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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

1.1. INTRO AND BACKGROUND 

The aim of this study is to support the efforts of OECD DAC members and others to better 
integrate conflict early warning analysis and response into their programming. The study is based 
on a review of the literature on early warning and response and inputs from surveyed agencies. It 
seeks to assess the value and role of early warning for the prevention of violent conflict and 
peace-building; identify the most effective early warning and response systems; evaluate 
strengths and weaknesses of different systems; pinpoint the obstacles to early response; and 
make some tentative judgments on what the role of OECD/DAC could be in influencing future 
developments in this field. 

1.2. CONTEMPORARY HISTORICAL REVIEW OF THE EARLY WARNING AND RESPONSE 

Conflict early warning was conceived as a means of protecting and preserving life.  The field has 
evolved significantly since its initial conceptualisation and early warning has been integrated into 
the policies of many organisations. But we cannot say today that we are in a position to prevent 
another Rwandan genocide. Conflict early warning faces similar challenges to those it did 15 
years ago. And there are new challenges on the horizon.  
 
From initial conceptualisation in the 1970s and 1980s, conflict early warning only really emerged 
on the international policy agenda after the end of the Cold War when the conflict environment 
and the international conflict management framework evolved rapidly in response to the new geo-
strategic reality. The failure to respond to the Rwandan genocide in 1994 and the experiences of 
the Balkans conflicts were major spurs to the development of better conflict early warning and 
response leading to several major policy initiatives in governmental, intergovernmental and 
nongovernmental sectors. 
 
From the start conflict early warning was envisaged as distinct from intelligence based analysis 
that focused on protection of state interests. It sought multi-stakeholder solutions and gender 
sensitivity, used open source information and aimed at protecting human lives and creating 
sustainable peace based on locally owned solutions. However, this approach has been 
overshadowed by the new Northern perception of international threats that emerged after the 
terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 and consequent counter-terrorism and counter-
proliferation measures taken by the United States and its allies. Those attacks also acted as a 
spur to growing interest in and analysis of weak, fragile and failed states.   
 
In spite of increased resources going into early warning, key shortcomings of governmental and 
multilateral interventions in violent conflict remain, including faulty analysis, late, uncoordinated 
and contradictory engagement and poor decision making.  
 
Conflict early warning as a field of conflict prevention is today undergoing significant scrutiny. 
There have been inaccurate predictions, failure to foresee important events, and inadequate 
linking of operational responses to warnings. From a donor perspective, the visible impacts of 
early warning are often seen as meagre. Indeed, at times early warning analyses can provide 
donor officials with political headaches, by being alarmist, offensive to other governments, or by 
advocating responses that are not feasible. However, proponents of conflict early warning insist 
that it contributes to the evidence-base of conflict prevention decision-making.   

1.3. EARLY WARNIN G TOOLS AND SYSTEMS 

The focus of this study is on tools/systems that deal with violent conflict and state fragility. 
 
The evolution of the conflict early warning field has been driven by the advances made in 
quantitative and qualitative analytical tools.  As the capabilities and value of these tools grew, 
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they were integrated into the different early warning systems operated by governments, inter-
governmental organisations, and NGOs.   
 
Significant advances have been made in quantitative and qualitative analytical tools for violent 
conflict and state fragility.  Quantitative methods have strong predictive capabilities, particularly in 
relation to political crisis and instability.  State fragility indices provide easily graspable ñwatch-
listsò and help agencies working on these issues to set priorities.  Qualitative methods provide 
rich context analysis, as well as ways to plan programmatic responses and assess the impact on 
violent conflicts of these responses. The more recent qualitative methods for state fragility 
analysis provide useful planning frameworks for programmatic responses.  Qualitative tools 
satisfy important analytical requirements among development agencies ï particularly in terms of 
informing programming.  Numerous weaknesses persist, nonetheless.  Analytical tools 
fundamentally over-simplify complex and fluid violent conflicts and situations of state fragility.  
They provide simple snap-shots that are quickly outdated and the quality of analysis suffers from 
data deficits that characterise many of the countries covered by such studies. 
 
Two analytical conclusions can be drawn when it comes to quantitative and qualitative tools.  First, 
there is no ñbest methodologyò or ñbest set of indicatorsò.  There is basic good practice in 
quantitative and qualitative analysis. Many methods are based on this good practice and are 
designed to address the needs of specific institutions.  Second, the best way to use these 
methods is to combine quantitative and qualitative tools.  This ensures the necessary 
triangulation required for creating a robust evidence-base for decision-making. 
 
Early warning systems exist now within governments, multilateral agencies, and NGOs.  They 
play different roles ï ranging from giving alerts and catalysing response, to bolstering the 
evidence-base of decision-making, to serving as response mechanisms themselves.  There is 
consensus on what constitutes a ñgoodò early warning system and this good practice has been 
operationalised in several initiatives. Early warning systems provide: a crisis prediction capacity 
that enables proactive decision-making; a stronger basis for evidence-based decision-making on 
countries affected by crisis; improved programming through systematic country reviews and 
expert analysis; a priority-setting contribution through watch-list type products; a starting point for 
developing a shared problem definition on crisis-affected countries that sets the stage for more 
coherent responses; and an ideas pool for responses and sometimes the forum to meet fellow 
responders and plan joint response strategies. However, with a few exceptions, early warning 
systems suffer from under-investment. The more natural clients for early warning systems are 
political decision-making entities.  
 
Nonetheless, the often poor/shallow quality of analyses, unrealistic recommendations, and biased 
or ungrounded opinions present in many early warning products means that ñpoor early warningò 
still remains an important cause of non-responses to violent conflict.    

1.4. RESPONSE TOOLS AND SYSTEMS 

Advances over the last 15 years or so in early and rapid response have been made in the range 
of institutions, mechanisms, instruments, and processes available to manage violent conflict ï 
and in national, regional, and international willingness to use force in situations of violent conflict. 
At national, regional and international levels, capabilities to respond to situations of violent conflict 
and state fragility have evolved significantly. Institutional mandates for response have been 
strengthened, funding has increased, there is a greater range of operational tools, and 
mechanisms have been refined on the basis of applied experience. However, the multiplicity of 
actors and responses means that the problem of late, incoherent, fragmented, and confused 
response is perhaps greater today than it was at the time of the Rwandan genocide.   
 
Numerous challenges are identified in the literature and in the survey of practitioners carried out 
by this study. First, the role of evidence in determining response (as opposed to political 
expediency, budgetary considerations, etc.) remains limited. Second, ad hocism and limited 
strategic thinking is prevalent.  Many actors do not define or share a clear strategy for supporting 
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peace in violent conflict situations.  The absence of such strategic frameworks leads to 
incoherence and uncoordinated responses.  Third, sustainability concerns remain unaddressed.  
Whether related to macro-level level strategies for stabilisation, or sector-specific approaches 
responses are rarely designed to outlast themselves. Fourth, stove-piped responses, based on 
narrow institutional interests have not been overcome.  Deep divisions between security and 
development agencies, and a propensity for ñblueprintsò in responses to different countries with 
perceived similar problems remain problematic. 
 
From evaluations of responses to violent conflict, several ñgood practiceò principles have been 
drawn by scholars, including: (a) understand the problem, hold the ñground-truthò; (b) ensure that 
responses are diverse, flexible, and sustainable; (c)  invest time in planning and strategy; (d) be 
conflict-sensitive; (e) donôt push technical solutions onto political problems; (f) balance speed, 
ownership and coordination. This review identifies a number important gains from the 
development of governmental, inter-governmental, and non-governmental response 
mechanisms/instruments including: more rapid, coherent, and informed responses within 
institutions to situations of violent conflict and state fragility; perceived potential for reduced costs 
associated to expensive ñlateò responses to violent conflict and state fragility; the promotion of 
more consensus-based decision-making both within the bureaucracies and political leadership to 
crisis situations; and their role as a resource to help avoid the derailment of developmental 
investments by crises and conflict. 
 
However, more mechanisms/instruments have not translated into better responses.  The link 
between warning and response remains weak. This is due to the poor quality of early warning, 
immature mechanisms/instruments and response measures, along with a range of personal, 
institutional, and political shortcomings that affect decision making.  If the problem was ñthat early 
warning is not wired to the bulbò, it may be that today there are too many ñbulbsò competing with 
each other or not working when they should. 

1.5. FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR EARLY WARNING AND EARLY RESPONSE  

Early warning and early response will be faced with an evolution of threats over the next decade.  
These threats will come from the combined impacts on conflict and instability of climate change, 
fall-outs from the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, fall-outs of the war on terror, and the increasing 
criminalisation of conflict, among other factors. There is little indication of forward thinking among 
early warners on these critical issues.  However, the future relevance of the field depends largely 
on work undertaken now to be able to understand and provide useful analysis on these new 
emerging threats. 
 
Technological advancements have played an important role in improving the efficiency and 
effectiveness of early warning systems.  Most inter-governmental and non-governmental systems, 
however, have not gone beyond the use of email and websites for dissemination, and 
communication technology for data collection.  Governmental and some inter-governmental 
systems do benefit from access and resources to use satellite and GIS in their analysis and 
reporting.  However, access to technology remains very unequal between systems. 
 
There are several important trends in the early warning community that should be noted.  First 
with the closure of FEWER and FAST there is now less diversity in early warning analysis at a 
global level.  Exclusive reliance on a few sources, no matter how good they are, is not smart 
decision-making practice particularly on complex issues such as violent conflict and state fragility.  
Second, development agencies working on structural prevention see less value in early warning 
than before.  Agencies involved in operational prevention remain interested, but current early 
warning systems need to consider how to shift their networking efforts to these actors if they have 
not done so already.  Third, with increased corporate use of early warning and risk assessment 
tools, there are new partners to bring into the early warning fold.   
 
In terms of early response trends, the following conclusions can be drawn.  First, along with work 
to ensure greater government and inter-governmental coherence, there is a need to empower 
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officials working on conflict and state fragility (through capacity-building, etc.) to do their work well.  
Second, an increase in response capabilities and experience needs to be bolstered by initiatives 
to document and share good practice. Not doing so will constitute a missed opportunity.  And 
third, micro-level responses to violent conflict by ñthird generation early warning systemsò are an 
exciting development in the field that should be encouraged further. These kinds of responses 
save lives. 

