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profile initiatives to improve the performance of the multilateral 
system - including the IAEA’s Special Event on the Nuclear Fuel 
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tions agreed at the Summit: the creation of a UN Peacebuilding 
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Executive Summary

Introduction

This study derives from a new and important challenge posed to the United Nations: how to implement the growing scope and 
number of state-building mandates in peace operations given the relative absence of guidance or institutional history. Haiti is a 
particularly difficult and important case – six successive UN missions in the 1990s have not led to the emergence of a state that can 
stop the cycle of political violence or generate self-sustaining development.  The study, built around both desk and field research, 
sought to address two key questions:

•	 How do we ensure that today’s efforts will succeed in building state resilience and lasting peace?  

•	 What lessons does Haiti hold for state-building more generally?

Key Challenges 

Haiti’s history, as the first republic founded by an uprising of slaves, led to both a century of political and economic isolation and a 
distinct resentment of foreign intrusion. These factors, though not alone, have contributed to two centuries of poverty, persistent 
inequality, and repressive governments.  Four observations from our research highlight the challenge:

State-building in Haiti is not built around a peace agreement – there is none – nor around resolving an identity conflict, •	
but about mediating relations among sporadically violent, personality-based political/rent-seeking groups.  

Haitian elites remain disinterested and/or •	 resistant to state reform. Even where commitment can be found, spoilers and 
potential losers have found ways to impede or preclude progress; certainly ‘reform’ is not equated with progress among 
elites.  Underlying this is a lack of consensus between political and economic elites about the role and functions of the 
state.

State capacity is very weak in terms of human and fiscal resources, and the state is widely seen as corrupt. •	

Hopes for state reform and economic growth suffered serious setbacks during 2008, a ‘lost year’ marked by four hurri-•	
canes and political paralysis.

Progress

Despite some important advances, progress has been disappointing.  Focused efforts to enhance local- and national-level capaci-
ties have only recently begun, and are struggling to gather steam.  Delays can be partially attributed to the absence, until 2006, 
of a government, and to serious insecurity and the focus on countering gang-violence.  Yet in the context of the long history of 
international intervention in Haiti, the inadequate progress is alarming. 
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Key sectors addressed in the study include:

Public finance:•	  State capacity to raise revenue is still low, bringing into question the sustainability of current efforts.  The 
structure and collection of taxes is seen as highly regressive, and may pose challenges to social cohesion.

Policing:•	  Significant progress has been made in police reform. The Haitian National Police reform plan (2007-11) provides a 
strategic vision, with a high degree of buy-in, to develop a force with adequate capacity to administer, manage and police 
itself. 

Successful efforts may yet be reversed by an exclusionary government or by powerful organized criminal networks. The report 
recommends that the UN pay significant attention to police development, especially sustainable funding for the police and Coast 
Guard; better and faster vetting; and better intelligence and approaches to confronting organized crime. 

Rule of law:•	  Achievements in RoL more generally, have been much more modest. The international approach to justice re-
form has been timid, legalistic and uncoordinated.  Success of police reforms and the broader state-building effort require 
attention to the justice system, to border control and to corrections. Additional resources are urgently needed.

Public administration:•	  Civil service and administrative reform has proceeded very slowly, if at all. A more realistic and reg-
ulatory concept of the role of the state – which cannot be expected to deliver all services directly in the foreseeable future 
– must inform efforts in certain functional sectors. The challenge of political commitment remains, but the international 
community must devote more resources to strengthening civil service capacity, both through education and training for 
the long term, and targeted advice and training for the medium term. 

The government and international actors could take greater advantage of the skills and resources of the Haitian diaspora. However, 
legal and constitutional reforms, in addition to a general improvement in the business climate, are a pre-condition for diaspora 
engagement.  

Enhancing State Legitimacy: Beyond Elections

In the absence of a legitimate state, peace will not be sustainable. The 2006 and more recent elections provided a necessary and 
important step in this direction.  However, the international focus on elections as source of legitimacy remains excessive.

Ultimately a sustainable Haitian state must diminish the disempowerment people have long felt vis-à-vis the government as a 
consequence of stark inequalities, a lack of voice, an historic lack of oversight over the state, as well as low state capacity to deliver 
minimal services.

Enhancing the legitimacy of the state in Haiti will require: 

A rapid flow of resources and attention to economic and employment needs•	 , in line with the government’s recovery strat-
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egy, with a focus on rural development.

Support for Haitian policies that •	 redress inequality in the medium term. This includes reform of the current tax structure 
with more emphasis on (i) progressive tax policies and (ii) greater enforcement capacity. 

Support to •	 outreach and oversight mechanisms, particular those that deliver on the still-vague notion of local account-
ability.  The UN, in particular, is seen as overly associated with political and economic elites.

Continued support to •	 institutionalizing electoral processes.

Strategy, Planning and Coherence

Our research highlighted a clear relationship between a worrying level of performance and the strategic planning processes and 
tools used in Haiti.  In particular:

Government and International Community

The post-disaster needs assessment, which laid the foundation for the Interim Cooperation Framework (2004-07), did not •	
translate into a comprehensive statebuilding strategy. The subsequent Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper, finalized at the 
end of 2007, has limited utility as a strategic planning document due to its lack of prioritization.

Although the government has made progress in framing economic priorities, there remains •	 a need for an integrated strat-
egy that identifies where and how to consolidate the peace. 

The international community is incoherent. •	 Donors such as Canada and the U.S. remain uncoordinated and duplicative, 
and the international community must develop more flexible and less risk-averse budget tools, including greater use of 
pooled funds.  

The international community should exercise more unified leverage to foster a political culture of concession and negotia-•	
tion rather than posturing and blockage. Such enhanced harmonization goes beyond coordination of projects, but would 
more closely marry the exercise of leverage with the provision of assistance. The UN leadership could make more strides to 
foster this goal.

United Nations

The priorities and time horizons of the UN Mission and UN agencies show deep gaps, particularly with a view to critical •	
state functions like security and the rule of law. MINUSTAH’s programming is too short-term in its horizons (except for polic-
ing), and agencies are too long-term.

Given the importance of public finance for sustainable institutionalization, the UN Mission should strengthen its coopera-•	
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tion with the International Financial Institutions in this area.

To address state capacity and state legitimacy concerns effectively and improve international coordination, the UN •	
system requires more integrated strategic planning processes, clearly steered by the OSRSG, with ongoing, frequent 
reviews of plans and progress. Specific attention needs to be paid to overcoming institutional and/or sectoral si-
los. 

MINUSTAHs useful benchmarking process should be built upon to add greater specificity and reflect outcomes •	
rather than outputs.

General Implications

The study offers some important lessons for the UN approach to state-building in the midst of peace operations. •	
Ideas for improvement include:

The development of analysis, tools and guidance as to how to build state legitimacy and capacity in the different •	
phases of international intervention, with a realistic acknowledgement of shifting constraints and scope for action. 
Effective external support requires a rare combination of deft diplomacy and in-depth knowledge of the culture 
and politics. 

A more deliberate and considered approach to enhancing state legitimacy, accompanied by a better mechanism •	
for identifying challenges and the appropriate responses.  This, in turn, is linked to the need for more integrated 
strategic (in quality, not quantity) planning processes. The PRSP is of limited utility in guiding aid processes in post-
conflict states. A focus on viable political processes within a minimally capable and legitimate state is equally, if not 
more, important than poverty reduction as a framework for engagement.

More systematic attention is needed to stimulating national sources of accountability, and incorporating these in •	
its work habits.  Where appropriate, engaging and strengthening civil society organizations can provide a means of 
enhancing national and self-sustaining sources of accountability and transparency. 

We urge a routine scheduling of ‘state of the state’ assessments once it is apparent that a peace operation is a seri-•	
ous possibility. Such assessments should cut across the system (including the World Bank and other relevant IFIs), 
and reflect not only ‘capacities’ but also likely challenges to stability. Such assessments would help strategic and 
integrated planning for peacekeeping, political and development/capacity-building efforts.

