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Key messages

® The proposed conceptual framework consists of three risk pathways
(conflict, climate and development), each leading to risk through a
combination of two elements: increasing vulnerability and decreasing
resilience.

e The report defines vulnerability in terms of likelihood and structural
exposure to shocks and resilience in terms of the policy-driven capacity to
absorb the negative impact of shocks. For some countries, risk is driven by
lower resilience (e.g., having less fiscal space or low food security). For
others, it is driven by higher vulnerability (e.g., a neighbouring conflict).

® Historical grievances are among the strongest predictors of future
conflict.

e The risk of future instability is compounded by a country’s enabling
security environment such as its degree of militarization and territorial
control.

e  While climate change does not directly cause violence, its impact can
affect the risk of conflict through a number of mechanisms.

® |mpacts of climate change, such as more frequent and intense extreme
weather events, are increasingly felt in the Arab region which is already
characterized by structural issues such as water scarcity.

e Economic and social systems and institutional settings that are not
capable of coping with structural and sudden shocks are at higher risk
compared to those who have this capacity.
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Introduction

Protracted and complex crises have become
increasingly common' and the Arab world has
been the scene of much of the world’s deadliest
episodes of violence. In 2021, active conflicts?
or fatal political violence had been reported in
seven Arab countries,® while battle-related
deaths had gone up for the first time in

seven years.*

As conflicts continue to impact the region, the
ramifications of hostilities on people and
societies compounded by other shocks or mega
trends such as the war in Ukraine, the COVID-19
pandemic and climate change, further
exacerbate fragility and vulnerability. The Arab
region is home to just 6 per cent of the world’s
population yet hosts 34 per cent of the world’s
internally displaced persons (IDPs) and 35 per
cent of refugees. The region also hosts 31 per
cent of the world’s people in need of
humanitarian assistance, as well as reports 16
per cent of global deaths resulting from conflict
or fatal political violence. Such a state of affairs
poses serious risks for sustainable development
and peace efforts.

The growing human and economic costs of
conflict have accelerated momentum for fragile
countries and for the international community

to focus on improving efforts at prevention. The
centrality of conflict prevention is underscored
in the United Nations Charter involving a range
of actors across the three United Nations pillars
of peace and security, development and human
rights. Prevention is extensively featured in the
United Nations Secretary-General’s 2021
landmark report Our Common Agenda whose
New Agenda for Peace calls for more
investments in prevention and peacebuilding,
as well as better support to regional actors in
sustaining peace. Furthermore, Ministerial
Session resolutions 271 (XXIV) and 282 (XXV)
request the United Nations Economic and Social
Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) to
mitigate and address the impacts of conflict
within the context of strengthening social and
economic development within the Arab region.
The League of Arab States’ Multi-Stakeholders
Subcommittee to Support the Attainment of the
SDGs in Conflict-Affected Countries requested
the preparation of an Arab report on fragility
and asked ESCWA to present a preliminary
study on this matter.

Prevention is defined by the twin 2016 General
Assembly and Security Council resolutions on
sustaining peace® as the avoidance of “the
outbreak, escalation, continuation and

United Nations and World Bank, 2018.
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(A/RES/70/262 and S/RES/2282, respectively).

A conflict is considered active if there are at least 25 fatalities per year from either State-based or non-State violence.
Egypt, Iraq, Somalia, State of Palestine, Sudan, Syrian Arab Republic, and Yemen.
ESCWA calculations based on data retrieved from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program’s Georeferenced Event Dataset version 22.1.



recurrence of violent conflicts”.® While there is
no shared conceptual understanding, an
important distinction can be made between
operational prevention such as early warnings
and other actions to prevent imminent
escalation of specific crises, and structural
prevention or the need to address the economic,
social and environmental root causes of conflict
or violence.” Both operational and structural
prevention are necessary conduits to avert the
outbreak of potentially devastating crises.

Against this backdrop, the objective of ESCWA's
Arab Risk Monitor is to advance risk-informed
policymaking and integrated response in the
Arab region, which includes strengthening
prevention capacities as well as awareness of
development stakeholders including the
member States of ESCWA (and the League of
Arab States). To contribute towards this
objective, the main goal of this paper — the first
in a series of three — is to propose an action-
oriented® conceptual framework to unpack the

risk of conflict, crisis and instability with a
specific focus on the Arab region.

