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Decentralized Stabilization
Assistance

By Roger Myerson

A PRACTICAL AND THEORETICAL QUESTION

The fall of Kabul in 2021 was a stark reminder that policymakers need to understand much more about
how to promote stable and effective government in a failed or fragile state. Some may prefer to swear off any
further involvement with state-building or political stabilization missions, but the problems of failed states
cannot be ignored when they export violence and suffering across international borders. Like wars, foreign
stabilization missions should be avoided whenever possible, but we should not pretend that they can always
be avoided. As the Special Inspector General on Afghanistan Reconstruction has noted, America’s refusal
to prepare for future stabilization missions after the collapse of South Vietnam did not prevent the wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq but instead ensured that they would become quagmires.'

Even if policymakers do not want to think about it, the question of what international assistance can do

to support the establishment of an effective and

accountable state is very interesting for a theoretical
social scientist. It requires us to think about the basic
foundations of political order that are essential for
a peaceful and prosperous society. Given that this
is an area where practitioners need to understand
more, we may hope that a careful theoretical analy-
sis could help to identify some key points that have
been overlooked.

Our analysis here begins with basic obser-
vations about the importance of local politics.

Social order in a failed or fragile state must rely

Armed transport in Taliban-controlled Kabul, August 17, 2021

Dr. Roger Myerson is the David L Pearson Distinguished Service Professor of Global Conflict Studies at the University
of Chicago. He is a recipient of the 2007 Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences for his contributions to mechanism
design theory.
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on decentralized local leadership, and successful
democracies also depend on a functional relation-
ship between local and national politics. For these
reasons, a democratic state-building intervention
needs a team that can engage with national and
local leaders as they negotiate a mutually accept-
able distribution of power. We discuss the need for
special professional norms for state-building agents,
who may be sent by their home nation to promote
accountable government in another country, where
their mission would require involvement with local
political issues that are difficult for their home
government to monitor. A strategy of decentralized
political engagement was widely and effectively
applied in global interventions over a century ago.
As an example, to illustrate basic operational prin-
ciples for a well-organized stabilization assistance
team, we also consider the Office of Rural Affairs,
which provided American support for local develop-
ment in South Vietnam from 1962 to 1964. Finally,
we consider how the essential principle of decentral-
ized political engagement can help to clarify many
of the lessons that experts have drawn from recent
state-building missions.

THE ESSENTIAL ROLE OF LOCAL
LEADERSHIP IN DEMOCRATIC
STATE-BUILDING

In history, invasions have often led to foreign-dom-
inated governments that were stabilized by the
invaders’ threats to violently suppress any resistance
to their regime. It is appropriate for us to focus here
on state-building interventions which accept the
democratic sovereignty of the resident population,
so that the new government can be stable only if it
is freely supported by most people in the country.
When foreign forces have intervened with
such benevolent intentions for the target or recipi-
ent country, one might hope that their democratic
state-building goals could be largely achieved once
the people there have been given an opportunity
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to elect a new national leadership in a free and fair
election. Such hopes may be based on a centralized
theory of democratic state-building which assumes
that, once basic security has been established, the
critical tasks for political reconstruction would be
(1) holding elections to ratify a national constitu-
tion and select a national leader, and (2) supporting
the formation of effective government agencies and
security forces under this elected leadership.

Unfortunately, the hopes of this simple cen-
tralized theory of state-building have been severely
dashed in Afghanistan and elsewhere. We should
try to understand how there can be widespread
opposition to the establishment of a new national
government, even when its leader got the most votes
in a recent election. A basic explanation is that, in
a country where the state has been weak or non-
existent, there might not be anyone whom people
throughout the nation would trust to ensure that the
new national government will not claim excessive
powers and abuse them. Indeed, a lack of trusted
national leadership would be a fundamental reason
for political fragility of a national state.

A failed state is not an ungoverned blank slate,
however. In any weak or failed state where people
cannot rely on a national government, they must get
basic protection and other essential public services
from local groups. People have lived in communi-
ties with various forms of local leadership since long
before the first nation-states, and local community
organizations still have a vital role in people’s lives
even in strong states. When a national govern-
ment has failed to serve its people, local leadership
becomes even more important to them.?