In order for the integrated UN system to function, it must find new ways to recruit, promote and evaluate staff in •	
order to institutionalize cohesion and cross-agency collaboration. UN agency personnel require greater account-
ability to mechanisms that will exact speedier and more collaborative performance and Mission staff need more 
sensitization to the perspectives and bureaucratic reality of the agencies.
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Introduction

State-building has become more pronounced in the study and 
policy of building and consolidating peace. Despite important 
research exploring how state institutions relate to international 
and national efforts to secure peace, these issues remain under-
conceptualized and understudied in the operations of interna-
tional organizations.1

The Center on International Cooperation (CIC), therefore, un-
dertook a case study of state-building in the overall United 
Nations (UN) efforts in Haiti.2  The rationale for the study grew 
from a concern that the UN has increasingly been asked to help 
build states, but with little guidance or history on how to op-
erationalize such mandates. The case of Haiti has been selected 
because it is one of a growing number of UN operations where 
state-building is explicitly part of the mandate and a central 
challenge in the country. 

Six successive UN missions to Haiti in the 1990s did not leave a 
sustainable state in place.  At the same time, policymakers are 
pressing their various institutions to think more about how to 
ensure that national and local institutions are sufficiently resil-
ient to prevent armed conflict and meet basic needs.  What in-
stitutional markers signal a minimally effective and legitimate 
state?  How should the UN system enhance its operations to 
ensure eventual peacekeeping exit without widespread vio-
lence? We hope this project will assist in greater harmonization 
of overall UN efforts around state-building strategies, including 
by the United Nations Country Team  (UNCT) and in conjunc-
tion with other international actors.  

I.	 The Main Questions and Method of this Analysis

The research design element of this study explicitly examines 
the processes by which the UN System engages Haitian institu-
tions and society. This analysis will emphasize three questions:

1) PLANNING: Have international actors, including the UN Sys-
tem, sought to foster a nationally-owned comprehensive stra-

tegic framework for consolidating peace and leaving behind a 
sustainable state, including support for the national budgetary 
process?  Are international actors relying on this framework for 
setting priorities, for decisions about funding, and in fostering 
a cohesive international support for the strategy?

2) LEGITIMACY: Is the UN System adequately supporting con-
solidation of a political foundation among the main political 
actors at the national level, and is this effort coordinated with 
efforts to consolidate a legitimate and effective state?

3) CAPACITY: Is the international effort pressing to develop lo-
cal and national capacities as far as appropriate, rather than 
substitute for their absence? In Haiti, in what areas should do-
nors focus on direct state provision of public services or trans-
parent state monitoring of service delivery?  Are efforts to ad-
vance accountability adequate?

Analyzing these issues requires judgment, some based on ob-
jective indicators. However, these indicators reflect the recent 
emphasis in research on process as important in the outcomes 
and success of state-building endeavors. 3

II.	 The Particular Challenges of State-building in Haiti

The UN, of course, has a long history of efforts to foster a 
self-sustaining state in Haiti, including five missions from 
1994-2000, even before the departure under pressure of Presi-
dent Jean-Bertrand Aristide on 29 February 2004.  In this sense, 
the difficulties of fostering state institutionalization are famil-
iar to international actors, and to national elites.4

Haiti’s history as the first republic founded by ex-slaves who 
successfully revolted led to a century of political and economic 
isolation and to a militant commitment to sovereignty and re-
sentment of foreign intrusion in internal affairs. The combina-
tion of international and national factors led to two hundred 
years of poverty, obscene disparities of wealth and power, and 
repressive governments.  Haiti’s post-Duvalierist 1987 Consti-
tution contains tenets of democracy that are observed in the 
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breach.5  Transforming or strengthening state institutions and 
their legitimacy in Haiti therefore poses several challenges.

Analysts should not underestimate the present-day impact 
of the failed international attempt during the 1990s to build 
a democratic, minimally secure and economically advancing 
country. The opportunity presented by the UN-sanctioned, 
US-backed return of a democratically elected and popular 
president was bungled by Haitians and international actors 
alike. Unfortunately, the conditions for externally-supported 
state-building in 2004 were in many ways more adverse. The 
manner of Aristide’s ouster, the debated role of the US admin-
istration therein, the consequent questionable legitimacy of 
the transitional government all fostered doubt and even cyni-
cism among Haitians and some donors. These challenges were 
compounded by Haitians’ disillusion about the minimal eco-
nomic effects of six UN missions and international wariness of 
the reappearance of many Haitian leaders from the 1990s.

More specific challenges bear mention. First, one core element 
of Haiti’s state weakness is the low level of human resources. 
Haiti’s dire poverty (in 2005, 77% lived in poverty, with income 
of less than $2/day), its corresponding brain drain, and its low 
level of education make it difficult to find people with the an-
alytic and writing skills for formal sector work, much less for 
management.6  Several interviewees indicated that the peo-
ple at the ministerial and director levels of Cabinet ministries 
were often highly competent (if often corrupt), but that those 
below these levels were not able to effectively carry out their 
work.  Although surprisingly many state officials continue their 
service across changes in government, the constitutionally-
mandated civil service is extremely weak.

In addition, many competent individuals are hired by well-
paying international organizations or non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), complicating the calls for capable staff. 
Consequently, a handful of senior officials (many of whom 
spend inordinate time with international officials and visitors) 
make virtually all of the decisions, slowing down the working 
of government.

Second, Haiti’s security challenges do not fit conventional ap-
proaches or doctrines developed for international peace opera-
tions. The first series of UN missions (in the 1990s) derived not 
from an armed conflict, but from an international intervention 
to restore a democratically elected government ousted amidst 
human rights violations.7  The most salient political violence of 
the past three decades has involved not well-organized combat 
operations, but mobilization of crowds from among the millions 
of extremely poor, on short notice by murky political interests. 
Violent political activity often reflects intertwined criminal and 
political insecurity. As a result, the mission’s initial, traditional 
approaches to demobilization, disarmament and reintegration 
(DDR) proved inadequate, squandering time, money and the 
UN’s overall credibility in addressing reconciliation. 

More broadly, state-building in Haiti poses the challenge not 
of implementing a peace agreement (there is none), nor of re-
solving an identity conflict, but of mediating relations among 
sporadically violent personality-based political/rent-seeking 
groups.  

The role of external actors forms part of the unusual character 
of Haiti’s peace/state-building challenges.   The country’s his-
tory reveals a dearth of peace processes leading to negotiated 
settlements. Instead, external powers, typically the US, step in 
either to prevent or prompt regime change to a friendly gov-
ernment.  In both 1994 and 2004, the US played the dominant 
role in regime change and transition, and the UN was seen as a 
fig leaf for that intervention, complicating the role of intergov-
ernmental bodies and bilateral donors.

Third, despite significant improvements in the past four years, 
tax revenues and the tax rate (as a percentage of GDP) remain 
low. According to government officials, they are unlikely to rise 
in the next two years. Officials estimated the tax rate for 2007 
to be 10.3%, still below the 14% average for similar low-income 
countries, below also the government’s target of 11%, and well 
below the 36% average for OECD countries.8  Key to this low 
revenue is the regressive tax structure and the state’s very weak 
enforcement. The lack of progressive tax policies and the tiny 
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property and corporate tax (the latter representing only 0.85% 
of GDP) collected by the state9 reinforce unequal economic 
conditions and result in the upper strata of society paying 
relatively very little taxes. If the UN System is to avoid sending 
another operation in the future, it must foster a state that re-
duces, rather than replicates, this historic and deep divide.

Fourth, the lack of political will for reform. Virtually all inter-
national officials spoke of serious and frustrating obstacles 
to state reform efforts in Haiti. One quote is illustrative: “If we 
don’t draft the text of laws, and we wait for the Haitian gov-
ernment, then nothing happens.”   A widely recognized lack 
of consensus among political and economic elites about the 
rules of the game underlies the difficulties of state legitima-
tion and reform.10  Intolerance, especially across parties reflect-
ing deep class and racial divisions, afflicts Haitian political life 
and undermines state-building efforts today, as it did in the 
1990s. Donor assessments of past aid ineffectiveness empha-
size these political and ‘governance’ problems as central to the 
lack of material progress in Haiti over the past two decades.11

One of the central challenges of supporting state reforms that 
comport with the UN Security Council mandate and liberal 
ideals is the disinterest or resistance by Haitian elites to reform.  
It is extremely difficult for the international community to 
embrace local or national ownership and simultaneously act 
cohesively to induce elected leaders to carry out reforms that 
they are reluctant to implement. And even when those elites 
are committed to certain reforms, the disincentives for prompt 
reform remain strong from those in society who have the most 
to lose.  This challenge lies at the core of state-building in Haiti.  
Some interviewees suggested that the presence of interna-
tional actors may even induce a lack of empowerment, and 
contribute to an attitude of ‘letting the blan [foreigners] do it’. 
In addition, Haiti confronts active resistance to state reform 
from individuals who stand to lose directly. Transparency Inter-
national ranked Haiti among the four most corrupt countries 
in the world in 2008, alongside Somalia and Myanmar.12 Many 
interviewees described how the state is captured by powerful 
political and economic interests acting for their own gain.  Im-

poverished masses facing limited opportunities and dire con-
ditions are readily mobilized by elites.  And bureaucrats must 
respond to personal agendas of top officials given the unclear 
incentives for competent work.  