Drawing upon decades of empirical literature
on drivers and predictors of conflict or fatal
political violence, the framework identifies
three “risk pathways” that are associated with
a greater risk of crisis and instability in the
Arab region. The framework is action-oriented
as it distinguishes between “structural” risk
factors over which a country can exercise
limited control, and “policy-driven” factors
that can be mitigated thereby allowing decision
makers to effectively tailor response and
prevention.

The remainder of this background paper is as
follows. Section 2 introduces the authors’
conceptual framework. The rationale and
justification for each component is then
discussed in sections 2.1 to 2.3 with an overview
of appropriate literature, as well as its relevance
in the Arab context. Section 3 concludes.

6 Resolution 2282 (2016)/adopted by the Security Council at its 7680th meeting on 27 April 2016. Resolution A/70/262/adopted by

the General Assembly on 27 April 2016.
Desai, 2020.
By “action” we consider both policies and programming.



1. A conceptual framework for conflict risk

The proposed conceptual framework consists of
three risk pathways (conflict, climate and
development), each leading to risk through a
combination of two elements: increasing
vulnerability and decreasing resilience. The risk
pathways have been identified by drawing from
decades of empirical research on conflict drivers
and their relevance for the Arab region, while
definitions of risk, vulnerability and resilience
are adapted from the literature on economic
vulnerability and disaster risk.

The first risk pathway is through conflict.
Historical grievances are among the strongest
predictors of future conflict.® The risk of future
instability is compounded by a country’s
enabling security environment such as its
degree of militarization and territorial control.
The conflict pathway is crucial to the Arab
region as it has been the scene of most of the
world’s deadliest conflicts.

The second risk pathway is through climate.
While climate change does not directly cause

violence, its impact can affect the risk of conflict
through a number of mechanisms." Impacts of
climate change, such as more frequent and
intense extreme weather events, are
increasingly felt in the Arab region which is
already characterized by structural issues such
as water scarcity.

The third risk pathway is through social,
economic and institutional development. This
pathway represents all the complex set of
dynamics that in most of the cases are direct
or indirect causes of risk in the Arab region.
Economic and social systems and institutional
settings that are not capable of coping with
structural and sudden shocks are at higher
risk compared to those who have this
capacity.

Borrowing from the literature on economic
vulnerability to shocks,'® the proposed
framework then defines each “risk pathway”
as the combination of two elements:
vulnerability and resilience.

9 Collier, 2003.
10  Risse and Stollenwerk, 2018.

11 For further details about the transmission mechanisms see Uppsala — Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRI0) & ESCWA, 2021.

12 Briguglio and others, 2008.
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The concept of vulnerability has long existed in
relationship to the sustainable development of
countries. An economic and environmental
vulnerability index is notably used by the United
Nations Committee for Development Policy as
one of the criteria for identifying the Least
Developed Countries (LDC) as mandated by the
United Nations Economic and Social Council
and the United Nations General Assembly
(UNGA)."™ A multitude of conceptualizations of
vulnerability and related terms, such as fragility,
have since been developed either to classify
countries according to their scores, or as a
means to determine foreign aid allocation.™

While initially focused on economic shocks,
definitions of vulnerability have increasingly
been adapted to account for the growing
awareness of shocks such as climate change. In
the context of disaster risk reduction (DRR), for
example, the United Nations defines
vulnerability as “the conditions determined by
physical, social, economic and environmental
factors or processes which increase the
susceptibility of an individual, a community,
assets or systems to the impacts of hazards”.®
The definition was notably spread through the
work of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC)'® and the Sendai Framework for

13 LDC Identification Criteria & Indicators _ Department of Economic and Social Affairs.
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/least-developed-country-category/ldc-criteria.html.

14 For an overview see United Nations, 2021 Possible Development and Uses of Multidimensional Vulnerability Indices, Analysis

and Recommendations.

