
Fragile states—those countries and societies dangerously 
close to humanitarian, economic, or political collapse—are 
threatening security across the planet.  The threat of these 
states exceeeds traditional international response capacities 
and redefines issues of sovereignty.  Fragile states transcend 
traditional realms of development, defense, and diplomacy.   
In an effort to establish a new framework with which to 
engage these complex issues, the United States Agency 
for International Development (USAID) created the “Fragile 
States Strategy.”

The USAID Administrator, Andrew Natsios, presented the 
Fragile States Strategy to a CSIS Global Strategy Institute 
Forum on September 8, 2005.  An expert panel composed of 
Dr. J. Stephen Morrison, CSIS Africa Program Director; Dr. Lael 
Brainard President of the Global Economy and Development 
Center at the Brookings Institution; and James Kunder, 
Assistant Administrator for the USAID Asia and Near East 
Bureau followed Natsios’ remarks with a discussion of the 
challenges ahead for US foreign assistance to the world’s 
least stable and least developed countries.

National Security Redefined
Fragile states have become an increasingly significant 
security concern for the United States and the international 
community.   In countries such as Afghanistan, Somalia, Sudan 
and Sierra Leone the world is acutely reminded that the 
international security environment can be more imperiled 
by weak or fractured states than by strong and stable rivals.   
According to USAID, over one third of humanity currently 
lives in a fragile, failed, or vulnerable state.  No region on the 
planet is left unaffected.  The situation will likely worsen in 
the coming decades with the massive population booms 
and resource shortages predicted in already-fragile states 
and regions.   Youth bulges, hyper-urbanization, and other 
vectors of potential instability and unrest—particularly in 
Africa and the Middle East—will necessitate even greater 
involvement by external actors in these regions.  

The 2002 National Security Strategy addressed the post-
9/11 security environment by warning of the dangers 
posed by failed states.  The document proclaimed that the 
U.S. development, diplomacy and defense communities are 
equally essential to combating failed states.  In response 

to the new security environment and a new mandate for 
involvement, USAID has produced a long-term strategy 
that aims to create more effective strategies and better 
coordination across agencies to monitor and react to 
unstable nations.  The Fragile States Strategy outlines the 
changes that are necessary and the actions currently being 
implemented to successfully engage fragile states.  The report 
concludes that USAID needs to develop and/or implement 
the following principles:
  
  1.    Better metrics for early warning— Develop a better     
          understanding of the specific drivers of state fragility.
  2.    Rapid response and long-term strategy— Respond  
         early in the process of state failure and remain 
         engaged to see these efforts through.
  3.    Targeted aid— Direct development programs to 
         target the drivers of fragility.
  4.    Institutional reform— Reorganize USAID to ensure
         greater flexibility and expertise.
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Administrator Natsios noted that the U.S. response to fragile 
or failed states traditionally has been to “engage ourselves 
at the point of where interventions are the most urgent 
and least promising. ”   To address this mismatch of intents 
and actions,  Natsios argued, his agency not only needs to 
identify the specific drivers of state failure, but USAID also 
should  develop aid programs to prevent vulnerable states 
from lapsing into fragility initially or in a recurrent fashion.

The Fragile States Strategy conceputalizes the necessary 
analysis to this end by pointing to national government 
effectiveness and legitimacy as the two most important 
drivers of state instability.  These two factors are then 
measured against four key areas—security, politics, 
economics, and society—to determine whether a country is 
vulnerable or currently fragile.  

Despite the changes in USAID’s approach to failed and 
failing states, it is important to recognize that there is not 
yet consensus on how to track the progress of a fragile state.  
As Lael Brainard suggested, there are numerous alternative 
approaches to forming a predictive capability of state fragility.  
Currently, there exist multiple definitions, terminologies, and 
metrics to describe and catalog these states.  Under various 
accepted definitions, the number of fragile states in the 
world ranges anywhere from 20 to 60. 

