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Notes on the History of Early Warning


On 17 June 1992 UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros Ghali called for strengthening early warning systems that incorporate information about natural disasters and ‘political indicators to assess whether a threat to peace exists and to analyse what action might be taken by the United Nations to alleviate it.’
 His call was heeded from within the UN system and efforts were underway to develop such as system.  Thus, the Humanitarian Early Warning System (HEWS) was developed by the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs.  It depended on a database of quantitative and qualitative information used for analysis.  Despite the talents of the small staff the effort got little attention, partially for lack of funds, but moreso because of interference by UN officials who wanted specific information on selected cases that suited their political interests rather than general assessments.  Having worked with some staff members, it was sad to see the effort fold in the late 1990s.
  The European states also supported early warning efforts and the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) has maintained a research oriented Conflict Prevention Center in Vienna, while the OSCE’s High Commissioner on National Minorities has responsibility for reporting on and planning diplomatic responses to emerging ethnopolitical conflicts. London-based FEWER (founded in 1994) has been a global information exchange network.  The best funded private organisation is the International Crisis Group, working on risk assessment in specific countries and identifying strategies of preventive action.
  However none of these organisations specifically focuses on risk assessment and early warning of genocide and mass atrocities. More typically they identify and warn of general conflict situations.  In addition their efforts are neither systematic and data based, nor do they use explicit theoretical frameworks.   


The lack of systematic early warning began to change in the mid 1990s when the Clinton Administration, under the leadership of Vice President Al Gore, jumped on the bandwagon of an emerging practice in academia—using scientific analysis to forecast conflicts within states.  Why?  In part because past failures in forecasting the Iranian revolution or the downfall of the Soviet Union discredited area specialists, who although quite capable of  recognising internal problems were often unable to tell us much of what was likely to happen in the region. They did not do any better in detecting early signs of impending humanitarian disasters in Rwanda or Bosnia. We know that genocide and mass atrocities have been recurring phenomena: in my own research I identified some 46 cases of genocide and political mass murder since 1946.
  Typically they were identified as such after they were well underway.  Thus, once the decision was made that it was in the interest of the United States to respond to Rwanda-like situations then the need for early detection became an issue. It may not have been altruism that prompted the quest for reliable risk assessments—it may have been for no better reason than to buy time when dealing with internal conflicts that might destabilise whole regions.  I have argued (and continue to do so) that early detection would allow for measures that are easy on the budget and just as useful, if applied at the right time.  Mediation, diplomatic warnings, sending emissaries, economic aid and a wide range of capacity-building measures may have a chance if initiated before genocidal violence begins.  Thus, the call for global analysis, risk assessment, and early warning became the buzz.

Building a Systematic Risk Assessment System for Genocides and Politicides

The key to systematic social science risk assessment is that it must be based on a careful analysis of the antecedents of particular types of conflict.  This article is primarily focused on genocide and political mass murder.  The 2009 risk assessment that concludes this article is based on  quantitative analysis that looks at preconditions of all post 1955 cases of geno/politicide and tests 50 or so plausible ‘causes’.
  Additional work has been done by the US Government’s Political Instability Task Force (PITF) of which I have been a member.  A couple of variables have been added to our explanatory tool kit – such as the degree of state sponsored discrimination—that are theoretically relevant and, as results show, significant.   

Identifying Cases of Genocide and Politicide

Working with the PITF, I used as a base for analysis the set of cases I developed first during the 1980s and updated as new cases emerged. Although my original dataset included cases that began at the end of the Second World War (46 cases) only 37 cases that began after 1955 were included in the empirical study, mainly for lack of data on potential causal variables prior to 1955. 


Collecting data on presumed cases of genocide is relatively easy if there is prior agreement of what constitutes genocide.  In the early 1980’s that was not the case.  Although I, Israel Charny, Helen Fein, and Frank Chalk and Kurt Jonassohn all used as a base the Genocide Convention, we disagreed about which types of victimised groups to include, how to deal with intent, whether cultural genocide or the mental harm clause should be a focus of analysis, and whether or not it mattered how many people were killed.
  By then I had developed my own definition, which added one significant component.  I had coined the term politicide to account for victims of mass slaughters that were bound by common political beliefs.  Political groups are not mentioned as potential victims in the Genocide Convention, though this was a matter of some debate prior to the adoption of the Convention. Reasons abound:  the U.S.S.R. and its allies rejected the inclusion and there was no enthusiasm by the Western powers, afraid of Communist encroachment from abroad and from within.  Yet I agreed with Helen Fein ‘that mass killings of political groups show similarities in their causes, organisation and motives.’
 

