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Introduction 

 

Policy-makers have become increasingly aware that armed violence undermines 

development and aid effectiveness, posing serious obstacles to the achievement of 

the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).  With this in mind, on the eve of the High-

level Plenary Meeting of the UN General Assembly (New York, 20-22 September 2010), 

which aims to review the progress towards the MDGs, the Geneva Peacebuilding 

Platform, the Geneva Declaration on Armed Violence and Development and the 

Geneva Forum presented on 13 September two recent reports that bring new light on 

the relationship between poverty, armed violence and development. 

The first paper, “More Violence, Less Development: Testing the relationships between 

armed violence and MDG achievement” - supported by the UNDP and the Geneva 

Declaration Secretariat – was presented by Robert Muggah, Research Director of the 

Small Arms Survey, and Jorge Restrepo, Research Associate at the Conflict Analysis 

Research Center. Muggah and Restrepo reported on the key findings of the study, 

which features a quantitative and qualitative assessment of the relationship between 

armed violence and specific MDG outcomes, both in conflict and non-conflict 

situations. The second paper, “Preventing and Reducing Armed Violence. What 

Works”, prepared by UNDP and the WHO, was presented by Paul Eavis, Senior Adviser 

at the UNDP‟s Bureau for Crisis Prevention and Recovery. The paper brings together 

evidence of what works to prevent interpersonal armed violence, primarily in non-

conflict situations. The presentations of the three speakers, all actively involved in their 

respective publications, were complemented by comments from Catriona Gourlay 

on the specific challenges of armed violence in conflict and post-conflict situations 

and their implications for the development agenda. 

 

 



Connecting the dots: an experiment 
 

In his introductory remarks, David Atwood observed that the work of the UN and 

other actors on peace and conflict issues is often very siloed, not “connecting the 

dots” enough or taking advantage of synergies when they exist. With the current 

growing international momentum to include armed violence considerations in the 

drafting of development agendas, it is fundamental to transcend sectoral 

approaches to international cooperation and to promote collaborative efforts across 

the many communities engaged in disarmament, peacebuilding, human rights, 

humanitarian aid and development. The panel discussion, therefore, was meant as a 

step in the direction of addressing topics which might be of concern across that 

whole spectrum. David Atwood also pointed out the difficulty in demonstrating the 

relationship between armed violence and development, and designing policies that 

can effectively address it. This is due to considerable resistance on the part of many 

actors, particularly from those working for development, to incorporating armed 

violence into development programming. In addition, the debates around this issue 

have become tangled in a whole range of other political debates, e.g. aid 

conditionality, which have reduced the visibility of the topic in international forums. 

 

More violence, less development 
 

Armed violence can unravel in a matter of hours or days the development results that 

require years and decades to achieve. The report by the Geneva Declaration, “More 

Violence, Less Development”, makes an urgent call for governments and 

development agencies to take action to promote the prevention and reduction of 

armed violence in their programming. The research tried first of all to give an answer 

to two compelling questions: “Does armed violence undermine development?” and 

“Are lower-income contexts more predisposed to armed violence?”.  Robert Muggah 

and Jorge Restrepo explained the approach of the study, based on statistical 

analysis, case studies of different countries (Brazil, Burundi, Lebanon, South Africa) 

and city contexts, to highlight the differentiated effects of armed violence on 

development on the two levels, and literature review. As predictable, the study finds 

that there is a strong two-way negative relationship between armed violence and 

MDG attainment and development more broadly.  

In particular, the study finds that the lower the level of a country‟s human 

development, the higher the intensity of homicidal violence conflict. The inverse 

relationship is also true: countries with a higher level of human development feature 

lower levels of armed violence. Moreover, countries featuring greater income 

inequality report a higher incidence of armed violence. In addition, countries 

reporting high levels of homicide are statistically associated with reduced progress 

across specific MDGs. This is especially the case for eradicating extreme poverty, 

youth unemployment and hunger (MDG 1), increasing primary enrolment ratios (MDG 

2), and reducing infant mortality and adolescent birth rates (MDG 4 and 5). Muggah 

specified that these findings also go into the general direction of results from the 

World Bank‟s forthcoming World Development Report, and the OECD-led 

International Network on Conflict and Fragility (INCAF). INCAF, for instance, 

recognizes that „external and internal risk factors, alongside the continuum of conflict, 

armed violence and insecurity makes the MDGs more difficult to achieve‟. 

