.

Over the past 15 years, establish-
ment right-wing groups have aligned 
with the DPP during elections in 
an attempt to control Parliament. In 
2001, the Liberals managed to break 
the grip of the Social-Democrats and 
form a minority coalition government 
with the Conservatives. Although the 
DPP was given no cabinet represen-
tation, the Liberal-Conservative co-
alition’s ability to govern hinged on 
their support.7 While DPP came in 
third in the general election, garner-
ing only 12% of the popular vote, their 
twenty-two seats in Parliament were 
vital to the Liberal-Conservative co-
alition’s voting majority. As such, the 
DPP exerted exaggerated authori-
ty, despite having a small fraction of 
overall national support. Over the 
next ten years, the party continued to 
expand its base and provide parlia-
mentary support, consistently receiv-
ing up to 14% of the popular vote by 
the end of the decade.8  

This steady growth stalled slight-
ly in the 2011 elections, when the 
Social-Democrats pieced together a 
minority coalition following an eco-
nomic dip brought about by the glob-
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al recession of 2008. However, in the 
summer of 2015, following the largest 
refugee crisis since World War II, the 
DPP stormed back on the political 
scene, winning 21% of the total votes. 
Despite coming in behind the Social 
Democrats and the DPP, the Liberals, 
led by current Prime Minister Lars 
Løkke Rasmussen, created a minority 
coalition cabinet consisting solely of 
Liberal ministers (a very rare occur-
rence in the history of the cabinet), 
thanks to the parliamentary support 
of the DPP. Since then, the Liberal 
party has formed a ruling Conserva-
tive coalition with other center-right 
wing parties.

Despite being asked to join the rul-
ing coalition by Prime Minister Ras-
mussen in 2016, the DPP refused and 
continues to have no cabinet repre-
sentation.9 The choice to remain out-
side the leadership has served a strate-
gic, long-term goal because inclusion 
in the cabinet would counteract the 
anti-political establishment platform 
which is central to the party’s image. 
Even since gaining electoral influence 
in 2001, DPP politicians consistently 
refer to other members of parliament 
as “they” instead of “we.”10 This gives 
the DPP the best of both worlds: a 
continued outsider status and a decid-
ing vote in policy. This latest result, in 
addition to the election of Pia Kjærs-
gaard, founder and leader of the DPP 
from 1995 to 2012, as Speaker of the 
Parliament, has cemented the party’s 
influence in mainstream Danish pol-
itics. 

rIse of the dpp
Not in their wildest imagination 
would anyone have imagined, that 
large parts of Copenhagen and other 
Danish Towns would be populated by 
people who are at a lower stage of ci-
vilisation, with their own primitive 
and cruel customs […] This is exactly 
what is happening now. Thousands 
upon thousands of persons, who ap-
parently – civilisationally, cultural-
ly, and spiritually – lives [sic] in the 
year 1005 instead of 2005, that come 
to a country [Denmark] that left the 
dark ages hundreds of years ago.11 

These are the words of Pia Kjærs-
gaard, founder of the Danish People’s 
Party and Speaker of Parliament since 
2015, who has also claimed that the 
Quran teaches Muslims to “lie and 
deceive, cheat and swindle.”12 How-
ever, Muslims make up just one target 
of the DPP’s wrath, which extends 
to all immigrants. The party espouses 
the belief that an influx of immigrants 
will overwhelm the population, bring-
ing with them violence and allegiance 
to foreign laws, which disrupt an oth-
erwise peaceful country. As stated in 
the 2007 DPP Work Program, “to 
make Denmark multiethnic would 
mean that reactionary cultures, hostile 
to evolution, would break down our 
so-far stable, homogenous society [… ] 
Nowhere on the globe has a peaceful 
integration of Muslims into another 
culture been feasible.”13 Still, the DPP 
differs from other far-right parties in 
its support of the welfare state, edu-
cation, and protection of the envi-
ronment. In fact, while its stance on 
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immigration would qualify the DPP 
as far-right, most of the party’s eco-
nomic agenda is center-left in nature. 
However, it is the most championed 
and radical propositions, such as the 
repossession of immigrant property to 
pay for their living and barring Mus-
lims from entering the country, that 
have given the party its notoriety and 
add to its appeal.14 