The positions of these local leaders could be
threatened by the establishment of an effective state
under new national leadership, and many people
may trust their familiar local institutions more than
they trust the newly proclaimed national leaders.
People could realistically fear that the new national
leadership will not be responsive to their local
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concerns, and that an effective national government
could forcefully suppress the institutions of local
leadership on which they have relied. Thus, a key
challenge in any state-building intervention will be
inducing people to accept some transfer of power

to the center of a new and unproven state. If the
intervention would respect the political preferences
of people in the target country, then the interveners
must expect to be involved in basic questions about
the distribution of powers between the new national
government and various local institutions.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
LOCAL AND NATIONAL POLITICS
IN SUCCESSFUL DEMOCRACIES

The successful establishment of America’s own
constitutional government was characterized by
long and intense negotiations about the appropriate
balance of power between local authorities and the
new national government. The ratification of the
U.S. Constitution was managed by institutions of
provincial government, and so the authors of the
Constitution had to provide credible assuranc-
es that the new national government would not
be able to suppress the existing local authorities.
Today, however, new national constitutions are
generally ratified by a national plebiscite in which
the voters are not given any clear constitutional
alternatives. The leading authors of a new constitu-
tion, who are generally confidants of the likely first
national leader, have more freedom to promote a
centralization of power in the hands of a national
elite in which they expect to be included.
Successful democratic states generally depend
on a balanced functional relationship between local
and national politics, for at least three reasons. First,
people can be confident that a local official will be
responsive to the concerns of their community only
if the community has some power over the official’s
career, and such local accountability becomes reli-
ably enforceable when the official is locally elected.
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Iflocal officials are appointed by the central gov-
ernment, then other national political interests may
take priority over local concerns. When the national
leader can allocate offices of local government as
patronage rewards for key political supporters, then
the central government may be expected to tolerate
some corrupt profit-taking by these officials, at least
in areas where the local voters are not considered
essential to the national leader’s re-election.’
Second, people’s basic willingness to fight for
the defense of a political system may be greater in
communities where respected local leaders have a
valued role in this system. Individuals can be moti-
vated to help defend the state when they expect that
their service can earn them higher status in their
community, but such an expectation is plausible
only if people see some connection between service
to the state and leadership in their community.*
Trusted community leaders who have a stake in the
state can encourage local volunteers with promises
of honor and respect for those who fight to defend
it.> A national centralization of power, however,
would leave many communities where local leaders
feel alienated from a state that has no use for them.
Third, successful democracy at the national
level depends on a competitive supply of political
leaders who are known for exercising power respon-
sibly in public service. Autonomously elected local
governments with meaningful powers and respon-
sibilities can provide the ideal environment for
cultivating this kind of competitive democratic lead-
ership. When responsible leaders of both national
and local governments are democratically elected,
then popularly trusted local leaders who prove their
ability to provide good public service in local gov-
ernments can become strong competitors for higher
office, thus strengthening democratic competition at
the national level.* However, an incumbent national
leader might naturally prefer not to face competi-
tion from such candidates who have demonstrated
effective leadership in local governments. As a
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result, national leaders can be expected to advocate
for a more centralized state, where autonomous local
political institutions are weak or nonexistent.”

These observations offer a perspective that
differs significantly from the centralized theory of
state-building. This decentralized perspective begins
with an understanding that (1) any national political
reconstruction needs to recognize and reassure a wide
range of local groups that have been serving people in
their communities, and (2) the new political system
can actually be made stronger and more accountable
by assurances that popularly trusted local leaders
will continue to have substantial power to serve their
communities. With this view, we can agree with
Ashraf Ghani and Clare Lockhart® that assistance
should aim to promote effective government that is
accountable to its people, but we should not expect
all the lines of public accountability to go through a
national leader in the capital. Some significant public
responsibilities should be held by local leaders who
are directly accountable to their communities.

From this decentralized perspective, a primary
task for a democratic state-building mission is to
facilitate a complex system of negotiations between
national and local leaders, to help them develop
a balanced working relationship with a mutually
accepted distribution of powers and responsibilities.
A program of foreign assistance that focused only
on central administrative capabilities could implic-
itly threaten the local institutions that people have
come to trust, by supporting national leaders’ ability
to govern without them. State-building missions
regularly offer mentoring and training for recipi-
ent-government officials about various aspects of
successful modern government, but it may be partic-
ularly important to include some instruction about
how successful nations allocate powers and respon-
sibilities to autonomous subnational governments.’

