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FRAGILITY AND RESILIENCE IN THE MANO RIVER UNION SUBREGION: 
CONSOLIDATING PEACE DIVIDENDS AMID PERSISTENT CHALLENGES 

 

Executive Summary 

 

This Outcome Document (“Report”) is the result of a joint effort by the African Development 
Bank (AfDB), the Mano River Union Secretariat (MRU-S), and the United Nations (UN) to 
assess the state of fragility and resilience in the Manu River Union subregion, with the intent 
to support MRU countries individually and jointly, informing policy and programme reforms 
for national governments and their development partners. 

The Report builds on the earlier work that emerged from this effort that comprehensively 
surveyed the symptoms of fragility and evidence of resilience in the subregion. As underlined 
by recent events in the region – including the coup in Guinea, deadly street protests and police 
responses to them in Sierra Leone, post-election violence in Côte d’Ivoire, and strikes and 
protests in Liberia – the persistence of fragility is profoundly experienced across the 
subregion.  

Indeed, any number of expert analysts reach the conclusion that the contemporary situation 
increasingly mirrors the situations leading up to the civil wars in the subregion; and that the 
window may be closing on the opportunity to stop the downward spiral and to build the 
society that citizens want and deserve. 

Experts note that, for decades now, questions of the economy, human development, social 
cohesion, state building, management of border areas, and other issues have been studied, 
plans have been developed, and initiatives have been undertaken by governments, 
development partners, and civil society. Their consensus supported by the data and evidence 
is that these efforts have not and will not as currently conceptualised and implemented add 
up to a reliable pathway out of fragility.  

This Report therefore interrogates why positive efforts to address fragility fall short, why 
negative dynamics persist, and what might be done about it. 

The Report draws on the earlier research and findings; additional secondary research into the 
contemporary literature related to the persistence of fragility; and four expert group 
consultations, organised around the themes of the capable and inclusive economy, polity, 
society, and subregion, from which examples for this Report are drawn. Additionally, 
feedback was iteratively solicited from AfDB, MRU-S, the UN, and national governments, who 
were active participants in the consultation process. 

Diagnoses for the persistence of fragility 

The Report concludes that, for an exit from fragility to occur, positive dynamics of social 
cohesion, coherence of effort, and institutionalization must be fed, while negative dynamics 
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of fragility must be starved. Yet, positive examples of these dynamics are isolated and small 
scale, with the broad evidence indicating that negative examples dominate across the 
subregion.  

The research and expert analysis underline that the dynamics of fragility continue to be fed 
by the policies and practices of governments, international institutions, and development 
partners: 

• Intentional actions (as well as decisions not to act) result in unconstrained corruption 
across public and private sectors that is pursued with nearly complete impunity, 
undermining social cohesion, and destabilising already fragile institutions. 

• International and national economic and political interests are pursued despite their 
evident negative impacts on fragility, frequently ignoring local voices and their 
imperatives for greater direct benefit to the historically impoverished and marginalised at 
scale. 

• There is an erosion of traditional sources of resilience and social cohesion, with local 
governance policies, party politics, and development programme implementation 
introducing new forms of inter-group competition and enmity that are not historically 
rooted. 

At the same time, the evidence shows how the dynamics of social cohesion and resilience are 
being starved through inter-related dynamics: 

• There is insufficient implementation of “post-conflict” frameworks and processes, with 
little attempt to achieve sufficient consensus – particularly across historic conflict fault 
lines – on the inclusive vision for each country and the subregion or how to achieve it. 

• There are failures to invest in effective institutionalization, with little attention to the 
widely shared stakeholder values, attitudes, beliefs, and commitments about the way in 
which decisions should be made and implemented and which are required for institutions 
to function. 

• There is an absence of policy and programme coherence, with positive change efforts 
across different agencies of government, governments in the subregion, development 
partners, and civil society neither sufficient nor mutually and positively reinforcing. 

These endogenous and exogenous factors combine to create downward cycles of poverty, 
exclusion, intergroup animosity, and destructive political contestation, which further 
reinforce fragility. 

The diagnostic analysis highlights that the actions and inactions that feed the dynamics of 
fragility and starve the dynamics of social cohesion and resilience emerge from entrenched 
systems and institutions that serve the priorities and interests of only a limited number of 
powerful stakeholders who effectively exercise complete control over them.  
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Prescriptions for an exit from fragility 

The Report’s prescriptive analysis concludes that profound shifts in power relationships and 
institutional arrangements – with respect to the political economy, and in local, national, and 
subregional governance – are required to unlock the forces for peaceful development.  

It is, therefore, insufficient to continue to point out bad policies and suggest that the opposite 
course of action be pursued. Nor will it be a plausible approach to address fragility by 
identifying discrete gaps and developing yet more plans or programmes to address them. 

Rather, the Report concludes that an exit from fragility will require governments and 
development partners to nurture a fundamentally more balanced system of voice and 
influence across the many stakeholders for positive societal change. Only once the goals of 
political inclusion and power sharing are advanced at scale will it be reasonable to assume 
that sound policies and practices can or will be implemented by powerful political and 
economic actors.  

The research and expert review point to a variety of implications from this conclusion: 

• Clearer redlines and more robust governance processes must be established by 
international partners and national governments. These must prevent and address the 
exacerbation of fragility through public or private policies and practices that: contribute 
to multidimensional poverty; exclude the already vulnerable or marginalised; make life 
more difficult for those who make their livelihoods in the informal sector; exacerbate 
historical fault lines; and circumvent inclusive, consensus-based planning processes that 
are consistent with agreed international frameworks and peacebuilding and development 
good practice.  
 

• Pro-poor development policies and programmes that represent a meaningful departure 
from pre-conflict forms of production and distribution are required. Systemic 
improvements to informal sector ecosystems can benefit the greatest number of people 
the most rapidly. Effective decentralisation of prioritisation, planning, governance, 
implementation, and monitoring may be required, as will be capacitation of women, 
youth, and marginalised populations, as well as professional bodies and other civil society 
actors, to play meaningful roles in planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation, 
and conflict resolution. 

 
• Progress may be easier to unlock at a subregional level, recognising the very real inclusive 

economic development opportunities. Additionally, regional approaches can help to 
address entrenched, negatively reinforcing political systems at national levels, for 
example, by building and strengthening professional networks on a subregional basis, and 
by the convening and empowering of other communities across the subregion, including 
women’s and youth groups, human rights and environmental advocates, and other 
constituencies that often have trouble having their voices heard and their ideas realised.  

Analysts underlined the importance in all these efforts of directly addressing questions of 
values within and between networks of actors, inclusive of development partners, national 
governments, and those in the private sector.  



 

 

 

v 

Recommendations in light of the persistence of fragility 

The diagnostic and prescriptive analyses provide the foundations for the Report’s specific 
recommendations.  

Recommendations for international partners 

These recommendations speak to the AfDB, UN, and MRU-S who commissioned this Report, 
but also directly to the variety of other governments and multinational organizations and 
institutions that engage across the MRU subregion on questions of development, security, 
and the economy.  

1. Conduct comprehensive fragility impact reviews that respect UN evaluation norms and 
standards. Reviews should identify how policies and programmes directly or indirectly 
impact social cohesion, coherence of effort, and institutionalisation. Governance 
structures should be created and/or enhanced to ensure that remedial action with respect 
to negative impacts on fragility is taken, with a risk register for actual and potential 
negative impacts on fragility maintained and made public. 

 
2. Establish a fragility observatory for the subregion to monitor the sufficiency, coherence, 

and cumulative impact of efforts to address the political economy of fragility. The 
professionally and independently managed Observatory should, through inclusive, 
participatory, and transparent processes, make public key social, political, and economic 
outcomes data, with particular attention to historical conflict divides. In doing so, it should 
be a catalyst for networking and positive action, based on sound values, across actors, 
countries, and sectors. 

3. Prioritise a subregional perspective in planning and action. Development partners 
should drive coherence and cumulative impact of effort through the adoption of specific 
policies for the preferential use of the subregion as the unit of analysis for studies, policy 
development, programme design, and budgeting. This may require them to align their 
own organisational structures, budgets, staffing models, and engagement patterns to 
facilitate the coordination and implementation of subregional solutions. 

Recommendations for national governments 

These recommendations speak to the member state governments of the MRU, as well as to 
other actors who seek to constructively support and influence them. 

1. Prioritise peace settlements, particularly on matters of the economy. Governments 
should pursue social cohesion as a national priority, as premature abandonment of 
peacemaking and peacebuilding processes has undermined an exit from fragility. They 
should articulate how they intend to hold their own officials and affiliated politicians to 
account for overcoming “winner take all” politics, with particular attention to historic 
conflict fault lines and to unaddressed dimensions of peace processes, such as truth and 
reconciliation processes.  
 

2. Mandate the meaningful voice and participation of stakeholders. Effective processes of 
public participation should be mandated in law for policy, programme, and project 
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planning and decision making. Where private action has substantial public impact, public 
participation should also be mandated with impartial moderation to ensure inclusive 
analysis and planning; rights compatible, interest-based outcomes; and prompt and 
effective conflict resolution and redress of grievances. 

 
3. Prioritise a subregional perspective in planning and action. Subregional interchange 

should be fostered at the technical and professional level across departments and 
agencies of government, inclusive of relevant professional bodies and civil society actors. 
Challenges and opportunities for more effective regionalization that delivers maximum 
value to the poorest and most marginalised should be prioritised. Interchange should be 
leveraged to incorporate subregional assets and opportunities in national policies, plans, 
and their implementation. 

Recommendations for other actors 

These recommendations speak to actors in civil society and the private sector, as well as those 
that seek to support and to influence them.  

1. Develop subregional networks. Civil society actors should develop cross-country 
networks for information exchange, strategy development, and coordination of action, 
including the networking of CSO and other local actors between each other. They should 
consider subregional assets and opportunities in their strategy-setting, policy 
development and programme design; and should actively participate in efforts to ensure 
the sufficiency, coherence, and cumulative impact of efforts to address fragility in the 
subregion. 

 
2. Emphasise the capacity to change systems as a core element of strategy. Civil society 

and other development actors, their partners, and funders should take into account the 
systemic dimensions of the problems that they seek to address, including social 
incohesion, incoherence of efforts, and insufficient institutionalisation. They should 
include in development programmes and advocacy initiatives capacity building for 
stakeholders that result in their effective participation in policy, programme, and project 
decision making. 

