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A Note from the Editors 

 

We are honored to present the eleventh volume of New Visions for Public Affairs. The articles 

in this volume were authored by current or former students of the University of Delaware’s 

Joseph R. Biden, Jr. School of Public Policy and Administration (Biden School), with a guest 

author from Towson University. The content of this journal is reflective of a wide range of 

topics and methods that students are exposed to during their academic programs. Selections 

this year reflect the growing importance of international politics, as students researched 

conflict, emergency management and terrorism across the globe. Please note that the articles 

shown in this publication do not represent the opinions or values held by neither the Biden 

School of Public Policy nor the Biden Institute. 

 

Last year we began a collaboration with the Biden Institute. We are pleased to 

continue our partnership this year under the newly named Joseph R. Biden, Jr. School of 

Public Policy and Administration. This arrangement allows the journal to draw in a higher 

volume of quality submissions, as well as expand our readership. The current volume not 

only provided students with a platform to share their research with the university and 

beyond, but it also features a blog post from the Biden Institute written by Vice President 

Biden. 

 

We would like to thank our exceptional editorial board for helping our authors 

transform their hard work into structured policy briefs and analytical papers. The 

collaborative efforts of the authors and editors have ensured that the research featured in 

this issue truly embodies the integration of theory and practice that has long defined the 

‘Delaware Model’ of public affairs education. Finally, we sincerely thank Drs. Maria 

Aristigueta, Jonathan Justice, John McNutt, and Professor Leland Ware for their faculty 

support of the journal. 

 

Enjoy the read! 

 

Delaney Luman 

Editor-in-Chief 

 

Jeffrey Martindale 

Executive Director 
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Policy Blog   
 
Rising to Meet the Central Challenge of Our Time 
 

Vice President Joe Biden  
Founding Chairman, Biden Institute 
University of Delaware
 

Part of the reason that I created the Biden 
Institute at the University of Delaware is 
because I believe that universities do more than 
just educate students—they also serve as 
powerful platforms for solving real problems. 
When it comes to generating big ideas, 
America’s universities have always led the way. 
That has been especially true at moments of 
national upheaval and uncertainty. 

Take the 1960s, for example. When the 
Johnson Administration faced a litany of social 
and economic challenges, it turned to our 
universities to help turn things around. The 
Great Society was a triumph of big thinking—
and it relied heavily on task forces made up 
largely of academics to take on the major 
problems of the day. 

That effort helped transform the Civil 
Rights movement into durable law: the Civil 
Rights Act; the Voting Rights Act; bans on 
housing discrimination; an end to racial quotas 
in our immigration laws. It brought us Medicare 
and Medicaid, strengthened Social Security, 
raised the federal minimum wage, made 
unprecedented investments in public education, 
and created the Head Start program. And that’s 
before you even get to other big ideas like the 
Clean Air Act, the Consumer Product Safety 
Commission, NPR, and PBS. 

It was in that spirit of big thinking that I 
recently invited representatives of our nation’s 
research universities to take on what I see as the 
signature challenge of our time: to create policy 
solutions that help ensure America has a 
growing, thriving middle class for generations to 
come. On September 28, hundreds of 
university-affiliated scholars, researchers, 

students, and faculty gathered with the Biden 
Institute team at the University of Delaware to 
take me up on that challenge. 

It’s not hyperbole to say that revitalizing 
the middle class is the single most important 
challenge of our time. The consequences of 
getting it right or wrong will be felt not only by 
families sitting around 100 million kitchen 
tables, but on a global scale as well. Solving it 
isn’t just about economic success, or about the 
social stability that comes from having a strong 
middle class; it’s more than that. Our 
aspirational character as Americans is at stake—
the very thing that makes us who we are. 

There used to be a basic bargain in 
America, supported by business and labor, 
Democrats and Republicans—everybody. It 
said that if you worked hard and played by the 
rules, you’d share in the benefits that your work 
helped create. That basic bargain worked 
because it turns out that when the middle class 
does well, everybody does well—the wealthy 
stay wealthy, and the poor have a ladder up. 