1.7. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

Considering the balance between future security threats and trends in technology, early warning, 
and early response, this study concludes that the early warning and response field is unprepared 
for the challenges that it is likely to face over the next decades. 
 
The study concludes with eight technical, institutional, and political recommendations to be 
considered by the OECD/DAC and its members: 
 

1. Assist in the consolidation of good (quantitative and qualitative) methodological practice 
for conflict analysis and state fragility analysis. 

 
2. Define and disseminate quality standards for ñgood early warning reportsò ï along with 

guidelines for implementing them. 
 

3. Ensure that the forthcoming OECD Guidelines on Armed Violence Reduction includes 
pointers for how early warning systems can promote improved understanding of armed 
violence issues. 

 
4. Commission a study and organise a conference on the role of technology in early 

warning and early response. 
 

5. Ensure that early warning systems target political decision-makers and stay on their 
radar-screen. 

 
6. Assess capacities-needs among decision-makers in government and 

international/regional organisations who deal with violent conflict and state fragility.   
 

7. Make government and inter-governmental decision-makers more accountable for 
appropriate and timely response (or the lack thereof). 

 
8. Organise a high-level conference on the warning-response link, global early warning and 

response architecture ï and how these need to evolve to effectively address current and 
future threats to human and state security. 
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2. INTRODUCTION  

2.1. BACKGROUND  

This study of early warning and response systems has been commissioned by the OECD DAC 
Conflict Prevention and Development Cooperation Network (CPDC) and the Fragile States Group 
(FSG) as part of the joint workstream on early warning, preventive action, and collective response. 
 
The aim of the study (and indeed of the workstream itself) is to support the efforts of OECD DAC 
members and other governmental, multilateral and NGO partners to better integrate early warning 
analysis and response into their programming.   The research leading to this study was carried 
out over four months (December 2007 ï April 2008) and involved: 
 
Á A web-based review of articles, papers and books on early warning and early response, 

including good practice, tools and systems; 
Á A questionnaire-based survey on early warning and early response sent to CPDC and 

FSG members and other partners; 
Á A questionnaire-based survey on key methodologies sent to selected agencies involved 

in the development of such methodologies; 
Á Meetings and telephone discussions with key respondents on issues that required further 

investigation; 
Á Analysis of findings and drafting of the report, including a peer-review exercise with key 

experts in the field; and 
Á Incorporation of feedback from the peer-review and client into a final draft report that was 

circulated to CPDC and FSG members for comment. 
 
The reader of this study should keep the following caveats in mind: 
 
Á Because of the needs of the target audience of the study, the emphasis is placed on the 

operational application of early warning tools and systems rather than on theoretical and 
academic issues. 

 
Á The study does not review all existing early warning tools and systems.  It is based on 

responses from surveyed agencies and a review of those tools/systems that are used by 
policy-makers in selected institutions. 

 
Á The study does not review all existing early response mechanisms and instruments.  

Rather, it is focused on a selection of funding and expertise mechanisms/instruments 
used by OECD/DAC members and multilateral agencies, along with a sample of NGO-led 
response mechanisms. 

 
Á The definitions used for ñearly warningò, ñearly responseò, etc. necessarily restrict what is 

covered in this study.  However, discretion has been used to expand coverage when 
deemed appropriate. 

 
Á The ñopen sourceò focus of the study means that intelligence based systems (found 

particularly in government agencies) are not reviewed in this study. 

2.2. KEY DEFINITIONS  

The scope of the study rests heavily on the definitions used.  Taken from an operational angle, 
these include:   
 
Á Early warning is a process that (a) alerts decision-makers of the potential outbreak, 

escalation, and resurgence of violent conflict; and (b) promotes an understanding among 



Can Violence, War and State Collapse be Prevented? 
- The Future of Operational Conflict Early Warning and Response Systems 

12 

decision-makers of the nature and impacts of violent conflict (adapted from FEWER in 
Schmid (1997)). 

 
Á Early warning systems involve regular and organized collection and analysis of 

information on violent conflict situations.  They deliver a set of early warning products 
(based on qualitative and/or quantitative conflict analysis methods) that are linked to 
response instruments/mechanisms (adapted from FEWER in Schmid (1997)). 

 
Á Early and rapid response refers to any initiative that occurs once the threat of potential 

violent conflict is identified and that aims to manage, resolve, or prevent that violent 
conflict.  

 
Á Early/rapid response systems are one or several preventive instruments and mechanisms 

(political, economic/financial, social, security), informed by an early warning, that are 
deployed to manage, resolve, or prevent the outbreak, escalation, and resurgence of 
violent conflict. 

 
Á Fragile, weak and failing states are defined here ñas countries that lack the essential 

capacity and/or will to fulfil four sets of critical government responsibilities: fostering an 
environment conducive to sustainable and equitable economic growth; establishing and 
maintaining legitimate, transparent, and accountable political institutions; securing their 
populations from violent conflict and controlling their territory; and meeting the basic 
human needs of their populationò (Rice and Stewart, 2008). 

2.3. CRITICAL QUESTIONS 

This study seeks to shed light on the following critical questions: 
 
Á What is the value of early warning for the prevention of violent conflict and peace-building?  

What role does early warning play in prevention? 
Á What are the most effective early warning systems? Why are they effective and what 

impacts do they have? 
Á What are the comparative strengths and weaknesses of different methodologies ï e.g. 

quantitative vs. qualitative analysis, and conflict analysis vs. assessment of state fragility? 
Á What does it take to prevent violent conflict? What do we currently know is good practice 

and what works?   
Á What early/rapid response mechanisms/instruments are available? 
Á What influences and blocks early response? What are the personal, institutional and 

political factors at play?   
Á Where should the early warning/response field go from here?  What role should the 

OECD/DAC play? 
 
These questions are answered in different sections of the report and revisited in the concluding 
chapter. 

2.4. STRUCTURE OF REPORT 

The report seeks to explore these questions in four sections: 
 
Á A brief contemporary historical review of the early warning field.  This chapter covers the 

integration of early warning into the mandates of different agencies, the evolution of early 
warning tools into systems, the paradigms underpinning warning and response, and the 
transition from first to second to third generation early warning and response systems. 

 
Á A discussion of governmental, inter-governmental, and non-governmental early warning 

tools and systems.  This part includes a review of quantitative and qualitative tools and 
methods of analysis, and a discussion of current operational early warning systems. 



Can Violence, War and State Collapse be Prevented? 
- The Future of Operational Conflict Early Warning and Response Systems 

13 

 
Á Assessment of mechanisms and instruments for early response to conflict. This chapter 

briefly reviews challenges and lessons for responses to violent conflict, provides an 
analysis of a cross-section of response mechanisms and instruments, and discusses the 
warning-response link.  

 
Á Future directions for early warning and early response. This chapter discusses some of 

the future trends in early warning and early response and the potential impact of 
emerging security threats and technological advances. 

 
Á Conclusions and recommendations for the OECD/DAC.  This chapter reviews critical 

questions and the answers given in the report and concludes with recommendations for 
the OECD/DAC. 

 
A separate Compendium of Surveyed Early Warning Systems and Early Response 
Mechanisms/Instruments with profiles is separately available from the OECD/DAC. 
 

3. A SHORT CONTEMPORARY HISTORY OF CONFLICT  EARLY WARNING  

 
Conflict early warning was conceived as a means of protecting and preserving life.  The 
field has evolved significantly since its initial conceptualisation, with important 
contributions from many individuals and organisations over the years.  Early warning has 
been integrated into the policies of many governmental intergovernmental and non 
governmental organisations and agencies. Both the concept of early warning and 
individual systems have been subject to numerous reviews and debates. Many different 
tools and methodologies have been developed. We have witnessed the rise (and fall) of a 
number of different early warning systems.  However, can we say today that we are in a 
position to prevent another Rwandan genocide?  We cannot.   Conflict early warning faces 
similar response challenges to those it did 15 years ago. And there are new challenges on 
the horizon. Our ability to protect and preserve life in the face of war remains weak as 
Darfur, DR Congo and Iraq show all too clearly.    
 
Charting a short contemporary history of the conflict early warning field is not easy.  The field 
draws heavily on work in many sectors (early warning for natural disasters for example), and has 
benefited from thinking, research, and advocacy by numerous individuals and organisations.  This 
chapter seeks to explain initial thinking behind conflict early warning and looks at its emergence 
on the international policy agenda.  It outlines the evolution of operational early warning systems 
after the end of the Cold War and particularly after the Rwandan genocide in 1994. It reviews the 
initial debates on early warning among implementing organisations. It also discusses the 
evolution of different tools and methods (e.g. conflict assessment and analysis of state fragility) 
and of individual operational early warning systems. The chapter concludes with a review of the 
main points of criticism and challenges with which proponents of conflict early warning need to 
engage. 

3.1. FROM THE FIRST THINKERS  TO POLICY  INTEGRATION  

The conceptualisation of early warning as applied to violent conflict gained momentum as early 
as the 1970s and early 80s.  As explained by Rupesinghe (1989), thinkers such as J. David 
Singer (1979) applied forecasting to war and Israel Charney (1982) explored the application of 
early warning to genocide prevention. Specific international proposals for an early warning 
system were made by the Special Rapporteur, Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan in his report on 
Massive Exodus and Human Rights delivered to the UN Economic and Social Council 
Commission on Human Rights on 31 December 1981 (Rupesinghe, 1989).   
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The initial drivers, however, of early warning at an international level were humanitarian agencies 
(e.g. UNHCR, UNDHA and others), driven by the need for accurate and timely predictions of 
refugee flows to enable effective contingency planning.  The establishment of the first conflict 
prevention NGOs, such as International Alert in 1985, and their advocacy for early warning also 
pushed thinking forward internationally. 
 
The end of the Cold War had a positive impact on the international framework for conflict 
prevention, enabling among other things sustained cooperation on conflict management, 
including conflict prevention in the UN Security Council. At the same time the end of the Cold War 
had both negative and positive impacts on the evolution of conflict environments in various parts 
of the world. In some areas it contributed to an easing of tension and the ending of long running 
conflicts. In others it triggered new conflicts and transformed old ones into new kinds of armed 
struggles. International policy makers were forced to focus on new intra state conflicts in the Horn 
of Africa, West Africa, the Balkans and elsewhere. 
     