 
3. Take greater initiative in the private sector. Operating companies as well as those who 

finance or support them should engage in policymaking, legal or regulatory reform efforts, 
dealmaking with public entities, or community engagement only as part of independently 
moderated, transparent, broadly inclusive, and rights compatible processes. They should 
enhance their governance structures with respect to negative impacts on fragility, and 
subject themselves to accessible, binding dispute resolution and redress mechanisms. 

The Report concludes that if such actions are not taken, there is scant reason to hope for 
exits from fragility in the subregion. However, with disciplined, coordinated action, 
substantial and steady progress towards greater social cohesion, coherence of effort, and 
institutionalization, inclusive and peaceful development can yet be achieved. 
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FRAGILITY AND RESILIENCE IN THE MANO RIVER UNION SUBREGION: 
CONSOLIDATING PEACE DIVIDENDS AMID PERSISTENT CHALLENGES 

 
Outcome Document 

 

Background to and remit for this Outcome Document 

The African Development Bank (AfDB), the Mano River Union Secretariat (MRU-S), and the 
United Nations (UN) undertook a joint effort to assess the state of fragility and resilience in 
the Mano River Union subregion. The intent was to support MRU countries individually and 
jointly, informing policy and programme reforms for national governments and their 
development partners. 

An earlier desk review report that 
emerged from this effort 
comprehensively surveyed the 
symptoms of fragility and evidence of 
resilience in the subregion. It 
documents how consequentially 
fragility is experienced by the 
populations of the MRU countries.  

This Outcome Document (“the Report”) therefore does list the variety of conditions and 
dynamics that all experts agree must be addressed if the subregion is to achieve peaceful 
development: whether from old threats such as elite capture of the economy and failures to 
deliver peace dividends to the younger generation, new ones such as climate change, or their 
combination in ways that create openings for even greater instability, for example, from 
violent extremism. 

This Report rather analyses the reasons why fragility persists. For decades now, questions of 
the economy, human development, social cohesion, state building, management of border 
areas, and other issues ad infinitum have been studied, plans have been developed, and 
initiatives have been undertaken by 
governments, development partners, 
and civil society. However, the expert 
consensus is that these have not 
added up to a reliable pathway out of 
fragility. This Report therefore 
interrogates why positive efforts fall 
short, why negative dynamics persist, 
and what might be done about it. 

This Report draws on the earlier research and findings; additional secondary research into the 
contemporary literature related to the persistence of fragility; and four expert group 
consultations, organised around the themes of the capable and inclusive economy, polity, 

Economic growth and GDP per capita in the MRU member 
states has been consistently low, with pervasive high 
poverty and unemployment rates as well as “deplorable” 
macroeconomic indicators overall. Positive gains are 
registered during boom periods; but, in most cases, these 
are short-lived and easily reversed due to shocks, with what 
expert analysts describe as debilitating implications. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE ECONOMY 

 

 

In the Mano River region countries, experts note that the 
impact of COVID-19 was seen less in the rate of deaths and 
infections than in economic decline, political instability, and 
social unrest as a result of mismanagement of the health 
crisis. These manifested in various ways: a military coup, 
street protests, runaway inflation, and increased 
unemployment. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 
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society, and subregion, and each resulting in a workshop report, and from which examples 
for this Report are drawn. Additionally, feedback was iteratively solicited from AfDB, MRU-S, 
the UN, and national governments. This Report characterises the broad consensus of views 
that emerged from this process that were found to be equally well-grounded in the 
supporting research and literature. 

Overview: The persistence of fragility in the MRU subregion 

Across the MRU subregion, fragility is perhaps most apparent from iconic events, such as the 
2021 coup in Guinea; deadly street protests and police responses to them in Sierra Leone; 
post-election violence in Côte d’Ivoire; and strikes and protests in Liberia.  

But the evidence and expert 
commentary underline that these 
singular events are underpinned by 
troubling, chronic dynamics. These 
include: continued arbitrary killings 
as well as cruel and degrading treatment by security services; an inability of government to 
widely deliver basic services or achieve a reliable path out of multidimensional poverty, even 
with substantial foreign aid; patterns of private sector development that exacerbate rather 
than ameliorate inequality; and persistent narratives of grievance and exclusion. These 
realities implicate questions of development and state building more broadly construed.  

Although intertwined with these broader frameworks, the fundamental question from the 
application of a fragility lens is distinctive. It explores whether society has the capacity to 
sustain positive momentum and resist shocks with respect to such substantial challenges. In 
this Report, a fragility analysis delves into the root causes of what experts characterise as a 
collective failure to make necessary progress on the issues identified in the earlier research, 
even though they are of such broad concern and have such obvious and profound negative 
impacts on sustainable, peaceful development. Thus, the endpoints that this Report explores 
are socio-political: 

• Social cohesion Is there sufficient consensus – particularly across historic 
conflict fault lines – on the inclusive vision for each country 
and the subregion, and on the pathways for moving there? 

• Coherence of effort Are sufficient positive change efforts across different agencies 
of government, governments in the subregion, development 
partners, and civil society mutually and positively reinforcing? 

• Institutionalization Does the functioning of institutions reflect widely shared 
stakeholder values, attitudes, beliefs, and commitments 
about the way in which decisions should be made and 
implemented? 

As explored below, the evidence and expert commentary underline that any evidence-based 
answer to these questions for the subregion must be in the aggregate broadly negative. Some 
positive examples and trends are visible. However, these are not at scale. On the other hand, 

Experts conclude that the extent of poverty has 
considerably deteriorated the capital of trust between 
populations and States. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE SOCIETY 
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negative trends appear to be both widespread and accelerating. Indeed, any number of 
analysts reach the conclusion that the contemporary situation increasingly mirrors the 
situations leading up to the civil wars in the subregion; and that the window seems to be 
closing on the opportunity to stop the downward spiral and to build the society that citizens 
want and deserve. 

Furthermore, and as explored in 
detail in Part I of the Report that 
follows, the weight of evidence is that 
fragility primarily persists in the MRU 
subregion not as a result of extrinsic 
factors, but as a function of domestic 
political choices in which 
international partners are often 

enough implicated. Simply put, the policies and practices of powerful political and economic 
actors continue to feed the dynamics of fragility – undermining social cohesion, coherence of 
effort, and true institutionalization – while starving the dynamics of resilience and social 
cohesion. As in the pre-war periods of the MRU countries that descended into armed conflict, 
the evidence points to a conclusion that this is predominantly driven by parochial, political 
economy considerations.  

For a variety of reasons, actors across sectors, constituent parts of national governments, and 
internationally are not taking consequential enough action to counter these negatively 
reinforcing dynamics. Yet, in the absence of substantial course corrections, experts conclude 
that fragility in the MRU states should be anticipated to deteriorate further in the medium 
term.  

Thus, the essential task is to build new pathways that turn the political tide towards the 
effective starving of the dynamics of fragility and the feeding of the dynamics of resilience 
and social cohesion at scale. Part II of the Report explores these possibilities, finding that they 
will require shifts in power relations and institutional arrangements to create a more balanced 
system of political voice and influence – with respect to the political economy, and in local, 
national, and subregional governance – across stakeholders for positive societal change. Only 
once these goals are advanced do experts believe that it will be reasonable to assume that 
sound policies and practices for state building and development can or will be implemented 
by powerful political and economic actors, both national and international. 

Part III of the Report applies the insights emerging from Part I and Part II analyses to develop 
specific recommendations for development partners, national governments, and other 
actors. It concludes that if such actions are not taken, there is scant reason to hope for exits 
from fragility in the subregion; but that, with disciplined, coordinated action, substantial and 
steady progress towards greater social cohesion, coherence of effort, and institutionalization, 
inclusive and peaceful development can yet be achieved. 
 

 

 

The African Development Bank has noted, in published 
work, that while the most serious crises of the 20th century 
reflected geopolitical oppositions, contemporary crises are 
mainly of socio-political origin—including dynamics of 
political and social exclusion and poor governance—and 
therefore difficult to resolve without action at the root of 
these weaknesses. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE SOCIETY 
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Part I: Diagnosing the persistence of fragility in the MRU subregion 

For an exit from fragility to occur, positive dynamics of social cohesion, coherence of effort, 
and institutionalization must be fed, while negative dynamics of fragility must be starved. Yet, 
as explored below, the broad evidence is that the opposite is happening across the MRU 
subregion.  

The research and expert opinion underline that the dynamics of fragility continue to be fed 
by the policies and practices of governments, international institutions, and development 
partners. Intentional actions (as well as decisions not to act) result in unconstrained 
corruption; international and national economic and political interests that are pursued 
despite their evident negative impacts on fragility; and the erosion of traditional sources of 
resilience and social cohesion. 

At the same time, the evidence shows how the dynamics of social cohesion and resilience are 
being starved. This is found to be the result of an insufficient implementation of “post-
conflict” frameworks and processes; failures to invest in effective institutionalization; and 
failures of policy and programme coherence.  

Together, and in addition to cross-border dynamics, these factors result in downward cycles 
of poverty, exclusion, and destructive political contestation, which tend to feed the dynamics 
of fragility and starve the dynamics of social cohesion and resilience.  

It would be impossible to present here all of the data that emerged in the research and 
consultations. Therefore, Part I analysis that follows should be understood as a summary of 
the key driving factors of the persistence of fragility, providing only indicative examples of 
dynamics that were found to be well-grounded in the expert consultations as well as in the 
supporting research. The four workshop reports as well as the secondary sources on which 
they draw provide the fuller picture. 

A. Feeding the dynamics of fragility: Unconstrained corruption 

Corruption was the most prevalent dynamic of fragility identified in the consultations for this 
Report. This is supported in the accompanying research, with persistent scandals across the 
subregion, and weak rankings for the member countries in Transparency International’s 
Corruption Perceptions Index. Corruption is reportedly pervasive, from low level officers at 
border posts to the highest levels of government in national capitals. Furthermore, the 
subregion is characterised by a fundamental corruption of the institutions of government. 
Broad evidence points to elite misappropriation of funds and opportunity both for personal 
benefit, and to maintain control over the decisions of government through patronage politics. 
Analysts note that, as in the pre-war periods across the subregion, they do so with nearly 
complete impunity. 
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It is underlined that corruption is 
equally a private sector 
phenomenon. Bribery is used to 
secure access to natural resources 
and government contracts. Corrupt 
partnerships between government 
officials and business leaders allow 
taxes to be avoided, with the 
Brookings Institute estimating that 
illicit financial flows represent 54% of 
trade value in Sierra Leone, and 18% 

in Guinea. These same corrupt partnerships lead to widespread disregard for environmental 
and social standards. Illegal and unregulated mining are common in the subregion, both 
artisanal and large scale. Protected forests are heavily degraded, with levels of deforestation 
at 75% or more, and driven by forestry and agricultural development. Community rights are 
commonly ignored in mining and infrastructure development, with many cases of the violence 
of state security forces deployed to protect narrow private interests.  