That bargain built our middle class. And 
what it did for Americans wasn’t just felt in 
their pocketbooks. It allowed millions of 
parents to raise their children in a safe 
neighborhood. When their kids did well in 
school and got into their dream college, it gave 
them the peace of mind to know that they 
would find a way to send them there. It kept 
families from having to worry that an accident 
or an illness would bankrupt them. For so many 
families, including my own, it gave us that little 
bit of breathing room we needed to pursue our 
dreams. But for far too many families today, 
that promise has been hollowed out. A new 
study from the Urban Institute shows that 
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nearly 40 percent of working-age people are 
struggling to make ends meet. Ten percent have 
missed a rent or mortgage payment. Nearly a 
quarter worry about how they’ll pay for food. 
About 20 percent have passed up medical care 
because of the cost. 

Some of this is due to technology and 
automation—in addition to the well-known job 
losses in our factories, we’ve also lost about 
140,000 retail jobs in the last two years alone. 

Some of it is due to globalization. 
Competition from low-wage workers overseas 
has lowered the price of our goods, but it has 
cost us millions of good-paying manufacturing 
jobs in turn. 

Some of it is due to the declining power 
of unions. And we’ve seen coordinated, well-
funded efforts to undermine unions for years—
making it harder for workers to bargain for the 
better wages they deserve. 

But some of it is due to a fourth root 
cause: declining labor market competition. If 
you want to see how tough it is for workers to 
negotiate these days, just take a look under the 
hood of our labor market. 

One major symptom of that is the way in 
which the gap between productivity and income 
has spiked over the last 45 years. Between 1948 
and 1973, productivity and income rose 
together in lockstep—productivity increased by 
96 percent, while worker incomes climbed by 91 
percent. But since 1973, productivity is up 77 
percent, while workers’ hourly pay has only 
risen 12 percent. 

There are a number of reasons for it, but 
here are a couple of the major culprits. 

First, nearly 40 percent of workers will at 
some point be subject to a non-compete clause. 
These are legal contracts that prohibit workers 
from taking another job. Of course, if you’re the 
scientist who knows the formula for Coke, it’s 
understandable that maybe you shouldn’t be 
allowed to go work for Pepsi. But what about 
fast food employees? Folks who stock shelves 
in a warehouse? What possible rationale could 
there be to prevent low-wage workers from 
taking a better job if they can get it? 

Second, we also have a complete lack of 
wage transparency—most workers have no idea 

what others are making. That’s not an accident. 
It’s intentional policy designed to prevent them 
from discussing their pay, and punishing them if 
they do. The problem with that is that you can’t 
ask for a raise if you don’t know you’re being 
underpaid. 

There is a whole arsenal of tricks in play: 
mandatory arbitration clauses; needlessly 
onerous occupational licensing requirements; 
misclassifying line workers as “managers” in 
order to deny them overtime pay. What are 
these tactics for, other than to depress wages? 

We know that the challenges facing the 
middle class have a lot of roots: bad policies and 
bad politics; failures to adapt quickly to global 
realities and technological progress; small 
thinking and failures of imagination. There are 
so many reasons why the American middle class 
is taking a beating—and that’s why we need a 
collaborative, multidisciplinary approach to fix 
it. 

This problem couldn’t be more urgent. 
There are families out there with two working 
parents who still can’t make the mortgage. 
There are single moms working two shifts who 
still have to choose between a trip to the doctor 
and a trip to the grocery store. These folks can’t 
work any harder—they’ve fulfilled their end of 
the bargain. We cannot let that middle class 
dream slip away from them. The ideas that have 
fortified America through the years didn’t 
arrive, fully formed, in Congress or on the desks 
of presidents. They grew out of conversations 
in the seminar room, in the cafeteria, and in the 
faculty lounge—conversations like the one we 
convened last week. I was incredibly impressed 
by the energy, creativity, and big thinking of our 
guests, and I look forward to sharing some of 
the best ideas we came up with throughout our 
day together. 

