
Poverty
Caroline Thomas with Paul D. Williams

295

CHAPTER20

CONTENTS

z Introduction 296

z Is poverty an
appropriate
concern for
security 
studies? 296

z Whose 
poverty? 
Whose 
security? 298

z What do we
know about 
the poverty-
security 
nexus? 300

z What do we
know about the
poverty-violent
conflict 
nexus? 305

z The diplomatic
agenda on
poverty and
security 307

z Conclusion 309

z Abstract

In this chapter, students will learn about the intimate relationship
between poverty and security. The chapter’s starting point is that
fundamentally, the pursuit of security is about individual human beings
– i.e. human security – and the protection and fulfilment of their human
rights. The pursuit of other levels of security has legitimacy and relevance
to the degree to which it supports human security, and the latter cannot
be defined or contained within the territorial boundaries of an exclusive
political unit. From this perspective, poverty is of direct relevance for
security studies; indeed poverty and human insecurity are in many
respects synonymous. Both refer to a human condition characterized
by the lack of fulfilment of a range of human entitlements such as
adequate food, healthcare, education, shelter, employment, and voice;
a life lived in fear of violence, injury, crime or discrimination; and an
expectation that life will continue in this way. Although the connections
between poverty and security have been recognized by mainstream
development and security analysts since the early 1990s, it has not yet
resulted in a sustained critique of neoliberal development policy, but
rather a reassertion of it.



z Introduction

Despite sixty years of official development policies, as well as the commitment
made in 2000 by 189 states at the UN to the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs), one billion people continue to live in extreme poverty. Almost half
of the world’s seven billion people live on $2 a day or less. Poverty is the cause
of far more deaths than armed conflict. This human insecurity occurs against
the backdrop of a growth in global military spending (reaching an estimated
$1,630,000,000,000 in 2010) (SIPRI 2011), a growth in the arms trade, and
the significant proliferation in small arms and light weapons which account for
the majority of violent deaths and maiming (see Chapter 29 this volume).

In addition, this routine insecurity occurs in the context of global and
national political and economic systems which many believe perpetuate not
only poverty but also deepening inequality. If nobody had to endure a life of
poverty, then the fact that one per cent of the global population earns annually
as much as the poorest 57 per cent of humanity might not be an issue.
However, given the current scale of global poverty, and the spectre of increased
numbers living in poverty, the continuation and, arguably, the intensification
of inequalities should be of concern. These trends are evident in increased
differentiation and polarization within and between states, world regions, and
globally, and raise fundamental questions about the appropriateness of global
and national economic, social, political and security structures, policies and
values.

Globally, the political and economic challenge is defined in limited terms
of ‘poverty reduction’ via quantitative targets set out in the MDGs. Yet with
the global population on course to reach 8 billion by 2025, even the limited
goal of poverty reduction appears to be a hugely ambitious target in many
parts of the world. Moreover, if the current development trajectory continues
– which equates neoliberal economic policy with development policy – it is
reasonable to expect that even the limited MDG targets, if met, will be
unsustainable over time. In other words, what is being sold as the solution to
global poverty – neoliberal economic policy – is actually part of the problem.

z Is poverty an appropriate concern for security 
z studies?

Over the last two decades, interest has grown in the relationship between
security and poverty. Prior to that, ‘experts’ such as practising diplomats,
government leaders and mainstream academics in security studies generally
thought of these areas as separate. Of course, it is unlikely that their view was
shared by ordinary citizens throughout the world, for their direct experience
would have suggested otherwise. Security for the ‘experts’ was understood
narrowly as protecting the national interest, usually defined as upholding the
physical, territorial integrity of the state against external military attack, but
in reality often involving protection against internal fragmentation or challenge
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BOX 20.1 THE MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS, 2000

Goal 1 Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

Targets: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose income is less than one

dollar a day; and halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who suffer from hunger.

Goals 2 Achieve universal primary education

Target: Ensure that by 2015, children everywhere – boys and girls – will be able to complete primary

schooling.

Goal 3 Promote gender equality and empower women

Target: Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary schools by 2005, and all levels of

education by 2015.