It is not believed that these dynamics, 
and even the specific organisations 
and individuals behind them, are 
unknown to the senior leadership of 
national institutions and 
international partners. It was noted 
that the UN, AfDB, bilateral donors, 
and others have a long history of 
engagement; a strong presence on 
the ground; innumerable well-
grounded reports from national 
institutions and civil society actors; 
and access to a broad network of key 
informants. Thus, many analysts 
conclude that many international 
partners have chosen to not see what is in front of them, and to not act on what they do see 
– a stance which, where true, would render them complicit in wrongdoing by government 
officials as well as private sector actors. Any such acquiescence in what is acknowledged as 
rampant corruption feeds the dynamics of fragility. It directly as well as indirectly undermines 
social cohesion, contributes to incoherence of efforts, and destabilises already fragile 
institutions. 

B. Feeding the dynamics of fragility: Conflicting political objectives  

Experts note that the subregion is characterised by policy goals in stark conflict with one 
another, undermining efforts to address fragility. For example, it is broadly acknowledged 
that an exit from fragility requires an inclusive economy. This requires a thickening of the 
subregional economy, in terms of local value creation and capture; in terms of direct benefit 
to the historically impoverished and marginalised at scale; and in terms of the subregional 
networks comprising value chains. Yet, structural reforms are imposed by the IMF that 

A worrying trend is the politicization of the private sector. 
Given the level of development in most of the MRU member 
states, the government remains a major consumer of the 
services provided by the private sector, and the largest 
source of lucrative contracts. An observation confirmed 
during the consultations is that whenever there is a change 
in administration, a new set of private sector operators 
emerges with little or no experience but who “win” public 
contracts because of connections, notwithstanding their 
lack of experience for the services they are supposed to 
provide. This practice stultifies growth and maturity of 
firms, condones high costs and inefficient production and 
stifles growth of enterprises, all of which fuel the 
persistence of fragility and instability as well as starved the 
dynamics of resilience. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE ECONOMY 

 

 

Experts suggested that the pervasiveness of corruption in 
the public bureaucracy has made it impossible for citizens to 
freely navigate the bureaucracy or to attain needed 
services, and even to access justice in the court system. 
Electoral processes have become fiercely contested and 
difficult to organize due to lack of trust among politicians 
and in the electoral management bodies that mostly favour 
incumbents. Concerns around the prevalence of corruption 
in the region have also been highlighted in many 
development indices. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 
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undermine service delivery and feed the grievances underlying fragility. Business 
environment reforms focus on the subsidy and protection of international capital, without 
commensurate protection and support for local stakeholders most affected by their 
operations. Similarly, the UN OHCHR Special Rapporteur on the right to food has found that 
“trade policy has primarily focused on economic frameworks and has either ignored or 
marginalized people’s human rights concerns”. Northern financing – primarily for outflows of 

primary commodities to the North – 
results in trade and investment flows 
that mimic colonial patterns, at the 
same time heightening the risk of 
external shocks. Meanwhile, 
subregional trade is mainly informal, 
vulnerable to exploitation, and small 
in scale, representing less than 10% of 
external trade. 

Not only does the pursuit of such policy objectives feed fragility; it was found that the way 
they are pursued does so as well. For example, flagship international initiatives in the 
agricultural sector with footprints in the subregion, such as the Alliance for a Green 
Revolution in Africa (AGRA) and the New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition in Africa 
(NAFSN) are widely condemned for undermining local voice and inclusion; smallholders are 
marginalised with respect to issues as diverse as food security and nutrition, seed systems, 
markets for land rights, regulation of contract farming, and women's rights. At the national 
level, policies carefully constructed to achieve broad local consensus, such on the post-Ebola 
recovery plan in Sierra Leone, as well as between Sierra Leone, Guinea, and Liberia, are 
described as having been ignored by development partners who leverage their funding to 
direct governments towards their 
own preferred policy and 
programmatic solutions. It was noted 
that these dynamics are particularly 
acute in the periphery, with notable 
failures to move beyond partnerships 
solely with national governments to 
engage and empower decentralized 
and local sources of authority and 
legitimacy. 

The evidence shows that committed individuals in the national and international sphere are 
clearly engaged around questions of fragility and attempt to develop policies and initiatives 
for addressing it. However, the evidence is that, on balance, the goal of addressing the drivers 
of fragility is at best a subsidiary one at both national and international levels. It goes missing 
in policy debates and programming decisions in the face of shorter-term and more parochial 
interests, whether an international institution advancing its preferred programmes to meet 
its internal goals; bilateral donors shaping aid and trade policies to serve their domestic 
constituencies; or national actors directing resources to punish opponents and reward 
supporters. The political objectives of national and international actors therefore often 
enough conflict with the building of resilient economies, polities, and societies, and thereby 
further feed the dynamics of fragility. 

Unlike East and Southern Africa, a regional approach to the 
development of agricultural value chains was described as 
non-existent in the MRU counties. Therefore, the subregion 
is not capitalizing on its agricultural potential and fails to see 
the mutual benefits in terms of job creation, market 
development, and food security—despite these being 
highlighted as critical in needs assessments and 
development plans. Rather, development partners and 
national governments prioritize commodity exports that 
mimic patterns of colonial trade.  
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE REGION 

 

 

Tax strategies seem to focus largely on increasing revenue 
generation rather than supporting a balanced development 
agenda. A case a point is in Sierra Leone where the 2022 
Finance Act reduced the threshold for goods and services 
tax (GST) from Le350 million to Le100 million. This has led 
to an increase in the tax burden for small and medium scale 
enterprises with the potential effect of constricting the 
expansion of small businesses—the key source of private 
sector expansion. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE ECONOMY 
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C. Feeding the dynamics of fragility: Erosion of traditional sources of resilience 
and social cohesion 

Historically, the ability of 
communities in the subregion to 
survive in the face of war, economic 
shocks, and epidemics has come from 
their relative local autonomy and 
economic self-sufficiency. This 
creates a tension, as the failure of the 
formal state to integrate the 
periphery – from the colonial period 
to the present – is a source of 
fragility; but it has left in place 
economic and social ties that are vital 
sources of resilience.  

The evidence is that this tension is often poorly managed, with government policies and 
programmes – supported by international partners – undermining local assets far faster than 
they are built through national frameworks and initiatives.  

These dynamics are visible in economic policy. Experts report an over-emphasis on 
formalisation of the economy that ignores the vast majority of economic actors in the 
informal sector, as well as the many ways in which they could be supported more directly. 
They note prioritisation of investment that shifts farmers from smallholder production to 
plantation employment, ignoring the impact on food security and nutrition, while increasing 
vulnerability to commodity shocks. And they see inhibitions of subregional trade that 
undermine traditional value chains. The conclusion is that the periphery is being denied the 
traditional bases on which it relied, without being provided sufficient alternative resources 
with which to succeed.  

Additionally, the evidence shows how 
social and political structures that 
have historically been sources of 
consensus building, conflict 
resolution, and crisis management 
are being undermined, sometimes 
intentionally. Decentralization 
policies are pursued as deployment of 
authorities from the centre, creating 
tensions with local governments and 
traditional authorities. Meanwhile, 
traditional leaders are being co-opted 
into party politics, causing local social 

ruptures. Political affiliation is closely linked to ethnic and regional identity, leading some 
politicians to highlight or play up ethnic tensions. This introduces new forms of inter-group 
competition and enmity that experts underline are not historically rooted, feeding fragility. 

Lack of trust in the political process has created a crisis of 
legitimacy for incumbent governments, and by extension 
the authority of the state in some areas; and in most rural 
areas, where the state has a tenuous presence, its 
legitimacy is similarly thin among the people. Growing 
distrust for the state due to its failure to deliver has led to 
intermittent civil protests in the last two years in Liberia as 
was seen during the mass demonstration against an 
increase in rape crimes in August 2021. In the worst case, 
distrust in the state has led to the overthrow of 
governments by unconstitutional means as the military did 
in Guinea in September 2021. According to experts, fear of 
similar unconstitutional change is experienced by some in 
Côte d’Ivoire. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 

 

 

In Sierra Leone, land in the provinces/regions (where most 
large-scale mining and plantations are undertaken) belongs 
to the traditional authorities and landowning families. In 
most cases, when land is appropriated for commercial 
development, landowners are not paid a fair price for 
surface rents and crop compensation. Although traditional 
authorities are expected to protect the interests of local 
communities, it is alleged that they often collude with 
officers within central government to negotiate prices and 
compensation far below the market price. This has resulted 
in several uprisings in mining and rural communities, with 
increases in tensions, destruction of property, and in some 
cases, loss of lives in rural communities.  
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE ECONOMY 
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To say that actors or institutions are 
sources of resilience and social 
cohesion is to recognise that they 
have capabilities and legitimacy to 
achieve positive results despite the 
many negative dynamics around them. They are the bright spots in a political landscape that 
is otherwise often enough bleak. However, the broad evidence is that these are not 
acknowledged by national or international actors as assets to be leveraged in nation building. 
Avenues of economic resilience for the many are rather ignored or even undermined in 
pursuit of elite deals; sources of social and political resilience that have provided balance in 
periods of crisis are co-opted or destabilised by those who may consider them sources of 
opposition. These actions that have the effect of making it difficult for more positive action 
to take root – for whatever motive they are undertaken – further feed the dynamics of 
fragility.  

