




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 









Fragile states refers to conflict-affected and post conflict countries and those with 

inadequate institutional capacity to reduce poverty effectively without external assistance.1 

An effective research agenda needs to include identifying and understanding the associated 

links with socioeconomic drivers of conflict and private sector activities, trade, and finance. 

It must also support the Netherlands’ aid, trade, and investment agenda. 

 

An earlier KPSRL background report by Evelien Weller and titled a “comprehensive approach 

to human security in fragile states” discusses the emergence of the paradigm of human 

security as the appropriate reference point for security. The report finds that the notion of 

human security has developed with the emergence of a wide range of new security threats at 

local, national, and global levels, and—though criticized—has become a defined and flexible 

tool for analyzing the root causes of threats and responding to complex and multidimensional 

threats.2 

 

Recognition is now widespread that peace, security, justice, and sustainable development are 

inherently linked, and that promoting them therefore requires a comprehensive approach.3 

Weller’s report identifies key challenges and knowledge gaps in relation to a comprehensive 

approach to human security, distilling three cross-cutting issues: (1) shared and context-

specific understanding and the inclusion of relevant local stakeholders, (2) assumptions and 

theories informing interventions and the potential for a comprehensive approach based on a 

shared vision, and (3) the nature of evolving transnational security trends and related 

implications for policy and practice in fragile states.4 

 





In relation to evolving trends, international and local responses in fragile states have tended 

to focus on local or national security challenges. How global and transnational or cross-border 

security developments shape conflict at the local level and what this means for policy are 

important to understand.5 Weller’s report goes on to refer to evolving security threats that 

arise in a more interconnected world.6 

 

This report seeks to inform the preparation of a strategic research agenda on the third 

identified knowledge gap, that is, on how global and transnational security developments are 

influencing conflict at the local level in fragile states, and what the associated implications 

are for the Netherlands’ aid and trade agenda.  

 

Global and transnational factors or developments are broadly defined. A recent KPSRL debate 

on local conflicts in transnational entanglements, for example, recognized that Western ideas 

of neoliberal deregulation and privatization influence international interventions in 

peacebuilding just as cross-border rebels, insurgent groups, and organized crime do.7  

 

A research agenda requires a narrower focus than this, however. Other factors 

notwithstanding, transnational organized crime is increasingly recognized as a key threat to 

stability and development.8 The World Bank Development Report 2011, titled “Conflict, 

Security, and Development,” in fact focused on international organized crime.9 

 

An OECD working paper by Paula Miraglia and her colleagues argues that transnational 

organized crime is a development issue because “it can undermine governance systems, 

increase levels of violence and insecurity and trap communities in cycles of poverty.”10 

Walter Kemp and his colleagues argue that transnational organized crime is the “elephant in 

the room” in peacebuilding and a threat in almost every area where the United Nations has 

peace operations, including those fragile states with which the Netherlands has an aid 

relationship.11 Its impact in African context is also documented in case studies.12 It has 

further been argued that transnational organized crime is an intrinsic element of the 





development challenge and must be interwoven throughout broader development response 

frameworks.13  

 

We therefore propose that global and transnational factors and developments for this 

research be narrowed to transnational organized crime, and take into account the associated 

links with socioeconomic drivers of conflict, private sector activities, trade, and finance. 

Geographical focus should be narrow. Because many of the fragile and developing countries 

with which the Netherlands has an aid or aid-trade relationship are in Africa, and because less 

is known about strategic considerations in relation to transnational organized crime in Africa 

than in many other contexts, we recommend that the research focus on the African context. 