Goal 4 Reduce child mortality

Target: Reduce by two thirds, 1990–2015, the under-five mortality rate.

Goal 5 Improve maternal health

Target: Reduce by three-quarters, 1990–2015, the maternal morbidity ratio.

Goal 6 Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

Targets: Halt and begin to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS by 2015, and the incidence of malaria and

other diseases.

Goal 7 Ensure environmental sustainability

Targets: Integrate sustainable development principles; halve the proportion of people without

sustainable access to safe drinking water; achieve a significant improvement in lives of 100 million

slum dwellers by 2020.

Goal 8 Develop a global partnership for development

Targets: Further develop a rule-based, non-discriminatory financial and trading system; address

needs of least developed countries, small island and landlocked states; make debt sustainable;

employment for youths; access to medicines; share benefits of new information and communications

technologies.



to the ruling elite. Economic issues, insofar as they were considered at all by
this group, were very much low-order issues. Poverty was relegated to the
domain of development practitioners and development academics, who shared
the state-based approach of their security colleagues. They understood and
measured development in terms of national achievements.

During the 1990s, the mainstream security agenda merged with the
mainstream development agenda under the mantle of global governance.
Global political changes post-Cold War, the shift in conflicts mainly to poorer
regions of the world (particularly Africa), the scale of humanitarian
emergencies, the perceived threat of global terrorism, and deepening global
economic integration with its attendant inequalities and political protests,
created space for the exploration of the relationship between poverty and
security within mainstream analysis. Nowadays, mainstream academics,
diplomats and politicians speak openly of the need to integrate approaches
to poverty and security. Leaders of the G8, the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and World Bank, for example, have spoken forcefully about a possible
link between poverty and armed conflict.

The acknowledgement of connections between poverty and security is
welcomed by those who have long advocated a holistic approach, but a word
of caution is in order as such analysts remain sceptical about the direction of
travel. The new global political focus on poverty reduction is seen by some
as a means to ensure that opposition to global economic integration is
neutralized, and the economic liberalization project continued unimpeded.

z Whose poverty? Whose security?

One of the first problems a student of poverty and security encounters is the
contested nature of the key terms of the debate. In other words, what precisely
are we talking about? Security means different things to different people, as
has been demonstrated in this book. Likewise, poverty has different meanings,
and these are often understood within the larger concept of development –
itself a heavily debated term. Both have been analysed and measured in terms
of individual human beings, sub-state regions, the state level, continental
regions and even at the global level; both have also been thought about in
terms of specific groups or categories of people who may be contained within
or spread beyond a single state. Box 20.2 summarizes some of the widely
utilized approaches to define ‘poverty’ and how to think about the category
of ‘the poor’.

The term ‘conflict’ often crops up in discussions of poverty and security,
and this too takes on many different meanings according to the perspective
of the respective author. It often refers to wars, for example: interstate wars,
proxy wars, internal wars fought to gain regional independence or to gain
political supremacy, wars initiated by outside powers (Stewart 2003: 329–330).
Yet conflict is also experienced at the individual level, particularly amongst
poor communities where, for example, a gun culture can flourish aided by
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the easy availability of small arms and light weapons, and also in the domestic
setting where gendered power relations underpin domestic violence. In
addition to all of these complexities, there is the challenge of understanding
the term ‘violence’: for many authors, it is physical; for some, such as Galtung,
it is structural, exemplifying the condition of living perpetuated by the
development of the global economy over the past 500 years, whereby swathes
of humanity are disenfranchized, living in routine poverty and exploitation
(see Chapter 6 this volume).

These conceptual and theoretical debates are rehearsed extensively in the
academic literature, and they are not repeated here; but it is important to be
aware of the many claims to ‘truth’, and the role that perspective and position
play.