After the 2001 election, the DPP 
succeeded in implementing its more 
extreme policies on a national scale. 
Legislation spearheaded by the DPP 
strictly curtailed benefits for newly 
admitted immigrants. Furthermore, 
the new provisions encumbered their 
naturalization process. The party also 
had a key role in drafting an immi-
gration law passed in May 2002, 
which includes provisions making 
marriage to non-nationals more dif-
ficult through the addition of mini-
mum age and financial independence 
requirements. This legislation has also 
introduced a rigorous points system 
which makes active civic participation 
in Danish society a prerequisite for 
citizenship. These policies, seemingly 
aimed at poorer, non-native commu-
nities, have been the most evident ex-
amples of the far-right’s influence on 
the Danish agenda.15 

The DPP’s ability to affect policy 
depends on engaging enough of the 
population to get a crucial percent-
age of votes in parliament. The DPP 
garnered support by appealing to the 
working-class voters who had previ-
ously favored the Social-Democrat-
ic party. Many of these workers who 

had supported the Social-Democrats 
because of their commitment to the 
welfare state were attracted by the 
DPP’s similar commitment to wel-
fare, with the caveat of a more eth-
no-centric focus. From 1998 to 2001, 
when the DPP first gained influence 
in the government, working class vot-
ers for DPP rose from 49% to 56% 
coupled with a 50% to 43% drop in 
support for the Social-Democrats.16  
Additionally, much like similar pop-
ulist leaders in Europe and the Unit-
ed States, increased influence in gov-
ernment and their headline-grabbing 
anti-immigrant rhetoric has brought 
the movement vast media attention, 
further extending their reach. 

In an attempt to curtail the loss of 
votes to the DPP and co-opt the core 
of its message, the Social-Democrats 
have recently taken an atypically hard 
line against immigration, promoting 
some additional limitations to wel-
fare that is afforded to immigrants.17  
Conversely, this has given the DPP an 
even larger role in agenda-setting as, 
for example, the media coverage lead-
ing up to the 2001 elections moved 
away from the Social-Democrats’ 
previously popular welfare policies to 
focus on their less-developed stance 
on immigration.18 This benefitted the 
DPP since, in addition to direct par-
liamentary pressure, it has managed to 
shift the policy conversation to one in 
which they have a stronger voice and 
more aggressive, coherent solutions. 
As a result, the legitimacy of the DPP 
increased not only via direct parlia-
mentary support from the Conserva-
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tives but also through indirect policy 
acquiescence from the Social Demo-
crats. 

radICal rIght-wIng populIsm In 
europe

The rise of the Danish People’s 
Party is part of a wider growth of rad-
ical right-wing populism in Europe. 
Past literature on the subject suggests 
that the rise of the DPP is in part fol-
lowing a general trend that has taken 
place across Europe in the last decade, 
and which intensified after the eco-
nomic recession of 2009. Many schol-
ars have pointed to a distinctive group 
of populist right-wing parties that 
have been gaining traction in many 
other countries across Europe, includ-
ing the French National Front under 
Marine Le Pen, the Austria Freedom 
Party under former federal Chancel-
lor Jorg Haider, and the UK Inde-
pendence Party formerly led by Ni-
gel Farage.19 Though varying in their 
descriptive terminology, most refer to 
a convergence of views deriving from 
ethno-pluralism and anti-establish-
ment politics.20  The DPP’s slogan 
“Denmark for the Danes” reflects the 
belief that Denmark has created an 
ideal and homogenous society that 
is worth protecting from outside in-
fluences. Party politicians often claim 
that Islam is linked to violence and  
that Sharia law, if allowed to take root, 
would damage the rights of Danish 
women.21 The opposition to tradi-
tional government powers and the 
EU also creates the aura of political 
protest that can garner the support of 
those disaffected by economic down-