The relationship between transnational organized crime and poverty is complex and 

multifaceted.14 In particular, it is not simply that more poverty equals more organized crime, 

or that less poverty does. In Africa, for example, the growth in transnational organized crime 

has occurred at the same time as economic growth, reductions in conflict, and increased 

stability.15 As states have transitioned toward a more sustainable state-building path, they 

have been vulnerable to infiltration by organized criminal groups.16 During this period, states 

have paid too little attention to the rise of criminal actors, their long-term impact on 

governance, and the impact on the rule of law and development. Consequently, for fragile or 

conflict-affected states, initial increases in stability and economic growth and stronger 

infrastructure facilitate the growth of transnational crime networks.17 Ivan Briscoe identifies 

certain factors that increase vulnerability: proximity to trafficking routes and destination 

markets, favorable international security conditions, extreme institutional fragmentation, 

high levels of inequality, and social atomization.18 This growth in criminal networks in turn 

has a long-term impact on further economic growth and on stability and poverty.  





A strong evidence base and broad consensus underscore that conflict and insecurity are major 

barriers to development.19 The specific relationships among transnational organized crime, 

conflict, and stability are less well studied, however. With regard to conflict arising from 

transnational organized crime, some evidence indicates that it is often the result of 

competition between competing groups, or of law enforcement attempts to control 

transnational organized crime. Tim Midgley, Ivan Briscoe, and Adam Bertoli note that 

“criminalized territories and political systems in various regions, including Central America 

and the Andes, Central Asia and West Africa, have given rise to extreme levels of armed 

violence, destabilized states, and fuelled the armed activities of insurgent and radical 

groups.”20 They also point out that evidence from a number of cases suggests that organized 

crime can do significant harm to civilian populations.21  

 

The African experience alluded to – periods of increasing stability associated with increases in 

transnational organized crime – suggests a more complex relationship. On the one hand, the 

crime may result in conflict. On the other, increases in stability may enhance vulnerability to 

organized crime, which ultimately undermines stability.22 A variety of factors may explain the 

vulnerability, including rising inequality.  

It is relatively well established that the presence of large horizontal inequalities, or 

inequalities among salient identity groups, increases the risk of violent conflict.23 The 

relationship between inequality and corruption that operates in both directions is also 

established – inequality encourages corruption and corruption encourages inequality.24 Jong 

Sung You and his colleagues argue that income inequality increases corruption. The wealthy 

have both greater motivation and opportunity to engage in corruption, and the poor are 

vulnerable to extortion and less able to monitor and hold the rich and powerful accountable 

as inequality increases. Inequality also adversely affects social norms related to corruption 

and people’s beliefs about the legitimacy of rules and institutions, making it easier for them 

to tolerate corruption as acceptable behavior.25 Organized crime, particularly in Africa, is 

frequently associated with state corruption. In the long term, the connected elite become 





richer, which exacerbates inequalities, and misdirection of funds exacerbates poverty.26 

Continued growth in transnational organized crime may thus precipitate further conflict.  

One of the continuing challenges in this field is the lack of consensus on a definition of 

organized crime. A failure to agree compromises both measurement and any claims to the 

beneficial effects of policies and practices.27 A particularly useful definition sees corruption 

of state officials as a means rather than a goal: “a continuing criminal enterprise that 

rationally works to profit from illicit activities that are often in great public demand. Its 

continued existence is based on the use of force, threats, monopoly control and/or the 

corruption of public officials.”28  

 

To be classed as transnational, “the dealings of organized crime must happen through at least 

two countries.”29 Equally, one might instead require that it affects at least two countries. 

Four models are delineated: local organizations primarily concerned with local crime, local 

organizations with global reach, transnational logistical networks, and fragile states as transit 

points for transnational organized crime.30  

 

Some researchers have argued that much organized crime is far more of a local phenomenon 

than is usually acknowledged, and that it does not constitute the international threat some 

security analysts claim.31 At the same time, it is possible that the types of organized crime 

(both transnational and otherwise) now arising in fragile and developing contexts may not fall 

easily into any of these four categories. For example, a group may be based in one country 

but carry out their operations in another, such as Mozambican stock-theft syndicates 

operating in Swaziland.32 

Difficulties of definition feed into difficulties of measurement.  





Measurement is important both for designing interventions and in understanding the impact of 

interventions. A development intervention that, for example, seeks to redirect income-

earning activities to legitimate activities needs to know the scale of the redirection required.  