For us, security at its very core is about the condition of individual human
beings and humankind, rather than geographical, administrative, economic
or political units, or faceless others. Fundamentally, the pursuit of security is
about individual human beings – i.e. human security – and the protection
and fulfilment of their human rights. (Of course, the meaning of the term
‘human security’ is also contested, see Chapter 19 this volume.) The pursuit
of other levels of security – for example, global, regional or national – has
legitimacy and relevance to the degree to which it supports human security,
and the latter cannot be defined or contained within the territorial boundaries
of an exclusive political unit. Thus, a government’s pursuit of ‘national
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BOX 20.2 APPROACHES TO POVERTY

There are different approaches to defining what is meant by ‘poverty’ and how researchers should

understand the category of ‘the poor’. Among the most widely used are the monetary, capability,

social exclusion, and participatory approaches (Laderchi et al. 2003):

z The monetary approach defines poverty as a shortfall in consumption (or income) from some

previously identified poverty line.

z The capabilities approach views poverty as deprivation in, or failure to achieve certain ‘basic

capabilities’ defined by ‘the ability to satisfy certain crucially important functionings up to certain

minimally adequate levels’ – or what Amartya Sen referred to as ‘freedom’ (in Laderchi et al.

2003: 253).

z A third approach defines poverty as a form of social exclusion whereby people are rendered poor

through the suffocating consequences of social structures. As defined by the European Union,

social exclusion is the ‘process through which individuals or groups are wholly or partially excluded

from full participation in the society in which they live’ (in Laderchi et al. 2003: 257).

z The participatory approach looks at the issue from the standpoint of those who are thought to

be suffering from poverty and gets these people to participate in decisions about what it means

to be poor and the magnitude of poverty. The problem is that it assumes we know which people

to ask and there is no satisfactory means of adjudicating between competing accounts.



security’ should not threaten the human security either of its citizens, or indeed
of people living beyond its borders.

Working with this understanding of security as being a priori about human
beings, it becomes clear that poverty is of direct relevance for security studies;
indeed poverty and human insecurity are in many respects synonymous. Both
refer to a human condition characterized by the lack of fulfilment of a range
of human entitlements such as adequate food, healthcare, education, shelter,
employment, and voice; a life lived in fear of violence, injury, crime or
discrimination; and an expectation that life will continue in this way. All of
these elements are to varying degrees dependent facets, and the loss of one
often leads to the loss of/decline in enjoyment of others, e.g. under-nutrition
and poor housing contribute to ill-heath, which itself prevents productive
work, and this affects the ability to grow or purchase food, which contributes
to further malnutrition; living without title to land or housing opens the way
to physical insecurity and the feeling of hopelessness, for example as slums
are cleared; living in fear of arbitrary violence from gangs, or even from those
acting in the name of or in the payroll of the government, undermines voice
and obstructs economic and political development.

Improvements in human security necessarily involve poverty reduction, and
likewise, poverty reduction will decrease human insecurity. Such improvements
can also be seen as synonymous with improvements in the experience of human
rights – economic, social, civil, political and cultural – by individual human
beings.

Thus poverty is not simply a relevant area of concern for security studies;
rather, it is a central concern for those who believe that security is a priori
about human beings, and that it is about states, world regions and the global
political system only to the extent that they help or hinder the primary goal
of human security.

Therefore, in a world where half of humanity lives in a condition of
poverty (read: human insecurity or lack of enjoyment of basic human rights),
understanding the national and global structures and policies which sustain
this situation is crucial for the articulation of policies supportive of the
enhancement of human security. As a consequence, a critique of current
development policy, and the articulation of alternative pathways to develop -
ment, should be a key focus for security studies. Indeed, the continuation of
entrenched academic silos which differentiate between and create ‘experts’ in
the study of security, or poverty/development or human rights, obstructs the
growth of knowledge and understanding about the human condition, and the
enormous challenges to be faced. The need for an inclusive, integrated
approach is clear (on which, see Spear and Williams 2012).

z What do we know about the poverty–security nexus?

When security is considered in human terms, the current model of develop-
ment is failing to deliver to the majority of people across the world, and in
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some cases, such as across parts of sub-Saharan Africa, it seems to be making
a significant contribution to the deterioration of the human condition.

