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THE CONCEPT OF THE
FRAGILE STATE
1

DEFINITION AND
CLASSIFICATION
OF FRAGILE STATES

There are several approaches to fragile states. The first,
based on the crisis cycle, distinguishes between deteriorating countries, countries in prolonged crisis, countries emerging from crisis, and countries showing gradual improvement.

The second, advocated by the United Kingdom’s Department
for International Development (DFID), is based on the
characteristics of the state, and more specifically on the
combination of its capacity and its political will to resolve
crises and ensure equitable distribution of resources to the
entire population.
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The concept of the fragile state first emerged
in the early 1990s, when the state virtually
disappeared
in
Somalia,
and
was
subsequently applied to other crisis situations.
Since the terrorist attacks of 11 September
2001, this issue has occupied an increasingly
important place in the strategic and political
thinking of certain donor countries. Whereas
official development assistance (ODA) had
previously been focused on poor countries
displaying “good governance”, the attacks
radically changed the attitudes of donor
countries (first and foremost the United
States) with respect to “poor performers”,
which came to be regarded as engendering
threats to world security through population
displacement, increased trafficking of all
kinds, the spread of epidemics, the growth of
terrorism, etc. The World Bank defines fragile
states rather as countries where the state is
weak and governance deficient, with negative
impacts on poverty reduction and the
achievement of the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs), regardless of whether this
situation results from conflict or a full-blown
crisis. For donors, the poor governance of
fragile states creates a situation in which the
reasons for engagement are counterbalanced by difficulties in cooperation.

Road built as part of the effort to make the PK12 district of
Djibouti less isolated.

Photo credit: C. Briand

Despite the lack of consensus within the international
community on the term “fragile state”, donors are in agreement on a set of reasons justifying their intervention: humanitarian action, human rights, development and security.

Public tap in a poor neighbourhood of
Port-au-Prince (Haiti).

The term “fragile state” has thus become firmly anchored in
the international debate, leading among other things to the
creation of institutions concerned specifically with such countries: the World Bank’s Low-Income Countries Under Stress
(LICUS) initiative, the Fragile States Group of the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), DFID’s
Poverty Reduction in Difficult Environments team, etc. A
number of international declarations relating to this concept
have been adopted, including the principles of engagement
in fragile states of the OECD Development Assistance
Committee (DAC).
Although donors’ criteria may differ, their lists of fragile states
include many of the same countries (46 countries in DFID’s
list, 34 in that of the World Bank).

It is currently estimated that at least 14% of the world population (approximately 870 million people in 46 countries)
lives in fragile states.
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AFD’S APPROACH

AFD has many years’ experience of operating in this type of
context. It has learned to adapt its operations pragmatically,
with procedures that vary from country to country. In 2007,
more than half of the countries in which AFD had operations
(28 out of 55) could be regarded as fragile. AFD devoted
24% of its funding commitments and 57% of its total grants
to these countries.

AFD’s operational practices in fragile states have been
analysed through a series of evaluations conducted in four
countries or territories in which it has a long-standing and
substantial presence: Chad, Djibouti, Haiti and the Palestinian
Territories. Although these countries’ situations differ, all are
characterised by a weak state and chronic lack of security.

These evaluations identified a number of common features
related to the challenges facing projects in these countries
and the way AFD has adapted to differing situations and
constraints. A methodology of good practice for projects in
fragile states was developed on the basis of these
evaluations.

PROPOSALS FOR
“OPERATING PRACTICES”

We suggest here a few avenues that AFD might explore
to improve its interventions in fragile states, based on
AFD’s own success stories.

To begin with, we should specify the limits of such
intervention: it is neither AFD’s ambition nor its mission
to combat the fragility of states all by itself. Institutionally,
as a development agency and the key operator of France’s
development cooperation system, AFD can help to address
the causes of fragility that are related to development
issues (for example, by helping to reduce structural
inequality between regions or social groups and thus to
ease the causes of frustration among the most unstable
population groups), but it cannot intervene in politics
(resolution of political crises) and still less in efforts to
restore security.
AFD alone does not possess the financial capacity to
address all the causes of fragility, in terms of the
development of countries in crisis. However, it can
contribute, along with the rest of the international
community, to the reduction of tension in a targeted
sector, and hence it is important to coordinate its
operations with other donors.
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EVALUATION OF THE
“FRAGILE STATES” APPROACH

Rehabilitation clinic for children in Gaza (Palestine).