D. Starving the dynamics of resilience and social cohesion: Insufficient 
implementation of “post-conflict” frameworks 

One of the strongest messages that emerged from the post-war analyses across the subregion 
was the need for fundamental economic reform. Required were the end of State predation, 
extractive production, colonial patterns of trade, and fragility entrepreneurship, in which the 
very business model is premised on corruption and lax enforcement of regulation. All of these 
were understood as forms of structural violence and key drivers of human rights abuses. As 
noted in the 2004 UN Secretary-General’s Report on the rule of law and transitional justice in 
conflict and post-conflict societies, justice and reconciliation require accountability 
mechanisms that end and remedy such large-scale human rights abuses. In the same vein, the 
African Union’s Transitional Justice Policy (AUTJP) prioritises “fighting impunity” and “bringing 
an end to any ongoing violence and removing the threats of further violence impacting the 
affected population” by “addressing the legacies of the past violence and oppression”, 
including the structural violence of the colonial and post-colonial economy.  

Yet, experts note that any serious 
efforts to restructure the economy 
were quickly abandoned, with only 
the rhetoric of post-conflict recovery 
and peacebuilding remaining in place. 
Mining became “mining for peace”, 
while the possibilities to use mining 
for local beneficiation and broader 
economic empowerment were 
broadly ignored. Trade became 
“trade for peace”, with little attempt 

to achieve prosperity through subregional development planning and implementation. 
Subsidies for foreign capital became “finance for peace”, without sufficient protection for 
human rights, the environment, or community concerns. The consensus conclusion is that, in 
the aggregate, development and growth policies and programmes across the subregion are 

Since the end of the civil war in Liberia, no one has yet been 
held to account before a judicial tribunal. In Côte d’Ivoire, 
following the post-election violence of 2010-11, those who 
were largely held to account were those who ‘lost’ the war 
and political power. Due to this entrenched culture of 
impunity, violations of major laws, embezzlement of public 
resources, and grave crimes like murder continue to thrive 
with little or no accountability in the region. Experts 
underline that political leadership continue to benefit from 
such anomalies in the system. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 

 

 

Efforts to consolidate peace and strengthen social cohesion 
have not led to structural changes due to the scale of the 
needs to be met and the weak political will of some leaders. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE SOCIETY 
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not particularly pro-poor; nor are they a meaningful departure from pre-conflict forms of 
production and distribution. 

Another critical message of post-war analyses was to take seriously the need to address 
historical conflict divides, and to put in place mechanisms that could identify and engage 
tensions in society before they escalated into unmanageable conflict. In the public sphere, 
architectures emerged that brought together state security actors with local leaders to 
discuss and address issues. Within civil society, organisations built from their wartime 
credibility to build local capacity for conflict resolution within sophisticated networks of 
support. These efforts provided important balance in a system characterised by high 
concentrations of power and fraught relationships between the centre and the periphery, 
between formal and traditional government authorities, and between different political 
identity groups.  

A few of these initiatives persist, continuing to prove their value. However, such 
peacebuilding structures and organisations have largely been de-funded by international 
partners. In general, there are a lack of visible or adequately resourced social cohesion efforts 
within countries and across the subregion, and experts note a notable absence of important 
social actors (e.g., religious leaders) from contemporary peacebuilding and social cohesion 
efforts. 

Experts conclude that these dynamics 
suggest a dangerous failure to learn 
from the lessons of the past. The root 
causes of conflict, as well as the brutal 
consequences of the failure to 
address them, have been 
authoritatively documented across 
the subregion. The measures 
required to emerge from a difficult 
past have been set out in, among 
other places, national instruments 

such as the reports of truth and reconciliation commissions. For a time, it appeared that 
economic reform and transitional justice measures were being taken seriously and supported 
at a meaningful level by national and international actors.  

However, interest in, and funding for, these important initiatives were abandoned well before 
any meaningful economic, social, or political endpoints had been reached. The result of a 
premature return to “business as usual” is that many positive change efforts withered before 
they could sufficiently take root. The Report finds that this failure to follow through on 
meaningful economic and social reforms starves the dynamics of resilience and social 
cohesion across the subregion. 

 

 

In Liberia and Sierra Leone, groups such as the Mano River 
Women's Network for Peace and WIPNET, the Women's 
Network for Peacebuilding, played a vital role at the height 
of the violence. They ensured that the warring factions 
could come to the negotiating table and that the 
agreements reached reflected the needs of the populations. 
Despite this history, as well as Security Council resolution 
1325 (2000) recognizing the active role of women in conflict 
resolution, an ongoing role for women as key actors and 
agents of change in peace has often not been recognized. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE SOCIETY 

 

 



 

 

 

10 

E. Starving the dynamics of resilience and social cohesion: Failures to invest in 
effective institutionalization 

Government agencies and 
departments across the subregion 
have been provided an enormous 
amount of technical and financial 
support over the past decades, for 
example, for drafting laws, 
renovating buildings, and funding 

staff and programmes. However, experts note that little attention has been paid to how they 
would or could function in societies often enough characterised by deep social and political 
divisions. They note that structures and processes are imposed from above, rather than from 
processes that build broad belief in their importance to society and result in commitments to 
mutual accountability. There is little recognition of, or attempts to build from or integrate, 

indigenous models or local initiatives. 
There is a virtual absence of 
investment in the tools and structures 
of effective public participation; and 
also, underinvestment in the capacity 
of civil society, labour, and traditional 
authorities to constructively engage 
in policy making, planning, or 
accountability measures. Positive 
values, such as social responsibility 
for the members of a community, are 
not promoted. 

Thus, the MRU countries have visible institutions of government that provide the trappings 
of a modern and functional state apparatus; yet these are not socially or politically embedded 
in ways that would render them effective. Cases are related where officials are provided with 
training, but they are not incentivized to change their ways of doing business; operating 
budgets are provided for various offices, but there are no mechanisms for effective oversight 
or governance; public purposes are declared, but there is little constructive engagement with 
the public or their representatives in labour, civil society, and traditional structures in ways 
that could build effective partnerships; and negative values, such as a willingness to take 
illegal action based on “orders from 
above”, go unaddressed. Thus, the 
institutions of government remain 
prone to capture and misuse by those 
in power. Perversely, investments in 
these institutions reinforce rather 
than ameliorate power imbalances in 
society, rendering institutions 
sources of conflict and grievance 
rather than moderators of their 
resolution.  

Political institutions are said not to be capable enough to 
manage effectively the natural social conflict that occurs 
among the people (from many ethnic and cultural groups) 
in the various countries. There is thus limited social cohesion 
and political stability among the people. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 

 

 

Personalization of power and strongman rule have grave 
implications for constitutional order and stability. The 
indefinite suspension of Sierra Leone’s revered auditor 
general by the President in November 2021 and the alleged 
role of Liberia’s ruling party in the removal of a supreme 
court judge in 2019—a move largely criticized as 
unconstitutional—are seen as manifestations of strongman 
rule in the region. As experts observe, these are all evident 
that ‘state institutions in the region have been personalized 
and as a result, the systems do not drive themselves, but are 
driven by elites’. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 

 

 

Across the subregion, post-conflict recovery and 
statebuilding were approached largely as a bureaucratic, 
technical process focusing on providing ‘adequate’ human 
and material resources to improve the efficiency of state 
institutions. They to a greater extent ignored aspects of 
nation-building which involves building a shared sense of 
identity and destiny. The lack of effective nation-building in 
the Mano River region can be seen in the sporadic 
communal conflicts that erupts in Liberia and Côte d’Ivoire 
around land ownership and the visible ethno-regional 
division that marks party political affiliation in Sierra Leone. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 
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This analysis suggests the 
fundamental ineffectiveness of 
national government and 
development partner strategies to 
build institutions in the subregion 
without commensurate investments 
in their “institutionalization” – “the 
process by which organizations and 
procedures acquire value and 
stability” (Huntington, 1968:12). 

National and international actors have invested in the visible “hardware” of government. The 
expert conclusion is that they have grossly underinvested in, for example, political 
settlements across conflict divides on institutional goals and functions; broad-enough social 
consensus on the mechanisms of mutual accountability in their operations; or capacity 
building for effective public participation that helps to balance political power and influence 
in the system – the “software” that institutionalises new and more positive ways of thinking 
and acting. Thus, the conclusion reached is that the subregion has not achieved the 
institutionalization of government functions vis-à-vis the welfare of the people or the nation, 
as measured by institutional “adaptability, complexity, autonomy, and coherence” (Ibid.). This 
government-centric view of, and lopsided support for, institutions is found to starve the 
dynamics of resilience and social cohesion across the subregion. 

F. Starving the dynamics of resilience and social cohesion: Failures of policy 
and programme coherence 

Numerous examples emerged in the 
consultations and research of 
potentially impactful policies and 
initiatives that are languishing or 
appear forgotten. For example, at the 
subregional level, the previous 
strategic plan of the MRU-S included 
the establishment of Growth 
Triangles; yet experts see no apparent attempt made to incorporate these into the national 
plans of member states. The African Continental Free Trade Area is already in force; yet there 
have been overall little attempts made to revisit finance, trade, and investment strategies in 
member states to capitalise on new opportunities. Similarly, there has been a failure to 
harmonise mining policies, a necessary forerunner to joint or collaborative minerals 
exploitation. Analogous failures of policy follow-through were also noted at the national level. 
For example, Sierra Leone shipping laws require 40% of all exports to go through the national 
shipping lines; yet no plans are in the works for developing the indigenous shipping industry 
required. Obviously, no positive results can be recorded from such inchoate policies. 

The MRU Secretariat established the Joint Peace and 
Security Confidence Building Units at the borders to play the 
role of policy coordination and implementation. Joint 
Border Units should open up the space for tackling 
instability and insecurity issues directly; they are expected 
to concentrate their respective activities in the same 
geographic areas. However, it has been noted that most of 
these units are now ineffective because of inadequate 
resources and support. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE REGION 

 

 

Civil society struggles to become strong enough to exert 
substantial pressure on political choices. Consequently, the 
aspirations of the populations are not sufficiently taken into 
account and their powers of control over political 
institutions are reduced. These dynamics are further 
exacerbated by government efforts to suppress protest. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE SOCIETY 
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Additionally, many policies and 
programmes across the subregion 
are pursued with what was described 
as tunnel vision, limiting their 
potential effectiveness. Massive 
investments are promoted in primary 
production of minerals and 

agriculture; yet these are pursued as discrete islands of investment that experts underline 
ignore larger sectoral and subregional opportunities, whether the promotion of 
industrialisation or the leveraging of infrastructure for other enterprises. Business 
environment reform is often associated with formalisation efforts that focus on the 
obligations of even small operators; yet experts see few commensurate efforts to make 
needed improvements in the ecosystems of the informal economy in which the vast majority 
in the subregion live. These narrow 
approaches to policy development 
and programmatic implementation 
deprive member states and their 
citizens of greater leverage and 
optimal gains from investments. 
Additionally, as broader impact is not 
delivered, they tend to increase 
inequality and power imbalances. 
They thus become additional sources 
of contention in society, particularly 
with respect to historically 
marginalised groups and those in the 
informal economy. 

