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For once we have a book that is much more than just a critique of what 
went wrong in a particular country. What makes Greg Mills' book 
unique is the number and depth of the case studies, the overview of the 
topic this generates and the way he brings them together to pull out the 
threads of potential success.

Starting with nine case studies entitled 'Pathologies and Threads of Failure' Greg 
takes a critical look at why countries become failed states and the routes to becoming 
one. Each is fascinating, very readable and filled with the insights of someone who 
has travelled in and studied the countries. I was particularly struck with the study of 
Haiti: why is it that the fortunes of Haiti and the Dominican Republic have been 
so different when they share the same island and the same forces of nature? "Better 
evidence of the importance of human development and an attitude of self-help and 
local ownership would be difficult to concoct," Greg concludes. Of moving forward 
he remarks: "Getting there requires acknowledging why things went wrong. It also 
requires building a competitive economic base. Above all ... it demands changing 
the Haitian mindset, from victim to being in charge." Often people shy away from 
telling the truth in a relationship for fear of confrontation, when what is needed to 
move forward is an honest appraisal: this is something of which Greg cannot be 
accused, for he does not pull his punches.

He moves on to examine seven recent examples of intervention, some of which 
are still ongoing and about which all readers will have some knowledge. Again the 
insights are thought-provoking and the critique robust. The chapter on Liberia 
highlights what can be achieved with long term sustained engagement combined 
with a Government determined to improve the country. Contrast this with the 
chapter "Libya after Regime Change", in which Greg remarks, the international 
community approached the challenge with "short arms and deep pockets". As a 
boy I grew up in Libya and vividly remember rushing, with my family, to Benghazi 
airport to catch the last flight before the revolution that brought Col Gaddafi to 
power. It is such a beautiful country; but it has been so misunderstood by the West. 
For me, Greg is spot on when he quotes an African Development Bank specialist 
as saying: "Thus, when people refer to the need to rebuild the Libyan state after 
Gaddafi...what they are really referring to is the need to build the state from scratch." 
Here is the rub: often events happen so quickly that those empowered to intervene 
often do so on fairly thin knowledge, when what is actually required is a very deep 
understanding of the way the country operates. Greg is right: here money is not 
the issue. Libya is not poor, but unless a basic level of security can be achieved thus 
enabling a political process, the future looks bleak. Time will tell but intervention 
from the air has its limits and what a small ground force could have achieved at the 
beginning may now take a much larger one later on if, indeed, it is even an option.
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why STaTES rECovEr

Having served in Kosovo I read the chapter with interest and was pleased to see 
that it homes in on what was, undoubtedly, the most challenging area for this 
intervention: delinking politics from the black economy and corruption. Many 
recent interventions have tried to ignore all but the most blatant corruption, 
regarding it as too difficult an issue to tackle – only to realise too late that, ultimately, 
it can undermine everything the intervention seeks to achieve. For it is, in many 
respects, the acid test of how a government relates to its people. Finding an effective 
way forward is not easy when the sums of money are so huge relative to the wages of 
those trying to enforce the rule of law. It is an issue that 
plays into how aid money flows into a country; do the 
donors trust the government enough to manage the 
money or do they want to channel it direct to projects? 
If you have deep knowledge of a particular case study 
you might find some of them a little short on detail, 
but from my personal dip-test Greg's analysis captures 
the big issues.

The last set of 10 case studies picks up on aspects of 
recovery. Unsurprisingly the chapter on South Africa 
and the remarkable contribution of Nelson Mandela 
in fostering forgiveness and in starting to move his 
Nation on from a legacy of past wrongs stands out. Indeed what is disturbing about 
the evidence presented in this book is how much a lack of ability to move on from 
past wrongs and a 'victim' culture plays into the problems of failed and failing states. 
It is about the government deflecting the blame rather than taking responsibility 
and striving to deliver a better service to its people. Why, for example, do some of 
these failed or failing countries impose a system of visas on foreign visitors and thus 
deter tourism and investment by making travel harder? 

The chapter on Colombia records the Government's progress in running a counter-
insurgency campaign that has now brought the FARC to the negotiating table in 
search of peace. Having recently spent a week in Colombia studying the campaign, I 
was struck by how much there is to learn from the progress of the last fourteen years. 
While there is a danger that the peace could be a victor's one with all the potential 
for future problems that this entails, the fact is the Government has done much 
right and the country is recovering fast. As Greg notes: "It highlights many lessons 
of relevance to dealing with Boko Haram in Nigeria or Al-Shabab in East Africa."

In pulling the threads together Greg arrives at some relatively straight forward 
conclusions: the mind-set of the government is vital: they must be in it for their 
people not themselves; the solution must be locally owned and driven; to be of help 
outsiders need a deep knowledge of the country, its issues and must support a local 
lead; and getting the economy going is key. Of security he notes that "Little progress 
can be made without security, although security by itself is not enough to ensure 
recovery, and has to be integrated closely with civilian action around the economy 
and governance, and be part of a wider political framework." Of course there are 
a range of other more detailed observations, but it is the weight of underpinning 
evidence and the recognition that recovery is a highly complex, localised task that 
cannot be reduced to a list of actions to fix the problem that makes this section 
remarkable. On intervention he observes: "And forced state-building involving 
major social, political, economic and cultural change, cannot be managed relatively 
quickly, and not by outsiders. Indeed, remedying state weakness is fundamentally a 

"Little progress can be made without 
security, although security by itself is not 
enough to ensure recovery, and has to be 
integrated closely with civilian action 
around the economy and governance, 
and be part of a wider political 
framework."
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political act ... Even so, it is often conceived as an apolitical exercise, one driven by 
technocratic imperatives, not least because these are easier to deliver." Oh how true, 
I found myself thinking! 

Having been engaged in a series of intervention operations, I recognised instantly 
many of the mistakes and difficulties that Greg highlights in this book: what I had 
not realised was how widely repeated they were. I found myself reflecting that I 
wished I had read such an overview at the start of my military career, for I might 
have avoided a few of them myself. You might not agree with everything in this book, 
but it will certainly get you thinking and, as a result, enhance your understanding of 
the world we live in and how to help those less fortunate than ourselves.
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