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As 2021 ends, the year has proven to be a difficult time for the success of various 
initiatives by the international community to address conflicts throughout the world. 
In Libya, the implementation of the new Government of National Unity headed by 
Prime Minister Abdul Hamid Dbeibah has suffered accusations that the same UN-
backed process to elect him was marred with corruption. Moreover, with mere days 
to the purported Presidential election date on 24 December, political polarization 
such as an inability to agree on the legality of some candidates, security risks to 
candidates and voters due to the prevalence of militias throughout the country, as 
well as other outstanding issues looks set to delay the democratic event yet again. 
Meanwhile the prospects for the country, now nearly 11 years since the fall of 
Muammar Gaddafi, remains uncertain. 

In the Horn of Africa, there too have been events that have undermined political 
processes. Ethiopia’s Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, a former darling of the 
international community and recipient of the 2019 Nobel Peace Prize, has dismissed 
calls for dialogue with rebels in Tigray and continued to wage a war throughout the 
year at the expense of thousands of suffering civilians. Its neighbor Sudan, who had 
been following its own internationally backed process to transition to democracy, 
experienced a coup in October which demonstrated the continual domination of 
status quo military figures in that political system. Meanwhile scores of pro-
democracy protestors in Khartoum and elsewhere in the country continue to face 
oppressive crackdowns.  
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Elsewhere we have seen how a 20-year military operation by the West in 
Afghanistan, including the investment of millions of dollars in developing a new 
political system and national military, led to a total collapse of the State within a 
couple of weeks under the advances of a resurgent Taliban. For their part, the 
Taliban immediately reversed some of the progressive changes made to protect 
groups such as professional women and triggered waves of panic and fear for their 
citizens. 

Across all these contexts, the ability of the international community, be it the United 
Nations, the European Union, or individual nations such as the United States, has 
been called into question as investments of time, money and, in some cases, lives 
of military and civilian personnel, have seemingly resulted in minor outcomes. For 
these reasons, not to mention for the affected local populations, there needs to be 
answers for how to better respond to other international crises in the future.  

A consistent and persistent flaw, familiar to all contexts, has been both the 
intentions and solutions favored by policymakers being derived from the desires of 
international actors and not the local populations. For instance, why has there been 
little flexibility with the timetable for Libya’s elections? Unfortunately, timetabling 
and hosting elections has been a prize that many international actors have sought 
for years now, having been seen as a panacea that would fix the polarization and 
other issues within the North African country. However, Libya’s issues are not so 
simple. Even a functioning government that was considered legitimate by all actors 
would struggle with the sheer number of weapons in its territory and claims of 
human rights abuses perpetuated by all sides. Furthermore, the continued presence 
of foreign fighters, that continue to act in contravention of several international 
pledges, has been undermining any statements that there is a genuine desire to see 
the conflict end.  

In Sudan, the international community seemed stunned that a coup happened, and 
that the military authorities had gone against their words to cede power to civilian 
authorities. But again, this is a denial of reality. As a nation, Sudan has one of the 
highest numbers of coup d’états in history; unfortunately, this is not an uncommon 
occurrence. Military authorities had been systematically consolidating their power 
within the transitional government for months now, in such instances as their 
participation in the Juba peace talks. Is it so surprising that a coup happened under 
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these conditions? On the other hand, there are real and genuine demands for 
democracy from multiple sectors of Sudanese society, which cannot be fixed by 
token gestures. As a consequence, the reinstatement of Prime Minister Abdalla 
Hamdok was not sufficient for the protests to stop.  More generally and 
understandable to the protestors, such an act is in itself not a reflection of 
transformative change where the problem of military power is both deep and 
pervasive. 

In nearby Ethiopia, the world has paid the price for this reverence to messianic 
political figures. Consider the actions of former international hero Abiy Ahmed. Once 
praised for his rhetoric of reform and consensus in Ethiopia’s highly ethnically and 
politically diverse nation and his glittering peace deal with Eritrea, he has devolved 
into a pariah. What the international community seemed to forget was that Ahmed 
himself was a representative of the same status quo coalition, the Ethiopian 
People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front, that had been in power for over 30 years 
in Ethiopia, having presided over a time of marginalization and division. Ahmed’s 
actions in Tigray, where government forces have clashed with Tigrayan rebels, has 
condemned civilian populations to human rights abuses, mass rape, extra-judicial 
killings, and other atrocities. And what of the international response? The pleas for 
calm and dialogue have largely been ignored, and the violence has continued 
unabated.  

Perhaps the most obvious case of the ignorance of international policymaking to 
local dynamics were the scenes in Afghanistan when US soldiers withdrew from the 
nation after a 20-year military operation, which led to an almost immediate 
takeover by the Taliban. The international community spent years and millions in 
supporting a variety of initiatives to transform Afghanistan into a new nation 
following the original deposition of the Taliban in 2001.  

These initiatives, of course, had varying successes, some for instance giving women 
a chance for both education and professional work, others investing in better health 
and education provision. Yet two of the key aspects of state-building, the political 
and security infrastructure, were deeply flawed, including significant allegations of 
corruption to many government figures. Several Western observers warned that a 
withdrawal of foreign forces in such a fast and sudden way as what happened in 
August would lead to a collapse of the new Afghanistan regime, and yet leaders, 
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especially the Joe Biden Administration in the US, pushed on with their plans 
regardless, prioritizing domestic promises and achieving actions by key milestone 
dates. In effect, the West abandoned the people of Afghanistan with an unfinished 
job. The events of this summer have reinforced that those international 
interventions so often revert to what the intervener can gain from them, without 
any regard to those whose country has become occupied.  

Should the international community still consider itself able and justified in assisting 
other countries to address their ongoing political and civil crises, there needs to be 
a much greater weight placed on the inputs and ownership of local populations. So 
many of these problems have occurred due to the prevalence of international policy 
makers to oversimplify contexts and force a one-size-fits-all approach to policy. The 
fetishization of milestone dates or the importance of specific individuals may make 
for easy to read and understand headlines and summaries, but all this does is allow 
for a culture of ignorance that actively ignores the political reality.  

Genuine transformative change is not performative; it is holistic and inclusive, 
addressing all relevant sectors and groups in society, it is critical and proactive, it 
does not take any systems or existing structure for granted and instead asks how 
these can be improved, and it is both gradual and persistent, there are no timescales 
or arbitrary conditions for change as real change should be a continual process. 
International policy makers should rethink what it means to support the 
establishment of institutions; for instance, how can we create a new judiciary 
system able to prosecute historical war crimes without sufficient technical and 
logistical support? Financial support will continue to be necessary, but again money 
alone is insufficient. Balancing these needs will remain a challenge, however more 
clarity can be gained through more, and better, engagement with local populations. 
Policymakers should ask themselves “who are we engaging with”, “how do we 
engage with more key groups”, and “what are the right questions we should ask 
them?” Hopefully such better engagement will in turn yield better, lasting results, 
thus avoiding the trap of cyclical conflict and violence that we have so often fallen 
into. 

 
 



 

 

 