According to Muggah, the logical consequence of these conclusions should be the 

integration of the monitoring of armed violence into assessments of MDG progress 

and achievement. As suggested by the report, key development actors could create 

an armed violence monitoring group made up of multidisciplinary and multi-sector 

partnerships. Short and long-term efforts to prevent and reduce armed violence 



could be enhanced and reinforced through investment in observatories and 

surveillance systems at various levels for collecting and analyzing data on MDG 

indicators. Together, these systems can represent an important tool for decision-

makers, programme managers and field operators that work in the field of crime and 

violence prevention. 

 

Preventing and reducing armed violence: What works 

Following Muggah's and Restrepo‟s presentation, Paul Eavis introduced “Preventing 

and Reducing Armed Violence. What Works”, a study prepared by UNDP and the 

WHO. The paper brings together emerging evidence of what works to prevent 

interpersonal armed violence (through firearms), primarily in non-conflict situations. 

The study was initially prepared for the Oslo Conference on “Armed Violence - 

Achieving the Millennium Development Goals” of April 20101. 

The research examines both direct and indirect approaches to preventing and 

reducing armed violence. Direct approaches include measures to reduce access to 

firearms, law enforcement and criminal justice interventions, firearm injury prevention 

programmes and comprehensive community based programmes. Indirect 

approaches, instead, are not focused only on armed violence prevention as their 

primary objective, but target risk factors for violence. They can include activities such 

as parenting programmes, life skills and social development programmes, academic 

enrichment and mentoring programmes; environmental and urban design; disrupting 

illegal drug markets; development programmes to reduce inequalities. 

Paul Eavis emphasised in particular several key findings of the report. He first 

mentioned the importance of monitoring and understanding the nature and impact 

of armed violence to improve interventions. The development of injury surveillance 

systems and crime and violence observatories has significantly helped to curb armed 

violence. Another key finding of the study was the need for measures to reduce 

access to firearms. As demonstrated by evidence from middle and high-income 

countries, the effective use of legislation and regulation to reduce access to 

weapons can ultimately reduce armed violence. For instance, disarmament 

programmes carried out as part of legislative reforms have often reported success. 

Furthermore, according to the study, disarmament can have a crucial role in 

peacebuilding processes and crime suppression in post-conflict situations. Finally, the 

report highlights the importance of law enforcement and criminal justice interventions 

                                                        
1 The Oslo conference had to be cancelled as a consequence of the Icelandic volcanic ash 

cloud that was disturbing the air traffic. A lighter version of the conference took place in 

Geneva. 



as essential components of armed violence prevention. Evidence from high-income 

countries has demonstrated the effectiveness of policing strategies that promote 

community engagement. Problem-oriented policing is also a successfully reduced 

youth homicides and firearms assaults.  

Overall, Eavis emphasized the need for comprehensive multi-sectoral approaches, 

both direct and indirect, to target key risk factors. Increasing evidence from low and 

middle-income countries indicates as most successful those comprehensive public 

safety and community security programmes that broadly address the political, 

economic and social drivers of violence, and which also benefit from national and 

local support and ownership. Eavis also remarked a lack of evidence from middle 

and, in particular, low-income countries on the prevention of armed violence, 

despite the fact of being in general widely affected by armed violence. Enhancing 

monitoring, research and evaluation capacity in these countries should become 

therefore a priority in order to address this evidence gap. 

 

 

After Paul Eavis‟ presentation, Catriona Gourlay shared some reflections about the 

specific challenges of armed violence in conflict and post-conflict situations and their 

implications for the development agenda. According to Dr Gourlay, comprehensive 

peacebuilding approaches are essential, and they should be in particular bottom-up 

and evidence-based. Gourlay also called for a recognition that every element of a 

peace process is interdependent, and that therefore the analysis and design stage of 

the process should also make sure to include the local actors.  

The seminar offered a significant opportunity for a numerous and varied audience of 

practitioners, scholars and policymakers to discuss and complement their findings on 

armed violence prevention and reduction and development efforts. The discussion 

that followed the presentations raised several questions, mainly about capacity 

building, the role of civil society, and cooperation between development agencies 

and state institutions. Participants highlighted the specific challenges posed by State 

failure and by States that are themselves perpetrator of violence. Overall the 

audience and the panelists stressed the difficulty to work in a comprehensive way 

and the limits of international action  over domestic violence or armed violence 

related to cross-border drug trafficking. 