For the one billion people living below the internationally identified poverty
line of $1 a day, and the next two and a half billion living on $2 a day, poverty
is a chronic condition; for others, it may be transient, for example following
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BOX 20.3 THE BLUEPRINT FOR DEVELOPMENT: NEOLIBERAL ECONOMICS,
OR ‘THE WASHINGTON CONSENSUS’

By the early 1980s, with changes in the domestic politics of leading industrialized countries, the post-

war liberal principle of state-guided markets gave way to the rise of neoliberal economic policy. This

signalled a fundamental shift in development policy from state-led to market-led.

The ‘Washington Consensus’ as it came to be known was promoted as a universal blueprint for

development by an increasingly coordinated set of actors – public and private international financial

institutions (e.g. IMF and World Bank, private banks), think-tanks and political leaders in Washington

DC, other OECD governments, all keen to ensure the repayment of Third World debt.

The causes of poverty and underdevelopment were identified as internal to the state, rather than

external/structural or a combination of both. Export-led growth would generate foreign exchange

necessary for debt repayment, and benefits would occur throughout society by the ‘trickle down’

effect. The role of the state was redefined as the enabler of the private sector, facilitating

privatization, liberalization and deregulation. Good governance was crucial for competitive elections,

enforcing property rights, tackling corruption etc. Global economic integration through trade and

investment liberalization was the best way to promote economic growth, which in turn would deliver

improvements for all worldwide.

While the theory may have looked convincing to some, when applied in the real world it has

encountered many problems. The reform of domestic economies across the developing and transition

countries, with an emphasis on rolling back the state in favour of market-led development, trade

and investment liberalization, has not resulted in benefits for all. Indeed, many in the former Soviet

bloc and East Asia have been thrown into poverty following particular crises of liberalization, whilst

in parts of Africa poverty has deepened routinely as anticipated growth has failed to materialize

through the combination of structural adjustment policies, plus increasing debt, falling commodity

prices and disappointing levels of aid. State infrastructures have declined.

Voices of opposition from development NGOs have grown louder, criticizing the imposition and

questioning the appropriateness of a universal blueprint recommended and applied irrespective of

local condition or wishes. Increasingly, criticisms have been heard within the IMF and World Bank,

and have resulted in significant resignations (e.g. Joseph Stiglitz left the World Bank in 2000).

By the late 1990s, the key advocates of neoliberalism were supporting a change of emphasis: growth

alone is not enough, it must be ‘pro-poor’, and locally owned by national governments and civil

society. Yet in reality, post-2000, the emphasis on domestic reform in support of the private sector

plus trade liberalization remains.



a specific, one-off crop failure. Specific disadvantaged groups exist within these
figures e.g. the elderly, disabled, youths, refugees, internally displaced persons,
HIV/AIDS sufferers. Also hidden within these figures are the poor who are
made even poorer and more vulnerable by some specific event, e.g. the Asian
tsunami (December 2004); or the Pakistan Kashmiri earthquake (October
2005), or the Haitian earthquake (March 2011).

Those in chronic poverty lead wholly insecure lives, routinely lack voice,
basic needs, work and opportunity, often living in fear, subject to physical
abuse, forced eviction and so forth. In addition to arbitrary violence often
perpetrated by the authorities, those living in poverty face violent crime. In
major cities they endure the normalization of the gun culture, e.g. in Lagos,
Rio de Janeiro and Nairobi. The perpetrators and the victims are generally
young, unemployed male youths without hope. This hopelessness amongst
youths is particularly worrying, given the evolving age profile of the global
population, and the fact that young people are the next generation of social
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BOX 20.4 PROBLEMS OF APPLYING THE ‘WASHINGTON CONSENSUS’
MODEL OF DEVELOPMENT

z Economic growth lower than expected, and of poor quality, e.g. neither job-creating nor poverty-

reducing. In sub-Saharan Africa many countries experienced a drop in GDP during the 1980s and

1990s (UNCTAD 2010: vii).

z Trickle-down does not occur – inequalities increase within and between states, including those

of the developing world. In countries with low per capita income, benefit from trade openness

accrues to the rich not the poor.

z Debt remains a serious problem, especially for the most heavily indebted countries for whom

debt as a percentage of external exports rose from 38 per cent in 1980–1984, to 103 per cent