Institutional Reform at USAID
In addition to conceptualizing the issues surrounding 
unstable countries, Natsios and many others have suggested 
that a dramatic reorganization of USAID is also necessary to 
more effectively engage fragile states—similar to the recent 
and ongoing, dramatic reorganizations of the Department 
of Defense, State Department, intelligence community and 
National Security Council.  During his tenure as Administrator, 
Natsios has created the Bureau for Democracy, Conflict and 
Humanitarian Assistance, the Office of Conflict Mitigation 
and Management (CMM), and the recently formed Office of 
Military Affairs (OMA).   The OMA will act as a liaison with 
the military in order to coordinate their activities with the 
development community, while the CMM will primarily 
monitor and analyze violent conflict, instability, and state 
failure.   These two offices represent attempts by USAID to 
effectively coordinate with the national security community 
in areas over which the military has traditionally claimed 
dominion.  For example Provincial Reconstruction Teams 
(PRTs), currently operating in Afghanistan and now being 
deployed in Iraq, fuse security and development needs.  
Embedded USAID personnel act as advisors to military 
commanders.  In addition to working with the military, 
USAID is developing a strategic partnership with the State 
Department’s Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction 
and Stabilization (S/CRS).  
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The growing importance of these offices at USAID highlights 
another recent creation, the Crisis, Stabilization and 
Governance career track.  This new career track enables USAID 
to recruit 
and cultivate 
p e r s o n n e l 
i n t e r e s t e d 
specifically in 
the domain of 
fragile states.  
It is hoped 
that this new 
addition will 
also develop a 
surge capacity 
for USAID to 
respond to 
an unforessen 
crisis with 
a d e q u a t e 
resources in 
the precious 
period of time 
before a state 
collapses entirely.

Show Me the Money

Another issue at hand is the dilemma of aid money and 
governance capacity.  The question of how to leverage 
foreign assistance to bolster local governance capacities 
and combat extreme corruption continues to haunt the 
development community.  Should assistance funds bypass 
governments and go to non-governmental organizations 
or should the money be presented to corrupt governments 
with conditions for fostering reform?  This question has yet 
to be answered—but remains central to the problem of 
failed states. 

With finite resources available, the USAID strategy recognizes 
that,  “there are countries where our assistance may not 
be able to make a difference.”  But how will feasibility be 
tested?  Will it be based on an assumed performance level 
and past effectiveness of programs?  Or will it be applied, 
as Dr. Brainard suggested, toward countries and regions that 
are overriding U.S. national security interests?  Administrator 

Natsios has recently criticized the yearly Congressional 
appropriations cycle for crippling the ability of USAID to 
implement the kind of lasting commitment to fragile states 

that is necessary for real change 
to occur.  Significant cuts to S/
CRS at the State Department and 
the departure of Ambassador 
Carlos Pascual seem to underline 
this shortfall in U.S. government 
will and commitment.  The 
vascillating attention and political 
will of Congress inherently 
restrict America’s ability to make 
enduring commitments to 
fragile states.  Haiti’s unending 
plight and the recurring famines 
of East Africa are the unfortunate 
reminders of the inability of the 
United States to develop and 
implement strategic responses 
on a long-term horizon.  

Addressing the threats 
posed by fragile states 
requires rethinking the 

conceptual framework, organizational frameworks, and 
financial frameworks that were created for a different security 
and social environment.  Fortunately, many government 
agencies, including USAID, have begun to retool these 
frameworks to improve their strategic capacities for response.  
Unfortunately, it will take time and patience to iron out the 
details.  In the meantime, the number of fragile states is likely 
to increase and their overall condition likely to decrease. 
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Panel discussion by James Kunder, Dr. Stephen Morrison, Dr. Lael 
Brainard, and Erik Peterson

The USAID Fragile States Strategy is available at: 

www.usaid.gov/policy/2005_fragile_states_strategy.pdf 