These developments were behind the June 1992 report to the Security Council of the United 
Nations Secretary General Boutros Ghali, ñAn Agenda for Peace, Preventive Diplomacy, 
Peacemaking, and Peace-Keepingò. In it, he laid out aims for UN engagement, the first being ñto 
seek to identify at the earliest possible stage situations that could produce conflict, and to try 
through diplomacy to remove the sources of danger before violence erupts.ò  ñPreventive stepsò, 
the report also said, ñmust be based upon timely and accurate knowledge of the facts.  Beyond 
this, an understanding of developments and global trends, based on sound analysis, is required.  
And the willingness to take appropriate preventive action is essential.ò (United Nations, 1992)  At 
a regional level, policy integration moved a step closer to implementation in June 1992 with the 
formal initiation by the OAU of the Mechanism for Conflict Prevention, Management and 
Resolution, a unit for conflict early warning in Africa (Cilliers, 2005), though it took some time for 
this to develop into anything very effective.  
 
The failure to prevent the Rwandan genocide in 1994 underlined the weaknesses of regional and 
international mechanisms for early warning of and response to mass violence.  The multi-
government evaluation of the international response to the Rwandan genocide concluded that 
ñpieces of information were available that, if put together and analyzed, would have permitted 
policyïmakers to draw the conclusion that both political assassinations and genocide might 
occurò (Steering Committee of the Joint Evaluation of Emergency Assistance to Rwanda, 1996).  
These conclusions and the critical questions raised in the study (why were the signals that were 
sent ignored, and why were they not translated into effective conflict management?) spurred 
several international policy initiatives.   
 
Á The OECD DAC Guidelines on Conflict, Peace, and Development Co-operation (1997) 

specified the importance of conflict early warning in catalysing early response.  The 
Guidelines highlighted the need to support networks with early warning, monitoring, and 
analytical capabilities.   

 
Á The Final Report of the Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict (1997) 
stressed the need for early warning, stating that ñthe circumstances that give rise to 
violent conflict can usually be foreseen. This was certainly true of violence in Bosnia in 
1992 and in Rwanda in 1994.ò The Final Report also underlined the need for local 
solutions to violent conflict and the need for early international responses to support 
these. 

 
Á The Report of the Panel on UN Peace Operations (2000), commonly known as the 
ñBrahimi Reportò, placed early warning within the broader framework of UN peace 
keeping, stating that ñwithout such a capacity, the Secretariat will remain a reactive 
institution, unable to get ahead of daily events [é]ò.  The proposed Information and 
Strategic Analysis Secretariat (EISAS) was to consolidate the existing DPKO Situation 
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Centre with other policy planning offices but it was never implemented due to member 
state sensitivities.   

 
Á The ñBrahimi Reportò was followed by several policy papers issued by donor 
governments.  The United Kingdomôs 2000 White Paper on International Development, 
for example, called for the implementation of the ñBrahimi Reportò within 12 months, and 
spelled out the UK governmentôs strategy for greater cohesion in its own engagement on 
conflict prevention.  This included the establishment of the Global and Africa Conflict 
Prevention Pools (United Kingdom, 2000). 

 
Á At a sub-regional level, IGAD Heads of State issued the Khartoum Declaration in 2000, 
stating that, ñWe endorse the establishment of a mechanism in the IGAD sub-region for 
prevention, management, and resolution of intra-state and inter-state conflicts, and direct 
the Executive Secretary to prepare a draft protocol on the establishment of the Conflict 
Early Warning and Response Mechanism (CEWARN) for consideration by the assembly 
at its next meetingò (IGAD, 2000). 

 
Á The UN Secretary Generalôs Prevention of Armed Conflict ï Report of the Secretary 

General in 2001 stressed the need for the Secretariatôs Department of Political Affairs to 
strengthen its capacity to carry out conflict analysis in countries prone to or affected by 
conflict.  It stated that the ñtimely application of preventive diplomacy has been 
recognised by the General Assembly as the most desirable and efficient means for 
easing tensions before they result in conflict.ò   

 
Á The European Commissionôs Communication from the Commission on Conflict 

Prevention in 2001, included statements on the link between early warning and various 
Commission and Council instruments, stating that ñA capacity for troubleshooting 
depends crucially on the existence of a proper EU early warning mechanism, not only to 
alert EU decision-making and operational centres to an imminent crisis but also to study 
its causes and possible consequences and identify the most appropriate response.ò 
(European Commission, 2001) 

3.2. THE INITIAL DEBATES 

At an operational level, the period immediately after the genocide in Rwanda saw the 
establishment of several early warning initiatives in the academic and NGO community, including 
the establishment of the Forum on Early Warning and Early Response (FEWER)

1
, the West 

Africa Network for Peace-Building (WANEP)
2
, the Network for Ethnological Monitoring and Early 

Warning (EAWARN), and the Early Recognition and Analysis of Tensions (FAST), an initiative of 
SwissPeace. The initial debates among operational groups involved in early warning of conflict 
were focused on the purpose of early warning, the differences between conflict early warning and 
traditional intelligence work, gender considerations, the constituency and ownership of early 
warning systems, paradigms, and the link between warning and response. 

3.2.1. The Purpose of Early Warning 

There were two strands to the debates on the purpose of early warning among operational 
agencies.  On the one hand, some argued that early warning should serve as a tool to predict the 
outbreak, escalation, or resurgence of violent conflict.  According to this school of thought, early 
warning analysis as an exercise should also be kept separately from advocacy efforts on 
response.  Such a separation was seen as necessary to ensure that early warning analysis did 
not lose rigour because of a need to promote one response option or another.   

 

                                                 
1
 A global network of NGOs, United Nations agencies, and academic institutions focused on response-oriented early 

warning that was launched in 1997. 
2
 A West-African network of civil society organisations working on conflict prevention and later early warning established in 

1997. 
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The other argument countered this saying that simply predicting or providing analysis on whether 
violence will erupt (and lives will be lost) in a given area was not in the interests of the populations 
living there.  Rather, early warning should be linked to strong response mechanisms and 
advocacy efforts at national, regional, and international levels to save lives. This was much in the 
spirit of the recommendations of the Rwanda Joint Evaluation.   

3.2.2. Early Warning versus Traditional Intelligence 

The risks of conflating early warning with traditional intelligence work were a key concern as 
systems became operational. What distinguished the work of an early warning system from that 
of an intelligence agency?  Maintaining a well defined and well publicised distinction became 
critical for any early warning system with a presence in areas affected by violent conflict. 
Perceptions that they were one and the same could greatly undermine the security of personnel 
and their ability to operate. 
 
The distinction was derived from the roots of conflict early warning. As Adelman (2006) explains, 
early warning systems ñfollowed the pattern of climate and humanitarian based early warning 
systems in adopting a global perspective and not looking at potential or actual violence from the 
perspective of the threat to oneôs own state. Further, early warning relied primarily upon open 
sources in adopting a non state-centred approach to conflict management.ò  The reliance on open 
source information is important.  The pursuit of multi-stakeholder solutions to conflict means that 
there is a dependence on transparent methods of collecting and sharing of information (Cilliers, 
2005).      
 
The debate settled on that early warning differs from intelligence in so far as open source 
information is exclusively used, analyses are shared across groups, systems do not serve state 
interests, but the interests of peace, and multiple stakeholders are involved in the process of early 
warning and response. 

3.2.3. Gender-Sensitivity 

Initial work on operational early warning benefited significantly from concurrent initiatives on 
gender and peace-building.  The work on gender and peace-building by organisations such as 
UNIFEM, International Alert, SwissPeace, highlighted the need for gender sensitivity in early 
warning. In particular, a system that does not adopt a gender sensitive approach: 
 

Á May overlook indicators of conflict and peace that are rooted in negative gender-
relations; 

 
Á May formulate response recommendations that inadvertently are harmful to women or 

detrimental to harmonious gender-relations; and 
 

Á May overlook important female actors and stakeholders, along with capacities for peace 
and violence. 

 
For an excellent review of these issues, see Schmeidl and Piza-Lopez (2002). 

3.2.4. Constituency and Ownership 

In providing recommendations for response, those working in early warning were quickly faced 
with the question of ñwhose peaceò they promoted.  What interests, some would ask, are 
promoted in recommendations of organisations like International Crisis Group (ICG) or FEWER?  
What constituency is represented in the recommendations of these and other early warning 
agencies?   
 
The question of constituency was and remains closely related to the question of legitimacy, 
particularly for Southern civil society groups.  Issuing recommendations for response as an 
external expert group is very different from doing so as a civil society network from a conflict 
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affected region.  The question of constituency is also closely related to the question of ownership.  
Locally defined solutions, some groups argue, are more sustainable, as local ownership is a 
prerequisite for sustainability.   
 
The constituency debate, in turn, is related to whether early warning systems perpetuate an 
interventionist paradigm ï discussed below. 

3.2.5. Paradigm Challenges 

The paradigm within which conflict early warning was initially conceived was challenged in 
several ways by civil society groups working on conflict management in conflict-affected regions.  
They pointed out that: 
 

Á Most early warning systems would extract information from conflict areas and use this to 
inform interventions by Northern governments; 

 
Á International responses generally were plagued by inconsistency, lack of coordination 
and political bias, aside from generally being reactive and ñlateò; 

 
Á A state-centric focus in conflict management does not reflect an understanding of the 

role played by civil society organisations in situations where the state has failed; and 
 

Á An external, interventionist, and state-centric approach in early warning fuels disjointed 
and top down responses in situations that require integrated and multilevel action. 

 
These arguments were reinforced by academic research on conflict management (see, for 
example, Smith 2003) and also gained traction among some donor agencies (e.g. USAID, 
Germany, Finland, Sweden, Denmark, and later Norway and the United Kingdom). Funding was 
given to regionally based early warning systems led by local organisations, like WANEPôs WARN, 
or regional bodies such as IGADôs CEWARN.   

3.2.6. The Warning-Response Link 

The 1996 Rwanda Joint Evaluation provided important insights into the shortcomings of 
governmental and multilateral interventions in violent conflict.  It highlighted late, uncoordinated 
and contradictory engagement, as well as a range of political, institutional and individual failings 
and errors on the part of decision-makers. All these shortcomings remain present in 
contemporary international responses to violent conflicts.   
 