1995–2000.

z Trade liberalization – developing countries which rely on the export of primary commodities (i.e.,

the poorest) suffer a continuous, significant decline in market share – they are more open to

trade, but earn less (UNCTAD 2006: 20).

z Unemployment rates have increased with many countries facing their highest rates of

unemployment for 40 years. This should prompt a rethink of the paradigm of export-led

development based on keeping labour costs low (UNCTAD 2010: i, vi).

z Social problems increase as market-based entitlement deprives poor people of access to essential

services, e.g. health care to meet the HIV/AIDS emergency in Africa.

z Official Development Assistance has been disappointing, with the expected new money failing

to flow in; indeed after the deduction of debt relief, there was decline in aid to the poorest

countries 1996–2000; thereafter, increases were largely absorbed by Iraq and Afghanistan.

z Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) – poorest countries lose out, with 49 of them attracting just 2

per cent of FDI to the South, or 0.5 per cent of global FDI, in 2001.



and economic actors (World Bank 2006). Opportunities missed, and
behaviours/cultures developed early on in life can be very difficult to reverse.

The direct experience of poverty is often linked to significant vertical
inequalities based on income, and/or horizontal social, economic and political
inequalities (i.e., differences across geographical regions or social groups)
which may occur within the national or global context, are often played out
over many generations (HDR 2005: 163). These inequalities do not happen
naturally. Rather, they are the result of actions or inactions by human beings
in government or in international institutions. They are created, sustained,
made worse or better, or ignored by human beings in positions of authority
and/or power and influence, who chose to promote certain rules of the
economic and political game over others. These inequalities erode the political
legitimacy of government in both the developed and the developing world,
and of global governance through institutions such as the World Trade
Organization (WTO) and IMF.

These horizontal inequalities may play out within a state’s borders, e.g. in
Sudan, Nepal, China, Russia, India, or Mexico, where particular regions
and/or groups of people feel disadvantaged by the state and a conflict situation
exists. Governments can play a role in alleviating or exacerbating vertical and
horizontal inequalities, and therefore human insecurity, within their states. 
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BOX 20.5 CURRENT SETBACKS ON THE MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT
GOALS

Progress in achieving the Millennium Development Goals has been far from uniform across the world.

The greatest improvements have been in East Asia and South Asia but other developing regions

continue to struggle. Sub-Saharan Africa remains at the epicentre of the crisis, making overall

progress on only two of the twenty-one quantifiable development targets (UN 2011a). The World

Bank’s 2007 assessment continues to hold true: the largest ‘MDG deficit’ is in states with weak

institutions and governance, and often in conflict – the ‘fragile states’ (World Bank 2007: 3). According

to the UN, among the most significant ongoing setbacks are:

z Huge disparities between urban and rural areas.

z The poorest children have made the slowest progress in terms of improved nutrition.

z Opportunities for full and productive employment remain particularly slim for women.

z Being poor, female or living in a conflict zone increases the probability that a child will be out

of school.

z Advances in sanitation often bypass the poor and those living in rural areas.

z Improving the lives of a growing number of urban poor remains a monumental challenge.

z Progress has been uneven in improving access to safe drinking water. 

(UN 2011b: 4–5)



It is noteworthy that in terms of deaths through violent physical acts, more
people are killed by their own governments than by foreign armies. For
example, it has been estimated that in the twentieth century, while
approximately 40 million people were killed in wars between states, more than
four times that number – some 120 million people – were killed by their own
governments (Rummel 1994: 21). Deprivation resulting from acts or omissions
of government via their policies adds to the citizens’ death toll. Often,
economic and social policies pursued by governments are heavily influenced
from outside, e.g. IMF, WTO, or a major power which ties aid to specific
domestic policy reform (see below).

Many of the half of humanity living in poverty are refugees or have been
forcibly displaced. Globally, in early 2011, the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees estimated that there are approximately 43.7 million forcibly displaced
people (some 10 million of whom are refugees), with particularly high numbers
in Afghanistan and Sudan. Statelessness and mass denial of effective citizenship
by governments threatens the security of individuals, and groups, and this
can have a detrimental effect beyond borders.