15 Vulnerability _ UNDRR. https://www.undrr.org/terminology/vulnerability.

16 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 2012 — Field, C.B. and others Cambridge University Press, The Edinburgh
Building, Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 8RU, England, pp. 582.
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Risk Reduction 2015-2030,"” and used in the
development of risk management tools for
climatic hazards.™

However, the DRR framework does not account
for shocks such as conflict and violence which
are specifically excluded in the UNGA-endorsed’
report produced by the intergovernmental expert
working group.? In the DRR context, hazards
include only “biological, environmental,
geological, hydrometeorological and
technological processes and phenomena”.

Another feature of the disaster-based framework
is that it does not disentangle between structural
and non-structural factors of risk. Structural risk
factors are those that are independent of present
policymaking either resulting from past choices or
inherent to the economic structure, which are
relatively stable over time and therefore cannot be
attributed to poor policy or governance. Examples
of such factors include a country’s reliance on
food and energy imports, or an ongoing conflict in
a neighbouring country. Non-structural risk factors
are those over which a government has control
which enable a country to withstand, rebound or
avoid the negative impact of a shock. Such an
ability is enhanced if, for example, the country has
effective public institutions, a skilled labour force
and/or a strong fiscal position. The literature on
conflict drivers finds both structural and
non-structural factors to be associated with risk.

In the context of conflict prevention, then, the
distinction between “structural” and “non-
structural” factors has a distinct advantage.

It allows policymakers to understand and

unpack risk, not only by its thematic
components (e.g., economic vs. social factors)
but also by the extent to which it is subject to
public policy. By doing so, this framework
supports policy formulation showing what a
country can and cannot do to mitigate or
exacerbate its risk, and ultimately helping to
tailor prevention and response policy and
programming.

For all the reasons aforementioned, this report
defines vulnerability in terms of likelihood and
structural exposure to shocks, and resilience in
terms of the policy-driven capacity to absorb
the negative impact of shocks. For some
countries, risk is driven by lower resilience
(e.g., having less fiscal space or low food
security). For others, it is driven by higher
vulnerability (e.g., a neighbouring conflict).

This conceptualization is in line with UNGA
resolution A/RES/75/215, calling for a
multidimensional index of vulnerability to
shocks (not hazards) for small island developing
States, and the subsequent work carried out by
the United Nations Office of the High
Representative for the Least Developed
Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries
and Small Island Developing States which
underlines the difference between structural and
non-structural factors.?’

The remainder of this section discusses the
rationale and justification for each of the three
risk pathways through an overview of
appropriate literature as well as its relevance in
the Arab context.

17 The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030.

18  INFORM Risk. https://drmke.jrc.ec.europa.eu/inform-index/INFORM-Risk.

19  A/RES/71/276. https://daccess-ods.un.org/access.nsf/Get?OpenAgent&DS=A/RES/71/276&Lang=E.

20 A/71/644.
21 https://www.un.org/ohrlls/mvi/why-need-an-mvi.html.
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A. The conflict pathway

The Arab region has been the scene of much of
the world’s deadliest episodes of violence.
Between 2010 and 2021, just four Arab countries
—Irag, Somalia, Syrian Arab Republic, and
Yemen - accounted for 55 per cent of the
world’s conflict-related deaths.?? Drawing from
empirical literature, the conflict pathway to risk
identifies two key factors as having the greatest
potential to affect future conflict risk in the Arab
region: the legacy of prior conflicts and the
enabling security environment.

1. Historical grievances

Literature finds that countries who have
experienced conflict in the past are much more
likely to return to war than are countries that
have been at peace.® Protracted conflicts,
especially civil wars, lead to divided and
fractionalized societies.?* The legacy of hatred
and mistrust resulting from past conflict persists
long after it has ended and can be hard to
overcome, as conflict leaves behind a divided
society and serves as a catalyst for policy and
political institution deterioration, leading to a
higher risk of recurrence.?® This is particularly
true in the absence of a meaningful
reconciliation process.?

In addition, prior conflicts exacerbate those
factors that make countries vulnerable to wars
in the first place by weakening their

economies and State capacities, causing
skilled citizens and civil servants to flee, and
destroying physical infrastructure, amongst
other things.? Civil wars also leave behind
organizational legacies and social bonds - the
ties that former combatants form with one
another, and with key stakeholders — making
post-conflict countries more vulnerable to
future conflict.?® These patterns of
reoccurrence have been referred to as the
“conflict trap”, stemming from the
irresolution of fundamental issues that fuelled
the conflict, underlying dynamics and
unresolved grievances.?