The approach to evaluation and comparison of
projects (project clusters) is based on missions
conducted with two objectives: to analyse field
operations that did (or did not) include a
“fragile state” situation and to study the
evolution of these operations over time
(the sustainability issue). This empirical
approach to project analysis (micro approach)
has in most cases confirmed that these
projects are worthwhile but found the situation
more or less deadlocked in terms of governance
(macro). Although the situations differ fairly
substantially from country to country, they are
all characterised by states’ low capacity for social
take-up of the approaches employed.

THE PROBLEMATICS OF FRAGILE STATES
Project cluster
Urban drinking water
systems (Chad, Haiti)

Absence
of the state

Pastoral hydraulic systems and resources
(Chad)

Urban development
(Djibouti, Palestine)

Evaluation of investments and
organisation
Reduction of fragility:
sustainability of the system

Need for a structure to relay the state’s efforts
If the relay is effected:
take-up of the system

Inability to
restore
security

Inability of the
state to provide
basic services

Need for the state

Fragile state:
relay not effected
The state’s lack
of institutional
capacity

Absence
of the state
(Palestine)
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Pastoral hydraulic system in Chad.

SIXTEEN RECOMMENDATIONS FOR OPERATING
IN FRAGILE STATES

COUNTRY STRATEGY

Base the country strategy on a socio-political
analysis focused specifically on fragilities and
crises.1 From this standpoint, it is important to draw
clear distinctions between situations of acute crisis
or disaster, which require very rapid intervention, and
situations in which fragility is due to structural
causes (such as post-conflict situations).
1

When framing country operations, conduct
scenario analyses so that the project portfolio can
be adjusted quickly to changes in the context.
2

Set two types of goals for strategies and
projects:
- Short-term goals: concrete improvement in living
conditions, particularly as regards jobs and incomes;
- Long-term goals: strengthening institutions and
preserving the country’s development capital.
3

Ensure continuity between operations and
honour the commitments made to the population.
- In programmes with a large social component, avoid
“stop and go” policies linked to political changes.
- Commit to operating over the long term whenever
two conditions are met: improvement in living
conditions, and strengthening states and restoring
their legitimacy.
4

PROJECT IDENTIFICATION

Contribute to the reconciliation of the people
and the authorities (central and local) through
delivery of basic services.
5

Before considering technical options, identify
key institutions and persons having the ability to cope
with situations of fragility; they will serve as the local
anchor points for operations.
Be opportunistic in selecting projects and set-ups,
and rely on NGOs and community-based
organisations with long-standing engagement in
local contexts.
6

Select projects that are simple in terms of
structure, number of stakeholders involved and
technical competencies required.
7

PROJECT SET-UP

Avoid ambitious goals for take-up that are
subject to preconditions which may block the entire
project.
8

In selecting technical assistance providers,
give precedence to familiarity with the context.
9

In feasibility studies, allow for flexibility and for
potential conflicts.
10

Select easy-maintenance technical options and
make this a criterion for selection of bids.
11

PROJECT EXECUTION

Allocate more time and more senior experts than
usual to monitoring operations, produce detailed
indicators in real time and decentralise project
decision-making to the lowest level possible.
12

Support exit strategies with a post-project
budget.
13

AGENCY ORGANISATION

Increase the human resources available in terms
of both working time and experience (senior experts),
notably through an appropriate incentive system.
Human resources should be proportional to the portfolio in fragile countries.
14

COORDINATION

Participate in joint evaluations concerned with
analysis of the causes of fragility, estimation of
requirements in post-crisis situations and evaluation
of field projects.
15

In crisis situations, adopt flexible, informal donor
coordination systems at the local level (working
groups, project leaders, joint missions) and share the
available information and analyses as much as
possible.
16

AFD’s Crisis and Conflict Unit (Cellule crise et conflits – CCC) provides
support for such analysis, and embassies generally have relevant
information.
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Irrigation system in Archaie (Haiti).
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