Absent strong leadership, the degree of institutional opposi-
tion to reform processes will continue to pose challenges to 
state-building policies and programs. The dilemma of trying 
to ‘build’ a state through state officials who have a stake in the 
survival of the status quo poses the question of whether the UN 
can do more to create incentives and political space for reform. 
Astutely balancing the ‘stick and the carrot’ requires concerted 
and unified action from the international community. Haitians’ 
sensitivity about sovereignty requires that reform agendas be 
undertaken on the basis of mutual respect, listening and con-
sent, even as persuasion and leverage are not abandoned.

The slow nature of political processes is complicated by Haiti’s 
structure of government. Important powers are held by both 
the President and the Prime Minister.  Furthermore, the Par-
liament is institutionally weak but politically powerful. Since 
1990 the country’s populous poor have succeeded in electing 
presidents favored by the masses rather than by the country’s 
wealthy elite. Consequently, Parliament became the shelter for 
the country’s well-off minority, aided by electoral rules that 
empower small political parties.13 

Some longtime international analysts dismissed linear notions 
of progress in institutional reform in Haiti. Instead, they argue 
that reform patterns are more cyclical or circular. They readily 
point to UN-supported efforts to reform state institutions rang-
ing from the Haitian National Police (HNP) to the justice system 
to the corrections system to the civil service in the 1990s. Such 
efforts are widely acknowledged to have failed but are today 
being reprised with many of the same actors and outlines.
Recent years reflect this cyclical pattern. After relative stasis 
under the transitional government (2004-06), a period of hope 
commenced with the election of René Préval as President. 
Dialogue became a greater means of settling disagreements, 
albeit very slowly. The eventual deployment of UN troops in 
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select gang-ridden poor slums in late 2006 and early 2007 
helped enhance security and diminish the overt power ex-
ercised by these criminal/political organizations. However, 
several Haitian and international observers remarked that the 
withdrawal of UN troops in the coming months would likely 
lead to a resurgence of gang violence and recourse to violent 
demonstrations by political groups aimed at destabilizing the 
government. 

Hopes for state reform and economic growth suffered a set-
back with the ouster of the prime minister and the lack of a 
government for five months in 2008.  More importantly, four 
devastating hurricanes in mid-2008 killed over 800 persons, 
destroyed 23,000 homes, and wrought destruction of infra-
structure and agricultural production. Due to these economic 
and political setbacks, some interviewees called 2008 a ‘lost 
year.’ 

III.     Initiation and Timing of International State-building 
in Haiti

Building the state and its institutions are widely recognized 
to be important goals of international efforts in Haiti.  On 30 
April 2004, the UNSC adopted resolution 1542, requesting 
the establishment of the UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MI-
NUSTAH).14  It replaced the US-led Multinational Interim Force 
(MIF) in June 2004 and oversaw the work of a transitional gov-
ernment and the election of a new president and Parliament. 
Unfortunately, the pace of deployment was extremely slow, 
and by mid-August 2004, fewer than half of the authorized 
troops and a quarter of the police were on the ground.  By 
November 2004, the mission was able to deploy throughout 
the country, but it took until February 2005 for it to get close 
to full strength (see Chart 1). By 2008, MINUSTAH had an an-
nual budget of US$ 575 million, 490 international civilian staff, 
1,206 local civilian staff, 205 UN volunteers, 7,000 troops and 
2,019 police officers.15 

The funds, programs and agencies of the UN System along 
with the international financial institutions, have also incorpo-
rated institutional strengthening into their work.16

This deployment occurred against the backdrop of a prob-
lematic history of external assistance. International aid to Haiti 
has fluctuated significantly over the past fifteen years but has 
remained relatively low compared to other post-conflict sce-
narios.17  Donors and the diaspora provide an extraordinary 
percentage of the resources that keep the country afloat.18  
SRSG Hedi Annabi has called for a mini-Marshall Plan for Haiti 
(approx. US$3 billion), but new funding has not been forth-
coming at this level.19  Although the donor conference was ac-
claimed for international expressions of goodwill, it generated 
only US$324 million in new pledges, far less than the Haitian 
government’s request.20 

In addition, a low level of external aid is channeled through the 
state. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) figures show that 
the portion of Official Development Assistance (ODA) pass-

Chart 1. MINUSTAH Mission Deployment Timeline (CIC 
Annual Review of Global Peace Operations, 2006)
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ing through the Haitian state rose from 33% to 50% between 
2005 and 2007.21  However, the OECD-DAC monitoring survey 
of the Paris Declaration shows that only 46% of aid allocated 
to the public sector went through the public finance system 
in 2007.22

 
The Unfortunate Sequencing of Legitimacy and Capacity.  Be-
fore addressing specific mandated activities, it is important 
to address the temporal challenges of enhancing state le-
gitimacy and capacity. The Haitian case reflects a time lag in 
addressing these two core elements of state-building. As in 
most cases, the majority of important decisions shaping the 
legitimacy of a post-conflict state occurred in the early months 
after the armed conflict ended. In Haiti, this included the inter-
nationally-brokered transitional government that took office 
after the departure of President Aristide in 2004.  Partly due to 
the prominence of US and allied governments in shaping that 
transitional administration, it enjoyed limited internal and ex-
ternal legitimacy, and was not in a position to initiate systemic 
reforms.  National elites also determined not to alter the 1987 
Constitution, with its schedule of frequent, staggered and ex-
pensive elections (the April 2009 elections for 12 Senate seats 
cost some US$16 million) at the local, legislative and executive 
levels.  Much of the internal (and external) legitimacy of the 
state rested on the legitimacy of the electoral processes, espe-
cially the presidential election held in February 2006.

Despite its perceived identification with the transitional gov-
ernment in the eyes of many Haitians, the UN Mission helped 
turn around its image, partly through its handling of the elec-
tions in 2006.  The prominent role of Brazil (and to a lesser de-
gree Chile and Argentina) in MINUSTAH, which seemed like a 
‘southern’ formality to some, subtly favored Haitians’ percep-
tion of the UN presence.23  Electoral assistance became the 
bulk of UNDP’s program in Haiti in the 2004-05 period, leading 
to criticism (including among UNDP staff) that it had become a 
service provider in ways that diverted it from its core develop-
ment mandate.24 

In the eyes of many in the UN system, support for elections (es-
pecially national elections for head of government) forms the 
core of any external role in legitimating the state in the eyes of 
its people and of the world.  However, elections only form one 
component of legitimation, albeit an important one.25  The in-
tangibles of popular faith in a national system of government, 
or the regime of rules and processes governing alternation and 
regulation of power, go beyond whether free and fair elections 
occur.  In contrast to liberal theory and awkwardly for exter-
nal brokers, perceptions of fairness may derive more from the 
outcome of elections than from the process itself.  The Haitian 
elections of 7 February 2006 exemplify this irony. Many poor 
Haitians found satisfaction in the re-election of President René 
Préval despite the legally questionable need to reapportion 
blank votes among candidates in order to reach a simple ma-
jority and halt street demonstrations against a second round.

Despite widespread recognition of institutional weaknesses, 
the international community, with isolated exceptions, did not 
launch sector-wide programs to enhance state capacity until 
well into the peace operation.  Many significant initiatives only 
came into focus in 2008, four years into MINUSTAH’s deploy-
ment. One important reason for this delay was the limited ex-
ternal legitimacy and internal support enjoyed by the provi-
sional government of Interim Prime Minister Gerard Latortue 
(2004-06). Yet even had the political conditions for strategic 
state-building existed (which they did not), donors and UN 
agencies seemed ill-prepared to embark on state institution-
building, even at the margins.