This recognition of the essential local foun-
dations for national political reconstruction has
fundamental implications for the organization of
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any international mission to support this process. To
support negotiations towards a broadly acceptable
distribution of powers, an international state-build-
ing mission needs to be actively engaged with
local leaders throughout the country, not just with
national political leaders. The strategic direction of
the state-building mission must be informed by a
detailed understanding of local political concerns
in every part of the country, as well as the views of
those who would lead the new national government.
For such local political engagement, an effective
state-building mission needs a team of field offi-
cers who can monitor and respond to local political
issues in every part of the country.

Thus, if an international intervention to rebuild
a failed state would truly respect the ultimate
sovereignty of the people who live there, then the
intervention’s first action should be to send a team
of local stabilization officers to districts throughout
the country, to engage with people at the local level
where their political life has been based under the
failed state.”” During the term of the intervention,
its local stabilization officers should have primary
responsibility for directing all foreign aid in their
district, to ensure that the aid serves to support and
encourage trusted local leaders who work construc-
tively with the new state.

PROBLEMS OF STANDARD
ADMINISTRATIVE CONTROLS IN
STATE-BUILDING MISSIONS

Government is an extensive network of agents who
exercise substantial power in their society. Agents
of the state are individuals with their own person-
al goals and desires, but the effectiveness of the
state depends on these agents acting according to
state policies, not according to their own person-
al preferences. Systems of internal accounting,
administrative procedures, and professional norms
in government agencies can all help to solve these
moral hazards. State-building missions may try to
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improve the capacity of the recipient government
by teaching its agents to apply such systems and
procedures in their positions.

Yet, professionalized government agents may
still not serve the public’s interests if the government
leaders are not politically motivated to demand real
public service from their agents, who may have been
given government jobs as patronage rewards for
political support. That is why the principal goal of a
state-building mission must be the establishment of
a broadly acceptable political compact that addresses
the basic concerns of people throughout the country,
so that effective government agencies can be formed
under appropriately accountable political leadership.

Of course, a state-building mission is itself
composed of a network of agents, organized by gov-
ernments of intervening nations and sent to assist
in the formation of an effective government for
the target country. It is important to recognize the
potential for moral hazard within the state-building
mission itself.

The U.S. federal government has well-devel-
oped systems for managing normal problems of
moral hazard by government agents. A standard
principle for structuring operations in U.S. federal
agencies is that the government’s power and the
taxpayers’ money should be used only with regu-
lar controls to ensure meaningful accountability to
the American people through their elected political
representatives. The ultimate goal of an American
state-building intervention should be to support the
development of a government that is accountable to
its own people, not to Americans. If the members of
a stabilization assistance team are too responsive to
American political concerns, then they could be rea-
sonably perceived by people in the target country as
agents of foreign influence who should be resisted.
This is one basic reason for exempting a stabilization
team from many controls that are standard in other
U.S. agencies."
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Stabilization teams require increased auton-
omy and flexibility because of the informational
challenges inherent to their missions. To induce
positive political change, a stabilization officer must
identify key local leaders and offer them appropriate
incentives to cooperate in forging a national polit-
ical compact. For this purpose, the effectiveness of
foreign stabilization assistance depends on its local
political conditionality. Local leaders should under-
stand that they and their supporters can benefit
from foreign assistance only if they cooperate with
the wider program of national political reconstruc-
tion. In a typical project for international economic
development, results might be measured by count-
ing the number of people who have observably
benefited from the assistance provided. By contrast,
when the goal is political development, it is essential
to understand which local groups are benefiting and
what they and their leaders have done to support
national reconciliation.

So, for American assistance to encourage
political development, the criteria for distributing
assistance must depend on conditions that can be
understood by the local recipients, but not necessar-
ily by people in America. Indeed, these local political
conditions are generally very difficult for anyone
outside the country to assess. Thus, when America’s
political leaders have decided that a mission to help
rebuild a failed state would be in America’s interest,
the budgeted resources for the state-building mission
should be managed by a team of stabilization offi-
cers. Selected and trained for this role, these officers
can be trusted to spend the money appropriately
according to local conditions in remote communities
of the failed state, where normal controls of the U.S.
federal government would be very difficult to apply.

Local stabilization officers also need profes-
sional norms to mitigate risks of their intervention
adversely transforming local politics. Foreign aid
can exacerbate problems of corruption in local
institutions if the aid is out of proportion with the
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customary resources of local leaders. When stabi-
lization officers are not committed to encouraging
local accountability, external support can reduce
leaders’ need to maintain political support from
their own communities.