This definition identifies my universe of cases: Genocides and politicides are the promotion, execution, and/or implied consent of sustained policies by governing elites or their agents—or in the case of civil war, either of the contending authorities—that are intended to destroy, in whole or part, a communal, political, or politicised ethnic group. In genocides the victimised group are defined by their perpetrators primarily in terms of their communal characteristics.  In politicides, in contrast, groups are defined primarily in terms of their political opposition to the regime and dominant group.  


Although I have argued that state elites are the primary perpetrators of genocide and political mass murder, it is quite feasible that opposition groups can commit genocide, especially in failed states. This is true in situations where state elites control only part of their territory – see for example in present day Congo-Kinshasa and Somalia. Here is a final reminder of what we are dealing with in genocidal situations: perpetrators kill men, women and children, the old and the gifted, the young and the feeble, the politically active and the passive, the religious and secular members of society, all part of some group pre-identified by the perpetrators.

Developing a Theoretical Model


The research design was simple in conception but very complex in execution.  With one exception all genocides and politicides after 1955 occurred during or in the aftermath of violent political conflict or abrupt regime change.
  The PITF had independently identified 126 instances of internal war and regime collapse during this period, of which 37 led to genocides or politicides. The empirical question was, which variables (measured several years before the onset of mass killings) distinguished between ‘state failures’ that culminated in genocide or politicide and which did not?  A great many potential ‘causal’ or precedent variables and hypotheses were tested.
 


The presence of six risk factors, in various combinations, contributed significantly to the occurrence of genocides or politicides during or following the internal wars and regime collapses of the last half of the 20th century.  The variables are described below. Three-quarters of the cases from 1955 to 2001 were correctly ‘explained’ or post-dicted, and most of the exceptions were due to limitations of data or research design. These results provide a solid base for structural explanation of why genocides and politicides occurred in the past and where they are likely in future. Subsequent analyses by the PITF highlighted the independent significance of one other factor, the presence of state-led political or economic discrimination against specific minorities. When this variable was included, one of the original six variables (see below), the magnitude of past conflict (‘upheaval’) was no longer significant.  

Variables Used in the 2009 Risk Analysis


New data for 2007-08 were used to identify all countries that have several of the six risk factors in the revised model.  Data from the PITF were updated by Monty G. Marshall of George Mason University for this analysis. The data on risk factors for all countries, along with the above article and risk analyses for 2007 and 2008 are posted at http://GPANet.org.  Based on new analysis by Joseph Hewitt we have added a seventh variable, risks of future instability. It is significant because most historical episodes of genocide and politicide occurred during or shortly after major instances of regime instability or internal war. 
   For details on the coding of this and other variables, see the notes to the accompanying table.

State-led discrimination: State policies and practices deliberately restrict the economic and/or political rights of one or more specific minority groups. The data are erived from current analyses by the Minorities at Risk project at the University of Maryland, http://www.cidcm.umd.edu/mar/.  

Genocides and politicides since 1950: One or more genocides or politicides have been perpetrated in a country. Two cases of mass atrocities are added here to those listed in the dataset used for the Task Force analyses: in Zimbabwe, state-sponsored killings of tens of thousands of Ndbele in the mid-1980s because of their political opposition to the regime; and the systematic killings of Hutus, mostly refugees, in the eastern Congo under the cover of the Kabila-led revolutionary movement in 1996-97.

Ethnically polarised elite: The coded data distinguish between countries in which a majority ethnic group dominates the political system, and those in which a minority dominates.  This variable flags countries in which minority or majority domination of the elite is intensely contested.

Exclusionary ideology: The political elite, or a revolutionary challenger, holds a belief system that identifies some overriding purpose or principle that justifies efforts to restrict, persecute, or eliminate specific political, class, ethnic, or religious groups.