2. Enabling security environment

In addition to the legacy of prior conflict,
literature finds that a country’s broader security
environment — such as a State’s ability to
provide security, the extent to which it
maintains control of the territory and the
pressure of forcibly displaced populations —
can also affect the risk of conflict.

Firstly, security is one of the most essential
services that a government provides to its
citizens. A State’s security sector ensures its
monopoly over violence, ability to ensure
sovereignty, control over territory and public
safety.® Poorly managed or ineffective security
systems can often result in instability and
insecurity, signalling that those countries with
large and far-reaching security forces are less

22  ESCWA calculations based on data retrieved from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program’s Georeferenced Event Dataset, version 22.1.

23 Gates and others, 2016.

24 Palik and others, 2022.

25  Collier, 2003. p. 22; Kaufmann, 1996.
26  Bloomfield and others, 2003.

27  ESCWA, 2020; Walter, 2004.

28  Daly, 2012; Christensen, 2008.

29  Collier, 2003. p. 83.

30 Collier and others, 2009.



prone to conflict.®® Armed forces that are
untrained and undisciplined can facilitate the
escalation of violence due to their limited ability
to protect and mitigate security concerns.*
Weak security systems can lead to several
negative consequences as the State is placed in
a position of disadvantage. For example, the
absence of effective State security could lead to
armed militias and competition which would
result in further conflict or acceptance of
violence as a dispute resolution method. The
presence of effective State security limits the
incentives for people to join militant groups as a
means of protection.® To this avail, a
disciplined security force that practices human
rights, international conventions and rule of law
in its security operations can help ensure that a
State's monopoly on violence is maintained and
sufficient to prevent either the demand for more
militant groups or the proliferation of violence;*
and in addition deter any foreign aggression.

Secondly, a lack of effective territorial control is
associated with extensive periods of violence.*®
The extent to which a State controls its territory
impacts its ability to deliver basic services to its
citizens and execute its monopoly of force. For a
State to be able to provide security to its
citizens, it first needs to maintain a monopoly of
organized violence within different local
communities® and secure it through its ability
to dissuade potential challengers or armed

groups.® Therefore, professional military
capabilities with reach into rural and secluded
areas are required for the State to be able to
project its authority across its territory and
impose order within its jurisdiction.*® When a
State lacks territorial authority its legitimacy is
impaired which can lead to distrust towards the
government and its services.*

Finally, people flee conflict areas in search of
safety, their displacement and subsequent
settlement in host communities may pose a risk
factor contributing to societal fragility. Forcibly
displaced people are made vulnerable through a
loss of land, assets, livelihoods and social
capital.*® Additionally, many suffer from trauma
and are victims of sexual and gender-based
violence. Heightened security concerns and the
inflow of refugees can also increase tensions in
host communities. This is because displaced
populations can have significant destabilizing
effects in fragile contexts as their sudden influx
may increase political tension, insecurity and
vulnerability. Often States and communities
hosting IDPs, and refugees themselves, are
already affected by conflict or crises and the
additional stresses and shocks resulting from an
influx of displaced persons can lead to tensions
and outbreaks of violence in these
communities.*! Sudden significant inflows of
displaced persons into a State, and particularly
into crowded urban areas, can have a negative

31 Hegre and Sambanis, 2006.

32 Humphreys and Weinstein, 2006.
33  Ball, 2005.

34  Fearon, 2011.

35 Dela Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca, 2015.
36 Naudé and others, 2011.

37  Collier and Hoeffler, 2004.

38  Herbst, 2004.

39  Schmelzle and Stollenwerk, 2018.
40  Corral and others, 2020.

41 Landry, 2013.



effect on State stability due to the economic,
environmental and security-related stresses
experienced by the host community as well as
an increased strain on basic resources and
services.” As an increase in refugee
populations can lead to resource competition,
this might increase tensions with host
communities and contribute towards an
(re)emergence of civil war.*®