Because even though our middle class has 
been eroded, I believe with all my heart that it 
only takes one idea to begin restoring and 
revitalizing it. We owe it to families across the 
country to keep thinking big, keep engaging 
with one another, and keep offering solutions to 
ensure that we can once again make good on 
the essential promise our nation was built on. 
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Highlight: A Culture of Collaboration at UD 
 
2018 Seoul Case Study Experience 
 
 

Eileen Young 
University of Delaware 
 

The Seoul Case Study Program is one of 
the more informative and fun ways to see South 
Korea in a week of Sunday-to-Friday 
programming. The University of Seoul hosts 
American graduate students who have public 
policy interests and provides a series of lectures 
and site visits to illustrate the ways in which the 
Seoul Metropolitan Government (SMG) 
executes policy. As a requirement of 
participation, visiting graduate students produce 
a policy recommendation for the SMG based on 
their experience after returning to their 
respective universities. 

These policy recommendations, typically 
in the form of a policy brief or short paper, are 
useful to the SMG because the city is willing to 
adopt sweeping changes that would be more 
difficult to implement in other metropolitan 
areas. While some of this is due to the cultural 
and political atmosphere in South Korea, a great 
deal is attributed to the history of Seoul itself. 
Seoul is a large city that developed incredibly 
quickly, from the devastation that followed the 
Korean War, to one of the more technologically 
developed metropolises in the world. Just under 
10 million people live in the city, up from just 
over 1 million in 1950, meaning that 20% of the 
total population of South Korea lives in .6% of 
the land area. This makes for incredible density 
in an area that has developed very rapidly. 
Throughout and despite this sustained boom, 
Seoul preserved one-third of the city as green 
space. This was managed through a 
combination of city-owned parks and regulation 
of private property to create green space. 
Resultant of this managed development, many 

parts of Seoul don’t feel as one would expect of 
a city so densely populated. The University of 
Seoul’s campus has generous open space 
liberally dotted with trees, and the renovated 
Cheonggyecheon stream-front walk is an oasis 
of green that stretches miles through the city. 
The renovation of the stream, though, is a 
prime example of the dramatic steps SMG has 
taken over the years, and one with beautiful 
results. The story of the renovation was 
presented during one of the lectures at the 
University, and later a site visit to the museum 
on the stream illustrated the story more 
pointedly. 

During the Japanese occupation, the 
Cheonggyecheon became a de facto border 
between a Japanese neighborhood and a Korean 
one. Population pressures drove the 
construction of numerous makeshift houses on 
the Korean side, and the stream itself became 
intensely polluted. Due to its location in such a 
populous area, it was paved over in the burst of 
development after the war. In 1968, the SMG 
added an elevated highway, which contributed 
to Cheonggyecheon’s status as a major 
thoroughfare. Thus it stayed until 2003, when 
SMG pulled down the entire highway structure 
as part of an urban renewal project. The whole 
project cost upwards of $900 million and 
included the mass relocation of businesses that 
relied on the roadways in the area for large 
portions of their custom. More than five miles 
of highway is now a public recreation area. Due 
to the enormous scope of change the SMG is 
willing to enact, Seoul is an exciting place to 
study public policy. 
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The first day of the Case Study program, 
Sunday, October 21, did not dive into policy at 
all: it focused on the cultural background of 
Korea, and Seoul in particular, to provide 
context for the rest of the week. It helped set 
the stage for the sheer volume of information 
that was conveyed during the lectures, 
presentations, and site visits. The afternoon 
consisted of a field trip to, and walking tour of, 
Gyeongbokgung Palace, the sprawling former 
imperial residence in Seoul. Its popularity as a 
tourist destination for Koreans is a testament to 
the emphasis on continuity, history, and 
innovation that pervade and influence Korean 
culture, as well as the policy developed in 
service to that culture. One of the more prized 
and emphasized legacies of the Korean royal 
family we encountered on the walking tour was 
a cleverly engineered sundial that also 
functioned as an accurate calendar, 
demonstrating the historic value of technology 
and innovation in both Korea and Seoul. 