Partly because there is no common definition, there is no globally agreed metric to measure 

the scale or impact of transnational organized crime. Nor are the various methods used in 

fragile states satisfactory. Methods based on seizures of drugs and other contraband, for 

example, or on arrests or other law enforcement metrics, do not work in contexts with little 

or no law enforcement, which is often the situation in fragile states. That there are no drug 

seizures in fragile states is more suggestive of the failure of law enforcement than of the 

absence of organized crime. Methods based on risk assessments have been proposed in some 

regions where the quality of the data permits.33 Other methods include survey approaches. 

Further methods seek not to measure organized crime itself, but instead its associated 

violence, in terms of violent deaths or injuries, which are frequently and paradoxically at 

their highest when transnational organized crime groups are under threat. Others prefer not 

to attempt measurement and instead follow case-study qualitative approaches.  

 

New measurement methods using novel approaches and new technology have emerged, 

however. Estimates have been made of total illicit financial flows using World Bank data and 

economic models.34 The income Somali pirates enjoy through piracy has been measured using 

satellite imagery.35 In an increasingly data-rich world, these examples raise the question of 

possible other innovative methods of measurement that might be developed for particular 

contexts, even in fragile states. Examples include combining satellite imagery analysis with 

survey-fieldwork and financial flow data, mobile phone or Internet use data, state capture, 

and any number of others.  

 

The possibility of new methods arising from new tools highlights the question of what is to be 

measured. This requires a clear understanding of what impacts of transnational organized 

crime are to be measured as well as the theory of change relating to that impact.  

A recent report for the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DfID) 

identifies and tests six interrelated and overlapping theories of change the authors believe 

guide the majority of programs focused on transnational organized crime.36 For the majority 

of programs, these theories were not explicitly articulated but instead identified through 

discussions with practitioners.   

 





● Deterrence encapsulates law-enforcement and security sector reform, including 

improvements in rule of law institutions. The logic underpinning deterrence emerges 

from classical theory, in which crime is considered a rational choice influenced by costs 

and benefits: as the costs of crime increase, crime will be deterred. 

● Severing the links between politics, the state, and crime covers transparency and 

community empowerment, anticorruption, and oversight mechanisms. Its logic sees 

increased accountability and transparency in how political and official decisions are 

taken reducing the level of interaction between transnational organized crime networks. 

● Managed adaptation of crime to minimize negative impacts on violence, security and 

conflict covers harm reduction, decriminalization of contraband, and negotiated 

settlements. These approaches do not seek to directly prevent crime but instead to push 

the nature of criminal enterprise away from harmful impacts, particularly violent ones. 

● Cultural change covers civic engagement and community cultural change. The logic here 

is that if trust between security providers and local people is improved and benefits of 

rule of law are tangible, then communities will reduce their support of crime. 

● Economic transformation covers economic growth and access. Its logic is that people 

engage with transnational organized crime because they have no alternative livelihood 

opportunities.  

● Global regulation covers global standards and compliance as well as constructive 

engagement with global bodies. Its goal is to improve harmonization, cooperation, and 

coordination between states and global transparency standards, which will in turn limit 

the ability of transnational organized crime networks to operate across international 

borders.  

 

The DfID report finds some or all of the assumptions underlying these theories questionable, 

bringing into question interventions based on them. It also notes contradictions between 

theories: many of the deterrence approaches directly contradict aspects of managed 

adaptation approaches, and some of the global regulation policies inhibit the capacity to 

adopt alternative strategies. The report calls for a common set of indicators, a common 

understanding of transnational organized crime across institutions, and clearly articulated 

common goals, objectives, and approach.37 

 

The various theories each assumed that interventions were primarily to reduce direct and 

short-term violence, and that it is predominantly the violence of transnational organized 

crime that undermines governance and fosters instability and that must be addressed. Yet as 

we have seen, organized crime may be associated with periods of increased stability and 

increased growth, especially in countries emerging from conflict. It may also bring short-term 

material wealth to some communities. Last, some evidence suggests that direct violence 

occurs primarily when there is competition for markets, or when direct law enforcement 

approaches are adopted.  