With the call by the ñBrahimi Reportò for 
greater coherence in conflict management, 
efforts to promote more streamlined and 
integrated responses to conflict picked up 
momentum.  In the donor community, the 
OECD/DAC forum pushed forward good 
practice in policy and programming.  
Some donor governments launched 
important joined-up government 
approaches, including the UK governmentôs Global and Africa Conflict Prevention Pools (CPP).  
In the NGO-sector, there were several other initiatives (see Box 1). However, the link between 
warning and response has remained weak as evidenced in the Kenya and Chad crises in 2007 
and 2008. A more detailed discussion of the link between warning and response follows in 
Chapter 5. 

3.3. FROM TOOLS TO SYSTEMS 

A critical question in conflict early warning, especially in the early days, was what methodologies 
are best suited to predict violent conflict and/or better understand its nature.  Much research was 

Box 1: Integrated Responses to Conflict 
FEWER, WANEP, EastWest Institute, and the OSCE 
Conflict Prevention Centre launched in 2001 a roundtable 
process that brought state and non-state (local, national 
and international) decision-makers together to formulate 
joint response-strategies to early warnings.  The initiative 
was piloted in Georgia (Javakheti) and Guinea-Conakry, 
and later replicated in other early warning systems 
(EAWARN, WARN, FAST, etc.). 
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done in the 1990s, by American academics in particular, to develop (mostly quantitative) methods 
of analysis.  Initiatives such as Minorities at Risk, Global Events Data Systems (GEDS), Protocol 
for the Analysis of Nonviolent Direct Action (PANDA), and others developed a strong empirical 
base for theories of violent conflict and advanced significantly on the coding (automated and 
manual) of information

3
.  Work also started towards the end of the 90s on several qualitative 

conflict analysis methods (e.g. by the Fund for Peace, FEWER, USAID, World Bank, and DFID) 
that linked conflict analysis, with stakeholder analysis, and later, peace analysis (e.g. capacities 
for peace, peace indicators, conflict carrying capacities).   
 
The fragile states agenda emerged later from a convergence of thinking on links between: human 
security and peace building; state effectiveness and development performance; and 
underdevelopment and insecurity.  The 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States and the view 
that fragile states are likely to generate (or fail to manage effectively) global security threats 
catalysed this already emerging international agenda (Cammack et al., 2006).   
 
Several initiatives have been launched to develop indices and lists of fragile states that are 
intended to guide aid prioritization, including DFIDôs proxy list of fragile states, George Mason 
Universityôs State Fragility Index, the Fund for Peace ñFailed States Indexò, the ñPeace and 
Conflict Instability Ledgerò of the University of Maryland, Carleton Universityôs Country Indicators 
for Foreign Policy Project, the Brookings Institutionôs Index of State Weakness, and the work of 
the Center for Global Development.  
 
Other groups have sought to develop guidelines for planning and programming in fragile states.  
Planning and programming methodologies have been prepared by the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA), DFID, the Netherlands Ministry for Foreign Affairs, and the UK 
governmentôs Cabinet Office. What has remained a challenge is the absence of a comprehensive 
and measurable definition of state fragility. The field is too young to define what constitutes good 
practice in these indices and methods. A more detail discussion of the fragile states agenda 
follows in Chapter 4. 
 
Work on conflict early warning systems took place in parallel with the development of new 
methods of conflict analysis.  Some government agencies, such as the German Ministry for 
Development Cooperation (BMZ), developed indicator check-lists (also used by the European 
Commission) that initially were to be completed by embassy staff (now they are completed by 
external experts and reviewed internally) in countries seen as being at risk of violent conflict.  
Among the multilaterals, the OSCE High Commissioner for National Minorities set up several 
local early warning networks (e.g. Macedonia) to provide it with relevant information and analysis 
(see case-study in Chapter 4).   
 
In addition there was also work on the development of advanced systems in the non-
governmental sector.  Here agencies such as EAWARN, WANEP, the Africa Peace Forum 
(APFO) and later SwissPeace/FAST, set up networks of local monitors and linked these to other 
sources of information, trained analysts in different methods of analysis, established formats and 
protocols for reporting and communication, and found targeted and broad-based channels for 
dissemination.   
 
Around 2001-2002, a broad-based consensus emerged that a ñgoodò early warning system was 
one that: (a) is based ñclose to the groundò or had strong field-based networks of monitors; (b) 
uses multiple sources of information and both qualitative and quantitative analytical methods; (c) 
capitalizes on appropriate communication and information technology; (d) provides regular 
reports and updates on conflict dynamics to key national and international stakeholders; and (e) 
has a strong link to responders or response mechanisms.   
 

                                                 
3
 ñCodingò here refers to the categorisation of information under different indicator headings. 



Can Violence, War and State Collapse be Prevented? 
- The Future of Operational Conflict Early Warning and Response Systems 

19 

This understanding of good practice in early warning systems was fed into the development of 
several inter-governmental initiatives, including the IGADôs CEWARN and ECOWASôs 
ECOWARN (2003-2004).  Beyond this good practice some systems (e.g. CEWARN, WARN, and 
the Programme on Human Security and Co-Existence) started combining early warning and early 
response into one system (discussed further below). This was a key characteristic of the newer 
systems.   

3.4. FIRST, SECOND, AND THIRD  GENERATION SYSTEMS 

It is possible to chart the evolution of early warning systems in generations according to their 
location, organisation, and purpose.  Different generational systems meet different demands, 
institutional needs, and mandates.   
 
Á First generation systems of conflict early warning (mid to late 1990s till today) are largely 

headquarter-based.  They draw information from different sources and analyse it using a 
variety of qualitative and quantitative methods.  Examples include the early form of the 
ICG, before regional offices were established, the GEDS research project, the conflict 
indicators model used by the European Commission, or the current German BMZ 
indicator-based system. 

 
Á Second generation systems (early 2000 onwards) have a stronger link to the field.  Often 

incorporating networks of monitors operating in conflict areas, they analyse data using 
qualitative and quantitative methods, prepare a range of different reporting products, and 
often either provide recommendations or bring decision-makers together to plan 
responses.  Examples include the contemporary systems of ICG, EAWARN, and FAST.    

 
Á Third generation systems (2004 till today) are based in conflict areas.  Organised along 

lines similar to second generation systems, they have stronger response links.  Often 
early warning information is used to de-escalate situations (e.g. by dispelling rumours). 
Field monitors also often serve as first-responders to signs of violence. Networks of 
local/national responders are part of the system.  Examples include the Programme on 
Human Security and Co-Existence in the Eastern Province of Sri Lanka (Foundation for 
Coexistence), FEWER-Eurasia, WARN, ECOWARN, CEWARN, and some corporate 
systems established by multinationals in conflict-affected regions

4
.  

 
A more detailed discussion of these systems (categorised into governmental, inter-governmental, 
and non-governmental systems) follows in the next chapter. 

3.5. ANALYTICAL CONCLUSIONS 

Conflict early warning as a field of conflict prevention is today undergoing significant (and 
appropriate) scrutiny. What value does it have for conflict prevention as a whole?  Do investments 
in early warning yield better results than investments in other preventive projects?  Have early 
warning efforts helped prevent violent conflict?  And perhaps most importantly, are we in a better 
position today to prevent the loss of life on the scale seen during the 1994 Rwandan genocide? 
 
Critics point to inaccurate predictions, failure to foresee important events  and inadequate linking 
of operational responses to early warning (Matveeva, 2006).  Indeed, the open source nature of 
many early warning systems means that they cannot capture information about the plans of 
conflicting parties that determine when and where violence is to escalate.  It is also often argued 
that ultimately a good analysis of conflict boils down to simple personal judgement and that the 
ñbells and whistlesò (graphs, local information networks, etc.) of some early warning systems add 
little value.  Furthermore, from a donor perspective, the visible impacts of early warning are often 
seen as meagre and therefore less appealing than other interventions, such as disarmament, 
security sector reform, which appear to have more obvious benefits.  Indeed, at times early 

                                                 
4
 Due to confidentiality issues, these systems cannot be described here. 
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warning analyses can provide donor officials with political headaches, by being alarmist, offensive 
to other governments, or by advocating responses that are not feasible.  
 
Proponents of conflict early warning say that it basically serves today the same function as it has 
for centuries in other fields: it helps decision-makers and other stakeholders to anticipate 
developments and understand the nature and dynamics of different situations (Lavoix, 2007).  In 
its contemporary form, and at its minimum, conflict early warning contributes to the evidence-
base of conflict prevention decision-making.  Beyond that, a good early warning system (along 
with its information sources and analytical tools) helps anticipate trends in violent conflict 
situations. Those systems that have strong links to response, it is argued, provide options for 
conflict management and prevention, and forums for joint problem definition, response planning 
among different actors, and local responses to escalating situations. 
 
However, despite advances made in policy integration, tools, methodologies, and systems, we 
are now only marginally (if at all) in a better position to prevent situations of mass violence.  Early 
response remains elusive and, of course, driven by political, institutional, and operational 
considerations.  Additional perspectives on these issues will be given throughout this paper.  The 
final chapter revisits the value of conflict early warning and draws conclusions.   
 

4. THE RANGE - EARLY WARNING TOOLS AND SYSTEMS 

 
Conflict early warning is today trying to find a balance between staying relevant to its 
funders and focusing on the protection and preservation of life. However it is tilting 
significantly towards the former.  The pursuit of relevance means that the notion of an 
open-source, pro-people and pro-peace conflict early warning system is giving way to one 
with a far more pronounced intelligence dimension, particularly among governmental and 
inter-governmental agencies that run such systems.  Whereas this is in part a 
consequence of changing perceptions of international threats in the North, it bodes badly 
for those who believe that conflict early warning can contribute to a more democratic 
peace, focused on human security. 
 
An all-encompassing view of the early warning field will show tools and systems that cover 
natural disasters, famine, and refugee flows, to mention a few.  Although narrower, conflict early 
warning also has a fairly broad scope, including tools and systems that seek to predict and 
prevent mass violence, violent conflict, war, genocide, human rights abuses, political instability, 
and state fragility.  The focus here will be on tools/systems that deal with violent conflict and state 
fragility

5
. 