These are fundamental reasons why a stabi-
lization assistance team should be composed of
professionals who, by training, share a dedication
to promoting inclusive and accountable govern-
ment anywhere, even above other special interests of
their home nation. Such professional norms cannot
be expected in a team that is brought together on
an ad-hoc basis for one state-building mission.
Furthermore, the essential priority that stabiliza-
tion officers must put on building relationships of
trust with foreign officials and local leaders would
diverge significantly from what is normally expected
of diplomats and soldiers. For these reasons, foreign
stabilization assistance would be best managed by a
permanent agency in which individuals with appro-
priate talents and skills can make a rewarding career
in the company of others who share a dedication to
the norms of their profession.

DISTRICT OFFICERS AND
DECENTRALIZED POLITICAL
ENGAGEMENT IN THE BRITISH
EMPIRE

We have argued theoretically that recent state-build-
ing missions needed a more decentralized focus

on local political development to ensure that the
political system included trusted local leaders in
every part of the country. Although international
interventions to promote political change have

a long history, we should seek to learn from the
organizational structures of those missions that
were relatively effective in achieving their goals.
During the era of European colonial expansion in
the late 19th century, it did not seem so difficult for
colonial agents to establish stable political regimes
in distant foreign lands at negligible cost to the do-
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mestic taxpayers of their home countries. Of course,
interventions for colonial domination had political
goals that were fundamentally different from inter-
ventions for democratic state-building, but there
are basic principles in the development of political
order that apply to any form of government.

In fact, when the British Empire had the world’s
most successful operation for foreign political
stabilization, it actually applied an organizational
strategy of decentralized political engagement.'?
While this point may be well known in the literature
on colonial history, it has not been widely recog-
nized in the recent literature on national security
and counterinsurgency operations.

District officers formed the essential back-
bone or core of Britain’s colonial administration
in the late-19th and early-20th centuries. Within
a district which might typically have about 50,000
inhabitants, the district officer was the local
plenipotentiary representative of the colonial
intervention, responsible for supervising all aspects
of local administration and politics.”* This allo-
cation of colonial authority can be described as
both decentralized and concentrated, in that wide
discretion and responsibility were delegated to local
administrators, but this decentralized power was
concentrated in the hands of one district officer in
each district.

This concentration of effective power over a
district’s relations with the external world helped to
maximize the district officer’s ability to influence
local leaders with minimal use of force. Operating
locally, but with globally authorized powers, the
district officer combined an ability to act forcefully
with an intimate understanding of the local political
issues that motivated and constrained local commu-
nity leaders.

When wide powers over remote communi-
ties are concentrated in the hands of one official,
however, one cannot rely on good character alone
to prevent abuse of power. District officers were
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supervised by a provincial commissioner, who
would be an experienced former district officer,
and whose province typically included only three
or four districts. A practice of regularly re-assign-
ing district officers to different districts every few
years provided another form of monitoring, as local
complaints about one officer would be heard by

his successor. To maintain continuity, provincial
commissioners were expected to stay longer in one
province, and they worked to ensure consistency
between district officers” practical responses to local
challenges and the broader political strategy of the
intervention.

Thus, over a century ago, an expert on the
British Empire’s strategy for political stabilization
summarized it by three principles: decentralization,
cooperation, and continuity."* In our terminology,
the colonial intervention decentralized substan-
tial authority in each district to a local stabilization
officer, whose duty was to use this authority for
encouraging cooperation of local groups and leaders
in establishing political order. While these local
stabilization officers were regularly reassigned to a
different district every few years, continuity of pol-
icies was maintained by supervision from regional
coordinators, who were expected to serve longer
terms. However, colonial district officers tended
to interpret the cooperation principle very nar-
rowly, by promoting a concentration of local power
in the hands of one cooperative chief, whereas a
democratic stabilization officer should support the
authority of a broadly inclusive local council and try
to work with all its members.

AN EXAMPLE OF A WELL-
ORGANIZED AMERICAN
STABILIZATION ASSISTANCE
TEAM

In the recent history of American interventions,
a good example of a well-organized stabilization
assistance team can be found in the Office of Rural
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Rufus Phillip’s Study Visit to Hamlets in Phu Yen and
Quong Ngai with Province Chief

Affairs, which was created by Rufus Phillips and
Bert Fraleigh in 1962 to help the government of
South Vietnam reach people in rural communities
throughout the country. The ultimate failure of the
U.S. government to rely on this initiative may also
be instructive.