Beyond the actions of donors and UN agencies, MINUSTAH 
proceeded too slowly, partly because of ongoing insecurity 
through 2007. Civil service reforms have not moved forward 
at all, despite being assigned a priority in the state reform plan 
of the Alexis government in 2006.26  Despite some ongoing UN 
and bilateral projects and calls by then-UN Special Represen-
tative (SRSG) Edmond Mulet to support the government’s re-
quest to help build administrative capacity,27 the donor com-
munity has not adopted a plan to this end.  Several donors, 
notably the European Union28, supported the work of interna-
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tional technical advisers within ministries during the period 
from 2006-08, but many of these programs have ended, and 
they remain uncoordinated responses to the problem of state 
capacity. The lack of a dedicated training program for civil ser-
vants reinforces this incapacity.

Key factors in the Haiti transition – questionable legitimacy 
and the need to balance haste with time-consuming pro-
cesses of consultation and planning for state-building – help 
account for these delays, but are likely to prevail in most coun-
tries that emerge from crisis or warfare with a transitional ad-
ministration.

IV.      Overall Planning and Benchmarks for State-building

The degree and pattern of strategic planning for external 
engagement with a post-Aristide Haiti reflect the halting 
engagement of Haitian society described above.  One of the 
most important questions for international engagement in 
peacebuilding is the following: To what extent are internation-
al actors supporting a coherent plan, with meaningful owner-
ship of Haiti’s state and society, to consolidate the institutions 
necessary for peace? 

The Interim Cooperation Framework (ICF)

Let us briefly examine the ICF process.  The preparation of the 
ICF, lasting only from the external team visit (including the UN, 
the World Bank, the IDB) in early May to the adoption of the 
ICF in July, involved transitional government ministers and 
knowledgeable Haitians in the drafting process. Yet the nature 
of the end of the armed conflict in 2004 and the imposition of 
a transitional government limited the breadth and legitimacy 
of those consulted within Haitian society. Partly due to the 
compressed timeframe, consultation was hasty and hit-and-
miss.29  In addition, a subsequent review of the ICF process 
acknowledged its limitations as a strategic planning tool for 
peace and state-building.30  While strengthening state capac-
ity was seen as a crucial objective, this translated neither to a 
comprehensive strategy nor a public sector reform program. 

The process also overemphasized the economic issues rather 
than the important political and security challenges at the 
core of stability. 

The PRSP

After the election of President Préval in 2006, the long-
planned drafting of a Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP 
- known also by its French acronym: DSNCRP) commenced. 
The PRSP contains three central pillars: (a) growth vectors 
(focusing on rural development, tourism, infrastructure, etc.); 
(b) human development (including health, education, etc.); 
and (c) democratic governance. As the PRSP itself describes, 
Haitian government officials held fora in different parts of 
the country to solicit feedback from civil society. Some rep-
resentatives of civil society complain that the government’s 
solicitation was not sufficiently early, publicized, broad or 
deep. However, Haiti’s process reflected more consultation 
than the PRSP-drafting process in most other post-conflict 
societies. The process was completed within a year, and the 
government sought and received the approval of the IMF in 
November 2007.31 

To what extent is the PRSP an adequate roadmap for harmo-
nized external assistance?  To its credit, under ‘governance,’ the 
plan embraces security and justice reform, vital issues that of-
ten get short shrift by the development specialists who draft 
PRSPs.  Like the UNDAF based upon it, the PSRP left a need for 
greater specification of priorities, especially given widespread 
recognition that it would never be fully funded. As one senior 
diplomat posted to Haiti said, “The PRSP lacks strategic vision- 
it identifies everything as a priority, [offering] a menu from 
which donors can choose.” It is evident that funding will never 
cover all projects.  

Recently, the government demonstrated progress in formu-
lating strategic priorities with international buy-in. Ahead of 
an April 2009 donor conference, the Government elaborated 
a 2-year recovery and reconstruction plan that seeks to cre-
ate up to 150,000 new jobs. The plan, “Haiti: A New Paradigm,” 
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incorporated elements of the PRSP and the 2008 Post-Disaster 
Needs Assessment, as well as an influential paper completed at 
the request of the UN Secretary-General by economist Paul Col-
lier.32  The document represents a laudable strategic roadmap 
for economic policy, focusing on labour-intensive strategic infra-
structure investments in transport, export zones electricity and 
ports; targeted measures to improve economic governance and 
the business environment; and improved provision of basic ser-
vices and environmental sustainability.

MINUSTAH’s Mandate Implementation Plan (MIP)

In 2006 the UN Mission developed its own Mandate Implementa-
tion Plan.  That plan has undergone revisions with each modifica-
tion of the mandate.  The MIP, which is not a public document, 
includes the following ‘Strategic End-state’:

Stability in Haiti is consolidated and considered to be sus-
tainable without the presence of a United Nations peace-
keeping operation through the achievement of the reform 
of the Haitian National Police (HNP), progress in the reform 
of key rule of law institutions and strengthening of demo-
cratic institutions.  Haitian State institutions will have be-
gun to function in a credible fashion with support from the 
population and with a sustainable source of funding from 
both domestic and international sources.33 

The MIP is a positive document, one that contains detailed mile-
stones and indicators.  Both the drafters of the MIP and UNCT 
officials concur that country team involvement was less than 
optimal, limited to the senior level and should be amplified in 
the future.   The end-state (unsurprisingly) comports with the 
mission’s mandate but, like the milestones and indicators, refers 
to activities and outputs more than to outcomes.  We suggest 
including more milestones and indicators that come closer to 
measuring whether the institutions assisted are self-sustaining 
in nature, rather than simply in place or showing underspecified 
improvement.

MINUSTAH’s Peace Consolidation Plan

In 2008, the Mission drafted a Peace Consolidation Plan that 
contained more detailed indicators of success for some select-
ed objectives found in the PRSP and the MIP. 
However, recognizing that these benchmarks are also insuffi-
ciently specified to serve as adequate guideposts for the mis-
sion’s state-building goals, the mission is seeking to develop 
more specific indicators.

Debate continues within the UN System in Haiti about the Con-
solidation Plan, both its content and whether its time horizon 
is long enough.  It is not clear that the Plan is sufficiently broad 
in scope and detailed to institutionalize an ability to maintain 
stability and resolve conflicts in the future. In particular, it does 
not address the capacity of the civil service, strategies to gen-
erate new jobs, or how to transform the inequalities of power 
and wealth that underlie the problems of legitimacy in Haiti. 

The Country Team, not fully integrated in the formulation of 
milestones or indicators in the MIP and the Peace Consolida-
tion Plan, lacks sufficient indicators of its own progress under 
the UNDAF and other more specific plans in areas such as jus-
tice reform, police reform and decentralization.  We now turn 
to particular areas of capacity-building and how they have 
progressed and relate to state legitimation.
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V.      Sector-Specific Institution-building

Most international actors engaged in strengthening states and 
their institutions focus much of their efforts on specific sectors 
or functions.  One cross-cutting ‘sector’ in which external ac-
tors made important progress during the transitional govern-
ment was public finance.  International financial institutions, 
viz., the World Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank 
(IDB) and the IMF, gave a high degree of effort, thought, and 
planning to the public finance arena.  Analysts agree that the 
capacity of the Finance Ministry and other entities involved in 
public finance increased substantially over the past few years. 

At the same time, gaps in public finance remain. The UNSC 
mandate does not explicitly take up public finance.  Nor are 
UN peacekeeping operations accustomed to emphasizing the 
public finance capacities in their institution-building efforts; 
instead they leave the task largely to the International Finan-
cial Institutions (IFIs).34  Yet these challenges are essential to 
the viability of related state institution-building efforts, and 
require more sustained political attention by the mission. The 
international community has emphasized generating custom 
revenues, possibly at the expense of the more politically-sen-
sitive issue of enlarging the tax base and enforcing tax col-
lection, a burden that would fall mainly on the rich.  As one 
Haitian official put it, “[T]he tax system in Haiti is among the 
most unfair in the world […] National reconciliation starts at 
the doorstep of the DGI [tax authority].” 

Notwithstanding public finance, UNSC explicitly authorizes 
several state institution-building functions, the most salient 
of which are included in Box 1. These efforts are analyzed in 
turn.

Key Areas UNSC Resolution 1840 (October 2008)

Political Stressing the importance of establishing credible, competent 
and credible governance, and encouraging the GoH to further 
strengthen state institutions […] Encourages the SRSG to facili-
tate [the] dialogue between the GoH and all relevant political ac-
tors in order to ensure that the democratically elected political 
institutions can continue carrying forward the reform work laid 
out in the DSNCRP

Border Management Requests MINUSTAH to provide technical expertise in support of 
the efforts of the GoH to pursue an integrated border manage-
ment approach, with emphasis on state capacity-building, and 
underlines the need for coordinated international support for 
Government efforts in this area.