Horizontal inequalities can also be detected from a global perspective, with
entire world regions and their inhabitants disadvantaged or advantaged by the
particular global rules within which all must operate, yet few set. For example,
the vast majority of HIV/AIDS sufferers live in sub-Saharan Africa, yet they
and their governments have no voice in developing the global rules which
determine access to drugs. A further example involves the rules which
determine the benefits of the globalization process in which sub-Saharan
Africa and its people have been marginalized; these are legitimated by
international financial institutions and the G8 governments. Another example
is a system of trade that fails to take into account the needs of the poorest,
especially rural agricultural workers. These inequalities are created, they are
intentionally or unintentionally made worse, or simply ignored by major
governments or external agents such as the IMF, the WTO, or aid donors.
Through their policies, these actors can create, promote and sustain or simply
even permit human insecurity, to devastating effect. The tragic history of debt
accumulation and repayment by African governments (read: poor inhabitants
of African states) is testimony to this.

Consider the example of food insecurity, which is one of the defining
features of existence for people living in poverty. Three-quarters of poor
people live in rural areas, yet rural livelihoods in agriculture are being destroyed
by the unfolding of global economic integration, and inadequate alternative
opportunities are being created in urban areas. The progress of trade
liberalization means that food produced using huge subsidies in rich countries
such as the US and within the EU, finds it way to markets in poor countries
where local farmers lose their livelihoods and are left without the means to
buy the imported foodstuffs. In Haiti, for example, poor rice farmers have
lost their means of subsistence as US rice has flooded the national market 
and they have no alternative means of subsistence. Similarly, poor farmers 
in tropical countries who depend on the sale of their agricultural products in
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northern markets – such as coffee, tea or cotton farmers – find their livelihoods
are completely insecure. Eleven million cotton farmers in West Africa, and
20 million coffee farmers, faced devastation in recent years.

While the contemporary effects of economic liberalization on food security
are clear, it is also noteworthy that governments that have chosen over the
last sixty years to prioritize food security have been able to lift their populations
out of food insecurity. Diverse examples exist: Sri Lanka, countries of South
East Asia, and Cuba. In sum, governments have choices, but it remains to be
seen to what degree they will have leeway with the progression of rules on
trade liberalization.

z What do we know about the poverty–violent 
z conflict nexus?

Poverty causes more deaths than violent conflict but it may also contribute
to violent conflict and therefore to further human insecurity. Likewise, violent
conflict may contribute to poverty. What do we know about this relationship?
In the post-Cold War period, and particularly since the mid-1990s, there has
been a significant scaling-up of research on the poverty–violent conflict nexus
by universities, institutes, NGOs and even governments (see Williams 2012).
These investigations range from large projects offering detailed data gathering
and analysis (e.g. Uppsala Conflict Data Programme working in partnership
with the Human Security Centre, University of British Columbia; Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute), political economic analysis and
econometric modelling (e.g. Queen Elizabeth House, Oxford and WIDER),
or case studies of regions or issues (e.g. Centre for International Coopera-
tion and Security (CICS) Bradford University, Amnesty International, the
International Action Network on Small Arms, and Oxfam International), 
to more theoretical critiques of the broad area (Duffield 2001, Stewart and
Fitzgerald 2001, Wilkin 2002). Of course, many citizens on the ground
would doubtless suggest that these findings simply confirm what they already
knew from direct experience.

Effect of poverty on conflict

While it is often not possible to completely disentangle a whole range of factors
which may contribute to a violent conflict (e.g. environmental, social,
economic, political, historical), the growing body of knowledge has provided
evidence in a previously data-light area that ‘poverty and falling incomes are
critical drivers for violent conflict in less developed countries’ (Miguel 2006:
1). Nafziger and Auvinen (2002: 153) have shown that ‘stagnation and decline
in real GDP, high income inequality, a high ratio of military expenditures to
national income, and a tradition of violent conflict are sources of emergencies’.
Collier et al. (2003), have shown that there can be a variety of economic
motivations for conflict, born out of poverty, including economic grievance,
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greed and even opportunity. Econometric studies have shown that poverty
feeds insecurity, and insecurity feeds poverty, both at the level of the state
and the individual. The UNDP has summed this up as ‘the conflict trap is
part of the poverty trap’ (UNDP 2005: 157).