Current regime type:  Full autocracies are most likely to have perpetrated genocides and politicides in the past, democracies least likely.  We distinguish here among the risks of full and partial autocracies, and full and partial democracies, based on data from the Polity project that ranks countries according to their degrees of democracy and autocracy on an 11-point scale (see http://globalpolicy.gmu.edu).
Trade openness 2006: (defined as imports + exports as % of a country’s GNP, based on latest data available) signifies the extent of international engagement in a country. As explained above, this is an indicator of the extent of a country’s interconnectedness with the world system.
From Risk Assessment to Early Warning to Political Will

Often lack of political will is considered the prime obstacle to acting in a timely fashion to alleviate suffering. That is only part of the equation.  Researchers also need to consider state capacity when developing response scenarios.  Capacity means more than the ability to provide material support—here we need to also focus on legal and cultural restraints (see for example Germany’s pacifist stance since WW II).  And, we need think realistically about what is commonly referred to as national interest.  Not even the United States with its global reach can be called upon to insert itself in all emerging conflicts. Urgent pleas on the part of analysts and interested parties may gather the attention necessary to attend to global hotspots.  But today’s situation is ever more challenging because governments are faced with a multi-faceted global economic crisis, the Aids crisis, potential environmental disasters, terrorist threats and, despite increased material support, growing third world poverty.   New thinking is needed to address emerging global crises. My focus here is on the ability to forecast with a greater reliability geno/politicides because I believe that with the ability to forecast different types and potential severity of conflicts, policy attention can be channeled to the most critical areas.  This would allow us to focus on long-term planning involving all measures of development aid, support for building civil society institutions, and providing good offices, or any other strong third party commitment that has helped prevent or mitigate past humanitarian disasters. Moreover, we should always use both inducements and sanctions to promote cooperation.  In situations where abuses need to be halted, states should support UN missions—not go it alone.  A recent study by Peter Wallensteen and Birger Heldt concludes that more than half the international peace-keeping missions in intrastate conflicts since 1948 have been successful.
  The UN has been in the Middle East since 1948, in India and Pakistan since 1949 and Cyprus since 1964 (a potential success?). 


In conclusion, what is needed to effectively prevent or de-escalate crises that may lead to genocide?  First and foremost, more detailed early warning information is needed. We should know how far conflicts have escalated and what factors were responsible for escalation.  Second, we need a ready-made list of responses that are tailored to the level of escalation and that are sensitive to local cultures and regional concerns.  Unless we do better in developing response scenarios by drawing from past failures and successes, decision-makers will continue to muddle through based on incomplete or flawed information and old lessons. 
Assessing Country Risks of Genocide and Politicide in 2009 
by Barbara Harff with Ted Robert Gurr


This updated assessment differs in four significant ways from previous ones prepared for 2001 through 2008.

●   An empirically and theoretically based risk score is derived for each country.
●   Major instances of instability, either internal war or abrupt regime changes, preceded most historical episodes of genocide and politicide.  Therefore we have added the likelihood of future instability in a country as an additional risk factor. A new analysis by Joseph Hewitt identifies five factors that point to future instability: high infant mortality, high militarisation, armed conflict in neighbouring countries, regime inconsistency (mixed democratic and autocratic features), and low economic interdependence.
 The last two are similar to factors in the original genocide risk model, the other three are new.  His results are used to rank countries according to instability risks from very high to very low.  
●   The risk factors are weighted according to their relative importance.  For example in the first author’s analysis of the preconditions of historical cases, past genocide was a more important risk factor than exclusionary ideology by a ratio of 3.5 to 2.5.
 Full autocracy also added a weight of 3.5 and so on. Each country’s risk score in the following table is the sum of the weights for the six risk factors.
●  Some risk scores are negative and thus are used to offset positive risk factors.  For example, a partial or fully democratic regime is substantially less likely to carry out genocide even if the country has other, positive risk factors.  A high level of economic interdependence and a low risk of future instability have similar inhibiting effects.  In addition, if a country has no state-led discrimination or no exclusionary ideology, we subtract those variables’ weights from the risk score.  These factors are within the control of elites and governments and their absence implies positive state action to contain genocide-inducing factors. When we make these adjustments to risk scores, some countries have lower risks than we previously thought.  Equatorial Guinea, Nigeria, and Iraq are examples of countries whose positive risk factors are to a significant degree offset by their high levels of economic connectedness. 