The primary organizational principle for the
Rural Affairs Office was decentralization. The
Office fielded a network of local stabilization
officers, who were then called provincial represen-
tatives. To each province of South Vietnam, the
Rural Affairs Office sent a local stabilization officer
who was authorized to work with local Vietnamese
officials in spending the funds for development
assistance that were budgeted for this province.
With the available resources, these local stabilization
officers worked to promote the formation of locally
elected community councils and then to assist
these councils with funding for local development
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projects. The decentralization of spending authority
was considered essential for ensuring prompt and
effective responses to the needs of remote ham-

lets and villages, where the government needed to
earn people’s confidence and support against the
Communist insurgency.”

The core mission of the local stabilization offi-
cers was to encourage cooperation between trusted
local leaders and officials from the national govern-
ment, to form a broad coalition for local governance
that would strengthen the local foundations of the
state. Many of the national government’s provincial
officials might view a program of local power-shar-
ing as a threat to their authority. For this reason,
it was essential that the local stabilization officer
could direct foreign aid to support both their ini-
tiatives and those of local councils. Such judicious
distribution of foreign assistance could provide
vital encouragement both for national government
officials and for local community leaders, to work
together in developing a shared responsibility for
local governance.

In this way, the Rural Affairs Office could
have provided the basis for effective counterinsur-
gency in South Vietnam, but its basic operational
principles were ultimately rejected by others in the
U.S. government. The principle of delegating broad
authority over the direction of American assistance
to junior field officers who specialized in mon-
itoring local political issues was fundamentally
objectionable to senior officials of the develop-
ment-assistance bureaucracy.® The provision of
foreign assistance through multiple independent
channels may indeed be appropriate when the goal
of assistance is to promote economic development.
When the objective is to promote political devel-
opment, it may be more effective to place authority
over the local allocation of foreign assistance with a
field officer who can use it to build a broad coalition
of local supporters for the new political compact.
Unfortunately, the normal operational principles of
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the U.S. federal government generated an impera-
tive to direct American assistance through agencies
that were better designed for justifying their work in
Washington. As a result, the 1964 reorganization of
the rural assistance program critically curtailed its
essential responsiveness to local political concerns
in remote villages, where greater popular support for
counterinsurgency could have been decisive.

If the Rural Affairs Office in South Vietnam
had not been disbanded so quickly, its managerial
hierarchy would have confronted the basic problem
of continuity in such an organization for decen-
tralized political engagement. Local stabilization
officers could be expected to serve in a district or
province for a term of one or two years, but then
they would be rotated to other assignments, so
that they could not establish independent personal
authority in a district. Then reliable continuity of
aid policies would require that each local stabiliza-
tion officer be supervised by a regional coordinator
who could be expected to take long-term supervi-
sory responsibility for a region which might include
several provinces. The managerial hierarchy of the
Rural Affairs Office included four regional coor-
dinators, called corps area representatives, under
the national program director. With this organiza-
tional structure, a local stabilization officer could
make credible promises of future assistance to
people in the province when the commitments were
approved and recorded by the supervising regional
coordinator.

Thus, the local stabilization officers and their
regional coordinators formed a stabilization assis-
tance team that could monitor and respond to local
political issues throughout the target country."” The
team’s flat three-level hierarchical structure, from
local field officers through regional coordinators
to the national headquarters, could provide for
efficient communication of situation reports and
strategic guidance to top policymakers. Local stabi-
lization officers would need to work full-time in the
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Rufus Phillips inspecting strategic hamlet defenses with
the Quang Ngai Province chief (dark suit) in June 1962.
MAAG sector advisor (back to camera) and Tom Luche of
United States Operations Mission to Vietnam look on.

field. Alternatively, the regional coordinators and
the program director might return regularly to their
home nation, where their meetings with policymak-
ers could be a vital channel for ensuring that the
strategic direction of the state-building mission was
based on a broad understanding of local political
concerns throughout the target country.

In September 1963, when Rufus Phillips
returned to Washington from Vietnam as the
director of the Rural Affairs Office, his participa-
tion in policy discussions at the highest level was
severely limited by his status as the mere director
of one program in a foreign country. During high-
level meetings for America’s counterinsurgency
strategy in South Vietnam, Phillips was warned
not to speak without permission even on subjects
about which he may have been the best-informed
person in the room; and on the one occasion when
President Kennedy invited him to speak, his advice
as a mere program director counted for little against
the views of higher officials in Washington.”® The
resulting misdirection of American policies in
Vietnam during this period show why an agency for
decentralized stabilization assistance needs to have
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a director with a recognized professional status that
can demand the attention of top policy-makers.