 
It is important to stress that most conflict early warning tools and systems respond to an 
expressed target audience need. These needs are institution- and context-specific. Both the 
institutional framework and the context (i.e. the conflict environment) have changed substantially 
over the last 15-20 years.   
 

Á Institutionally, the last 15-20 years have seen significant advances in international, 
regional, and global capabilities to respond to conflict, both in terms of operational and 
structural initiatives

6
. Development agencies have been given a greater role in 

prevention and conflict-sensitivity has been mainstreamed among them.  Geographically, 
stronger capabilities among regional organisations and civil society groups in early 

                                                 
5
 See the Compendium of Surveyed Early Warning Systems and Early Response Mechanisms/Instruments for profiles of 

systems covered. 
6
 As explained in the Carnegie Commissionôs Preventing Deadly Conflict (1997) report, operational prevention are 
ñmeasures applicable in the face of immediate crisisò, while structural prevention are ñmeasures to ensure that crises do 
not arise in the first place or, if they do, that they do not recur.ò 
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warning, preventive action and crisis management has added an important new target 
audience for early warning systems.  

 
Á Contextually, real and perceived threats to security have changed.  From the end of the 

Cold War, the focus shifted in the 1990s to the prevention and resolution of intra-state 
conflicts.  The 2001 September 11 attacks on the United States saw a dramatic shift of 
focus towards counter-terrorism and counter-proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction. The complexities and fall-outs of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
organised crime, drugs and human trafficking, and mass migration, are now high on 
regional and international agendas, along with a more explicit focus on the capabilities 
of individual states to manage these.   

 
At a more technical level, a review of conflict early warning systems has to start with an 
understanding of the evolution and range of different analytical tools and methods.  Without these 
different tools and methods, early warning systems would be simple information gathering entities 
ï with no analytical capability.  The sections below, therefore, discuss quantitative and qualitative 
tools and methods for analysis of violent conflict and state fragility, before reviewing existing early 
warning systems in governmental, inter-governmental, and non-governmental organisations. 

4.1. THE TOOLS AND METHODS 

4.1.1. Overview 

The evolution of the conflict early warning field has been driven by the advances made in 
quantitative and qualitative analytical tools.  As the capabilities and value of these tools grew, 
they were integrated into the different early warning systems operated by governments, inter-
governmental organisations, and NGOs.  The sections below look at the range of quantitative and 
qualitative analytical tools available, discuss their approaches and applications, and assess their 
strengths and weaknesses. 

4.1.2. The Number-Crunchersé Quantitative Tools and Methods 

As mentioned above, quantitative conflict analysis tools emerged in the 1990s. Quantitative 
indices for state fragility (see Table 1) came into view roughly from 2000 onwards.  
Fundamentally, the empirical research that has gone into the development of these tools and 
indices has contributed significantly to our understanding of causal relationships in violent conflict 
and state fragility.  Some of these models now demonstrate high predictive accuracy (80%+) and 
to that extent are an important contribution to the field. 
 
The development of these tools and methods (particularly forecasting models) involves ñtraining 
algorithms on historical data, usually examining several decades in the post-World War II era, to 
arrive at factors [with most predictive significance]ò (Goldstone, 2008).  Goldstone also 
distinguishes between quantitative forecasting models (that use a discrete set of variables for 
predicting crisis and conflict in any given country) and structural analogies (methods based on 
key similarities across a set of countries).  Most of the models developed over the years to predict 
(or assess risk of) violent conflict and state fragility can be categorised as either one or the other. 
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Table 1: Quantitative Models/ Methods/Systems ï Violent Conflict and State Fragility 

Violent Conflict 

Leiden University (Netherlands): Inter-Disciplinary 
Research Programme on Root Causes of Human 
Rights Violations 

Kansas University (USA): Protocol for the Assessment of 
Non-violent Direct Action (PANDA); Kansas Events Data 
System (KEDS) 

Georgia Institute of Technology (USA): Conflict Early 
Warning Project ï Pattern Recognition 

Fein (USA): Life Integrity Violations Analysis (LIVA) 

Carleton University (Canada): Country Indicators for 
Foreign Policy (CIFP) 

Virtual Research Associates (USA): VRA Knowledge 
Manager 

Economist Intelligence Unit (UK): The Global Peace 
Index  

US Naval Academy (USA): State Failure Project; 
Accelerators of Genocide Project 

State Fragility 

Fund for Peace (USA): Fragile States Index (annual) 
University of Maryland/Centre for International Development 
and Conflict Management (USA): Peace and Conflict 
Instability Ledger (annual) 

George Mason University (USA): State Fragility Index 
(annual) 

Center for Global Development (USA): Engaging Fragile 
States 

Political Instability Task Force (USA): Internal Wars 
and Failures of Governance 1955-2006 

Center for Systemic Peace (USA): Polity IV, Coups d'Etat, 
PITF Problem Set 

Carleton University (Canada): Country Indicators for 
Foreign Policy (CIFP) 

Institute for State Effectiveness (USA): Sovereignty Index 
United Agency for International Development (USA): 
Measuring State Fragility 

 
The purpose of quantitative conflict analysis methods has largely been to predict or assess the 
risk of violent conflict.  The models are indicator based and data is collected for indicators as the 
basis of analysis.  Data used is in some cases structural (e.g. poverty data, etc.) or events based 
(e.g. actions by different parties), or both. 
 
An early challenge encountered by 
quantitative methods to predict or monitor 
violent conflict was how to use and code 
available information for purposes of 
analysis.  This was particularly challenging 
for models designed to monitor evolving 
conflict situations for early warning purposes 
(e.g. KEDS).  It was less of an issue for 
those initiatives (e.g. CIFP) that drew 
heavily on less dynamic data-sets to 
determine risk of conflict.  The challenge 
was increased as sources of data for these 
pre- and actual conflict situations were 
limited. A certain number of events is 
required in order to draw any trend 
conclusions.  For example, the Conflict and 
Cooperation Model (used by VRA and FAST) 
(see Box 2 and Figure 1) requires ideally 
one to two reported events per day for 
useful trends to be drawn.  If media sources only were used, studies of pre-crisis situations would 
have less (and often too few) reports to draw from. (Local reporting in newspapers might help but 
these are not online and not translated).  Global news feeds that provide easy access to and 
monitoring of millions of news clippings have addressed some (but far from all) of these 
challenges. 
 
In the example below for Chechnya, two graphs (red and blue) indicate trends in ñconflict eventsò 
and ñcooperation eventsò in Chechnya over two years.  The assumption is that violence is likely to 
erupt when the number of ñconflict eventsò increases and the number of ñcooperation eventsò 
decreases.  Visually, that happens when the red curve goes up at the same time as the blue 
curve goes down.  However, in order to draw part of the line each month, a certain number of 

Box 2: Basic Theory behind Goldsteinôs Conflict and 
Cooperation Model 
 
Average Domestic Cooperation - The Goldstein Average 
Domestic Cooperation indicator displays the cumulative 
average of the positive (Goldstein) values of all 
cooperative intrastate or domestic events in a specific time 
period (means the sum of the positive Goldstein values 
divided by the total number of cooperative domestic 
events). 

 
Average Domestic Conflict - The Goldstein Average 
Domestic Conflict indicator displays the cumulative 
average of the negative (Goldstein) values of all conflictive 
intrastate or domestic events in a specific time period 
(means the sum of the negative Goldstein values divided 
by the total number of conflictive domestic events). For 
interpretation purposes we take the absolute values 
(means positive values). 
Adapted from ñStrategic Reconstruction and Development 

Assessment ï North Caucasusò.  FEWER-Eurasia 2005. 
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ñcooperation eventsò or ñconflict eventsò are needed.  The challenge of managing data was 
overcome with advances in automated coding and the use (by FAST) of local monitors for data 
collection. 
 
Quantitative models are 
also used to monitor 
state fragility or to 
assess the risk of state 
collapse.  Also indicator-
based, most of these 
models present a ñrisk 
scoreò and ranking for 
different countries ï 
often displayed in 
indices.  For example, 
the PITF uses four 
indicators (or variables) 
to predict political crisis, 
including regime type, 
infant mortality, the 
presence or absence of 
high levels of 
discrimination, and 
number of neighbouring countries that experience violent conflict (Goldstone, 2008).   
 
As with conflict analysis methods, data challenges are faced here too.  For models focused on 
prediction within an 18-24 month period, annual data is often not adjusted in real time (it arrives 
late), data may be inaccurate, and for some countries data may be sparse.  Indices of state 
fragility can be used by policy makers to prioritise countries at risk and draw up ñwatch-listsò.  
More difficult is the use of state fragility methods to inform programming as this requires a deeper 
understanding of specific contexts ï although more recent indices distinguish between various 
dimensions of fragility and thus give a more nuanced picture than just an aggregated list. This 
may give some entry points for policy, programming and resource allocation.  An example from 
the Fund for Peace Failed States Index (see Figure 2) illustrates the priority-setting application of 
state fragility indices. 
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There are several strengths of quantitative tools and methods: 
 
Á Their predictive capacity, particularly related to political crisis and instability, is high 

(80%+ with some models, such as PITF). 
 
Á Their immediate policy value, in terms priority setting and ñwatch-listingò is significant.  

The visuals provided (maps, country-lists) are easily understood. 
 
Á Models that draw on a larger number of indicators (e.g. CIFP and Fund for Peace) may 

also provide pointers for programming. 
 
Some of the weaknesses, particularly in relation to data, have been discussed above.  In addition, 
the following should be noted: 
 
Á As explained by Goldstone (2008), even the best quantitative models will at times have 

reduced predictive value, as they ñcannot reflect all possible interactions or added effects 
with factors that are specific to individual countries at a certain timeò.   

 
Á The graphs, charts, country-lists, etc. in themselves provide little insight to decision-

makers into what is happening on ground or what needs to be done.  The fact-base of 
quantitative models provide too little context for guidance on decision-making. 

 
The strengths and weaknesses of these models have led analysts and early warners to combine 
methods ï quantitative, qualitative, and mixed quantitative models.  Such a triangulation of 
methods (and sources) has been attempted by several systems, including FAST and CEWARN. 