State Strengthening Stressing the need to reinforce the capacities of the GoH and 
its institutions, in particular in the coordination of international 
cooperation […] Welcomes the continuing contribution of 
MINUSTAH to the GoH’s efforts to build institutional capacity at 
all levels and calls upon MINUSTAH, consistent with its mandate, 
to expand such support to strengthen self-sustaining state 
institutions, especially outside Port-au-Prince, including through 
the provision of specialized expertise to key ministries and 
institutions

Policing Requests MINUSTAH […] to remain engaged in assisting the GoH 
to reform and restructure the HNP notably by supporting the 
monitoring, mentoring, training and vetting of police personnel 
and strengthening of institutional and operational capacities, 
while working to recruit sufficient individual police officers to 
serve as instructors and mentors of the HNP, consistent with its 
overall strategy to progressively transfer geographic and func-
tional responsibility for conventional law and order duties to its 
Haitian counterparts in accordance with the HNP Reform Plan

Justice and Correc-
tions

Welcomes the steps taken towards the reform of rule of law in-
stitutions, requests MINUSTAH to continue to provide necessary 
support in this regard, and encourages the Haitian authorities to 
take full advantage of that support, notably in modernizing key 
legislation and in the implementation of the justice reform plan, 
the establishment of the Superior Council of the Judiciary, the re-
organization and standardization of court registration processes 
and the management of cases, and the need to address the 
issue of prolonged pretrial detentions; […]Requests MINUSTAH 
to remain engaged in supporting the mentoring and training 
of corrections personnel and strengthening of institutional and 
operational capacities

Human Rights Calls on MINUSTAH to continue to provide human rights training 
to the HNP and other relevant institutions, including the cor-
rectional services

Box 1: MINUSTAH’s Mandated Tasks 
related to State-building
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Police Reform

The most explicit, longstanding, and widely supported ele-
ment of the UN’s institution-building work lies in the security 
sector.  Since the army was de facto dissolved by President 
Aristide in 1995, security sector reform in Haiti focuses on the 
Haitian National Police.  This sector saw the most important of 
institutional reform efforts in the 1990s, and continues to be 
among the top priorities for MINUSTAH.

The international community (especially MINUSTAH) has done 
an admirable job of leading an effort to develop a five-year 
reform plan (2007-11) in which the Préval government, the 
UN Security Council and the main donors felt some degree of 
ownership. Because of the police reform plan and the leader-
ship exercised by Richard Warren, Deputy Commissioner for 
Police Development, and his department, the security sector 
represents the sector in which international support for in-
stitutional development is most cogent, clear, advanced and 
enjoys the broadest sense of acceptance and ownership both 
among state officials and donors. 

One review, however, found minimal input from bilateral do-
nors and little buy-in at lower levels of the police and among 
civil society.35  In addition, officials of other UN agencies felt 
marginalized by MINUSTAH, who have emphasized relation-
ships with bilateral donors.  MINUSTAH officials, on the other 
hand, expressed frustration at the slowness and inadequacy of 
agencies’ work in the policing sector.  Although some projects 
were running since 2006, UNDP only put into place someone 
to direct its policing projects in March 2008, four years into this 
transition. Several UNDP officials confessed virtually no knowl-
edge of police projects prior to 2006.  We were heartened to 
see that the UN Police Division has employed non-sworn civil-
ians (including Mr. Warren, as well as budget, finance, IT and 
other specialists) to provide specialized skills. The head of one 
non-governmental human rights group told us that the police 
force is now more professional, though less close to the popu-
lation and still afflicted with corruption. 

Interviewees, however, raised a number of concerns about the 
police reform process.  Some wondered whether the techno-
logical sophistication of some planned equipment would be 
sustainable in the Haitian context.  Others felt that the HNP 
needs enhanced efforts to recruit women (8.5% of the HNP was 
female as of mid-2008) and to respond to gendered crimes.36  
Some saw the vetting process as slow and inadequate.

Additionally, a number of interviewees acknowledged that 
the internationally-supported police reform of the mid-1990s, 
under Mr. Préval’s first presidency, inspired a similar sense of 
cautious optimism for a similar reform plan. Top security offi-
cials, also involved in the first reform effort, conceded that the 
programs shared many characteristics. However, they argued 
that the previous institution-building effort failed largely be-
cause of the politicization of the state, especially the police.  
They stated that the new force will be more numerous (14,000 
rather than 5,000), better paid, and trained for a longer period 
of time.  That experience, nevertheless, points to the impor-
tance of a legitimate and accountable political regime, as even 
successful institutional capacity-building can be reversed by 
deliberate efforts of a government or the penetration by pow-
erful illegal organized criminal networks.

Justice Reform

Previous performance at strengthening the rule of law sector 
had been poor, reflecting deficiencies in international sup-
port for judicial and corrections reform in the 1990s.37  As one 
longtime analyst said, “[L]ittle was done to integrate the work 
of the police with the weak judiciary, or the inadequate penal 
system.”38  The Haitian government and international actors 
have now made reform of inadequate judicial and corrections 
systems a salient part of their current institution-building ef-
forts.39  However, UN officials acknowledged at the end of 2006 
that “in the past two years, we have done nothing [on justice 
and security reform]”, and “we are starting reform now.”40  The 
reluctance of the transitional government to initiate reform 
(indeed, it engaged in abuse of the system) is the primary rea-
son for this delay. Initially MINUSTAH worked with the Ministry 



U.N. Peace Operations and State-Building: A Case Study of Haiti 14

of Justice and Public Safety to develop a reform plan for the 
short (2006-07) and long (2007-09) terms.

Progress has been extremely slow and timid, partly because 
of factors described above about the difficulties facing exter-
nal reform efforts in Haiti.41  MINUSTAH’s efforts in 2007 fo-
cused on getting three crucial laws passed, which went into 
effect in January 2008.42  Although these laws were necessary, 
some interviewees believe that MINUSTAH could have shown 
greater flexibility and creativity by simultaneously pressing 
forward with practical improvements in the judiciary (such 
as increased legal access to the poor or earlier investments in 
building institutional capacity at the Ministry of Justice).  Con-
sequently, judicial reform remains in its infancy.  One intervie-
wee said, “The mission’s focus on three laws seems a bit crazy. 
We thought they should focus on more immediate things to 
improve people’s lives.”

UNDP’s frequent staff turnover contributed to delays and the 
long-time planned Trust Fund for Rule of Law has yet to ma-
terialize.43  Despite a Minister of Justice who favored reforms, 
the overall government effort was very slow-moving and re-
flected resistance as well.  The Superior Council of the Judi-
ciary had yet to be created as of December 2008, although the 
Magistrates School began operation in mid-2008.

Overall, international support for justice reform is less cohe-
sive and coordinated than support for police reform. No sin-
gle actor on justice assistance exercises as prominent a role 
as the Police Division, and donors have executed their own 
projects that generally fall within the PRSP plan, but without 
commitment to a roadmap. Vetting and the establishment of 
new courts and posts have proceeded slowly, partly due to 
the change of government and in Justice Ministers in 2008.  
Although international actors are approaching justice reform 
more deliberately and with higher profile than in the 1990s, it 
is not clear if Haitian leadership or international harmoniza-
tion and commitment are sufficient to overcome the obstacles 
that plagued those earlier efforts.  One Haitian human rights 
advocate told us,

The international community always comes to Haiti 
and wastes money on judicial reform, and the result is 
nothing… Under René Préval three laws were passed.  
But the problem is corrupt judges, and they are still in 
the system…We don’t see a sign that the government is 
fighting against corruption…

The problems of the justice system go beyond corruption to 
include personal safety, access, efficiency and adequate prep-
aration of personnel. Most judges have no protection from 
threats or actual harm from armed individuals or groups, and 
little recourse in the face of threats.  In terms of access, the 
language of the justice system is French, for example, whereas 
the large majority of the population only speaks Creole. State 
capacity overall is weak. One UN official said that the Justice 
Ministry “does not even have the capacity to monitor prog-
ress of justice reform under the PRSP.” Furthermore, relations 
between the Haitian National Police and the justice system 
continue to be very poor.  Greater and more cohesive interna-
tional support for effective justice reform is necessary if gains 
in security and governance are to be sustainably preserved. 
A Presidential Commission on Justice Reform, launched in 
February 2009, may help further “speed up change and give a 
more inclusive approach to the process.”44 

Prison Reform

Problems with the corrections system – including prolonged 
pre-trial detention, overcrowding, depleted infrastructure 
and weak penitentiary administration – have long been ap-
parent.45  Yet MINUSTAH only began to work on corrections 
issues in 2007, three years into the mission.  As one UN official 
said, “Before 2007, there was nothing. It was really patchwork.” 
With the development of a five-year plan (2007-11) and a 
2008-09 implementation plan, correction reform has begun, 
boosted by attention from the Prime Minister. More resources 
and efforts, however, are needed to significantly reduce over-
crowding in prisons and build the capacity of the penitentiary 
administration. 