B. The climate pathway

The impacts of climate change are increasingly
felt across the Arab world with 21 different
natural disasters taking place in 2021 affecting
almost 20.8 million people.* The region is
already suffering from water scarcity*® and land
degradation, which may be exacerbated by
climate change.* Climate change-induced water
scarcity might, for example, lead gross domestic
product to drop by up to 14 per cent by 2050.%”
The region’s exposure to climate impact is also
affected by large employment in agriculture“®

and the prevalence of rainfed agricultural land*®
in several countries. Despite this, there are
indications that adaptation measures are less
numerous in the Arab region than elsewhere.®

1. Climate hazards

While climate change does not directly cause
violent conflict, it can affect the risk of conflict
through several transmission mechanisms
namely loss of livelihoods, competition for
resources, migration and displacement,
macroeconomic contraction and food
insecurity.®' Loss of livelihoods due to climate
change, for example, can lead to relative
deprivation, frustrations and decreased
opportunity cost of violence.®? Climate-induced
migration might contribute to increased risk of
conflict if tensions and contestation between
hosts and newcomers arise. Competition over
resources, between climate-induced migrants
and host communities, or due to acute scarcity
is another mechanism that can lead to increased
risk, though the likelihood for escalation is

42  Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 2017.
43 Young, Stebbins and others, 2014.

Authors’ calculation based on EM-DAT, Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters/UCLouvain, Version: 2022-10-28.
Note: Geophysical natural disasters are excluded as well as epidemics. Total affected may include people affected in 2022 for

World Bank, 2018. Please note the report refers to the Middle East and North Africa; Duenwald and others, 2022. Please note

Based on an assessment of adaptation actions documented in scientific journals, and may thus have a reporting bias, as well

44
the three disasters that started in 2021 but continued into 2022. The aggregates for the Arab region include all 22 League of
Arab States members for which a natural disaster according to the above has been recorded. For an event to be included in
the dataset, at least one of the following criteria needs to be met: (a) Ten or more people reported killed, (b) One hundred or
more people reported affected, (c) Declaration of a state of emergency, (d) Call for international assistance. See
https://public.emdat.be/about for further details.

45 ESCWA, 2019.

46 World Bank, 2020.

47
that the report refers to MENAP thus including Afghanistan and Pakistan.

43  Based on data from the World Bank (code: SL AGR.EMPL.ZS). Note that the agriculture sector consists of activities in
agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing.

49  ESCWA and others, 2017, For the region overall, 70 per cent of agricultural production is rainfed (Arab Geographical
Information Room, 2019) though regional differences exist: Mashreq 57 per cent, Maghreb > 80 per cent (Nejdawi, 2020).

50
as adaptation projects reported by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) from the top 10
bilateral donors. See United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), 2021.

51  For further details about the framework, see Uppsala — PRIO & ESCWA, 2021.

52  Uppsala—PRIO & ESCWA, 2021.
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greater if it coincides with larger fault lines in
society and institutions.%® Both increasing food
prices and reduced availability of food due to
climatic impacts on agricultural output can also
contribute to an increased risk of violence.®
Indeed, lack of food has been one of the drivers
of several past and recent conflicts.* Negative
macroeconomic impacts of climate change are
more likely in countries where sectors exposed
to climate change, such as agriculture, play an
important role.® This might affect social unrest
and conflict risk in a variety of ways through
competition for resources, widening gaps
between expectations and realities in the
labour market, and reduced moderating
capacity of States.®’

While climate change can contribute to
increased risk, this is not a necessary outcome
and is influenced by a variety of other factors
that strengthen or reduce overall resilience.
Coping and adaptive capacities are key to this.
While adaptation to climate change focuses on
moderating the adverse impacts or exploiting
opportunities related to the impacts of climate
change, coping capacity relates to the ability to
manage or overcome the adverse effects.%®

As such, they importantly influence the extent to
which climate hazards may have adverse
impacts that translate into risk through the
identified transmission mechanisms. Adaptation
needs vary depending on context and can

include water management and the introduction
of different crop varieties including ones more
resilient to climate hazards, amongst others.* In
addition, several moderating — or exacerbating —
factors affect how and to what degree risk from
climate change impact is transferred through
the identified transmission mechanisms. These
are the efficacy of institutions, relative State
capacity and social cohesion or cleavages.® For
example, the risk of competition for resources
escalating to conflict is higher when it coincides
with pre-existing fault lines in society or
becomes politicized.®' In the same manner,
good governance and responsive, fair
institutions can help reduce the risk of
escalation to conflict.