The broad evidence is that, in fragile and conflict affected environments, positive change is 
already more challenging. This makes coordination and coherence of effort all the more 
important. These principles have been broadly acknowledged by international partners, for 
example, in the OECD DAC framework for peacebuilding effectiveness. National actors as well 
have also committed to coherent and coordinated action in national and subregional 
frameworks. Yet, experts find the analyses, processes, and governance required – such that 
enough rowers are pulling the right boat in the agreed direction – almost nowhere to be 
found. Even policies and programmes that are sound in terms of their potential positive 
impact on fragility are therefore rendered ineffective. They lack an enabling environment for 

their success, are not at a sufficient 
scale, or are rendered ineffectual by 
other policies and programmes that 
work at cross purposes. The Report 
finds that these failures starve the 
dynamics of resilience and social 
cohesion across the subregion. 

 

Informality in MRU member states is predominant in the 
productive sectors (agriculture, fisheries, trading, mining, 
and services) of the economy and provide employment for 
over 60% of the working population. However, very little 
effort is being made to boost the sector, capture its 
potential, or integrate it with the rest of the economy. 
Where attempts are being made to encourage 
formalization, for example, in the artisanal and small scale 
mining (ASM) sector, the primary objective seem to focus on 
increasing revenue collection from the sector. Analysts see 
little or no consideration of potential linkages to sustainable 
and inclusive growth and development.  
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE ECONOMY 

 

 

As underlined by international studies such as the OECD’s 
International Engagement in Fragile States—Can’t We Do 
Better, development partners have made limited efforts to 
agree on practical co-ordination mechanisms among 
themselves. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE REGION 

 

 

A 2016 MRU report highlights “the dangers of high youth 
unemployment” with respect to poverty and violence, 
recognizing it as a barrier to “genuine peace, security, and 
development”. Despite substantial analysis, multi-country 
and country meetings, and the strategic plans that emerged 
from these, the initiative never took form. 
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G. Conclusion: The compounding effects of a downward cycle of poverty and 
exclusion 

What should be clear from this analysis is that fragility is not a phenomenon that can be easily 
compartmentalised. Rather, the evidence from research and expert consultations is that 
fragility emerges from, and is sustained by, a host of political decisions across sectors and 
actors at national and international levels that – intentionally or not – feed the dynamics of 
fragility and starve the dynamics of resilience and social cohesion. Furthermore, these 
discrete political decisions and their outcomes feed one another, leading to a downward 
spiral. 

Negative cycles of citizen-government engagement are one manifestation. Political action and 
inaction also lead to food insecurity and other elements of persistent, high levels of multi-
dimensional poverty across the subregion. The experience of most citizens is that their 
concerns on these and other pressing matters are ignored. Protests erupt, only to be met with 
state violence and other forms of oppression. These in turn become additional grounds for 
grievance, mistrust, and calls for escalation of conflict, whether in the form of violence or of 
non-democratic political transitions. These are dynamics with which the subregion is far too 
familiar. 

However, even as economic and political exclusion raise tensions that make countervailing 
measures more important, they make it harder for people under stress to engage in positive 
change efforts. The survival imperative impedes civic engagement. This is particularly true as 
people have high levels of dependency on politically directed resources, and party politics 
increasingly permeate all dimensions of government decision-making and civic life. There are 
evident implications for transparency, accountability, and development results. 

These intertwined dynamics of 
conflict escalation and inability to 
form positive change coalitions feed 
the downward spiral that to many 
observers appears increasingly 
entrenched. This in turn feeds 
growing hopelessness and despair. 
One sign is the noted increase in drug 
addiction, involving increasingly 
debilitating drugs. There are also 
reports of increasing openness to 
violent extremism in the subregion, 
underlining that even international 
dimensions of fragility have deep domestic roots.  

A participant argued that ‘fragility occurs in a vicious circle. 
Its outcomes, like corruption, weak institutions, and lack of 
services, are also the root causes’. Indeed, the drivers and 
outcomes of fragility are usually interconnected and 
mutually reinforcing, expressing themselves through chains 
of events that take place over a period of time. The pre- and 
post-war eras of the Mano River Union subregion are 
revealing of how the chain of events from the conception of 
the various states (colonial impositions) to faulty state 
formation processes, military dictatorships and elite 
domination led to violent conflicts; and how stark 
inequality, poverty and weak institutions in the post-war era 
continue to deepen fragility in the various countries. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 

 

 



 

 

 

14 

Experts underline that the breadth of 
drivers of fragility as well as their 
intertwined nature means that 
fragility will not be addressed through 
discrete “anti-fragility” or “pro-
resilience” measures. An approach 
that assumes that every effort 
somehow “contributes” to fragility 
reduction ignores that isolated efforts 
are easily undermined or 
overwhelmed by deeply entrenched 
systems dynamics and the opposing 
interests that drive them.  

Consistent with the hard-won lessons of peacebuilding effectiveness, efforts must be 
comprehensive enough, fast enough, and geared towards systems change to turn the tide 
consequentially. Part II, below, explores the possibilities for redirecting collective efforts in 
these directions. 

Part II: Prescriptions for an exit from fragility across the MRU subregion 

The Part I analysis highlights that it would be wrong to consider fragility in the MRU subregion 
to be the result of the absence of systems and institutions. Rather, the evidence points 
strongly to entrenched systems and institutions that serve the priorities and interests of only 
a limited number of powerful stakeholders who effectively exercise complete control over 
them for their own purposes. This may be for nefarious reasons: for example, subverting the 
rule of law to capture corrupt rents. It may be for more benign reasons: For example, 
development finance institutions or bilateral donors may hold the sincere belief that the 
advancement of their programme goals or preferred solutions, and that pursuing them 
through their relationships with a small elite, is for the good of the countries in question. 
However, experts find that the result is often the same: ways of working that feed the 
dynamics of fragility, and that starve the dynamics of social cohesion and resilience. 

This analysis is consistent with the broad evidence that, because fragile and conflict affected 
places are characterized by status quo systems and institutions that “are functioning to 
achieve some purpose – protecting the power and authority of a particular elite, for example 
– they are highly resistant to change” (Ganson & Wennmann, 2016:192). Required, therefore, 
are profound shifts in power relationships and institutional arrangements that unlock the 
forces for peaceful development: with respect to the political economy, and in local, national, 
and subregional governance. Furthermore, resistance from those who benefit from current 
arrangements must be anticipated and accounted for. 

Building from the research and expert consultations, Part II finds that this will require 
governments and development partners to nurture a fundamentally more balanced system 
of voice and influence across the many stakeholders for positive societal change. A broader 
range of significantly more empowered actors must be brought into systems and processes 
that analyse the status quo, assess opportunities, develop policies, plan programmes, monitor 

The migration of youth to urban areas where they hope to 
access opportunities that are barely available is also driving 
lack of productivity in the agriculture sector which continues 
to suffer labor shortage induced by rural-urban migration. 
One consequence of this trend is the rapid increase in food 
prices and general inflation over the years. With limited 
opportunities in the major urban centers, cities like Abidjan, 
Conakry, Freetown, and Monrovia have seen a rise in crime 
rates and increase in political violence as unemployed young 
people in those cities have become readily available for 
violence during electoral periods. Indeed, over the last ten 
years, no election has taken place in the four countries of 
the MRU without major incidents. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 

 

 



 

 

 

15 

their implementation, and resolve 
conflicts. This means that it is 
insufficient – and perhaps even 
pointless, as it has been tried so many 
times before – to simply point out 
bad policies (including those 
examples in Part I, above) and 
suggest that the opposite course of 
action be pursued. The broad 
consensus is that only once the goals 
of political inclusion and power 
sharing are advanced at scale will it be reasonable to assume that sound policies and practices 
can or will be implemented by powerful political and economic actors. 

As explored in the analysis below, these conclusions have implications for the processes of 
policy and programme development, and for policy monitoring and evaluation, particularly at 
international levels. They have implications for the focus and prioritization of programmatic 
efforts as well. And finally, they have implications for institutional reforms that may be 
possible to implement, despite current fragility and its entrenched political economy 
underpinnings. Here the Report explores these at the level of principles; in Part III the Report 
provides specific recommendations. 

A. New pathways despite fragility: More rigorous policy, programme, and 
project decision-making to address fragility 

The picture that emerged from the earlier desk review on the state of fragility and resilience 
in the subregion is of a patient that is in an admittedly fragile state. Yet, as set out in the Part 
I analysis of this Report, some national and international actors continue to make decisions 
that pummel the already injured, often in the name of providing assistance. At the same time 
this renders fragility worse, it undermines positive efforts. A clear imperative that emerged 
from the consultations and research is to reverse these dynamics. To do so, the conclusion 
reached is that substantially more robust decision-making structures and governance 
processes are called for.  

First, analysts emphasise that clearer 
redlines must be established to 
prevent the exacerbation of fragility. 
Policies and practices must be 
evaluated for their potential, for 
example, to contribute to 
multidimensional poverty; to exclude 
the already vulnerable or 
marginalised; to make life more 
difficult for those who make their 
livelihoods in the informal sector; or 
to exacerbate historical fault lines. If 
there is any substantial risk that they 
must do so, they must be revisited and revised. Similarly, policies and practices must be 

In Sierra Leone, 2021 mid-term census provisional numbers 
are raising concerns. The outcomes have become highly 
politicized because of their potential to entrench the power 
balance of Parliament for some years to come. Experts 
worry that this conflict has the potential to undermine the 
legitimacy not only of Statistics-Sierra Leone, but also of the 
decisions of Parliament that would be made under any new 
allocation of seats. Additionally, if the census numbers are 
in fact inaccurate, experts worry that they will make 
impossible rational planning for service delivery, and thus 
increase marginalization, grievance, and division. 