The UN categorizes states according to their per capita income, and has
identified poor countries – and therefore their inhabitants – as being far more
likely to experience violent conflict than rich countries. In 2006, 50 Least
Developed Countries (LDCs) were identified, each exhibiting a per capita
income under $750, human resource weakness (poor health, nutrition,
education, adult literacy); and economic vulnerability. Of these, 16 were
landlocked and 12 were small islands. Such low-income countries accounted
for over half of countries experiencing violent conflict 1990–2003. Moreover,
countries with per capita income of $600 are half as likely to experience civil
war as countries with per capita income of $250. In Africa, for example, it is
notable that Algeria was the only state with a GNI per capita over $1,000
which suffered a state-based armed conflict between 1990 and 2009 (Williams
2011: 212). In other words, the poorer the country, the more likely its people
are to experience civil war.

The majority of countries listed by the UN as least developed countries
are in sub-Saharan Africa, and the problems of poverty and conflict affect
Africa disproportionately. The region is caught in a trap of poverty–conflict–
poverty. At the turn of the twenty-first century the situation was so bad that,

More recently, the popular protests in North Africa and the Middle East
known collectively as the ‘Arab Spring’ have demonstrated once again the
clear connections between poverty, underdevelopment and violent conflict.

The issue of how to lift these countries and their peoples – most of whom
depend on the production of basic commodities – out of the poverty trap is
pressing. Those commodities have experienced a long-term decline in value
compared with manufactured goods. G8, IMF and World Bank structural
adjustment policies call for increased exports of such commodities to generate
foreign exchange which can be used towards debt repayment. Yet more and
more of these very products have to be produced and sold in order simply to
stand still. And then there is the additional problem of governments of many
low-income states spending more on weapons than on healthcare, e.g. Burundi,
Ethiopia, Nepal, Bangladesh (UNDP 2005: 160).
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Almost every country across the middle belt of the continent – from Somalia

in the east to Sierra Leone in the west, from Sudan in the north to Angola

in the south – remains trapped in a volatile mix of poverty, crime, unstable

and inequitable political institutions, ethnic discrimination, low state capacity

and the “bad neighbourhoods” of other crisis-ridden states – all factors

associated with increased risk of armed conflict.

(Human Security Centre 2005: 4)



Effect of conflict on poverty

Mounting evidence shows the negative effect of conflict on development and
poverty alleviation (e.g. World Bank 2011: 4). The thirteen case studies
published by CICS in 2005 illustrate the vast range of possibilities, which
may be short- or long-term, local, regional, national or even international.
Examples include:

n depletion of the productive workforce through direct involvement in
conflict and indirectly through displacement, hunger, injury and disease;

n destruction of physical and social infrastructure, including transport, power,
education and health;

n destruction of the agricultural base and therefore of subsistence and
livelihoods, plus a loss of local expert farming knowledge with subsequent
movement of displaced into urban areas;

n disruption and destruction of markets;
n diversion of young children into military roles;
n expansion of youths in urban areas turning to crime and acceptance of

violence as a legitimate way to settle differences;
n decline in economic growth and export revenues;
n rise in military expenditure by governments; and
n negative effect on growth nationally and in neighbouring states.