2. Renewable natural resources

The link between scarcity of renewable resources
such as water and land, and conflict is complex.
Pre-existing environmental vulnerabilities and
scarcities can increase exposure to climate
impacts or reduce the ability to cope with them
and affect the transmission of risk through the
aforementioned transmission mechanisms.

For example, while rainfed agriculture is more
exposed to climate impact, already scarce water
resources made scarcer by climate change can
reduce their availability for crops irrigation.5?

At the same time, structural environmental
scarcities may directly lead to competition for

53  Uppsala—PRIO & ESCWA, 2021.
54 International Security and Development Center, 2016.
55  Bora and others, 2010.

56  United Nations General Assembly, Climate change and its possible security implications: report of the Secretary-General,
A/64/350 (11 September 2009). https:/digitallibrary.un.org/record/667264?In=en.

57  Koubi, 2019; Uppsala — PRIO & ESCWA, 2021.
58 IPCC, 2022.

59  Food and Agriculture Organization (FAQ), 2016.
60 Uppsala—PRIO & ESCWA, 2021.

61  Uppsala—PRIO & ESCWA, 2021.

62  Shayanmehr, S. and others, 2022.
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resources and can exacerbate risk in already
fragile contexts. While there is little evidence of
conflicts triggered only by competition over
scarce resources, there is a higher risk if such
competition is politicized or coincides with other
factors.5® Deterioration of arable or fertile land
can result in competition between different
groups over limited resources and this can lead
to localized or broader tensions among
competing stakeholders. For instance,
competition over land and water resources
between pastoralist and non-pastoralist/farmer
communities can be a source of violence.® While
most water-related events in the region have had
cooperative rather than conflictive outcomes, 37
per cent of international events and 19 per cent of
domestic events have been conflictive.%®

The management of such renewable resources
can either contribute to increase or decrease
risk. Unclear, overlapping or contradictory laws
and rights, as well as poor enforcement and lack
of dispute resolution, can be a source of conflict
and tension. At the same time, the policies and
laws governing the resources can be
discriminatory in themselves and distribute
access unequally between groups. Indeed,
perceived injustice, inequity and marginalization
due to unequal or restricted access can increase
the risk of conflict.®® On the other hand, well-
functioning, sustainable and fair resource
management, governance and dispute
settlement processes can help reduce the risk.

C. The development pathway

It is widely understood that conflict is
interconnected with social, economic and
institutional factors. Development challenges®’
make countries more prone to conflict, which in
turn weakens their social, economic and
institutional fabric, thus increasing the risk of
conflict relapse.

1. Economic factors

Economic development is an important factor in
explaining shifting trends in conflicts both
among and within countries. On one hand,
economic growth increases the relative value of
capital and decreases the value of land,
reducing incentives for land acquisition through
conquest.® This pacifying effect is reinforced by
geographical clustering, as more neighbouring
countries experience economic growth.%

On the other hand, economic growth can
provide States with the capacity to project
power and engage in conflict, which they
previously lacked.” Higher growth can also lead
to an increase in States’ perception of their own
capabilities in foreign policy.”’ Studies have
suggested an inverse U-shaped relationship
between economic development and conflict”?
where the likelihood is highest among middle
income countries, and decreases in lower
income countries due to poor capacity to project
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power and higher income countries owing to
little interest in pursuing conflict.”

A large body of literature has also explored the
effect of globalization on conflict between
Stateswith somewhat opposite findings.” As
international trade has grown in recent decades,
interstate conflicts have become less common.
The relationship between economic
interdependence and conflict is, however,
ambiguous. Literature has pointed at a number
of transmission mechanisms. Strategic trade
might offer countries more incentives to
cooperate, and the economic losses occurring
from trade disruptions could offer less
incentives to pursue conflict with their trading
partners.’® Trading allows countries to access
and control natural resources without resorting
to conquest.’® Domestic interest groups with
financial investment in trade are interested in
preserving peace and lobby the State to that
end.”” However, higher bilateral trade flows
increase the likelihood for trade disputes, some
of which could escalate to violence.’®

Conflict has also been associated with
dependence on primary commodities. Over-
reliance on food and energy resources that are

traded on international markets can increase
vulnerability to price shocks as well as to supply
shocks caused by environmental factors.”