DECENTRALIZED POLITICAL
ENGAGEMENT AS THE FIRST
PRINCIPLE OF STATE-BUILDING

In the aftermath of recent state-building interven-
tions, several thoughtful experts have offered lists
to summarize lessons that should be remembered
for the next such mission. These lists generally
emphasize points that appear to have been insufhi-
ciently understood by policymakers in Washington
at the times when strategic decisions went wrong.
Many of these points could quickly become evident
to a team of local stabilization officers upon their
arrival and initial engagement with local leaders in
their districts, and then top policymakers would
just need to recognize the importance of strategic
guidance from this team.

For example, the first concluding point in
the “good enough governance” advice of Karl
Eikenberry and Stephen Krasner is that policy-mak-
ers in a foreign intervention must set modest goals
that are realistic and attainable."” As Rory Stewart
and Gerald Knaus have argued, interveners can sup-
port positive political change in a country only by
working with political leaders there, and so attain-
able goals of an intervention cannot exceed what
local allies are prepared to do.?® If excessively ambi-
tious goals demanded more than local leaders could
realistically achieve, the problem would become
quickly apparent to the local stabilization officers
working alongside them.

Thus, the list of lessons that need to be remem-
bered could be shorter and more straightforward
if it began with the following principle of decen-
tralized political engagement: In any mission to
promote political development in a country, the first
priority must be to send in a team of local stabiliza-
tion officers who can encourage cooperation among
local leaders in every part of the country. Major
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decisions about the mission’s goals and strategies
should then be based on guidance from the coordi-
nators of this team.

This principle may be seen as complementary
to much of Eikenberry and Krasner’s “good enough
governance” advice. For example, Eikenberry and
Krasner urge policy-makers to acknowledge that
there can be painful tradeoffs between economic
growth and political stability, when proposed eco-
nomic reforms would stimulate competitive growth
by eliminating rent-seeking opportunities that
rewarded cooperative elites.” When we understand
the need for goals to be realistic and attainable
within the bounds of such difficult tradeoffs, the
next question must be who in the intervention will
be competent to offer judgements about what actu-
ally is realistically attainable. For a state-building
mission to a failed state, this judgement requires
detailed information about political realities in a
country where there is no consensus about national
political leadership. To get such information, a for-
eign intervention needs a network of local political
observers like the stabilization assistance team that
has been described here, and policymakers need to
understand the importance of taking strategic guid-
ance from this team.

America’s interventions in Afghanistan and
Iraq ultimately did get substantial direction from
officers who became actively engaged with local
leaders in many provinces, but this involvement
with local political realities was not initiated early
enough. As a result, the interventions lost many
people’s confidence during the initial period when
strategic decisions showed insufficient sensitivity
to local concerns. For political goals to be realistic
and attainable from the onset of the mission, the
intervention’s first arriving agents need to include
a team of local stabilization officers, and then the
coordinators of this team can provide essential
political information for formulating realistic goals
and strategies.
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Another lesson that needs to be remembered
by policymakers of an intervening nation appears
as the seventh point in Keith Mines’s concluding
list: that nation-building is a very long game, and
so interveners should pace themselves, offering
only alevel of support that they can sustain for
many years.”” It has been argued here that the local
stabilization officers should to be given authority
to direct the local distribution of all assistance that
is being provided under the intervention, so that
they can have maximal leverage to reward cooper-
ation of local leaders. However, the total amount of
assistance that is being provided must be decided
by top policymakers of the intervening nations, and
these policymakers must judge how much long-term
investment their taxpayers can be asked to make for
stabilizing the target country.

A democratic state-building mission will also
ultimately need an exit strategy. At some point,
the intervention’s goal of supporting political
development must yield to the normal principle of
international respect for national political inde-
pendence. Then, during a period of transition, the
portion of foreign assistance that is directed by the
team of local stabilization officers may be reduced
gradually from 100% down to 0; and other indepen-
dent aid organizations may be encouraged to fill in
wherever needs are identified by the recipient coun-
try’s national and local authorities. Even during this
exit process, the local stabilization officers’ effective-
ness might still depend on their ability to promise
future assistance in exchange for current cooper-
ation. After the withdrawal of local stabilization
officers, their regional coordinators could maintain
consular offices for a few more years to continue
honoring the mission’s past commitments to local
leaders, when feasible and appropriate. PRISM
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