4.1.3. The Qualifiers - Qualitative Tools for Analysis and Response  

Qualitative methods for conflict analysis first emerged in the second half of the 1990s and 
responded to a need for tools that would enable a better understanding of violent conflict and how 
to respond.  From that point of departure, different development agencies (especially DFID) 
further advanced these methods to inform how programmes and projects should be adapted in 
conflict situations.  Around the same time, the planning potential of conflict analysis tools was 
bolstered through the work of GTZ, FEWER/International Alert/Saferworld and others which 
linked analysis to different planning frameworks.  The need for tools to evaluate the impact of 
different interventions in violent conflict situations led to the development of Peace and Conflict 
Impact Assessment (PCIA) methods (CPR Network, etc.).  The most recent step in the evolution 
of qualitative conflict analysis tools was taken by UNDP (Bureau for Crisis Prevention and 
Recovery and UNDP/Indonesia) with the development of a multi-stakeholder analysis/planning 
process that helps build a shared vision and understanding of obstacles to peace among 
conflicting parties.  In essence, these ñPeace and Development Analysisò (PDA) processes use 
conflict analysis as a tool for response ï particularly in post conflict settings (Indonesia, Fiji, etc.). 
 
The qualitative methods developed for state fragility situations are very recent (since 2005).  They 
capitalise on lessons learnt and best practice in conflict analysis to make the immediate link from 
analysis to planning and strategising.  Unlike some of the early qualitative conflict analysis tools 
that were quite theoretical in nature, current state fragility tools seek immediate operational 
relevance.  For example, the Dutch ñStability Assessment Framework ï Designing Integrated 
Responses for Security, Governance and Developmentò (2005) provides not only an analytical 
and strategic framework, but also outlines the required practical process for the preparation of a 
Stability Assessment Framework.  See Table 2 for an overview of tools surveyed. 
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Table 2: Qualitative Models/ Methods ï Violent Conflict and State Fragility 

Violent Conflict 

Conflict Prevention and Post-Conflict Reconstruction 
(CPR) Network: Early Warning and Early Response 
Handbook (V2.3) (2005); Peace and Conflict Impact 
Assessment Handbook (V2.2) (2005);  Guide de 
Diagnostic des Conflits (2003)  

United States Agency for International Development (USA): 
Conflict Assessment Framework (2005); Conducting a 
Conflict Assessment ï A Framework for Strategy and 
Program Development (2004) 
 

Bush: A Handbook for Peace and Conflict Impact 
Assessment (2004) 

UNDP: Conflict-Related Development Analysis (2002); 
Peace and Development Analysis (2003) 

Department for International Development (UK): 
Conducting Strategic Conflict Assessments (2002) 

World Bank: Conflict Analysis Framework (2002) 

Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische 
Zusammenarbeit (Germany): Conflict Analysis for 
Project Planning and Management (2001) 

Forum on Early Warning and Early Response (UK): Conflict 
Analysis and Response Definition (2001) 

FEWER, International Alert, Saferworld (UK): 
Development in Conflict: A Seven Step Tool for 
Planners (2001) 

CARE International (USA): Benefits-Harms Handbook 
(2001) 

Clingendael Institute (Netherlands): Conflict and Policy 
Assessment Framework (2000) 

European Commission: Check-List for Root Causes of 
Conflict (1999); Peace-building and Conflict Prevention in 
Developing Countries ï A Practical Guide (1999); Peace 
and Conflict Impact Assessment ï A Practical Working Tool 
for Prioritising Development Assistance in Unstable 
Situations (1999) 

German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (BMZ): An Indicator Model for Use 
as an Additional Instrument for Planning and Analysis 
in 
Development Co-operation (1998) 

Forum on Early Warning and Early Response (UK): A 
Manual for Early Warning and Early Response (1998) 

Fund for Peace (USA): Conflict Assessment System 
Tool  (1996) 

State Fragility 

Canadian International Development Agency 
(Canada):  On the Road to Recovery:Breaking the 
Cycle of Poverty and Fragility - A Guide for Effective 
Development Cooperation in Fragile States (2007) 

Department for International Development (UK): Scenario 
and Contingency Planning for Fragile States (2007); 
Country Governance Analysis (2006); Drivers of Change 
(2003) 

Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Netherlands): 
The Stability Assessment Framework ï Designing 
Integrated Responses for Security, Governance and 
Development (2005) 

Prime Ministerôs Strategy Unit (UK): Countries at Risk of 
Instability ï Country Strategy Formulation Process Manual 
(2005) 

 
Qualitative tools were integrated into different early warning systems as they evolved.  The target 
audience, for example, of the FEWER analytical methodology, was its civil society early warning 
network members. The use of these qualitative tools was complemented by drawing on 
quantitative methods to bolster the rigour of analysis, for example in the FAST, ECOWARN, and 
CEWARN systems. In order to help provide options for response, many early warning systems 
also draw on analytical methods with strong planning elements.  Others have also integrated 
PCIA concepts into their monitoring, looking at how different responses contribute to an 
improvement or deterioration of violent conflict situations. 
 
As with quantitative tools, qualitative methods are peppered with much (and often confusing) 
jargon that sometimes conceals the simple thinking behind them.  A PCIA tool, for example, 
basically involves using the findings from a conflict analysis and a project/programme document 
to answer two questions: (a) what is the impact of a conflict on a project/programme; and (b) what 
is the impact of a project/programme on a conflict.  Through interviews, observations, and data 
collection and by combining conflict analysis with a ñnuts and boltsò review of a given 
project/programme, a judgement is formed of (past, present, or future) impacts.   
 
The operational value of qualitative methods is relatively high, particularly for development 
agencies that implement projects/programmes in conflict-affected regions.  In fact, respondents 
from development agencies indicate that qualitative tools serve their purposes better than early 
warning systems. This is probably due to the easy fit with planning cycles, and the useful 
applications of these tools to planning and evaluation.   
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The strengths of qualitative methods for analysis of violent conflict and state fragility (when 
applied well) are as follows: 
 
Á They provide rich contextual information and analysis that can be simple enough for desk 

officers to absorb and do something with; and 
 
Á They often have strong built-in applications to planning and evaluation that help agencies 

plan and improve projects and programmes. 
 
However, they also have significant weaknesses.  Qualitative analyses: 
 
Á Are often one-off snapshots of rapidly evolving situations.  They are quickly outdated; 
 
Á Sometimes oversimplify the complexity of violent conflict and state fragility situations.  By 

doing so, they may mislead and badly inform policy makers and other stakeholders; 
 
Á Usually proffer technical solutions to complex political issues.  They implicitly may 

suggest that technocratic approaches can replace required political action;  
 
Á Are fundamentally based on personal judgement.  If the analyst is unfamiliar with the 

situation, the likelihood of a poor analysis is significant; and 
 
Á Are subject to the same data restrictions and challenges as quantitative methods. Poor or 

incomplete data leads to bad analysis. 

4.1.4. Preliminary Conclusions ï Much Progress, But Weaknesses Remain 

Significant advances have been made in quantitative and qualitative analytical tools for violent 
conflict and state fragility.  Quantitative methods have strong predictive capabilities, particularly in 
relation to political crisis and instability.  State fragility indices provide easily graspable ñwatch-
listsò and help agencies working on these issues to prioritise focus countries.  Qualitative 
methods provide rich context analysis, as well as ways to plan programmatic responses and 
assess the impact on violent conflicts of these responses.  The more recent qualitative methods 
for state fragility analysis can provide useful planning frameworks for programmatic responses 
but are not yet used widely in agencies and more work is required to refine them.  Qualitative 
tools satisfy important analytical requirements among development agencies ï particularly in 
terms of informing programming.  Numerous weaknesses persist, nonetheless.  Analytical tools 
fundamentally over-simplify complex and fluid violent conflicts and situations of state fragility.  
They provide simple snap-shots that are quickly outdated and the quality of analysis suffers from 
data deficits that characterise many countries affected by conflict and state fragility. 

4.2. THE OPERATIONAL EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS 

4.2.1. Overview 

Early warning can broadly mean the collection of information to understand and pre-empt future 
developments.  For the purposes of this study, a more restrictive definition has been applied 
where ñearly warning systems are those that involve regular and organized collection and 
analysis of open source information on violent conflict situations.  They deliver a set of early 
warning products (based on qualitative and/or quantitative conflict analysis methods) that are 
linked to response instruments/mechanismsò.  However, in order to show the breadth of existing 
systems the definition was used more for guidance than for strict selection purposes.  
Respondents were asked a set of questions on the focus, funding, activities, methodology, etc. of 
their early warning systems (see Box 3). The surveyed conflict early warning systems are listed in 
Table 3. 



Can Violence, War and State Collapse be Prevented? 
- The Future of Operational Conflict Early Warning and Response Systems 

27 

4.2.2. Governmental Early Warning Systems  

Most OECD/DAC members and 
governments surveyed do not have what 
can be defined as a conflict early warning 
system.  ñEarly warningsò come through 
either intelligence services, diplomatic 
missions in affected countries, or inter-
governmental and non-governmental early 
warning systems.  Those that do have 
early warning systems in place include 
France, Germany, and the United States.  
Depending on their purpose and 
institutional location, these may or may not 
have a link to national intelligence 
services. 
 
The purpose of most governmental early 
warning systems is either to identify and 
assess threats to national interests and/or 
to inform crisis prevention and peace-
building programmes.  Purpose dictates 
institutional set-up and the methodology 
used. 
 
Franceôs Syst¯me dôAlerte Pr®coce (SAP) 
and the US National Intelligence Office for 
Warning pay particular attention to threats 
posed by crises to national interests.  The 
French system is located in the Secrétariat 
Général de la Défense Nationale. The US 
system is located in the Office of the 
Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization (State Department) and National Intelligence 
Council. Methodologically, the French system uses a qualitative method and generates monthly 
update reports on key indicators, while the US system generates a ñwatch-listò that draws heavily 
on quantitative analysis.  Both systems draw on open source and classified information for their 
analyses. 
 
The German early warning system is used to inform the crisis prevention and peace-building 
programmes of the Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ).  
Methodologically, it uses a qualitative indicator-based questionnaire, which also has a 
quantitative scoring system attached to it.  Each year, an assessment using this methodology is 
conducted by independent consultants of the German Institute for Global Area Studies (GIGA) on 
behalf of BMZ.  Emerging results are reviewed and revised by BMZ country desks to arrive at a 
final listing of priority countries and directions for preventive programming. 