In many commodity-dependent developing
countries, civil wars are related to disputes over
non-renewable natural resources.?® The risk of
conflict is highest in countries where over one
quarter of national income comes from
commodity exports.®’

International financial flows have also been
studied in relationship with the risk of conflict,
particularly for countries with a poor capacity to
mobilize domestic resources. Higher taxes can
enable national governments to finance
expenditures and cushion the impact of
fragility.® Countries that are integrated in the
global financial markets are also less likely to
pursue interstate conflict.®® Capital market
integration reduces the incentives of conflict by
imposing costs to countries at the beginning of
a crisis.®* However, dependence on international
capital, including foreign aid, can also leave
receiving countries vulnerable to foreign
shocks® including economic crises in countries
of origin, as well as global shocks such as
commodity price shocks, climate change and
pandemics. Exposure to these global shocks is
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associated with a higher risk of violence.®¢
Negative shocks in foreign aid have been
associated with outbreaks of violence as
potential rebels gain bargaining strength vis-a-
vis the government when the latter is unable to
provide resource transfers.?

Food prices and availability have also been
studied extensively in relation to conflict.®® Food
is one of the most basic resources for survival
and can lead to great hostilities to assure it.
Food insecurity can lead to outbreaks of social
unrest and thus increase the likelihood of
conflict.®® Demonstrations, riots and civil conflict
are more likely when food prices rise
internationally and domestically.*® Conflict can
also induce food insecurity whereby
competition arises over aspects of food
production, such as land and water, as well as
the contamination of arable land used for
agriculture.® While the likelihood of rebel
groups engaging in conflict to secure food
resources increases when availability is limited,
their opportunity cost to keep fighting increases
when it is more accessible.”

2. Social factors
A number of global social trends have been

identified as possible reasons for shifting
conflict patterns and as drivers of future risk.

Factors of particular relevance for the Arab
region include identity, inequality, education
and demography.

Identity and ethnicity are two concepts whose
association with conflict have been extensively
studied. However, ethnic and sectarian identity
alone does not act as a societal cleavage. Identity
is an inherent part of human existence, and most
of the world includes different ethnic groups
sharing the same borders. Scholars who argued
for the role of identity as a cause of conflict have
rather looked at ethnicity as a major determinant
of group behaviour, and at the latter as a driver
of violence, rebellion and intrastate conflict.
Ethnicity has been used strategically as an
opportunity to mobilize for a cause and as
leverage to recruit group members.® Ethnicity is
also associated with conflict outbreak in
instances where group belonging becomes the
basis of unequal distribution and access to
resources.® Similarly, if a group is territorially
based and has separatist or secessionist
demands, group identity is likely to increase the
risk of conflict.%® The probability of identity-driven
conflict also depends on the extent to which
borders were drawn in the past, with evidence
showing how unresolved border conflicts due to
overlapping identity territorial claims are a strong
predictor for future conflicts.®® Empirical research
has suggested that conflicts with an identity
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component are longer and more intense than
are others, with ethnicity and sectarian divides
playing a magnifying role, raising the level of
violence® and making disputes more difficult
to resolve.®

The concept of inequality has been associated
with an increased incidence of violent conflict.®®
Income inequality and inequality in accessing
basic services has in some cases been linked to
one-sided government repression as
governments of highly inequitable societies
resort to repression to maintain social order.'®
The combined effect of economic “vertical”
inequalities with horizontal inequalities™" is a
powerful predictor of violent conflict.’ Income
inequality exacerbates overall poverty in the
general population and impedes long term
economic growth, particularly in fragile
settings.'® It can also cause or exacerbate
underlying tensions and group differences to
the detriment of social cohesion, leading to
State fragility, the erosion of trust and an
increased risk of conflict.'*

Education has also been associated with income
inequality as an interacting variable in
explaining conflict rates. Literacy rates can
reduce fragility by offering larger pools of

individuals the possibility to participate in the
labour force and a chance to improve their
standard of living.'® Increases in education have
also been shown to improve economic
growth.'® [nvestments in education can reduce
the likelihood of conflict by providing support to
poor strata of the population.’