turns.22 

The concept of ethno-pluralism, 
which promotes the separation of 
different groups of people to preserve 
a unique (and purportedly endan-
gered) culture, is fundamental to the 
radical right. Additionally, populist 
right-wing parties campaign against 
the political establishment, seeking 
to hand power back to the “people” (a 
population limited strictly to citizens 
who are native-born or representative 
of the nation’s largest ethnic group). 
Although populism and xenophobia 
have always had a place in the radi-
cal right’s agenda (witness Jean-Ma-
rie Le Pen’s inflammatory rhetoric 
throughout the ‘80s and ‘90s, or the 
26.9% share of the vote earned by the 
Austrian Freedom party in the 1999 
election), the consolidation of these 
factors into primary policy goals by 
the contemporary far-right has been 
unique, contributing to its recent suc-
cess across the continent.

This agenda is crucial in un-
derstanding the objectives of these 
groups. Its reduction of policy aims 
along xenophobic and populist lines 
corresponds to a policy template that 
can be used to describe a family of 
far-right European political parties. 
This policy template provides a sim-
ple solution to the wide variety of po-
litical and social realities of Europe-
an countries. Jens Rydgren contends 
that these principles first took shape 
in the late 1970s in France and have 
spread due to their success. The Na-
tional Front used both “othering” of 
minorities and criticism of the polit-
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ical establishment to gain the support 
of a working class buffeted by global-
ization and the decline of traditional 
industry, culminating in Marine Le 
Pen’s likely first-round victory in the 
2017 French Presidential election. 

Delivering nativism within an-
ti-establishment nationalism has “en-
abled parties of the extreme right to 
(1) mobilise xenophobic and/or an-
ti-immigration attitudes without be-
ing stigmatised as racists, and (2) to 
pose a serious critique on contempo-
rary democratic systems, and thereby 
foment political protest, without be-
ing stigmatised as antidemocrats.”23  
These cleavages help to legitimize 
xenophobic and anti-state attitudes 
without going so far as to cause their 
overall condemnation. In fact, the 
DPP has been careful to condemn 
groups and individuals seen as prop-
agating ideas that are too extreme. 
For instance, the party’s expulsion of 
19 members, including one member 
with high ranking, in 1999 served to 
separate the DPP’s public image from 
groups displaying more overt racist 
ideologies.24 

Jungar and Jupskås identify grow-
ing support for similar views across 
the Nordic region. Using expert sur-
veys, interviews with key party offi-
cials, archive data, and party manifes-
tos, they conclude that, even though 
the True Finns, Swedish Democrats, 
and the DPP have had distinct politi-
cal trajectories, they are now converg-
ing behind a radical right framework 
similar to the one spreading through-
out Central and Southern Europe.25 

The same assimilationist, anti-immi-
gration, and anti-Islam rhetoric has 
been demonstrated by all parties, as 
has an increased degree of transna-
tional linkages. Though cooperation 
was limited in the early 2000s, the 
DPP, Swedish Democrats, and True 
Finns maintain transnational linkag-
es through formalized partnerships in 
international organizations as well as 
informal communication with party 
leaders in the United Kingdom Inde-
pendence Party (UKIP), and the Lega 
Nord in Italy.26  