Participants at a recent conference largely concurred that regardless of how the problem (of 

transnational organized crime) is defined, or the scope of activities included, the tools 





available to address organized crime are inadequate, and this is nowhere more evident than 

in Africa.38  

Furthermore, though the main goal of organized crime is usually profit, in Africa, penetration 

of the state and key institutions and the consequent power obtained appears almost as 

important.39 Theories of change thus need to be reformulated, particularly in the African 

context.  

Advances in technology and communications and the global political economy have brought 

about significant changes in how ,regardless of where, transnational organized crime 

operates. It is a fluid and diversified industry that engages in a host of activities that include 

drug and human trafficking, piracy and counterfeiting, arms smuggling, and—increasingly—

cybercrime. The communications innovations that permit cybercrime also permit an entirely 

new mode of operating in traditional illicit markets as states become increasingly connected 

in the electronic realm.40  

 

Although strong states may also be affected, conflict-affected or otherwise weakened states 

are especially vulnerable and may serve as bases for international criminal enterprises. Such 

enterprises affect not only the host nation but also the region, as well as target or “market” 

countries.41 The phenomenon of crime groups being located in one country adjacent to a 

more developed target country has been observed.42  

 

In many developing regions, mobile phone and Internet technologies have overtaken 

traditional methods of communication, business, and banking. This in turn has seen an 

increase in cybercrime, which is frequently targeted across national borders. It has been 

argued that cybercriminals and their potential victims in the developing world face different 

economic and institutional factors.43 

 

African networks currently do not attract the same level of attention from cybercriminals as 

other regions because of the current low level of connectivity of the region and low 

broadband penetration. Increases in connectivity lead to increases in cybercrime, as evident 

after the 2009 connection of the East Africa fiber-optic cable.44 As fragile states become 

more connected, the rise in such crime could have serious implications for aid and trade, 

particularly given the few laws in developing states dealing with these crimes, a lack of 





capacity to enforce existing laws, and a lack of measures to prevent such crimes. 

International cooperation is frequently required for effective enforcement. 

A recent Global Policy report by Axel Klein argues that because it is based on an underlying 

grievance Somali piracy deviates from the usual definition. The report explores the concept 

of moral economy to explain how both along the coast and within the diaspora the identity of 

Somalis as victims is used to legitimize pirate activities.45  

 

This raises the question of the extent to which moral economies underpin various other 

manifestations of transnational organized crime on the continent, and in turn how these are 

related to extremism across Africa. Thorough reviews of the links between extremism and 

organized crime are available for developed contexts.46 Work identifying moral economies is 

less developed in Africa, however, but by no means absent. Another recent study, for 

example, postulated links between historical disputes, Fulani herdsmen, and arms smuggling 

to Boko Haram.47  

 

Nevertheless, a better understanding of the moral economies of transnational organized 

crime in fragile states, and their links with extremism, could suggest novel interventions and 

explain the failures of past interventions, in that their theories of change failed to address 

the moral economies involved. 









The following interrelated topics are recommended for further research:  

● Teasing out the various impacts of transnational organized crime in specific contexts, 

theorizing an appropriate theory of change for these situations, and devising methods of 

measurement for the success or failure of possible interventions. The feasibility of a 

common set of indicators for transnational organized crime common to all contexts must 

be considered.  

● Understanding the possible moral economies, including links with extremism, particularly 

in Africa, including in those countries with which the Netherlands has an aid or aid-trade 

relationship, and using the insights gained in developing interventions.  

● Understanding the evolving use of new communications technologies in transnational 

cybercrime to better understand their potential in fragile states, and their impact on 

stability, not only in the African region, but also in other target countries with whom the 

Netherlands has an aid or aid-trade relationship.  

 