Box 3: Survey questions on early warning systems 
 
1. What is the operational and geographic focus of your 

early warning system? 
2. What is the annual budget for your early warning 

system and who provides the funding? 
3. What are the main activities (monitoring, briefings, 

report writing, etc.) of the early warning system? 
4. What methodology is used (qualitative and/or 

quantitative ï conflict analysis, state fragility, etc.), 
and what are the main information sources (media, 
local monitors, structural data, etc.) of your early 
warning system? 

5. Who is your target audience (decision-makers in 
particular agencies, local communities, general public, 
etc.) and what warning products (reports, briefs, 
documentaries, etc.) and frequency of these do you 
offer?  Is there a feedback loop between yourself and 
the target audience? 

6. What are the linkages between your early warning 
system and early response?  Does it provide 
recommendations for response?  Is there a direct 
connection to specific mechanisms/instruments? 

7. If your early warning system cooperates, coordinates 
activities, or operates in partnership with any other 
external agencies (governments, multilaterals, NGOs, 
etc.), which agencies are these and what are the 
forms of cooperation/coordination/partnership? 

8. What do you see as the main strengths and 
limitations/challenges faced by your early warning 
system? 

9. Are there any success stories or particular impacts 
that your early warning system has been responsible 
for? 
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Table 3: Governmental, Inter-Governmental, and Non-Governmental Early Warning Systems 

Governmental Early Warning Systems 
Inter-Governmental Early Warning 
Systems 

Non-Governmental Early Warning 
Systems 

Secrétariat Général de la Défense 
Nationale (France): Syst¯me dôAlerte 
Précoce (SAP)  

United Nations:  
Á OCHA ï Early Warning Unit; 

Humanitarian Situation Room 
(Colombia) 

Á UNDP ï Country-level early 
warning systems in Ghana, 
Kenya, Ukraine (Crimea), Bolivia 
(PAPEP), Balkans, Kyrgyzstan 

FEWER-Eurasia (Russia): FEWER-
Eurasia Network 

ISS (South Africa): Early Warning 
System 

German Federal Ministry for 
Economic Cooperation and 
Development (BMZ): Crisis Early 
Warning System 

EU:  
Á EU Watch List 

SwissPeace (Switzerland): Early 
Recognition and Analysis of 
Tensions (FAST) 

United States Government: 
Á Office of the Coordinator for 

Reconstruction and Stabilization 
and National Intelligence Council: 
Instability Watch List 

AU: Continental Early Warning 
System (CEWS) 

Russian Academy of Sciences 
(Moscow): Network for Ethnological 
Monitoring and Early Warning 
(EAWRN) 

CEEAC: Mechanisme dôAlerte Rapide 
pour lôAfrique Centrale (MARAC) 

Foundation for Tolerance 
International (Kyrgyzstan): Early 
Warning for Violence Prevention 
Project 

ECOWAS: ECOWAS Early Warning 
and Early Response Network 
(ECOWARN) 

Crisis Group (Belgium): Crisis Watch 

IGAD: Conflict Early Warning and 
Response Mechanism (CEWARN) 

Foundation for Coexistence (Sri 
Lanka): Program on Human Security 
and Co-Existence 

OSCE: Centre for Conflict Prevention 

West Africa Network for Peace-
building (Ghana): Early Warning and 
Response Network (WARN) 

FEWER-Africa (Kenya): Ituri Watch 
(Democratic Republic of Congo) 

 
The target audiences for all governmental systems are internal, and involve different levels of 
decision-makers.  Assessments are not usually publicly available.  It is therefore not possible to 
pass judgment on the quality of analyses made or their value as an evidence-base for decision-
makers. 
 
The value added of governmental early warning systems, as stated by respondents, is two-fold 
for the clients they serve: 
 
Á A crisis prediction capacity that enables proactive decision-making, and a stronger basis for 

evidence-based decision-making on countries affected by crisis; and 
 
Á Improved programming through systematic country reviews and expert analysis. 
 
The main challenge reported by governmental early warners is about catalysing response. The 
receptivity of decision-makers in charge of responses is frequently limited.   



Can Violence, War and State Collapse be Prevented? 
- The Future of Operational Conflict Early Warning and Response Systems 

29 

 

4.2.3. Inter-Governmental Early Warning Systems 

A number of inter-governmental organisations (particularly in Africa) have established conflict 
early warning systems.  Broadly speaking, the purpose of these systems is to bolster the different 
organisationsô ability to anticipate crises and initiate preventive measures.  Among some of the 
regional organisations (OSCE, AU, IGAD, ECOWAS, ECCAS), the geographical scope is limited 
to member countries.  The EU has a global remit for the work carried out by the Councilôs Policy 
Planning and Early Warning Unit, as does the United Nationôs Humanitarian Situation Room.  
Most surveys of early warning systems will also include SADC on their list.  Although some 
governmental systems have been included despite their intelligence links, the SADC approach is 
more formalised intelligence sharing than early warning ï and therefore has been excluded.   

 

Figure 3: Early warning systems in the 
European region 
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Among the African regional organisations, IGADôs CEWARN and the ECOWAS ECOWARN 
system are the most developed.  The AUôs CEWS is making progress, and ECCASôs MARAC is 
under development.  Together, these systems cover a range of issues and countries in Africa 
(see Figure 4).  Most of the inter-governmental systems in Africa involve some form of 
cooperation with civil society organisations, which in turn broadens out their access to information 
and analysis. 
 
In many cases, these systems apply a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods ï all indicator-
based.  They use largely (with some exceptions) open-source information and information 
collected by local monitors to produce different products (policy briefs, baseline reports, thematic 
reports, alerts, etc.) for institutional decision-makers.  Beyond the delivery of warning reports to 
decision-makers, established links between these early warning systems and response remain 
mostly unclear.  With the exception of CEWARN, no formalised protocols were identified that 
integrate early warning reporting within decision-making systems for response. 
 
Several inter-governmental organisations operate almost global early warning systems.  The EU, 
for example, has both a ñwatch-listò (updated twice a year by civilian and military analysts from 
the Council, EUSITCEN, Commission and EUMS) and a Policy Planning and Early Warning Unit 
(PPEWU) which is located in the Council and engages in early warning analysis.  Within the 
United Nations, there are several early warning approaches, including the Humanitarian Situation 
Room, the Framework Team, and agency-led country-level early warning systems in different 
parts of the world. 
 
Á The EU uses open-source information, ñgrey informationò from EU Delegations and 

member states, and GIS data from the EUSITCEN, to generate its watch-list and other 
analyses prepared by the PPEWU.  Its target audience include Commission and Council 
decision-makers and staff, as well as representatives of member states. 

 

 

Figure 4: Early warning systems in the 
African region 
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Á The UN early warning systems are open-source, especially those operational at the 
country-level.  In New York, the Framework Team meets regularly to discuss countries of 
concern, share analyses, and formulate inter-agency responses to emerging and/or on-
going crisis situations. 

 
The value added of inter-governmental early warning systems is the evidence-base it provides for 
decision-making, and the priority-setting contribution of ñwatch-listò products.  These systems help 
inform debates on responses to violence and instability in different countries.  Interviewees also 
stress that a shared problem definition on crisis-affected countries or regions sets the stage for 
more coherent inter-departmental/agency responses. 
 
There are numerous challenges faced by inter-governmental early warning systems.  These 
include: 
 
Á Member-state sensitivities on monitoring of violent conflict and state fragility, as well as 

the labelling of a country as ñconflict proneò or a ñfragile stateò.  The work of regional 
organisations and the United Nations is particularly restricted by such sensitivities. 

 
Á Political interference and manipulation of analyses prepared is a consequence of the 

sensitivities of member states when inter-governmental organisations engage in early 
warning work.   

 
Á Restrictions on early warning system coverage affect several inter-governmental 

organisations.  Such restrictions mean that only certain topics (humanitarian issues, 
pastoral conflicts, etc.) can be covered and that allocations for early warning efforts are 
controlled. 

 
Á Several interviewees have pointed to the difficulty in linking inter-governmental early 

warning efforts to high-level political and security responses.  Part of this difficulty is 
related to a lack of conviction among higher level decision-makers about the value of 
early warning.  

4.2.4. Non-Governmental Systems 

Non-governmental early warning systems differ in purpose and organisation.  Some are focused 
on providing early warning analysis to inform decision-making on conflict situations, without 
recommendations for response, while others provide recommendations, engage in advocacy, or 
are engaged in response activities themselves.  In terms of organisation, most non-governmental 
early warning systems deploy staff or local networks in or close to conflict-affected areas.  Where 
local monitors are used, they will report according to standard formats and the information 
collected feeds into analyses.   
 
For the most part (with the exception of the International Crisis Group), the analytical 
methodologies of these groups are clear.  Several non-governmental systems (e.g. FEWER-
Eurasia, Program on Human Security and Co-Existence) use both qualitative and quantitative 
methods for analysis, as championed by FEWER and the former SwissPeace FAST system.  
Non-governmental systems use exclusively open source information and information provided by 
local monitors.  Based on these methods and information collected, different products are 
generated, including briefs, baseline reports, documentaries, briefings, updates, thematic reports, 
etc.   
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Early warning systems with a global outlook 
included FEWER, FAST (both now closed due 
to funding problems) and the ICG.  At a 
regional level, WANEP/WARN and ISS cover 
the ECOWAS region and crisis-countries in 
Africa, respectively, FEWER-Eurasia and 
EAWARN cover the North Caucasus.  At a 
country-level, Ituri-Watch (FEWER-Africa) 
covers Ituri in the DR Congo, the Foundation 
for Coexistence (Sri Lanka) covers the 
Eastern Province in Sri Lanka, and Foundation 
for Tolerance International covers Kyrgyzstan.   
 
Fundamental to the non-governmental 
approach to early warning is a belief that 
integrated multi-stakeholder responses to 
violent conflict and political instability are most 
effective.  This is why such systems make 
their reports broadly available and, in some 
cases, bring different organisations together to 
plan joint response strategies.  However, the 
inability to catalyse responses has led several 
systems (defined as ñthird generation 
systemsò above) to set up their own response 
mechanisms and instruments in order to deal 
with micro-level violence.   
 