The DPP’s political position is thus 
intertwined with those of other move-
ments in France, Britain, Sweden, and 
Austria. For example, in addition to 
both supporting limits on immigrants, 
the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ) 
and the DPP have almost identical 
policies on the forcible assimilation 
of immigrants through national lan-
guage tests and the relinquishment of 
allegiance to Islamic law.27 Similarly, 
UKIP and the DPP both also support 
a five-year waiting period before im-
migrants are entitled to receive ben-
efits, a ban on unskilled workers, and 
a points system for skilled workers to 
attain citizenship. Moreover, the rad-
ical right groups in these countries 
campaign on a platform of being out-
side the political establishment and 
against EU integration.28 After win-
ning positions at the EU level, these 
groups often cooperate and use their 
European Parliament votes to influ-
ence decisions about immigration in 
the Union.29
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the folketIng effeCt

Building off what has been identi-
fied as a wider trend of radical right-
wing parties in Europe, this section 
will analyze the role the negative 
parliamentary structure of the Folket-
ing plays in enhancing the influence 
of the DPP. The first element to ex-
plore is the relatively small percentage 
of parliamentary votes that the DPP 
controls in relation to the weight giv-
en to its policy proposals, especially 
after the 2001 election. Though the 
DPP has been the second largest party 
in Parliament since 2015, it does not 
follow that a party that had such little 
prior support—having won only 7% of 
the popular vote in 1998 and 12% in 
2001—should have been able to shift 
the policy discourse on immigration 
and social issues to the extent that the 
DPP did. Months after their elector-
al victory in 2011, the Social-Demo-
cratic government created a Ministry 
of Refugee, Immigration, and Inte-
gration Affairs with the support of 
the the DPP, and implemented a set 
of more stringent policies which led 
to a dramatic drop in asylum applica-
tions to Denmark from 53% in 2001 
to 28% in 2002.30  This increased po-
litical power, as a result of the negative 
parliamentarian structure, effectively 
legitimized and increased the political 
power of the DPP, and allowed them 
to promote their platform to a wider 
audience.

The 2001 elections were a water-
shed moment for the DPP and a great 
surprise to many, in terms of both the 
results and the dominant topics of 

conversation. A large proportion of 
Danish academics believed that tax-
ation would be the highlighted issue, 
as many workers opposed a tax pol-
icy recently introduced by the Social 
Democrat-led government.31 Howev-
er, in 2001, 20% of voters named im-
migration as the most important issue 
affecting their vote, compared to 4% a 
decade earlier.32 The DPP strategical-
ly promoted this topic as their prima-
ry policy focus. 

The Social-Democrats saw their 
support drop among working class vot-
ers, and so respositioned themselves to 
take a harder line against immigration. 
In doing so, they allowed the rhetoric 
of the extreme-right to gain attention 
and validity. The Social-Democratic 
party further appeared weak and scat-
tered as leading members, like former 
Prime Minister Poul Nyrup Rasmus-
sen called the DPP “dishonorable,” 
while other members, like Mogens 
Camre, echoed DPP calls to limit im-
migration.33 Driven by the threat of a 
shift in the political balance of pow-
er should the DPP win more seats in 
the Parliament, the Social-Democrats 
moved their pary position to the right. 
This move ultimately legitimized the 
DPP and its proposed policies, with-
out them needing to secure an elec-
toral victory. 

This course of events would have 
been less likely under a different 
government system. Under a simple 
two party system, the Social-Dem-
ocrats could have trusted that work-
ing-class voters would not switch 
their vote to a right-wing party that 
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sought to limit the welfare state, and 
thus would have been secure enough 
to maintain its liberal stance on im-
migration. Meanwhile, under a posi-
tive parliamentarian system, the DPP 
would have been required to officially 
join a majority government with the 
Conservatives—a requirement that 
would have undermined their strategy 
of maintaining their outsider’s appeal 
by not directly participating in the in-
ner government despite their electoral 
success.