 

 

MRU countries have a relatively young population—about 
70% of the population is of working age. Yet, programmes 
have largely not addressed the aspirations of young people. 
Initiatives have remained at the pilot stage and have not 
been scaled up to induce a significant change in the poverty, 
lack of training, unemployment, and lack of opportunities of 
young people. Consequently, young people find refuge in 
illegal activities (drug sales, clandestine gold panning, arms 
trafficking, etc.) and have often expressed their discontent 
through acts of violence and extremism (destruction of 
public property). They remain subject to manipulation by 
the political class and extremist groups. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE SOCIETY 
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evaluated for their potential to increase inequities between identity groups, or to further 
concentrate power and resources in elites, dynamics known to increase conflict risk and 
reduce collaborative potential. Also needed is enhanced action to evaluate potential 
complicity in, or even indirect support for, corruption. Adherence to the findings that emerge 
from such analyses requires enhanced governance structures, particularly for development 
partners and private sector actors whose focus on narrow goals or technical implementation 
may leave them blind or indifferent to these dynamics.  

Furthermore, systems analysis reminds us that, to change deeply entrenched patterns and 
practices within a system, impetus may need to come from outside of that system. Overly-
directive aid provision has been rightly criticized when it undermines local voice, 
participation, and initiative. However, aid conditionality can be effectively deployed in 
partnership with local civil society actors, for example, to avoid complicity of international 
partners in political malfeasance, or to protect human rights defenders and community 
advocates in government as well as in civil society from being silenced or punished. Similarly, 
development partners together with private sector actors who provide investment, finance, 
insurance, guarantees, or other support for private sector development can play a more 
prominent role in constraining destructive action by companies. Financing, investment, or 
subsidies can be made contingent, for example, on the willingness of a company to subject 
itself to fair and independent mechanisms for addressing complaints and providing redress, 
together with performance bonds that accrue to the benefit of affected communities. These 
may require incorporation of binding international mechanisms of accountability.  

Experts note that these protective 
measures can be balanced with 
support for more positive 
engagement. Actors who direct or 
provide resources can and should 
insist on inclusive, consensus-based 
processes for policy, programme, and 
investment development, consistent 
with agreed international 
frameworks and peacebuilding and 
development good practice. Private 
sector actors can be required – both 
through national frameworks and 
through conditionality of 
international assistance in the form of 
guarantees, subsidies, insurance, or 

investment protection – to improve key processes in which stakeholders need be included, 
such as context and conflict assessments, ESG and other risk assessments, risk mitigation 
plans, benefit sharing agreements, and ESG monitoring and evaluation. Within these 
processes, power imbalances can be in part addressed, and more trusting relations 
developed, through independently moderated and more fundamentally consensus-driven 
processes. At the same time, companies who are unwilling to engage openly, transparently, 
and fairly can be weeded out as potential fragility entrepreneurs. 

 

International development aid in the MRU countries has, 
over the years, lacked local ownership and the support 
needed to ensure sustainability. This is largely because 
development organizations mostly implement projects they 
consider suitable based on templatized theories of change, 
and not those desired by the people and appropriate to the 
local contexts. This has created a culture of dependency in 
governments that now look to development aid and foreign 
partners to perform basic and routine functions of the state. 
Additionally, co-optation of civil society and local traditional 
leaders as “agents” or “partners” of the state have left voids 
in local institutions. As a result, there is a deficit in local 
communities of local leaders with the moral authority and 
influence to organize the communities around common 
causes and address issues of service delivery, security, and 
justice. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 
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B. New pathways despite fragility: Better focused policy and programme design 

As set out in the Part I analysis, 
development and growth policies 
and programmes across the 
subregion are not particularly pro-
poor; nor are they a meaningful 
departure from pre-conflict forms of 
production and distribution. There is 
scant evidence to suggest that, if 
these pathways are continued, more 
than a small proportion of the 
subregion’s citizens will reap 
meaningful benefits within the next 
generation. 

Therefore, a substantial refocusing of efforts is required for a dependable exit from fragility. 
There is apparent need to focus on opportunities at scale for the informal sector, including 
subsistence farmers, as economic development is currently badly skewed away from any 
direct benefits to the vast majority of the subregion’s citizens. Systemic improvements to 

informal sector ecosystems can 
benefit the greatest number of 
people the most rapidly. Direct 
benefits to marginalized populations 
can also minimise the risks of overly 
complicated results chains, in which 
rents must flow, for example, from a 
mining enterprise to the central 
government before being allocated to 
the benefit of the periphery and then 
delivered. Additionally, the patronage 
economy currently traps many 
citizens in dependency. As more 
direct economic opportunity is 
fostered for more people, space for 
their civic and political engagement 
opens. 

To achieve these ends, the consultations and research suggest that decentralisation of 
prioritisation, planning, governance, implementation, and monitoring may be required. At a 
subnational or local level, it may be easier to address questions of social cohesion, sufficiency 
and coherence of efforts, and institutionalisation of new approaches through engagement of 
the breadth of stakeholders in more productive political configurations. This should lead to 
programmes that have a more specific and explicit outcomes focus: for example, the 
development of reciprocal national or subregional supply-demand opportunities, or the 
improvement on a cross-border basis of healthcare delivery in a specific borderland area.  

The desk review of this project identified the mineral sector, 
among others, as one with the potential to enhance 
economic resilience in all member states. Yet the sector’s 
contribution to growth and development has been minimal. 
While accounting for between 60% and 80% of export 
earnings, the sector’s contribution to GDP ranges between 
5% and 15%. Additionally, the sector remains largely 
unintegrated with the rest of the economy. Thus, member 
states cannot fully benefit from the potential of the sector. 
For example, in 2010-11, when Sierra Leone’s national 
electricity grid could only generate about 10MW nationwide 
and the capital city (Freetown) was described as one of the 
darkest in the world, one of the mining companies had 
excess generation capacity. On the whole, and although 
minerals resource exploitation started since the colonial 
era, very little positive has been achieved, and resources 
have rather fueled conflict and instability. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE ECONOMY 

 

 

Decentralization of power and services is linked to stability 
and resilience. A 2014 World Bank study on various forms of 
decentralization and closeness of government services to 
the people found that the MRU countries were, on the 
contrary, among the most centralized, with most public 
services inaccessible to the majority of the people. In 
Liberia, the most centralized, where the president appoints 
all local officials, the index for political decentralization is 0 
and the overall index for decentralization is 0.01. The overall 
decentralization index for the remaining countries are: 
Sierra Leone 0.01, Guinea, 0.02, and Côte d’Ivoire 0.06. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 
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However, such efforts will require 
capacitation of actors if broader 
populations are to meaningfully and 
effectively participate in policy 
making and programme design and 
implementation. In particular, this 
will need to include women, youth, 
and marginalised populations, but also professional bodies and others outside of formal 
government. Also needed are well-developed civic institutions that can legitimately play 
public diplomacy roles. 

It was noted that the policy 
environment is in substantial flux. 
There are major new initiatives 
planned under the rubrics, for 
example, of post-COVID-19 
development, the Sustainable 
Development Goals, or Agenda 2063. 
At the same time, more private sector 
resources are being pushed into 
fragile environments, even as Europe 
reconsiders its stance towards 
corporate impunity for human rights 
violations, and development finance 
institutions explore new avenues for 
peace positive private sector 
development. These and other policy 
review and development processes 
pose risks, as poorly conceptualised 
or implemented, they may replicate 
and exacerbate the shortcomings of 
current policy and practice as set out 
in Part I of this Report. However, 

skilfully and responsibly managed, they hold out the opportunity for shifting policy and 
programme design relevant to the subregion towards the starving of the dynamics of fragility 
and the feeding of the dynamics of resilience and social cohesion. 

C. New pathways despite fragility: Subregional institutionalisation of reform 
efforts 

As noted in the Part I analysis, institutionalisation of new ways of addressing fragility – 
including as described in (II.A) and (II.B), above – requires changes not only in institutions, but 
in people. Analysts note that reforms will often be frustrated without widely shared 
stakeholder values, attitudes, beliefs, and commitments about the way in which decisions 
should be made and implemented. In the fragile and conflict-prone environment of the 
subregion, building these common normative frameworks will in turn require assurance that 

Experts believe that the growing number of civil society 
and non-governmental organizations in the region offers 
opportunity for collaborative and concerted approaches in 
dealing with issues of fragility. In all of the MRU countries, 
local organizations are engaged in efforts to solve poverty 
challenges, promote democracy and good governance, and 
advance human rights. The rise of these organizations 
means there are now multiple actors exercising public 
authority along with the state, and at the same time 
providing crucial services in remote areas. They 
demonstrated their relevance during the Ebola epidemic 
and also during the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
supporting communities with information on public health 
regulations, relief items, and even working with 
government to enforce regulations. Their role was 
indispensable to crucial to breaking the transmission chain. 
Similarly, CSOs are working to add greater credibility and 
legitimacy to democratic processes and holding 
government institutions accountable. Electoral processes 
are now observed by civil society and NGO coalitions in all 
MRU countries whose role during electoral periods held to 
engender citizens’ participation and promote the credibility 
of the process.  
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 

 

 

Countries focus on national development plans at the 
expense of regional planning, where they could be more 
leverage. For example, for COVID-19, no regional plan was 
adopted. The only regional plan that MRU has produced so 
far is the Post Ebola Recovery Plan—which failed due to lack 
of funding. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE REGION 
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there is sufficient consensus – 
particularly across historic conflict 
fault lines – on an inclusive vision for 
peaceful development. 

Several analysts drew from promising 
experience to posit that, given 
current conditions, progress on these 
fronts may be easier to unlock at a 
subregional level. A subregional focus 
is seen as much more than a 
recognition of the very real inclusive economic development opportunities verified in the 
consultations and supporting research. It is an additional avenue for addressing entrenched, 
negatively reinforcing political systems at national levels. 

For example, there are currently few efforts to build or strengthen professional networks on 
a subregional basis. However, accountants, civil engineers, rural development specialists, 
attorneys, health professionals, and others can usefully share perspectives on challenges 
faced and on possible solutions. This will help to define and to shape subregional dimensions 
of opportunities. At the same time, their analyses, evaluations, and advocacy for better paths 
forward in their domestic contexts may be perceived as less political and more professional if 
coming from a subregional rather than a national perspective.  