Different demographic patterns can also affect
conflict through a number of mechanisms.
Radicalization and conflict can be magnified by
urbanization and population density, and are
likely to occur in urban centres as they are often
more prone to instability, crime and
grievances.'® Population growth may increase
pressure on resources, such as water, leading to
competition and increasing the likelihood of
conflict.”® A growing population without
increasing resources might make it harder for a
government to provide basic services, thus
resulting in a rise in poverty and grievances that
can increase tensions and make it easier for
militants to recruit."°

Youth bulges, or large young male population
segments, are also linked to a higher likelihood
of conflict, especially if they are unemployed or
face economic difficulties through lower
opportunity cost to join rebel groups.™
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Declining birth rates have shown to decrease
the likelihood of conflict as society becomes
reluctant to commit their soldiers and support
military conflicts that endanger their
offspring.'? Another factor that might contribute
to conflict is a shift in the balance of power
between religious or ethnic groups, especially if
one group’s population grows quickly, creating
dissatisfaction within the groups.'"

3. Institutional factors

In recent decades, the Arab region has
experienced a series of events that have
contributed to deterioration and, in some cases,
even to a complete collapse of formal State
authorities leading to limited accountability and
poor capacity of national and subnational
institutions.™*

Literature finds a strong relationship between
institutions, governance and armed conflict.
Institutions have an essential role in

development; strong institutions are the
backbone of policy effectiveness, while low
institutional capacity has been associated with
the likelihood of conflict."®

Weak governance exacerbates the risk of
conflict in several ways. The inability of the
government to provide the necessary services
and security leads to grievances and makes
space for non-State actors to grow and
recruit.’® Poorly governed States lack the
institutional capacity and security services to
prevent violence,'” while protracted violent
events continue to exist when crucial issues of
governance remain unsettled. Effective
governance, however, contributes to
preventing violence and this is essential in
achieving human security. Strong
governments that sustain the rule of law and
promote higher degrees of equality among
citizens have been proved to have lower
levels of violence'® and can promote
peacebuilding.
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2. Conclusion

This paper has introduced an action-oriented
conceptual framework for conflict risk in the
Arab region. The framework identifies three
pathways — conflict, climate change and
development — through which Arab countries
may face increasing risks of conflict, crisis and
instability. It has been developed to advance
risk-informed prevention policymaking and
integrated response in the Arab region.

The first pathway is conflict. Countries who
have experienced conflict in the past are much
more likely to experience renewed conflict than
countries who have been at peace. The second
pathway is climate change. While climate
change does not directly cause violence, its

impact can affect the risk through a number
of mechanisms. The third pathway is social,
economic and institutional development,
representing the complex pathway between
socio-economic conditions and institutional
settings.

Importantly, the framework is action-oriented in
that it distinguishes between structural risk
drivers which are intrinsic to an economy, from
more “policy-driven” factors that can be
addressed, improved or mitigated. By doing so,
it offers a conceptual framework to better
understand the nature of risk in the region that
can effectively help tailor response and
prevention efforts.
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The Arab world has been the scene of much of the world’s deadliest episodes of violence. As
conflicts continue to impact the region the ramifications on people and societies, compounded by
external shocks, further exacerbate vulnerability. These growing human and economic costs of
conflict have accelerated momentum for the international community to focus on prevention.

The main goal of this paper is to propose an action-oriented conceptual framework to assess the
risk of conflict, crisis and instability in the Arab region. Drawing upon decades of empirical
literature on drivers and predictors of conflict or fatal political violence, the proposed framework
identifies three “risk pathways” that are associated with a greater risk of crisis and instability in
the Arab region. The rationale and justification for each component is discussed with an overview
of appropriate literature, as well as its relevance in the regional context. The framework is action-
oriented as it distinguishes between “structural” risk factors over which a country can exercise
limited control, and “policy-driven” factors that can be mitigated, thereby allowing decision
makers to effectively tailor response and prevention.
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