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Summary  

In his lecture, Abiodun Williams gave three 

reasons why conflict prevention is of importance 

to maintain international peace and global 

justice, the main task of the The Hague Institute 

for Global Justice (THIGJ). He further elaborated 

on the challenges and opportunities of conflict 

prevention.  

 
Conflict Prevention 

In a structured argument, Williams elaborated on 

reasons why conflict prevention should be high 

on the international agenda.  

First of all, morally speaking, we should always 

strive to prevent the loss of human lives. 

Secondly, conflict prevention is a lot cheaper than 

planning an intervention when it is already too 

late. Lastly, Williams explained that a conflict in 

one country often causes imbalance in the entire 

region. Preventing a conflict in one area can thus 

prevent much chaos in the rest of the region and 

even on a global level. 

Strategically it is therefore important to try and 

convince countries in the region to support 

preventive measures.  

 
Challenges 

Williams elaborated on the fundamental 

challenges concerning conflict prevention. In the 

first place, finding the political will to set up a 

mission is already a challenge, because decision 

makers often have many concerns. Conflicts often 

involve sensitive nationalist interests and issues 

around state sovereignty, and there is always the 

concern about costs; material costs, but also 

human lives that may be involved. 

The second challenge has to do with a disconnect 

between early warning and early 

response/action. How to make sure that the right 

information reaches the right people? 

Thirdly, it is a challenge to ‘prove the negative’. 

Here,  Williams explained that it is difficult to 

prove that we are actually preventing a conflict. 

This causes decision makers to be hesitant in 

taking actions.  

The last challenge can be found in a lack of 

capacity. Whether it is about the specific national 

governance or international institutions, often 

there is a lack of strong supportive institutions.  

Generally speaking, in preventing a conflict it is 

crucial that national leaders admit they need 

help. It is Williams’ experience that national 

leaders often are unable or unwilling to admit this 

to the world.  
 

Opportunities  

After these many challenges, Williams also shed 

light on some of the opportunities there are.  
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First, Williams mentioned the normative progress 

that has been made. The fact that conflict 

prevention is now included in the UN Charter is a 

fundamental principle that provides an 

opportunity to do a ‘good job’. Williams also 

mentioned the successful cases that he dealt with 

throughout his work for the UN. He gave the 

example of Macedonia illustrating that conflict 

prevention can work. Williams explained that 

conflict prevention in Macedonia was a vital link 

for stability in the Southern Balkans (from 1992 to 

1999). The final point raised by Williams had to 

do with the opportunity to engage with rising 

global powers since conflict prevention is in their 

interest too.  
 

Questions & answers 

The discussion with the audience was moderated 

by Frederiek de Vlaming, researcher and lecturer 

at the Faculty of Law of the University of 

Amsterdam.  

The first comment from the audience was that 

Williams left out the issue of economic stability as 

a factor for peace building. Williams answered 

that economic instability can indeed be an 

important factor which can lead to a conflict. 

However in terms of peacekeeping, economic 

stability is not necessary the rule for 

organisations like THIGJ. For economic issues they 

need other actors like the World Bank, or 

International Monetary Fund who have better 

expertise on the economic structures of a 

country.  

Another question from the audience concerned 

the issue of early warning to early response. How 

can we get the right information with all these 

different actors without a global platform to  

channel the information? Williams answered by 

mentioning credibility as being the big obstacle 

here. How can we know for sure that the person 

or institution who is giving the information is 

credible? It would be better if there is an 

institutional way  so that different actors could 

‘come to the right table’ right away. In terms of 

parliaments, only the UK and Canada have a 

domestic way of handling the information. 

Further, coordination is a means to an end and 

not an end in itself.  

One of the final requests from the audience was 

whether Williams could elaborate more on his 

comment that the International Criminal Court 

(ICC) could play a role in conflict prevention. 

Williams replied that the ICC is a potentially useful 

instrument for conflict prevention by deterring would-

be war criminals.  

 

 

Every third Thursday of the month, SID Netherlands 

and the Humanity House organise a Bread & Brains 

lecture and discussion, during lunch hour. Everyone is 

welcome from 12:00 onwards to take a break, have 

some lunch and meet new people. At 12.30 the 

lecture starts, ending at 13:30. The monthly lunch 

meetings focus on pressing issues in the field of 

international cooperation with prominent speakers 

from and/or working in The Netherlands. 
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