At a human level, conflict exacerbates the human insecurity of those directly
involved or caught in the crossfire, many of whom already do not routinely
enjoy basic entitlements and rights. It is a cruel irony that for some, conflict
is seen as the route to secure rights and entitlements which they see their
government as denying them.

z The diplomatic agenda on poverty and security 

At the academic level, data-gathering and analysis regarding poverty, security
and their interlinkages, as well as theoretical critique, is proceeding rapidly.
What of the diplomatic level? The poverty–security connection was under the
spotlight in the 2005 World Summit at the UN General Assembly, which
considered the report of the High Level Panel on Threats and Challenges, A
More Secure World: Our Shared Responsibility. This defined a threat to
international security as ‘any event or process that leads to large-scale death
or lessening of life chances and undermines States as the basic unit of the
international system’ (UNGA 2004: 25). It details a number of threats,
including poverty, infectious disease and environmental degradation; conflict
between and within states; nuclear, radiological, chemical and biological
weapons, terrorism and transnational organized crime. In his foreword, Kofi
Annan commented:

CAROLINE THOMAS WITH PAUL D.  WILL IAMS

307



But is the focus on the MDGs appropriate? Of course they should be met,
and their fulfilment will enhance the human security of some of the world’s
poorest people. And yes, violent conflict will make their achievement more
difficult. Yet the mere existence of those goals is testimony to the failure of
development policy to date. The fundamental issue is whether the current
approach to development (still principally variants of economic neoliberalism)
is appropriate for meeting the challenge of human security or poverty
eradication or human rights – today and tomorrow. The evidence suggests
that it is not. Consider that in 2003 the UN Development Programme report
contended that if sub-Saharan Africa continues on its current course, it will
take another 150 years to reach the MDG target of halving poverty, and the
hunger situation will continue to worsen (UNDP 2003). Consequently, a
radical critique of those policies and the development of an alternative should
be at the heart of diplomatic endeavour.

At the broadest level, the failure of development post-1945 must be
acknowledged, and the values underpinning the approach must be brought
into question (see Stewart 2004). There are no signs that this development
model is about to be overturned. The modifications of the existing approach
evident in the Post-Washington Consensus are not likely to deliver poverty
eradication or human security for all, or result in a sustainable future for the
eight billion people who will inhabit our planet by 2025. The pursuit of growth
without equal attention to equity and sustainability will perpetuate the current
poverty–conflict–poverty trap.

For the countries of sub-Saharan Africa, their specific circumstances mean
that the continuation of trade openness will contribute to further poverty,
inequality and insecurity. These are the very countries which are currently
the most conflict-ridden. In particular, progress must be made on commodities
– especially basic agricultural commodities – if the world’s governments are
serious about the eradication of hunger and malnutrition, and improving
human insecurity. Progress on the trade rules governing arms flows is also
vital: human security rather than liberal free trade principles must inform the
development of the rules. Much will hinge on improving the slow progress
being made on the global Arms Trade Treaty at the UN (on which see Chapter
29, this volume).
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I support the report’s emphasis on development as the indispensable

foundation stone of a new collective security. Extreme poverty and infectious

diseases are threats in themselves, but they also create environments which

make more likely the emergence of other threats, including civil conflict. If

we are to succeed in better protecting the security of our citizens, it is

essential that due attention and necessary resources be devoted to achieving

the Millennium Development Goals.

(UNGA 2004: 2 para.7)



Likewise, with aid: the very countries which are currently the most conflict-
ridden – those in sub-Saharan Africa especially – are missing out under the
current aid regime. Despite the promises made by the G8 at Gleneagles in
July 2005, a tiny number of recipients outside the continent are the greatest
beneficiaries of aid. The African Progress Panel was launched in April 2007
to ensure accountability of the donors – a sure sign that delivery was not
matching promises.

Human security concerns must drive trade, aid and foreign investment, as
well as domestic reform, and we must measure their legitimacy by their
contribution to it. The contribution of internal factors to current insecurity
must be matched by due acknowledgement of the role of external/structural
factors. A development strategy for human security must embrace both.

z Conclusion

This chapter has explored the relationship between poverty and security.
Defining security at its core in human terms, it suggests that poverty is not
only an appropriate concern for students of security – it is an essential part
of their studies. A significant proportion of humanity is caught in a
poverty–insecurity–poverty trap. Poverty and insecurity are two sides of the
same coin. A person who experiences one, will likely be familiar with the other.
If governments and international institutions tackle one, they will impact on
the other. Serious students of one necessarily need to study the other. All need
to think about development, for without that there cannot be poverty
eradication or sustainable human security.
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