Experts anticipate similar benefits 
from the convening and empowering 
of other communities across the 
subregion, including women’s and 
youth groups, human rights and 
environmental advocates, and other 
constituencies that often have 
trouble having their voices heard and 
their ideas realised. Among other 
benefits, these people-to-people 
connections can be instrumental in 
shaping the subregional identity 
necessary to the realisation of MRU 
goals. 

Analysts reflect that these networking efforts may usefully be part of an observatory or 
clearinghouse for the analysis of fragility as well as efforts to address it across the subregion. 
Affiliated with the MRU-S or otherwise established in the subregion, such a facility could be a 
focal point for identifying negatively reinforcing dynamics; assessing the coherence and 
cumulative impact of efforts to address them; identifying successful approaches for further 
investment; capacitating actors in tools of public participation and public diplomacy; and 
increasing the accountability of international policy makers, development partners, and 
national and subregional actors, including those in the private sector. 

The MARWOPNET is a network of women for peace with 
chapters in the four MRU countries. It was established 
during the conflict period in Liberia and Sierra Leone, when 
it was instrumental in bringing peace. However, support 
faded away. This is indicative of a broader lack of an 
integrated approach to social guarantors. It was noted that 
social guarantors in communities—including civil society 
organizations but also traditional and religious leaders—are 
left out of the structures of conflict prevention and 
resolution. Experts believe that such guarantors can play a 
greater role in social cohesion. and that they can be better 
integrated within infrastructures for peace and 
development. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE REGION 

 

 

In early 2000, traveling to Guinea from Sierra Leone by road 
was challenging from the Sierra Leone end and relatively 
easier thereafter. Today, it’s the reverse, and the story is the 
same on the Liberia end. There is little or no effort to 
coordinate with a view to ensuring that infrastructural 
development in member states complement each other. 
This has severe effect on cross border trade, particularly for 
SMEs that constitute a significant percentage of economic 
activities in the subregion. It partly explains why trade 
between and among member states remains very low. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE ECONOMY 
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Analysts underlined the importance in all of these efforts of directly addressing questions of 
values. It is noted that the subregion has many reservoirs of positive values. Despite the 
subregion’s many challenges, the incidence of interpersonal violence is lower than in other 
parts of Africa or the developing world. In many communities, individual responsibility for the 
common welfare is fundamental; and still, “when the thief is caught, the village is ashamed”. 
All networks of actors – inclusive of development partners, national governments, and those 
in the private sector – are perceived to need to engage in dialogue and reflection around the 
roots of these values; the ways in which they have been maintained and continued to be 
made real; the threats to their continued currency; and ways of recognising, celebrating, 
nurturing, and enforcing the normative frameworks which they represent. 

Part III: Recommendations in light of the persistence of fragility 

The fundamental conclusion of the Part I analysis is that the persistent fragility that describes 
the status quo is the result of deeply imbedded patterns that serve the needs of a small elite 
of actors: in governments, in international institutions, and in the private sector. While sound 
policies and robust programmes are indeed required, parochial interests block, undermine or 
subvert even solutions that are straightforward from a policy perspective. The stark reality 
that emerges from the research and expert consultations is that fragility persists, rebuffing 
decades of effort to address it. 

The fundamental conclusion of the 
Part II analysis is therefore that, to 
break the negatively reinforcing 
dynamics that have resulted in 
endemic cycles of fragility, the focus 
must be on the networking and 
empowerment of a wide range of 
actors to achieve a balanced system 
of political influence, sufficient 
consensus for positive change, and 
effective institutionalization. To the 
extent that the economic and 
political dynamics of fragility are 
enabled and protected by the 
current, closed configurations of 
power relations and institutional arrangements, these must be opened. 

The Part III recommendations for national governments, development partners, and other 
actors follow from these conclusions. They are premised on the general findings from Part I 
and Part II that, if development partners and national actors do not stop feeding the dynamics 
of fragility, progress will likely be difficult to impossible. If development partners and national 
actors do not stop starving the dynamics of social cohesion, progress will likely be slow and 
uncertain. And if development partners and national actors do not focus on subregional 
assets, opportunities will be squandered, and progress will be notably more difficult.  

One opportunity is in the social cohesiveness of some 
borderland communities, even though they may be across 
different sovereign boundaries. With common language and 
cultural groups, efforts at facilitating greater engagements 
between these communities—such as facilitating free 
movement—are likely to boost cooperation on trade, 
promote regional unity and solidarity on common issues 
affecting the communities. Cross border trade is already 
high among these communities. Greater policy reforms on 
free movements and access to capital are likely to scale up 
economic activities along the borders which will provide 
incentives for greater cooperation and cohesion, reduce the 
likelihood of violence, and perhaps minimize support to 
transnational criminal activities in the borderland 
communities of the MRU. 
—WORKSHOP REPORT ON THE INCLUSIVE AND CAPABLE POLITY 
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Recommendations emphasize three key priority areas for each set of actors. This underlines 
the conclusion that, if key driving factors of the persistence of fragility are not addressed, 
ancillary efforts cannot be expected to have meaningful impact. 

A. Three priority recommendations for international partners 

These recommendations speak to the AfDB, UN, and MRU-S who commissioned this Report, 
but also directly to the variety of other governments and multinational organizations and 
institutions that engage across the MRU subregion on questions of development, security, 
and the economy. They emphasize stopping negative actions; enhancing the coordination and 
impact of positive action; and opening new opportunities through a subregional perspective. 

1. Conduct comprehensive fragility impact reviews 

All of the MRU subregion development partners have – through their adoption of, or 
adherence to, a variety of national and international policies – committed to “do no harm” in 
their interventions in fragile and conflict-affected contexts. There is little evidence that this is 
consequentially put into practice in their dealings across the MRU subregion countries. The 
Report finds that societies and polities that are already in a critical state of fragility are thereby 
further battered by the actions and inactions of international partners purporting to do good 
but far too often achieving the opposite results. Therefore: 

a. A top-to-bottom fragility review should be conducted into policies and programmes, and 
the processes by which these are developed.  

b. The focus of the review should be the ways in which policies and programmes directly or 
indirectly impact social cohesion (with specific reference to historic conflict divides); 
coherence of effort (both within governments and institutions and with other actors); and 
institutionalisation within national polities (with particular reference to the social 
embeddedness of values, attitudes, and beliefs, and the enforceability of commitments, 
with respect to good governance and inclusive development).  

c. Within scope of the review should be both direct interventions – those intended to have 
development, security, political, and economic within the subregion – and policies and 
programmes which may have indirect impacts, such as those related to finance and trade. 

d. To ensure its fairness and legitimacy, the review should respect UN evaluation norms, 
including that it be independently facilitated; transparent and inclusive; and that the 
results be published and subject to public scrutiny.  

e. Governance structures should be created and/or enhanced to ensure that remedial action 
with respect to negative impacts on fragility is taken, and that the dynamics of fragility are 
not being fed or the dynamics of resilience being starved going forward. A risk register for 
actual and potential negative impacts on fragility should be maintained and made public. 

2. Establish a fragility observatory for the subregion 

All of the MRU subregion development partners also have – again through their adoption of, 
or adherence to, a variety of national and international policies – committed to coordination 
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of efforts with other development partners and with affected stakeholders. The reality, 
however, is that planning, policies, programmes, and stakeholder engagement still largely 
unfold within country, government agency, beneficiary group, or thematic area silos. The 
Report finds that, after decades of state building, development, anti-fragility, and pro-
resilience efforts, even potentially positive action by development partners is therefore not 
adding up to positive change sufficient to turn the tide of endemic fragility. Therefore: 

a. Development partners should, collectively, establish a Fragility Observatory for the MRU 
subregion to ensure the sufficiency, coherence, and cumulative impact of efforts. 

b. The Observatory should be a focal point and centre of excellence for analysis of the 
political economy of fragility, both at societal levels and for policy and programme 
reviews.  

c. The independence, professionalisation, and guaranteed resources of the Observatory 
must be above reproach to ensure its legitimacy. 

d. The Observatory should curate, develop (where necessary), integrate, and make public 
key social, political, and economic outcomes data at subregional, national, and sub-
national levels, with particular attention to historical conflict divides. 

e. The Observatory should be a model in the subregion for inclusive, participatory analysis 
and for transparency of findings; and in doing so, be a catalyst for networking and positive 
action across actors, countries, and sectors. 

f. Consistent with recommendation (A.1.b), an explicit goal of the Observatory should be to 
support efforts to instil and uphold values; to increase the accountability of all actors; and 
to ensure that the moral guarantor role is effectively played by development partners. 

g. Development partners should condition policy, programme, and budget support for 
governments, international institutions, private sector actors, and civil society on their 
honest and engaged participation in the Observatory’s efforts. 

3. Prioritise a subregional perspective in planning and action 

The founding Declaration of the MRU recognised that accelerating the “economic growth, 
social progress and cultural advancement” “can best be accomplished by active collaboration 
and mutual assistance in matters of common interest in economic, social, technical, scientific 
and administrative fields”. However, some development partners are often enough blind or 
indifferent to subregional dimensions of their work. This Report finds that this undermines 
progress as envisaged by MRU member states, and fails to capitalise on important social, 
political, and economic opportunities. Therefore: 

a. Development partners should drive coherence and cumulative impact of effort through 
the adoption of specific policies for the preferential use of the subregion as the unit of 
analysis for studies, policy development, programme design, and budgeting. 
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b. Development partners should align their own organisational structures, budgets, and 
staffing models to facilitate the coordination and implementation of subregional 
solutions. 

c. Consistent with recommendation (A.1), development partners should review and revise 
policies and practices that tend to undermine or inhibit subregional solutions, with 
particular attention to those that tend to replicate colonial-era patterns of investment, 
trade, and aid. 

d. Consistent with recommendation (A.2), development partners should subject their 
individual and collective efforts to participatory monitoring and evaluation to assess their 
impact on regionalisation and progress towards its opportunities. 

e. Where networking has a thematic (e.g., health, infrastructure, or investment) or 
beneficiary (e.g., women, youth, security sector actors, or forensic accounts) focus, 
development partners should prioritise the nurturing of networks across the MRU 
subregion with the explicit goals of professionalising coordination efforts and 
empowering civil society and local actors, consistent with recommendation (C.1) 

B. Three priority recommendations for national governments 

These recommendations speak to the member state governments of the MRU, as well as to 
other actors who seek to constructively support and influence them. They emphasize re-
establishment of a peacemaking framework in national relations; mandating the meaningful 
voice and participation of affected stakeholders in government policies and decision making, 
as well as in cases where private sector actions have substantial public impact; and adopting 
a subregional perspective in the formulation and implementation of national policies and 
plans. 