The highest risk countries are the usual suspects: Sudan and Burma followed by Somalia, where no authority at present has the capacity to carry out mass killings. The future risks are nonetheless high, especially if a militantly Islamist regime establishes control. Risks also remain high in Zimbabwe and Rwanda, and are greater than we previously estimated in Iran, Saudi Arabia, and China.  They are lower in Afghanistan, Burundi, Uganda, and Sri Lanka. Some countries have dropped from previous lists because their revised risk scores, like those of Israel (included here as an example) have dropped near or below zero: among them are Bhutan, Bosnia, Cote d’Ivoire, Lebanon, and Nepal.  Note that few of these changes are due to changes in these countries, but rather to the use of a new and more sensitive – and we think more accurate – procedure for assessing risks.
Country Risks of Genocide and Politicide in 2009   
 April 2009

	Countries and 2009 Risk Index Score
	Problems and

Conflict Issues
	Risks of Future Instability

weights  +3 to -3
	Targets of State-led

Discrimination

weights

+2 to -2
	Geno/Politi- cides since 1955

weights

+3.5 to 0
	Ethnically

Polarised

Elite

weights

+2.5 to 0
	Exclusionary

Ideology

weights

+2.5 to -2.5
	Current

Regime Type

weights

+3.5 to –3.5
	2006

Trade Openness

weights

+2.5 to–2.5

	Sudan

16.5
	Ethnic/regional, economic, religious
	Medium

+ 1
	Darfuri

+ 2
	Yes:  1956-72,

1983-2001,

2003-present

+ 3.5
	Yes: Arabs dominate

+ 2.5
	Yes: Islamist

+ 2.5
	Partial

autocracy

+ 2.5
	Very low

+ 2.5

	Burma

16


	Ethnic/regional,

Political
	Medium

+ 1
	Arakenese

Chin, Shan

Kachin, Karen

+ 2
	Yes: 

1978

+ 3.5
	Yes: Burmans

+ 2.5
	Yes: Burman (junta)

Nationalism

+ 2.5
	Full autocracy

+ 3.5
	Medium

low

+ 1.0

	Somalia

10.5
	Separatism; clan rivalries; Islamist/secular
	High

+ 2
	None (no effective state)

0
	Yes: 1988-91

+ 3.5
	No (no gover-

ning elite)

0
	* Islamists

yes

+ 2.5
	No effective

regime

0
	Very low

+ 2.5

	Iran

9.5
	Ethnic/regional,

Islamist-secular
	Low

- 1
	Kurds, Bahais, Turkomen

+ 2
	Yes:

1981-92

+ 3.5
	No

0
	Yes: Islamic

theocracy

+ 2.5
	Full autocracy

+ 3.5
	High

- 1

	China

8.5
	Ethnic/regional,

Religious
	Very low

- 2
	Turkomen

Tibetans

Christians

+ 2
	Yes: 

1950-51, 1959, 1956-75

+ 3.5
	No

0
	Yes: Marxist

+ 2.5
	Full autocracy

+ 3.5
	High

- 1

	Zimbabwe

8.5
	Ethnic, political opposition vs. Mugabe regime
	Medium

+ 1
	Europeans

+2
	Yes: 1983-87

+3.5
	Yes: Shona dominate

+ 2.5
	No

- 2.5
	Partial autocracy

+ 2
	Very high

- 2.5 

	Rwanda

7
	Ethnic
	Medium

+ 1
	None

- 2
	Yes: 1963-65, 

1994

+ 3.5
	Yes: Tutsis

dominate

+ 2.5
	No

- 2.5
	Partial

autocracy

+ 2.0
	Very low

+ 2.5

	Saudi Arabia

6.5
	Wahabism v. Shi’ism; foreign workers
	Very low

- 3
	Shi’is

+ 2
	None

0
	Yes: Sudairi clan  dominates *

+ 2.5
	Yes: Wahabism

+ 2.5
	Autocracy

+ 3.5
	High

- 1

	Angola

5.5
	Ethnic separatism
	Very high

+ 3
	Cabindans

+ 2
	Yes: 1975-2001

+ 3.5
	No

0
	No

- 2.5
	Partial autocracy

+ 2
	Very high

- 2.5

	DR Congo 

5.5
	Autonomist tendencies; warlordism
	Very high

+ 3
	Tutsis

+ 2
	Yes: 