Center on
International
Cooperation

U.N. Peace Operations and State-building: A Case Study of Haiti15

Border Management

One of the emergent priorities for international actors in Haiti is 
to assist the government to secure and manage its land and sea 
borders effectively.46  Porous borders could permit future incur-
sions (such as the one that toppled the government in 2004) or 
facilitate the smuggling of illegal drugs and other goods.

Implementation of border management projects has proceed-
ed, although it has been ‘uneven’, in the words of one UN offi-
cial, who added, “We are not so naïve to think that there aren’t 
elements that don’t want this to succeed.” The legislature has 
dragged its feet passing a new Customs Code, one of three 
conditions set by the IMF for Haiti to receive considerable debt 
relief.  Customs revenue provides an inordinate portion of state 
revenue as a whole.  Adoption of new software to scan goods as 
they enter the country would enhance the revenue collected, 
but also accountability for those funds and subsequent taxes 
that should be paid upon sale of these goods. However, the cus-
toms service has moved slowly in adopting this system.  One 
system, which would cost US$3 million/year in fees to operate, 
seems so technologically inappropriate that it has not moved 
out of the port warehouses.  Indeed, given that border cross-
ings like Bellaire do not enjoy consistent electricity supply, such 
automated technologies may also be difficult to maintain.

Haiti’s ability to patrol the seas was virtually absent in 2004, as 
its tiny fleet had fallen into disuse.  The US, Canada, Uruguay and 
others offered to help resurrect the Coast Guard. But progress 
has been slow.  As one UN official said, “We deployed the boats 
before the government was ready…  We have dragged the 
government along kicking and screaming.” Even when fully de-
ployed, the small force is unlikely to provide the desired degree 
of protection against smuggling, migration and potential incur-
sions.  More generally, even if the institutional development of 
border management, coast guard, and the rest of the Haitian 
National Police proceeds well, the capacity to confront orga-
nized crime remains an open question. According to the U.S. 
government, smuggling of drugs by air is on the rise.47  Given 
the salient role that organized crime played in the perversion of 

Haiti’s democratic experiment in the 1990s, and that it plays in 
spoiling peacebuilding efforts in other post-conflict societies, 
more focused planning on these capacities is in order.48 

VI.      Holistic State-building: Beyond Sectoral Approaches

A. Enhancing State-wide Capacities

As mentioned earlier, state-building goes beyond the specific 
sectoral arenas identified in a Security Council mandate (in 
Haiti, these are inclusive political institutions, the police, rule 
of law/judiciary, border management, and local governance).49  
This expansive view is vital to enhancing the state’s legitimacy 
in the eyes of society and the overall sense of its functionality 
and capacity.  In the case of Haiti, it is not clear that this holistic 
view of the state has percolated to the UN and other interna-
tional actors, who tend instead to conceive of state-building in 
a sector-specific manner and with an urban bias that afflicted 
all development donors.50  One bilateral official said, “It is not 
clear we’re looking at the state as a whole. UNDP had no field 
presence [outside the capital] for a long time!”51  MINUSTAH’s 
work in this holistic vein derives partly from its mandate to 
‘strengthen state institutions’, to which the work of the Civil 
Affairs division is central.52 

Despite heightened local capacity, efforts to decentralize 
power seem unlikely to bear fruit. Neither President Préval’s 
government nor legislative leaders have shown a desire to act 
on an empty constitutional commitment to decentralization 
or put forward a legal framework to facilitate it.  Even though 
some analysts and donors see the decentralization of power to 
local peoples as crucial for state reform and legitimation, it is 
unclear how to generate the political will for change.  

In addition, a more regulatory notion of the state may make sense 
in some functional areas.  Some interviewees called into ques-
tion any effort to expand or strengthen state ministries across 
the board.  Citing the statistic that 85% of Haitian schoolchil-
dren are in private schools (90% of all schools are private), 
they see it as unrealistic to expect a Haitian state to become 
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the main vehicle for providing basic education in the near fu-
ture.  As one UN official said, “It’s a big mistake to create a full-
blown state…  You should do some functions, but only where 
it makes sense.”  Indeed, citizens’ low expectations of the state, 
a heavy reliance on international aid and diaspora funds, and 
Haiti’s spectacular social resilience call into question the vi-
ability of a multifaceted ‘Weberian’ state in Haiti.

Even if international actors embrace the goal of enhanc-
ing state capacities to deliver services (e.g. in education and 
health), it may be more realistic to prioritize building the 
state’s monitoring and regulatory capacity, so that problems 
of quality with teachers, curriculum, administrative conduct 
and buildings themselves can be monitored and improved as 
needed.  This line of query points to identifying functions that 
are clearly best served by public ministry delivery, versus those 
where a regulatory function should be privileged.  Collier pro-
posed consideration of an Independent Service Authority, a 
quasi-independent public agency to coordinate and co-fund 
non-governmental and private service provision.  The govern-
ment is studying this possibility.

The UN system and other donors could also do more to devel-
op Haiti’s civil service. Despite the personalistic, patron-client 
character of the state, civil servants persist in lower levels and 
in more senior posts in state ministries. Working to strengthen 
their capacity (including capacities to regulate and oversee), 
raise the remuneration and requirements for civil servants, 
and solidify merit-based promotion criteria would provide 
a foundation for long-term institutional strength. Although 
Alexis’ state reform plan, developed with UNDP support, in-
cluded strengthening the civil service, and the Canadian gov-
ernment offered to support civil service training, the Haitian 
government has not taken serious steps on this front. Nor 
have donors pressed the issue.

Haitian and international officials could also do more to involve 
the Haitian diaspora, given its potential human and monetary 
resources. Some interesting initiatives exist, such as the World 
Bank Community Development Project (which initiates part-

nerships with diaspora associations); the Florida Association 
of Voluntary Agencies for Caribbean Action; the Haiti Initia-
tive (that organizes short-term transfer of knowledge for pro-
fessionals) and the USAID-sponsored Diaspora Investment 
Challenge Facility (which aims to fund sustainable business 
activities in collaboration with U.S.-based Haitians). Certain 
measures would significantly facilitate harnessing the skills 
and funds of the Haitian diaspora.  These include changing 
the constitution to allow dual citizenship; property rights re-
forms to allow purchase of apartments within buildings; and 
making it more attractive and easier to invest in Haiti.

Central to the overall legitimacy of the state is the capacity for 
electoral processes.  Despite positive reviews of the electoral 
division’s performance in Haiti, the electoral processes have 
given little cause for confidence.53  The initial elections slated 
for fall 2005 were delayed by four months, and controversy 
surrounded the decision that Préval had won enough votes 
to preclude a second round for the presidency.  Although the 
long-delayed elections for filling 12 vacant Senate seats took 
place with little violence in April 2009, the long-term faith in 
and capacity of Haiti’s electoral council remain questionable. 

B. Enhancing State Legitimacy 

If the international community is ill-equipped to build state 
institutional capacity, its role in enhancing legitimacy faces 
even more challenges.  External actors have no agreed tem-
plate on what a legitimate state looks like.  Some of the most 
significant decision-nodes for establishing the structures and 
institutions for state-society relations occur early or are not 
readily engaged by international actors (e.g., standing con-
stitutions).  In addition, strong norms of sovereignty continue 
to delimit the scope of international technical assistance and 
policy advice, especially as it pertains to human rights and 
forms of government.54  It is even delicate to openly discuss 
issues of legitimacy per se.