 

Figure 5: Early warning systems in the 
Asian region 

Box 4: Lessons from the closure of FAST 
In April 2008, the FAST early warning system closed its doors ï 
after a decade of operations, and four years after the closure of 
FEWER.  FAST was recognized by most practitioners as the 
embodiment of good early warning practice.  It was a system that 
combined qualitative and quantitative analytical methods, worked 
with civil society groups in the countries it covered to gain field-level 
information through Local Information Networks.  Its reports, the 
FAST up-dates, Risk Assessments, Trends, etc. had a broad 
readership beyond its main funder, Swiss Development 
Cooperation.  So why, after 10 years of successful work did FAST 
close? 
 
Interviews and discussions with FAST staff, donors, and other 
practitioners proffered the following explanations: 
 
Á A birth-defect of FAST and some other early warning 

initiatives is their alignment to development agencies ï as 
natural partners and donors.  These agencies benefit more 
conflict assessment methodologies, than from early warning 
reports, to inform their programming.  Early warning does not 
present value added for them. 

Á The main clients of FAST reports were in foreign ministries, 
security agencies, regional organisations, etc. ï who dealt 
more with operational, than structural prevention.  However, 
they did not pay for it ï and often, the budgets for FAST were 
in development agencies. 

Á FAST was not able, like the ICG, to establish high-level 
relationships with political leaders in donor countries.  Rather, 
working relationships were with mid-level staff in different 
ministries.  Regular turn-over of staff meant that early warning 
had to be ñsold again and againò ï not always successfully. 

 
With the closure of FAST and FEWER, the only remaining ñglobalò 
provider of analyses (beyond regional and national early warning 
systems) is the ICG.  ICG is a well-run organisation and its reports 
are of high quality.  Nonetheless, its constituency and methodology 
remain unclear.  Is reliance on one external provider of information 
and analysis beneficial for international and regional decision-
makers? 
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The value added of non-governmental early warning is in broadening and deepening the 
evidence-base for decision-makers on violent conflict situations and state fragility.  Broadening, in 
terms of the range of information sources (beyond diplomatic cables, media sources, intelligence 
reports) and deepening, in terms of proximity to communities (beyond macro-level reports, etc.).  
Non-governmental early warning is also less constrained by political sensitivities than inter-
governmental systems, particularly when it comes to statements made, issues covered, 
dissemination, etc.  Non-governmental systems that are involved more on the response-side are 
in some cases able to convene different actors to plan joint responses, or implement micro-level 
responses themselves. 
 
Non-governmental systems have multiple vulnerabilities.  For example, if these systems issue 
reports on sensitive matters (particularly related to the political economy of conflicts or 
controversial international policies of big powers) safety of staff may be compromised and the 
funding base may be affected.  At the same time, with few exceptions, most of these initiatives 
are anyway chronically under-funded.  In practice, this means that their ability to maintain 
analysts and information networks, both essential for ñgoodò early warning is constrained.   

4.2.5. Wired to the Bulb? The Warning-Response Link 

The warning-response link is often discussed in terms of whether early warning is ñwiredò to early 
response ï the same way as a plug (early warning) is wired to a bulb (response).  Good early 
warning should be compelling enough to catalyse response.  There are not many success-stories 
available on how early warning has indeed done this.  A few are given throughout this report.  
Indeed, several respondents did identify situations where early warning had yield different and 
successful responses.  For example, success-stories that should be researched and documented 
further include: 
 
Á ECOWARN success in averting crisis in Guinea and Togo through regular warning 

reports and strong links with response mechanisms. 
 
Á Ituri Watch prevention of clashes between communities in the DR Congo by being able to 

catalyse local responses through early warnings. 
 
Á The Early Warning for Violence Prevention Project (Foundation for Tolerance 

International) alerted the Kazakh parliament and government about potential conflicts 
along the Kygryz-Kazakh (Talas oblast in Kyrgyzstan) that led to preventive action. 

 
Á FEWER-Eurasia contributed to the decrease of the number of disappearances in 

Chechnya through monitoring and humanitarian dialogue. 
 
Among the most often-quoted success story in the annals of early warning is that of the OSCEôs 
early warning to the crisis in the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (see case-study below).   
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Case-Study 1: The OSCEôs Early Warning on the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia

7
 

 
In the late  1990s the OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities, Mr. Van der Stoel had closely followed the 
relationship between the ethnic Macedonian majority and the ethnic Albanian minority in the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia. His work was supported by the OSCE Spillover Monitor Mission to Skopje, which dealt with the effects of the 
conflict in Kosovo.  
 
Mr. Van der Stoel enjoyed a high degree of confidence of both parties thanks to a long-term, balanced and highly 
professional involvement in regional inter-ethnic relations. He dealt with several root causes of the conflict, including 
linguistic rights, education, media, participation of minorities in public life, etc. He was instrumental in the establishment of 
the Albanian language Tetovo University, with donations of five million Euros by the Government of the Netherlands and 
the European Commission. 
 
As ethnic tension grew in late 2000 and early 2001 and the likelihood of a more violent armed conflict grew, Van der Stoel 
issued repeated early warnings, including a dramatic statement at the meeting of the OSCE Permanent Council.  
 
Acting upon these early warnings, in late March 2001 the OSCE Chairman in Office appointed Ambassador Robert 
Frowick as Personal Envoy to the fYROM. On July 1 2001 the Chairman in Office appointed Mr. Van der Stoel as 
Personal Envoy, asking him to ñfacilitate dialogue and provide advice for a speedy solution of the current crisisò. 
 
Simultaneously, the OSCE conducted intensive coordination and soon engaged in close cooperation with NATO, the 
European Union and later the Council of Europe.  
 
Through this coordinated action the crisis was contained and stability and peace was gradually restored.  

 
However, is the lack of early response a consequence of ñpoorò early warning?  The answer is 
ñyes, partlyò.  A review of the many early warning reports produced by different organisations 
does raise important questions about depth and quality of analysis.  It is also clear that, due to a 
host of sensitivities and the overall ñmurkyò nature of violent conflict, much of the hidden political 
economy of violent conflict remains un-assessed.  Publishing information and analysis on this 
carries great personal risk, both physically and reputationally.  Yet, such information and analysis 
is critical for informed responses to violent conflict.  So despite some of the reported and claimed 
successes, there is much scope for improvement ï but improvement needs funding. 

4.2.6. Preliminary Conclusions ï How Mature is the Field? 

Early warning systems exist now within 
governments, multilateral agencies, and 
NGOs.  They play different roles ï ranging 
from giving alerts and catalysing response, 
to bolstering the evidence-base of 
decision-making, to serving as response 
mechanisms themselves.  There is 
consensus on what constitutes a ñgoodò 
early warning system and this good 
practice has been operationalised in 
initiatives such as FAST, FEWER-Eurasia, 
CEWARN, and ECOWARN to mention 
just a few (see Box 5).  The field, however, 
suffers from under-investment, as illustrated in the closure of FAST (see Box 4 for discussion).  
There are also serious questions about the quality of analysis produced by many early warning 
systems:  Do they really cover the real issues?  Is the analytical depth sufficient for decision-
making?  The answer to these questions is probably ñnoò.  There is a great need to bolster 
analytical rigour.   

                                                 
7
 Prepared by Marton Krasznai (UNECE, formerly OSCE) 

Box 5: Good practice in operational conflict early 
warning systems 
A ñgoodò early warning system is one that:  
Á Is based ñclose to the groundò or has strong field-

based networks of monitors;  
Á Uses multiple sources of information and both 

qualitative/quantitative analytical methods;  
Á Capitalizes on appropriate communication and 

information technology;  
Á Provides regular reports and updates on conflict 

dynamics to key national and international 
stakeholders; and  

Á Has a strong link to responders or response 
mechanisms. 
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4.3. ANALYTICAL CONCLUSIONS 

Conflict analysis tools and early warning systems have evolved significantly over the last decade.  
There is consensus on methodological and system good practice. This good practice has in turn 
fed into qualitative methods for response planning in fragile states.   
 
Among quantitative and qualitative analytical tools, two conclusions can be drawn.  First, there is 
no ñbest methodologyò or ñbest set of indicatorsò.  There is basic good practice in quantitative and 
qualitative analysis and a range of methods draw on this.  These are designed to serve the 
interests of their target institution.  Second, the best approach is to combine quantitative and 
qualitative tools, and sometimes to combine different sets of quantitative methods

8
.  This ensures 

the necessary triangulation required for creating a robust evidence-base for decision-making. 
 
At a systems-level, good practice is clear and has been outlined above.  There is also more 
clarity today, based on application, about the value added of early warning systems.  To 
summarise, early warning systems provide: 
 
Á A crisis prediction capacity that enables proactive decision-making; 
 
Á A stronger basis for evidence-based decision-making on countries affected by crisis;  
 
Á Improved programming through systematic country reviews and expert analysis;  
 
Á A priority-setting contribution through watch-list type products; 
 
Á A starting point for developing a shared problem definition on crisis-affected countries that 

sets the stage for more coherent responses; and 
 
Á An ideas pool for responses, and sometimes the forum to meet fellow responders and plan 

joint response strategies. 
 
Having said this, it is clear that conflict and state fragility analysis serves the needs of 
development agencies better than early warning systems do.  This is because conflict and state 
fragility assessments provide more institution-specific recommendations for programming than 
what come from early warning systems.  The more natural client for early warning systems are 
political decision-making institutions. 
 
However, the poor quality of analyses, unrealistic recommendations, and biased or ungrounded 
opinions present in many early warning products means that ñpoor early warningò still remains an 
important cause of non-responses to violent conflict.    
 

5. IS EARLY , EARLY ?  A REVIEW OF  RESPONSE MECHANISMS AND INSTRUMENTS 

 
Advances over the last 15 years or so in early and rapid response have been made in the 
range of institutions, mechanisms, instruments, and processes available to manage 
violent conflict ï and in national, regional, and international willingness to use force in 
situations of violent conflict. However, more has not necessarily meant better.  In fact, the 
multiplicity of actors and responses means that the problem of late, incoherent, 
fragmented, and confused response is perhaps greater today than it was at the time of the 
Rwandan genocide.  If the problem was then ñthat early warning is not wired to the bulbò, 
today it may be that there are too many bulbs competing with each other and not working 
when they should.    
 

                                                 
8
 See Goldstone (2008) for an excellent discussion of this point. 