1. Prioritise peace settlements, particularly on matters of the economy 

It has become common currency to speak of the MRU member countries as being in a post-
conflict phase, and for efforts of governments to be framed in terms of consolidating peace. 
While all are grateful that the risk of organised armed violence has been greatly reduced, such 
a narrow focus masks the reality that deep fissures persist across historic conflict divides; and 
that government policies and decisions are often perceived as legitimate only by members of 
one faction or political party. This Report finds that the premature abandonment of 
commitments to peacemaking has undermined an exit from fragility and the development of 
resilient economies, polities, and societies; and that it has rather contributed to the 
persistence of highly conflictual, “winner take all” politics. Therefore: 

a. Governments should pursue social cohesion as a national priority, articulating how they 
intend to hold their own officials and affiliated politicians to account for pursuing it.  

b. Governments should launch national reviews with the purpose of exploring, prioritising, 
and building broad consensus on approaches to addressing the issues that are most 
corrosive to social cohesion and to the institutionalisation of more just and inclusive 
governance. 
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c. These reviews should be conducted with particular attention to historic conflict fault lines 
and to unaddressed dimensions of peace processes, such as truth and reconciliation 
processes.  

d. These reviews should be conducted with particular attention to the mechanisms that have 
proven successful in bringing people together in society, during peace processes or 
otherwise, and to how these can best be deployed, nurtured, and expanded going 
forward. 

e. These reviews should be conducted with particular attention to the values required to 
make the implementation of recommendations effective, and to how these can best be 
inculcated and made real. 

f. These reviews should be inclusive; should be moderated by persons of outstanding 
character and broad legitimacy; and should be protected from partisan influence. 

2. Mandate the meaningful voice and participation of affected stakeholders  

The constructs of voice, empowerment, and inclusion are frequently invoked across the MRU 
member countries with respect to development planning and implementation, including 
economic development. These values and principles are rather more frequently honoured in 
their breach. Decisions in the public and private sectors with wide-ranging implications are 
made by narrow elites; and there are examples of carefully constructed inclusive processes 
that were undermined by backroom dealings. This Report finds that these practices breed 
suspicion, foment grievance, undermine the legitimacy of decisions made, and make negative 
outcomes more likely from even well-intentioned decisions. Therefore: 

a. Effective processes of public participation should be mandated in law for policy, 
programme, and project planning and decision making. 

b. Where private action has substantial public impact, for example, on land use or access to 
water, public participation should be mandated, for example, in the development of ESG 
analyses, risk mitigation plans, benefit sharing agreements, conflict resolution processes, 
and their monitoring and evaluation, and it should be mandated that these be impartially 
moderated with the goal of reaching rights compatible, interest-based solutions. 

c. Processes of public participation should have adequate resources, including access to 
independent professional and technical advice to all parties. 

d. Awareness of, and capacities for, public diplomacy and public dispute resolution should 
be increased across government, civil society, and the private sector.  

e. To prevent the escalation of grievance or the undermining of important rights and 
interests, the failure of a responsible party to engage in effective public participation 
should already be grounds for an affected party to seek redress. 
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3. Prioritise a subregional perspective in planning and action 

In the Consolidated Fourth Protocol to The Mano River Declaration, member states agree “to 
implement a common policy of cooperation and development in all areas of economic activity 
… as well as in the area of social and cultural affairs”. While there are a variety of examples of 
cross border initiatives and support for MRU structures, a subregional perspective seems 
largely absent from day-to-day government decision making and programme design and 
implementation. The Report finds that this substantially hinders progress as envisaged in the 
MRU declaration and protocols, reinforcing the structures of fragility, and inhibiting the 
emergence of potential subregional sources of resilience. Therefore: 

a. Subregional interchange should be fostered at the technical and professional level across 
departments and agencies of government, inclusive of relevant professional bodies and 
civil society actors, with the intent to prioritise challenges and opportunities for more 
effective regionalization. 

b. An outcome of this interchange should be the preferential use of the subregion as the unit 
of analysis for studies, policy development, programme design, and budgeting, with 
national actors incorporating subregional assets and opportunities in the formulation and 
implementation of national policies and plans. 

c. Consistent with recommendation (A.1), national governments should review and revise 
policies and practices that tend to undermine or inhibit subregional solutions, with 
particular attention to those that tend to replicate colonial-era patterns of investment, 
trade, and aid. 

d. Consistent with recommendation (A.2), national governments should subject their 
individual and collective efforts to participatory monitoring and evaluation to assess their 
impact on regionalisation and progress towards its opportunities. 

e. Particular attention should be given to the opening of opportunities for traders and 
producers in the informal sector; to health; and to other thematic areas where national 
borders have as a matter of history or practice held less meaning. 

f. Particular attention should be given value chains and sectors where a subregional 
approach is an essential element of unlocking opportunity, such as in, for example, 
beneficiation policies or industrial investments, or health service delivery. 

C. Three priority recommendations for other actors 

These recommendations speak to other actors in civil society and the private sector, as well 
as those that seek to support and to influence them. They emphasize the development of 
subregional networks; capacity development for systems change as a core element of 
strategy; and greater initiative required by private sector actors and their allies. 

1. Develop subregional civil society networks 

The deeply imbedded patterns that limit power to, and subvert institutions to the interests 
of, a small elite are strongest at the national level where they have been honed for 
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generations. While coordinated action by civil society to counter these dynamics has at times 
been impressive within countries, it has been less consistently so on the subregional level. 
This Report finds further potential for networking and mutual support at the subregional level 
to help to break the negatively reinforcing dynamics of exclusion that are at the heart of 
fragility, and to open the currently closed systems of power relations and institutional 
arrangements in important ways. Therefore: 

a. Civil society actors should develop cross-country networks for information exchange, 
strategy development, and coordination of action, including the networking of CSO and 
other local actors between each other. 

b. Consistent with recommendations (A.3) and (B.3), civil society actors should consider 
subregional assets and opportunities in their strategy-setting, policy development and 
programme design. 

c. Consistent with recommendation (A.2), civil society actors should actively participate in 
efforts to monitor and evaluate, and to ensure the sufficiency, coherence, and cumulative 
impact of, efforts to address fragility in the subregion. 

d. Civil society actors should, in their relationships with donors and partners, review and 
revise policies, practices, and programming that tend to undermine or inhibit subregional 
approaches and solutions, with particular attention to those that tend to replicate 
colonial-era patterns of investment and aid. 

2. Emphasise the capacity to change systems as a core element of strategy 

Status quo decision making systems and institutions in the subregion have proven resistant 
to the engaged participation of community actors, civil society organisations, and traditional 
institutions. While recommendations (1) and (2) speak to the imperative for national actors 
and international partners to open these spaces, greater capacity on the part of civil society 
actors to meaningfully participate is also required. However, programming (often enough 
driven by “results for money” thinking) may deprioritise the development of the human 
capital required to seek better technical, social, and political solutions for vexing societal 
problems. The report finds that these dynamics miss opportunities to build capacity that 
would help to challenge dysfunctional systems and to help to construct more functional 
institutions. Therefore, civil society and other development actors, their partners, and 
funders should: 

a. Take into account the systemic dimensions of the problems that they seek to address, 
including social incohesion, incoherence of efforts, and insufficient institutionalisation.  

b. Include in development programmes and advocacy initiatives capacity building for 
stakeholders and effected communities on the substantive and technical dimensions of 
the work, including its systemic and subregional dimensions. 

c. Include in development programmes and advocacy initiatives capacity building for 
stakeholders and effected communities on citizen rights and responsibilities, including the 
common values required for societal progress across the subregion. 
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d. Include in development programmes and advocacy initiatives capacity building for 
stakeholders and effected communities on effective pathways for their voice and 
inclusion in assessments, strategy setting, planning, implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation, and resolution of disputes related to policies, programmes, and projects. 

3. Take greater initiative in the private sector 

The UN, development finance institutions including the AfDB, the AU, the OECD, and others 
have for decades underlined in their policy documents and advocacy for international norms 
and binding standards the dangers of private sector investment and operations insensitive to 
the dynamics of fragile environments. There is little evidence of respect for these imperatives 
across the subregion. Far more common in the private sector are fragility entrepreneurs who 
take advantage of elite capture, weak institutional arrangements, and social incohesion to 
capture rents. This Report finds the current pathway of private sector development to be a 
leading driver of the persistence of fragility in the subregion, endangering society and the 
natural environment, and undermining the ability of others to take action for positive change. 
Therefore, private sector actors, including operating companies as well as those who provide 
investment, finance, insurance, guarantees, or other support, should:  

a. Refrain from engagement in policymaking, legal or regulatory reform efforts, or 
dealmaking with public entities that is not embedded in transparent, broadly inclusive, 
and rights compatible processes, consistent with recommendation (B.2). 

b. Ensure that all key processes in which stakeholders need be included, such as context and 
conflict assessments, ESG and other risk assessments, risk mitigation plans, benefit 
sharing agreements, and ESG monitoring and evaluation be independently moderated 
and consensus driven, consistent with recommendation (B.2). 

c. Create and/or enhance governance structures to ensure that remedial action with respect 
to negative impacts on fragility is taken, and that dynamics of fragility are not being fed 
or the dynamics of resilience being starved going forward. A risk register for actual and 
potential negative impacts on fragility should be maintained and made public. 

d. Subject themselves to accessible, binding dispute resolution processes and redress 
mechanisms that have been designed and implemented together with affected 
stakeholders, respectful of all national and international obligations and commitments. 

e. Provide material support to, and actively participate in, efforts to ensure the sufficiency, 
coherence, and cumulative impact of fragility reduction efforts, consistent with 
recommendation (A.2), in particular (A.2.g). In doing so, they should seek to incorporate 
subregional assets and opportunities in their own strategy-setting, policy development 
and planning. 

f. Ensure that the capacity building described in (C.2.b-d) be sufficiently funded and 
supported in all stakeholder engagement processes, consistent with recommendations 
(B.2) and (C.2). 
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