Monday morning’s discussion of energy 
policy in Seoul touched on the modern 
incarnation of the value of technology and 
innovation—specifically the One Less Nuclear 
Power Plant program. Seoul is responsible for 
only 4.2% of all electricity consumption in 
South Korea, largely because there is little 
industry in the city itself. In 2011, there was a 
significant impetus to raise awareness of and 
reduce energy consumption, despite the 
relatively small electrical footprint the city has. 
This was influenced in part by the Fukushima 
disaster, which sharply raised awareness, not 
just due to geographic proximity, but also 
because South Korea is sixth in the world in 
terms of nuclear energy production, with 24 
active reactors. Another large part of the 
impetus stemmed from a heatwave in October 
2011 that led to unexpected power demands for 
air conditioning and thus rolling blackouts in 
the city. A third impetus was a landslide which 
killed 32 people that year—the first deaths from 
a landslide since the Japanese occupation—
raising more awareness of and concern about 
climate change and its impact. So, in an attempt 
to move away from nuclear and other non-
renewable energy sources, the people of Seoul 

pushed for the One Less Nuclear Power Plant 
(OLNP) program. The OLNP initiative set a 
goal to reduce energy consumption by 2 million 
tons of oil equivalents. The goal was reached in 
June 2014, six months ahead of schedule. 

Seoul’s response to waste and the policies 
surrounding waste management is also 
influenced by an awareness of the importance 
of climate change, as well as the space 
limitations of the city. The Mapo Resource 
Recovery Facility was the Tuesday site visit and 
is one of the site visits that occurs during most 
Case Studies. The site visits are not repeated 
identically in every iteration, but they’re a 
central focus of the Case Study since they are 
one of the aspects that would be inherently 
irreproducible without being physically present 
in Seoul. When walking the city, the lack of 
trash cans in public areas is very apparent; 
visiting Mapo Resource Recovery Facility 
explained the reason behind that. Recycling a 
variety of different materials is easy in Seoul, 
though it requires sorting recyclables. Compared 
to the single-stream recycling common in many 
areas of the United States, Seoul has strict waste 
sorting requirements. Compliance with this 
sorting is high, however, because residents are 
charged for food waste and garbage by weight 
and volume, respectively, and are not charged 
for recycling. Additionally, during the initial 
phase of policy implementation, surveillance 
was used and reporting of violations encouraged 
to minimize illegal dumping. This helped reduce 
the garbage coming out of Seoul to a 
manageable volume. Mapo is built atop landfills 
that have been bulldozed over, and is 
surrounded by a park built on the same. Our 
guide explained that the still-massive quantity of 
waste generated is burned. The progressive 
filtering and processing of the waste and heat 
provide both electricity and heat to the 
surrounding neighborhoods. 

Wednesday’s site visit was aesthetically 
very different. The group was taken to the 
shining glass and steel of Digital Media City 
(DMC), a planned commercial development 
centered around digital media such as television, 
video games, and virtual reality. The several 
blocks that comprise the DMC were previously 
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a residential area that was constructed on a 
former landfill. Those residents were bought 
out: gentrification on a precisely planned scale. 
Due to the official nature of most of the 
introductions to South Korean policy we 
received, gentrification was primarily spoken 
around and not directly of. Instead, we got to 
explore augmented reality games in the DMC 
headquarters.  

Beyond the DMC, Seoul is incredibly 
technologically integrated. Over the course of 
the week, we visited two Emergency Operation 
Centers (EOCs): the 119 Center, the combined 
fire and medical emergency response line; and 
the center for Seoul Transport Operation and 
Information Service (TOPIS). Those EOCs 
were set up similarly to the EOCs in the United 
States: the control room has a long conference 
table where stakeholders can come together for 
face-to-face discussions, a screen and podium at 
the front for whomever is presenting, and 
numerous communication devices to obtain 
information and communicate any decisions 
made. These functional similarities highlighted 
the differences in overall priorities, concerns, 
and operations at both locations. The first, and 
one that the two locations shared, is that the 
EOCs were both multiple storeys underground, 
with secure doors between the EOC and the 
outside world. In New Castle County, 
Delaware, where flooding is one of the primary 
disasters that an EOC could expect to 
encounter, the EOC is on the second floor, to 
remove it from the threat of flood. Seoul’s 
proximity to North Korea requires that the 
EOC have locations that could maintain 
operations through the threat of missiles, 
despite the threat of flooding from the Han 
river. Another difference is that firefighter 

teams responding to 119 calls have a team 
member whose primary responsibility is filming 
operations, in case the surveillance cameras, 
which are all around the city, are unable to 
provide a sufficiently accurate and immediate 
picture. The calls themselves can be video 
rather than purely audio calls, providing an 
opportunity for the trained medical responders 
available to respond to the calls to observe and 
make recommendations, including guiding 
callers through CPR. 

