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Serious Crimes and Their Effect on 
Postconflict Societies
The Concept of “Serious Crimes”

The aims of this chapter are to
• Explain what is meant by the term “serious crimes” and discuss the 

 effects of serious crimes on postconflict societies
• Describe the genesis and evolution of this handbook
• Discuss the purpose of this handbook and its intended audience
• Set out some guiding principles for approaching serious crimes in post-

conflict societies

Introduction
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For the purposes of this book, 
these four term terms are used in 
the following ways:
• Serious crimes are criminal acts that can 

have a profoundly destabilizing impact on 
a postconflict society. (See main text for 
a fuller definition.)

• Postconflict refers to situations in which 
violent conflict has formally ceased. Such 
situations are commonly marked by a 
peace agreement and/or intervention by a 
third party under a UN or other interna-
tionally recognized mandate. Using the 
term “postconflict” does not mean that all 
violent conflict has ended, however. 
 Although conflict may have officially 
ceased, some level of violent conflict may 
well persist.

• State encompasses locations, including 
territories, protectorates, and provinces 
or other geographical subdivisions, that 
are not necessarily “states” as defined by 

public international law. The one excep-
tion to this rule is when the term “state” 
is used (as in chapter 3) in relation to the 
signing or ratification of international 
 treaties. In this case, “state” refers to an 
internationally recognized entity with a 
 legal personality, as defined by public 
international law, that has the power to 
enter into, sign, and ratify treaties.

• Peace operation refers to situations 
where third-party actors, including inter-
national military forces, civilian police, 
international and regional organizations, 
and foreign assistance or aid providers, 
operate in a postconflict environment. 
The term “peace operation” is synony-
mous with terms such as “peace support 
operation,” “peace and stability opera-
tion,” “peacebuilding mission,” “peace-
keeping,” and “stabilization and recon-
struction operation” that are commonly 
used by organizations and assistance 
providers in postconflict environments.

Definitions of Key Terms Used in This Book



5

The Origins of and Factors Facilitating Serious Crimes

Paramilitary Groups and Organized Crime  
in Northern Ireland
The implementation of the 1998 Northern Ireland Good Fri-
day Agreement has been difficult for a number of reasons, 
not least the lack of mutual trust among the parties, which 
has been exacerbated by breaches of commitments by 
paramilitary groups on both sides of the conflict. The Inde-
pendent Monitoring Commission (IMC) was established in 
2004 by the Irish and British governments to assess the 
commitment of the paramilitaries to respect the democrat-
ic process and to end violence and other illegal activity. 
The IMC has developed benchmarks for compliance and 
issues regular progress reports.

In a January 2006 report, the IMC stated that the para-
military groups are engaged to varying levels in illegal 
activity. Some Republicans are heavily involved in orga-
nized crime, including smuggling of goods, money launder-
ing, and robbery. Some Loyalists have been involved in 
organized criminal activity, including drug dealing, extor-
tion, production and sale of counterfeit goods, money 
laundering, and robbery. “Whatever the process of transi-
tion may involve for individual groups or communities,” the 
IMC report concludes, “there can be no dilution of the prin-
ciple that the rule of law must prevail.” 

Serious Crimes and Their Effect on Postconflict Societies •
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The Effects of 
Serious Crimes

Following the success of Nepal’s prodemo-
cracy movement in April 2006 in checking 
the power of the country’s autocratic king, 
and the ensuing cease-fire between the 
new government and the Maoist insurg-
ency, the Himalayan nation may be edging 
toward inclusive democracy. Yet some for-
midable obstacles remain in its way, not the 
least of which is the task of preventing 
criminals from exploiting the transitional 
period. As the new government moves to 
bring the Maoist insurgents into the govern-
ment and society as a whole and to impose 
civilian control on the Royal Nepalese Army, 
a security vacuum may be created. The 
danger of criminals flourishing in this vacu-
um is accentuated by the fact that the civil-

ian police force, which has spent ten years 
fighting an insurgency, lacks the material 
resources and training to handle serious 
crimes cases. 

Many of the criminal gangs that operate 
in Nepal engage in arms, drug, and human 
trafficking. In addition, Maoist elements 
have used extortion widely during the ten-
year insurgency. The hope is that as the 
Maoists give up arms and join the govern-
ment and society through the peace pro-
cess, such activities will stop. However, 
police and observers have expressed con-
cern that some Maoist elements, as well as 
the criminal gangs, will continue to traffick 
and extort, thereby destabilizing the country 
and impeding the peace process. 

Nepal in Transition

Ethnic Violence in Kosovo
In May 2000, three Kosovo Serbs, including a four-year-
old boy, were shot and killed outside a grocery store in the 
village of Cernica in southeastern Kosovo. The killings fol-
lowed a series of attacks on Kosovo Serbs in the preced-
ing days that included hand grenades and Molotov cock-
tails being thrown into Serb homes. These attacks were 
believed to be part of a coordinated effort by Kosovo Alba-
nians to kill or intimidate the Serbian population and drive 
them out of Kosovo, as well as to frighten refugees and 
deter them from returning.