1964-65,

1977, 1999

+ 3.5
	No

0
	No

- 2.5
	Partial autocracy

+ 2
	Very high

- 2.5

	Egypt

5.5
	Secular/Islamist/Christian; opposition to Mubarek regime
	Medium

+ 1
	Copts, Islamists

+ 2
	None

0
	No

0
	Yes: Secular nationalism

+ 2.5
	Mixed

0
	Medium low

0 *

	Ethiopia

5.5
	Separatism; ethnic/religious cleavages
	Very high

+ 3
	None

- 2
	Yes: 1976-79

+ 3.5
	Yes:

Tigreans dominate

+ 2.5
	No

- 2.5
	Mixed regime

0
	Medium low

+ 1

	Pakistan

5.5
	Ethnic/regional,

tribal, religious
	High

+ 2
	Ahmadis, Hindus

+ 2
	Yes: 1971, 1973-77

+ 3.5
	No

0
	No

0
	Partial democracy

- 2.0
	Very low

+ 2.5

	Algeria

4.5
	Secular/Islamist

Arabs/Berbers
	Low

- 1
	None

-2.5
	Yes: 1962

+ 3.5
	Yes: Arabs dominate

+ 2.5
	Yes: Secular nationalism v. Islamist

+ 2.5
	Partial autocracy

+ 2.0
	Very high

- 2.5

	Burundi

3.5
	Ethnic
	Very high

+ 3
	None

- 2
	Yes:  1965-73

1993, 1998

+ 3.5
	Yes: Tutsis

Dominate

+ 2.5
	No

- 2.5
	Partial democracy

- 2
	Medium low

+ 1

	Equatorial Guinea

3.5
	Ethnic autonomy (mainland v. islands)
	Low

- 1
	(no current information)

0
	Yes: 1969-79

+ 3.5
	Yes

+ 2.5
	No

- 2.5
	Autocracy

+ 3.5
	Very high

- 2.5

	Sri Lanka

3.5
	Ethnic, religious
	Low

- 1
	Tamils

+ 2
	Yes:

1989-90

+ 3.5
	Yes: Sinha-

lese favored

+ 2.5
	No

- 2.5
	Partial

democracy

- 2
	Low

+ 1

	Uganda

3.5
	Ethnic/regional, autonomist
	High

+ 2
	None

- 2
	Yes: 1980-83,

1985-86

+ 3.5
	No

0
	No

- 2.5
	Mixed regime

0
	Very low

+ 2.5

	Afghanis-tan

3
	Autonomist tendencies; corruption; sectarian
	Very high

+ 3
	None

- 2
	Yes: 1978-89

+ 3.5
	None

0
	None

- 2.5
	Transitional regime

0
	Medium low

+ 1

	Nigeria

3
	Autonomy; North-South and religious cleavages
	Very high

+ 3
	Ogani, Ejaw

+ 2
	Yes: 1967-69

+ 3.5
	No

0
	No

- 2.5
	Partial

democracy

- 2
	High

- 1

	Iraq

0
	Separatism; clan and tribal rivalries; Islamist/secular
	Very high

+ 3
	None

- 2
	Yes: 1961-75,

1988-91

+ 3.5
	Yes: many bases of

contention *

+ 2.5
	No

- 2.5
	Partial democracy

- 2
	Very high

- 2.5

	Israel, West Bank and Gaza

- 1
	Palestinian nationalism; religious/secular
	Low

- 2
	Arab Israelis

+ 2
	None

0
	Yes: Jews dominate

+ 2.5
	Yes: Zionist nationalism

+ 2.5
	Full democracy

- 3.5
	High


- 1
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