Yet the internal legitimacy of the Haitian state continues to 
suffer from important limitations.   Most importantly, a po-
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litical commitment to reaching decisions through concessions 
has still not emerged among political and economic elites. 
Political parties remain reluctant to reach agreement on im-
portant laws and appointments, emblemized by letting the 
government cease to function for five months and by failing to 
approve the 2008-09 budget. As one study recently put it, the 
government “still needs to devise more effective ways of deal-
ing with a weak, fractious and splintered parliament.”55

What could the international community do differently to al-
leviate some of the legitimacy challenges facing the Haitian 
state?  First, the UN System could do more to embrace a con-
cept of legitimacy that goes beyond elections.  One DPKO offi-
cial said that MINUSTAH’s Civil Affairs unit operated as a virtual 
extension of the electoral office in the several months lead-
ing up to the February 2006 elections. Although the electoral 
process is important, other elements of state-society relations 
shape legitimacy as well, such as transparency of state agen-
cies, accountability for performance, mechanisms for citizen 
input outside of elections in legislative matters and state func-
tions.  These functions also require monitoring and careful at-
tention. 

Second and related, international actors could act more in 
concert to foster a political culture of concession and nego-
tiation rather than posturing and blockage. One means is 
through more unified exercise of leverage, with respectful en-
gagement emphasizing responsiveness to urgent needs and 
citizen demands. The donor community is less unified than it 
could be. The convening and energetic advocacy role played 
by the SRSG is positive, but could be strengthened, especially 
given the window that a new US administration seems to have 
opened.

This international leverage could be extended to objectives of 
enhancing accountability and transparency of the state rev-
enues and expenditures.  Channeling more resources through 
the state as OECD donors agreed in the Paris Declaration car-
ries with it an obligation to meet standards of openness to 
the national population, standards which donors themselves 

should also move toward meeting.56

The question of legitimacy is difficult, not least because it in-
cludes elements of democratic governance.  Which elements 
and how much oversight, accountability and the degree of 
checks on power are complicated issues that obviously reside 
first and foremost with Haitians.  Yet the lack of such practices 
in Haiti undermines their very likelihood and the confidence 
one may have in their outcome. And it is not clear that external 
promotion of transparency and accountability will mechani-
cally make headway in the near term, rather than provoke 
backlash.

Third, the UN System could engage civil society more con-
sistently and amply.  More attention could be given to foster 
social accountability mechanisms, for instance through par-
ticipatory budgeting processes. Currently, Haitian NGOs view 
the UN mission with distance and with some distrust, partly 
because Mission leadership since 2004 has seen the role of 
economic and political elites as crucial to establishing secu-
rity in the midst of public order crisis. The UN does not have 
a history of working with civil society organizations and, for 
various reasons, civil society does not figure as a priority un-
der the governance plans set forth in the PRSP. Involving civil 
society is challenging not least because non-governmental 
organizations suffer from some of the same problems of lack 
of institutionalization, personalism, lack of accountability, and 
corruption that state agencies exhibit.  Moreover, civil society 
organizations are often created and run by economic elites to 
block emergence of an effective and legitimate state.
 
However, some non-governmental organizations are among 
the few mechanisms available to marginalized Haitians, in-
cluding women, by which to engage the state, partly as a 
consequence of the unreliability of electoral processes.  Over 
the past thirty years, many such organizations became the pri-
mary expressions of popular will and interest. The UN System 
could work more closely with donors to build civil society into 
processes and plans. UNDP’s support of the Citizens’ Forum for 
Justice Reform is laudable, but has not articulated well with 
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justice reform efforts. The Commission de Suivi sur la Réforme 
de la Justice (comprising civil society, MINUSTAH and the gov-
ernment) offers some lessons in incorporating civil society 
voices in state reforms.  In sovereignty-sensitive Haiti, civil so-
ciety can help external actors evade the limits they confront 
in pressing the government to operate more responsively, ac-
countably and transparently.

Fourth, the UN System could provide stronger support for fiscal 
and economic policies that will empower poor Haitians.  Creat-
ing jobs in urban and rural areas is an urgent priority, espe-
cially after the natural disasters of 2008,57  This role was rightly 
embraced by SRSG Annabi and occupied a central place in 
Collier’s recommendations. Employment now appears to have 
become the government and the donor community’s great-
est priority over the next two years. Emphasis is being placed 
on the manufacturing industry and the agricultural sectors in 
a country where rural development is not only an economic 
priority but also one of security.  While labor-intensive invest-
ments are key to poverty reduction and stability, it is impera-
tive not to neglect support for political processes and state 
resiliency. The SRSG, DSRSG and their respective capacities must 
display the authority and the capacity to ensure that an integrat-
ed strategy, with close links between political and development 
action, is followed by all actors.

Efforts to create quick growth should take care not to cause 
harm in the medium and long run. Given that poverty and 
deep inequalities have been identified as a fundamental risk 
factor for violent conflict in Haiti, the UN System and other 
donors could stress the importance of progressive tax poli-
cies, and improved tax and customs collection, and greater 
transparency in finances and beyond elections, support gov-
ernance structures which address inequalities and promote 
accountability over time.

VII.      Integration, Coordination, & Coherence

Donor Coordination 

One of the central challenges of past work in Haiti and of 
peacebuilding in general is the coherence of external efforts.  
In analyzing international assistance during the 1990s, the 
2004 Interim Cooperation Framework stated, “The donors 
recognize a lack of coordination, of consistency and of stra-
tegic vision in their interventions.”58  Despite this recognition, 
problems persist with bilateral donor coordination and har-
monization, as well as with multilateral-bilateral coordina-
tion.  Some interviewed indicated that donor coordination 
had been better in the 1990s than presently.

The relationship between donors and the UN System also 
varies, but exhibits serious difficulties. One official of a UN 
agency stated that “Unfortunately, there is no coordination of 
donors here. At one time there was a secretariat of the mis-
sion, agencies and donors, but it no longer meets.”  “The dif-
ficulty of getting to agreement among bilaterals here is amaz-
ing,” said one UN official.  The two principal bilateral donors, 
the US and Canada, are less inclined to coordinate than many 
would like.59 

Off-the-record high-level meetings among the “4+1” (US, 
Brazil, Canada, France, plus the SRSG meeting with the Prime 
Minister) were initiated in late 2008 and improved the degree 
of communication and coordination.60  Yet there was still no 
process whereby the Prime Minister’s office and relevant top 
government officials meet regularly to review overall prog-
ress.  Such a process existed under then-SRSG Enrique ter 
Horst in 1996 when René Préval was first president.

As to the intergovernmental bodies, the UN System and the 
IFIs collaborated to a relatively high degree in preparing 
the 2004 Post-Conflict Needs Assessment on the ICF based 
thereon and on the 2008 PDNA. In particular, coordination 
between the World Bank, the IMF and the UN System has 
improved over the 1990s, and over other peace operations 
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worldwide.

The UN System

Relations within the UN System, however, especially between 
MINUSTAH and the UNCT, are very strained. MINUSTAH is an 
integrated mission, with the limited substantive requirements 
entailed therein.61  Among current peacekeeping operations, 
Haiti has one of the worst reputations in terms of relations 
between the UNCT and the mission.  Our visit confirmed this 
poor relationship.  One official said that “There remains lots of 
tension, although it has improved.”  An official of a UN agency 
said that it had declined since prior SRSGs, however. 

UN officials in the development and humanitarian sphere seem 
not to understand or accept the rationale for MINUSTAH’s in-
volvement in state reform. In areas of police and justice reform, 
relations between UNDP and MINUSTAH are particularly poor. 
A UNDP official said, “Both the Mission and the agencies have 
at times behaved like high school kids… At one point the key 
UNPOL official and the senior UNDP official had not spoken in 
11 months.”

Because of a perception that UN peacekeeping operations are 
limited in time to a few years (something that may be chang-
ing), many UN agency personnel view them as ill-equipped to 
deal with long-term institutional development. The presence 
and approach of MINUSTAH have clearly left many UN agen-
cies feeling resentful and marginalized, and Mission leadership 
could have more effectively harnessed the UNCT.  One Country 
Team member said, “DPKO and the agencies have very differ-
ent perspectives on integration.  We have the feeling that they 
[MINUSTAH] see integration as us submitting to them.”

We found the UNCT’s lack of responsiveness to the contem-
porary challenges of integrating security and development 
striking.62  They also reflected a lack of urgency, with timelines 
mentioned of 10-20 years, which reflect the timelines for state 
formation as found in research, but do not reflect the Haitian 
political reality where windows for state institutional reform 

close within periods of months and years. Within MINUSTAH, 
the recent appointment of a Coordinator for the Rule of Law 
is a positive step, as he serves as the first secondary evaluator 
of the heads of corrections and justice in MINUSTAH.  Extend-
ing his secondary evaluation role to pertinent UNCT personnel 
might help with integration.