Violent crimes such as murder are not inherently desta-
bilizing. However, when they occur—as in this case—
within a postconflict state wracked by ethnic tensions and 
are intended to inflame those tensions, they are almost 
certain to fall into the category of “serious crimes.”
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Trafficking in Liberia
During the course of Liberia’s long-running civil war, combat-
ants loyal to former president Charles Taylor and rebels 
aligned with the Guinea-backed Liberians United for Reconcili-
ation and Democracy and the Ivorian-backed Movement for 
Democracy in Liberia engaged in extensive criminal activity. 
Trafficking in weapons, persons, drugs, and natural resources, 
as well as looting, use of child soldiers, and forced labor, were 
all organized features of the fighting. Many of these activities 
continue today, as former combatants have transformed 
themselves into organized crime rings and exploit the weak-
ened country for their international criminal operations. In 
March 2003, the UN-supported Special Court for Sierra Leone 
indicted Charles Taylor for war crimes and other conflict-
 related crimes and alleged that he and his forces raped, dis-
membered, and killed tens of thousands of innocents in their 
bid to control the country’s vast diamond resources. 

Despite the arrival of international forces in 
Haiti in February 2004, the country’s secu-
rity situation has remained precarious: 
armed gangs and drug lords operate with 
impunity; a number of ports are controlled 
by criminal elements; some areas of the 
country are outside government control; 
kidnappings for ransom are common; the 
Haitian police force often seems to contrib-
ute to the problem of lawlessness rather 
than to combat it; the judicial system barely 
functions.

The United Nations has played an active 
role in efforts to combat serious crimes and 
restore security in Haiti. In April 2004, Secu-
rity Council Resolution 1542 established the 
United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti, 
which took over from the Multinational 
Interim Force authorized by the Security 
Council two months earlier. René Preval, 
elected as president in February 2006, 
enjoys UN support as he faces the daunting 
task of eradicating the criminality and the 
fear that have paralyzed the country.

Lawlessness in Haiti

Serious Crimes and Their Effect on Postconflict Societies •
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Following the fall of the Taliban regime in 
late 2001, the level of poppy cultivation in 
Afghanistan rose dramatically. It 2004 it 
increased 64 percent over the previous 
year. The United Nations estimates that 
Afghanistan produces almost 90 percent of 
the world’s opium, most of which ends up 
as heroin on the streets of Europe and 
 Russia. The opium trade has become an 
increasingly integral part of Afghanistan’s 
political economy, sparking UN warnings 
that Afghanistan is on the brink of becom-

ing a “narco-state” controlled by traffick-
ers. Drug trafficking is a major source of 
funding for Afghan warlords and their pri-
vate militias, who continue to engage in 
violent activities throughout the country. It 
also is believed to fund terrorist groups. 
Those attempting to combat trafficking 
claim that corrupt officials, from police offi-
cers to provincial governors, are involved 
with the traffickers and that the list of those 
involved in the drug trade reaches high into 
the Afghan government.

Drug Trafficking and Afghan Warlords

Corruption in Bosnia and Herzegovina
Since the signing of the Dayton Peace Agreement in 
December 1995, postwar Bosnia and Herzegovina has 
provided fertile ground for corruption. Nationalist parties 
have exploited public utility companies in particular, 
embezzling large amounts of cash from them. In March 
2003, an international audit of public electricity compa-
nies in Bosnia revealed that one electricity provider was 
losing nearly half a million convertible marka (upward of 
U.S.$300,000) a day because of mismanagement, con-
flicts of interest, theft, and neglect. As a result, the people 
of Bosnia have suffered from poor and expensive services, 
while diverted funds are believed to have supported 
indicted fugitive war criminal Radovan Karadzic.



9

The Genesis and Evolution of this Book

The Genesis and Evolution of this Book •
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The Purpose of this Book

Recognizing the Importance of Serious 
Crime: The United Nations and Haiti
The UN Security Council recognized early on the threat 
that serious crimes pose to Haiti. Security Council Reso-
lution 867 of 1993, which formed part of the impetus for 
the establishment of the United Nations Mission in Haiti 
that operated until 1996, explicitly noted concern “about 
the escalation of politically motivated violence . . . at [a] 
time of critical political transition.” 
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Guiding Principles

Be Realistic in Setting Goals 

Recognize You Are In It for the Long Haul



13

Make Sure You Have Adequate Resources

Recognize the Broader Social, Economic, and Political Aspects  
of Serious Crimes 

While the fight against organized crime is 
often complicated by the legacy of conflict, 
it is certainly not limited to postconflict 
 societies. Indeed, countries such as the 
United States and Italy have long struggled 
with the problem of organized crime. In Italy 
the government continues to confront Mafia 
organizations and activities, which in recent 
years have entered into an increasingly 
 international network (particularly with the 
rise of Albanian Mafia bosses operating 
inside the country) of drug, weapon, and 
cigarette smuggling. In the early 1980s, Italy 
introduced the crime of “Mafia association” 
in an attempt to crack down on criminal 
organizations, but prosecutions remained 

difficult to secure because of insufficient 
coordination between investigating bodies. 
Only with the introduction in 1992 of an 
Anti-Mafia Prosecution Office has Italy 
begun to develop a more sophisticated 
strategy, permitting more expansive crimi-
nal investigation methods, linking the 
National Prosecutor’s Office with local 
investigation efforts, and building the Italian 
witness protection system. While its efforts 
at combating crime have been notable, 
 Italy’s experience with the proliferation of 
Mafia activity underscores the degree to 
which efforts to combat serious crimes are 
always a challenge, no matter how well or 
poorly resourced a country may be. 

Combating Organized Crime: A Long-Term Challenge

Guiding Principles •
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Ensure Adequate Accountability Mechanisms Are In Place

Design and Implement an Approach to Serious Crimes in the 
Context of a Broader Rule-of-Law Strategy

Respect and Protect Fair Trial and Due Process Rights 

Build Sustainable Capacity 
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