However, in Denmark’s minority 
coalition system, a small fraction of 
the traditional Social-Democrat-sup-
porting, working-class voters  pushed 
the entire national government to-
wards a center-right coalition by shift-
ing their support to the DPP and their 
anti-immigration policies. Support 
for the DPP from the working-class 
increased by only 7% between 1998 
and 2001 (from 49% to 56%). How-
ever, this was a large enough change 
to cause the Social-Democrats to fear 
a political swing. To maintain their 
control of the national government, 
the Social-Democrats thus sought 
to appeal to this small group of vot-
ers that held conservative opinions on 
immigration, and voluntarily moved 
their party platform to the right. Al-
though intended to stymie a right-
ward political shift of the entire gov-
ernment, this shift was disloyal to the 
socially liberal Social-Democrat base, 
and gave preferences to the concerns 
of a small group of single-issue swing 
voters. Due to this shift on the part of 
the Social-Democrats, the 2001 elec-

tion marked a tipping point in Danish 
national politics, after which the DPP 
exerted enough control to transform 
the national discourse on key policy 
issues. 

In addition to pushing the DPP’s 
political opponents to change their 
policy positions, the minority coalition 
government system allowed DPP to 
exert undue influence on lawmaking. 
The center-right minority coalition 
that formed in 2001 was dependent 
on the DPP, its main supporting par-
ty. The coalition was therefore heavi-
ly influenced by the DPP’s demands 
for harsher regulations on immigra-
tion since the DPP could threaten to 
leave the coalition at any time, and 
thus cause it to lose power. Within 
months of the election, the Conser-
vative government passed new laws 
based directly on the DPP’s election 
rhetoric. This included laws to restrict 
rights of entry, cut welfare benefits for 
non-citizens, and to limit the rights 
of Danish citizens to sponsor and be 
reunified with spouses to those over 
the age of 24.34 DPP brinksmanship 
forced the Liberals to concede policy 
ground to a greater extent than they, 
and indeed the majority of the Danish 
population, would have prefered. In 
fact, the opposition termed the gov-
ernment “blokpolitik” because almost 
all agreements and negotiations in the 
Social-Democrat coalition were made 
exclusively with the DPP. Using this 
strategy, the DPP have been direct-
ly credited with influencing a host 
of policies including the age barrier 
and points system for citizenship by 
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marriage, drastic cuts in benefits for 
new arrivals, military involvement in 
Afghanistan, and stricter border con-
trol.35  

Sweden, another country using a 
system of negative parliamentarism, 
has seen the similar rise of their own 
far-right party, the Swedish Demo-
crats. Though several years behind the 
DPP in development and electoral 
success, the party has managed to be-
come the third largest in Sweden fol-
lowing the 2014 elections. The Swed-
ish Democrats arose out of a more 
openly-right-wing extremist and less 
populist movement than the DPP. 
As such, the term “extremist,” which 
is almost never used in the Danish 
media when referring to the DPP, is 
commonplace in Sweden in reference 
to the Swedish Democrats.36 

Unlike in Denmark, Sweden’s 
left-leaning Social-Democrats have 
had enough support to create a coali-
tion to control government. Further-
more, the Swedish mainstream parties 
have managed to ice out the Swedish 
Democrats through both political 
action and rhetoric. Still, there have 
been modifications to immigration 
policy mirroring those made in Den-
mark. For example, Sweden now sup-
ports reducing the minimum number 
of immigrants admitted to the EU, 
which is a sharp reversal from their 
previous open-door policy.37 This 
points to a self-imposed shift right-
wards due to similar fears of losing 
votes, and therefore the helm of the 
government, to the populist far right. 

It must be noted there are nu-

merous other arguments that could 
account for the DPP’s rise to power. 
One such argument is purely eco-
nomic: data analysis has shown that 
there has been a higher transfer of 
government resources to immigrant 
populations in Denmark than other 
segments of society as compared to 
other countries in Europe. This pos-
sibly makes the DPP agenda more 
economically advantageous for na-
tive-born Danish citizens.38  Second-
ly, analysis suggests that, in coalition 
government systems, the political 
right gains influence when inflation 
rates rise, as it did in Denmark in 
2001.39 However, despite this increase 
before the elections, it came after  sev-
eral years of positive economic perfor-
mance, and so should not have been of 
significant concern to voters.40 Third, 
the economic crisis of 2009 has been 
largely credited for the shift in power 
back to the opposition, Social-Demo-
crats in 2011.41 Ultimately, these sug-
gest that the economic cycle of boom 
and bust plays a part in the success 
of opposition parties in elections, but 
does not fully explain the gradual and 
sustained growth of far-right parties 
in Denmark.