The UNCT (a) lacks strategic vision of overall state-strengthen-
ing effort; (b) uses piecemeal programming that covers isolat-
ed needs rather than most of the central needs of institutions; 
(c) lacks convening power of donors (although the Govern-
ment of Haiti is admirably starting to play this role, albeit spo-
radically).  This reality partly reflects the character of agencies 
– their dependence on donors’ interests and funding – as well 
as donors’ persistence in funding programs bilaterally.  Yet it 
goes beyond institutional constraints. Haitian officials see 
money passed through inter-governmental organizations as 
undermining state capacity. One Haitian official, who used to 
work for UNDP, said, “Bilateral donors give too much money 
through UNDP.  It is against the concept of state-building. […] 
We are a failed state, and UNDP is an accomplice.”  Similarly, he 
questioned USAID’s practice of using intermediaries: “Why go 
through IOM [the International Organization for Migration]?”  

While greater budget support is clearly needed, especially 
in light of Haiti’s current budget deficit and given the role 
budgetary processes play in the formation of resilient social 
contracts, the government needs to show continuing commit-
ment to improved transparency and accountability in order to 
boost donor confidence. Recently, positive commitments to 
breaking away from this vicious cycle have emerged.63 

MINUSTAH has seemed also to have missed opportunities to 
draw in the UNCT more effectively.  Several UN officials indicat-
ed their understanding that the UNCT should be taking orders 
from the mission, an attitude that seems unconstructive for ef-
fective work in the system as structured. One UNDP official ex-
pressed frustration that “They [MINUSTAH] are of the opinion 
that they should do everything, including development…  It 
is difficult for us to carve a place here.”  Country Team officials 
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stated that the projects and spending needed to occur more 
in tandem with the exercise of political leverage.

Conclusions

This study suggests a number of important conclusions for 
the UN System, in both its general approach to post-conflict 
state-building and in its work in Haiti.  As regards its broader 
efforts to consolidate peace, the UN System (and donors more 
broadly) could benefit from more systematic consideration of the 
distinct but interrelated challenges of enhancing state legitimacy 
and state capacity.  Unfortunately, the window for enhancing 
legitimacy is narrow, and international influence very context-
specific. Effective external support requires a combination of 
deft diplomacy and in-depth knowledge of the culture and 
politics.  Moreover, it is difficult for even the most experienced 
diplomats to know when exercising leverage becomes coun-
terproductive with the national elites of a sovereign state.  A 
respectful tone and interaction with Haitians is indispensable, 
and it is very difficult to judge the extent to which sensitivity 
to Haitian sovereignty dictates deference and patience rather 
than leverage.  But certainly leverage needs to be exercised.

Second, the UN System needs to recognize and plan for the dif-
ferential timing of addressing legitimacy and capacity.  State 
legitimacy – mediated largely through the rules for select-
ing, maintaining and holding accountable those who govern, 
and the perceived impartial application of those rules – is of-
ten shaped heavily by decisions early in a peace process or 
in the months immediately following a ceasefire.  Generally 
those decisions are shaped by national elites, though some-
times local populations have an important voice (through 
constitutional conventions or referenda, or through popular 
consultations), and international actors may have a decisive 
(or marginal) hand.  The rules that lay the groundwork for na-
tional elections, and the holding of those elections, form an 
undeniable backbone for state legitimacy externally, but also 
internally.  However, in poor, rural areas of weak states, state 
legitimacy is also shaped by how the state delivers services to 
rural and urban populations and by its conduct.  That conduct 

can be shaped subsequent to elections in ways that require 
the exercise of diplomacy and leverage.

Third, the UN System requires more deliberate and considered 
approaches to enhancing state legitimacy in each country where 
it operates.  Finding ways to systematically think about legiti-
macy beyond elections is a first step.  Despite the difficulty of 
defining state legitimacy, its accretion is vital to the consoli-
dation of self-sustaining states, and thus to long-term peace 
and development. This endeavor requires better systems to 
determine the priority challenges to legitimacy on a case-by-
case basis.  Subsequently, the UN System requires enhanced 
ways to develop strategies to address those top concerns for 
state legitimacy with the specific tools available in the UN’s 
various entities and beyond them, locally, nationally or inter-
nationally.

Fourth, the need for more strategic (in quality, not quantity) 
planning processes is apparent.  The PRSP has limited utility 
as a strategic planning document due to its lack of prioritiza-
tion of multiple needs.  It serves as an umbrella for donors 
seeking to fund specific issues or projects, without providing 
sufficient guidance. Although laudable progress has been 
made in framing priorities, the level of specification remains 
insufficient, especially as regards the key areas to avoid war 
recurrence.64  More urgent is an ongoing process of strategic 
planning, steered by the SRSG’s office, with ongoing, frequent 
review of both plans and progress, in a way that overcomes 
the tendency for such processes to revert to institutional or 
sectoral silos. 

Related to the need for improved strategic planning, it would 
be helpful for the UN, together with other donors, to conduct 
an assessment of state capacities as early as possible, possibly 
during wartime in anticipation of peace. It may be imprudent 
to move ahead with state capacity-building under a transi-
tional administration depending on its character. However, 
completing the audit or assessment of state capacities would 
help planning the response, and ensure greater attention to 
and integration of capacity-building in UN efforts from the 
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outset. 

Fifth, the UN System has yet to develop analytic concepts, much 
less capacity, to address the issue of legitimacy. Tensions exist 
between priorities defined by transitional authorities who do 
not enjoy great legitimacy, or elected governments that are 
hesitant to invite greater scrutiny or participation from outsid-
ers like civil society.  The UN System, more than bilateral donors, 
must tread carefully in identifying and advancing these vectors 
of state-building.  Where newly elected governments engage 
in exclusionary behavior, the international human rights instru-
ments and institutional responses seem to have limited impact.  
It is not clear that the UN System has adequate concepts, much 
less policies, to transform exclusionary state practices as they 
undermine legitimacy. 

The case of Haiti provides a specific example.  In Haiti, the UN 
System and partners should engage the issues of legitimacy dis-
cussed above.  Sustainable state legitimacy requires sensitivity 
to ameliorating, and not deepening, the political and economic 
inequalities in the country. MINUSTAH is seen as having worked 
closely with the country’s political and economic elites and has 
not developed deep or broad relations with Haitian civil society. 
The UN system could act in greater concert to bring pressure 
to bear on Haitian political parties to make concessions in the 
name of public service. Considering ways to forge social ac-
countability and engage and strengthen civil society also seems 
important to long-term sustainability.  In light of Haitians’ deep-
seated and deserved concerns about sovereignty, some such 
steps may need to be at the internal level of planning and pro-
grams, feeding into strategy-setting and priorities in engaging 
a seemingly sympathetic executive branch. 

In addition, the UN leadership could make more strides to act 
as convener of international actors, and seek greater coordina-
tion. Such enhanced harmonization goes beyond coordination 
of projects, but would more closely marry the exercise of lever-
age (by UN leadership as well as other IGOs and donor coun-
tries) with the provision of assistance. Although the UN System 
is now in a phase of enhancing local and national capabilities,  

that process has been slow to commence and slow in execu-
tion.  MINUSTAH can work more closely with Member States to-
provide technical assistance, but with an emphasis on national 
state execution with guidance from technology-appropriate 
advisers, a direction emphasized by several interviewees.

The UN System in Haiti clearly suffers from important internal 
problems.  Haiti has developed a reputation as a place of par-
ticularly difficult relations between a peace operation, on the 
one hand, and the UN agencies, funds and programmes on the 
other hand.  In order for the system to function, it must find new 
ways to recruit, promote and evaluate staff that institutionalize 
cohesion and cross-agency collaboration.  Similarly, new forms of 
budgetary flexibility, as well as more abundant resources, would 
help. Mission staff need more sensitization to the perspectives 
and bureaucratic reality of the agencies.  At the same time, UN 
agency personnel require greater accountability to mecha-
nisms that will exact speedier and more collaborative perfor-
mance.

State-building is not new in the practice of UN peace opera-
tions or in its development programs. However, it now has an 
unprecedented level of prominence in both security and de-
velopment, and in some sense represents the most important 
link between them.  The concepts, institutional approaches, 
and coordination of state-building in the context of UN peace 
operations are vital yet still underdeveloped.  We hope that 
this research effort has shed light on some of the central ac-
complishments and challenges for international efforts to con-
solidate peace, both in Haiti and more generally. 
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