There has also been considerable 
attention paid to a historical expla-
nation, especially in Nordic countries. 
According to these theories, Denmark, 
a small and homogenous nation with 
a history of foreign domination, might 
feel more threatened by a large influx 
of immigrants than other countries 
might.42 While this argument may 
explain some of the extremity of re-
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cent Danish anti-immigration policy, 
it fails to explain the growing trend of 
xenophobia and support for far-right 
parties in Europe as a whole. Further-
more, this argument would not hold 
for Norway, a similarly-sized coun-
try with a record of foreign domina-
tion that surpasses that of Denmark, 
whose only significant far-right par-
ty, the Progress Party, champions less 
extreme immigration policies than its 
Scandinavian counterparts—Swed-
ish Democrats, DPP, and the True 
Finns—and has been weakening over 
the past decade. They currently carry 
less than 10% of the popular vote and 
have little influence in government.43   
ConClusIons 

The strengthening influence of the 
Danish People’s Party is a phenom-
enon that has transformed the laws 
and political discourse in what was 
thought to be one of the most tolerant 
societies in the world. The rise of the 
radical right in Denmark built on a 
wider European trend using a frame-
work of ethno-pluralism and anti-es-
tablishment politics. While the DPP 
looks to limit immigration and EU 
integration, it maintains a position 
outside the governing coalition in or-
der to secure the political protest vote. 
The similarities between the policies 
of the DPP and those of populist far-
right parties in Austria, Sweden, Fin-
land, Britain, France, and others point 
to the growth of a family of political 
parties in which the DPP neatly fits. 

The negative parliamentarian 
structure of the Danish government 
allowed the DPP to exert greater in-

fluence on policy due to its position 
as a Conservative coalition member. 
The coalition’s dependence on the 
DPP contributed to the enactment of 
some of the strictest immigration laws 
in Europe. Nevertheless, while the 
DPP’s voice in legislation has grown, 
and as its policy stances have steadily 
gained legitimacy, the party has stayed 
out of the minority coalition so as to 
influence policy without compromis-
ing its anti-establishment reputation. 

Understanding the rise of the DPP 
is important given the wider implica-
tions of its growing influence. First, 
their success confirms the predic-
tion of literature on the power of the 
ethno-pluralist, anti-establishment 
framework of contemporary radi-
cal-right wing parties. Second, if the 
DPP and other political parties using 
this framework should continue to 
grow in popularity, they could create 
new problems within the EU. As their 
political influence increases, isolation-
ism could increase, economic linkages 
could become less efficient, and coop-
eration could decline. Already, Brex-
it, promoted in large part by UKIP, 
has caused deep tension between the 
United Kingdom and the EU. This 
split might culminate in a more re-
stricted freedom of movement, and 
could cause the fragmentation of the 
UK should Scotland decide to sek its 
own independence. These same ten-
sions have carried over to the French 
2017 presidential election as Marine 
Le Pen and the National Front look 
poised to win the first round of the 
election. Furthermore, the analysis of 
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the DPP provides insight in terms of 
the subtleties of influence in a neg-
ative parliamentarian system con-
trolled by minority coalitions. Voters, 
politicians, and the media can bene-
fit from being more cognizant of the 
unique power dynamics within this 
system of government as they discuss 
policy and vote. Finally, as Presiden-
tial candidates in the United States 
and scholars across the world point 
to Denmark as the ideal system to try 
and imitate, it is important to fully 
understand what they desire to emu-
late. 
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