Technological integration is also an 
overarching policy goal, with SMG aiming to be 
the most technologically advanced city in the 
world. This means that SMG has made issues 
like potholes reportable via mobile phone. It 
has also led to ‘m-voting,’ the survey app used 
for polling to provide transparency and more 
immediate citizen engagement on policy issues. 
M-voting also lets citizens run polls - one of the 
examples given was a family polling where they 
should go on a weekend outing. There was no 
shortage of interesting places to go during the 
evenings, when nothing was scheduled as part 
of the official Case Study. The night markets, 
the parks, and the restaurants were all fun to 
explore, even with limited ability to speak 
Korean. 

The Seoul Case Study Program is a great 
experience in a fascinating city, and the Joseph 
R. Biden, Jr. School of Public Policy and 
Administration class that encompasses this trip 
is highly recommended for students of public 
policy. The Seoul Case Study Program class is a 
full-semester class that can be taken for one to 
three credits with Dr. Jonathan Justice, and is an 
immersive look at comparative public policy. 
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 Terrorism was once a scattered, intermittent concern for the global 
community. It is now an everyday security problem that primarily affects large urban 
centers that have not been secured. Proper risk assessment, intelligence collection, 
public awareness, organizational collaboration, and improvements in technology are 
key areas and points that need to be emphasized in terrorism prevention. When it 
comes to implementing effective counterterrorism practices, places such as New 
York City have made strides. The city’s ability to prevent attacks can be contributed 
to their extensive use of surveillance systems, as well as their robust information-
sharing and collaborative abilities. This paper assesses the major findings in 
counterterrorism literature and in practice, providing examples of advances that New 
York City has utilized in order to keep people safe from terrorist attacks. 

 
 
Policy Problem and Historical Context 

Terrorist attacks and their effects on 
people throughout the world have been a 
protracted concern for the past twenty years. 
Although the methods in which these types of 
attacks have varied, a vast majority of them 
have occurred in places that can be defined as 
soft targets (French, 2015). Soft targets are 
locations that are accessible to large numbers of 
people and that have limited security or 
protection methods in case of an emergency. In 
order to effectively keep soft targets as safe as 
possible from attacks, there must be a 
systematic aggregation of preparedness and 
prevention in place. Key points in soft target 
hardening and terrorism prevention include a 
proper assessment of risk, the collection of 
intelligence, public awareness, organizational 
collaboration, and improvements in technology. 
This paper will explore various practices that 
research has shown to be effective in reducing 
incident risk while highlighting successes in 
New York City, a location that continues to  

 
 
keep counterterrorism and soft target hardening 
at the forefront of their public safety concerns. 
In addition to this analysis, the following paper 
will recommend improvements that can be 
made to bolster practices and procedures in 
developing better public safety standards and 
outcomes. 
 
Terrorism and Soft Targets 

There is no universally accepted definition 
for terrorism, but it is generally defined as: 
attacks that inflict a sense of fear to further a 
cause or political effort (“Terrorism - Our 
World in Data,” 2018). The Global Terrorism 
Database lists terrorism as, “the threatened or 
actual use of illegal force and violence by a non-
state actor to attain a political, economic, 
religious, or social goal through fear, coercion, 
or intimidation" (“Terrorism - Our World in 
Data,” 2018). This is the definition that will be 
used in this paper because of the amount of 
examples referenced from the Global Terrorism 
Database. The prevalence of attacks has 
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increased around the globe both in number and 
variety over recent decades. Between 1969 and 
2009, there were 38,345 instances of terrorism 
around the world (Muhlhausen & McNeill, 
2011), while in 2016 alone there were 13,488 
terrorist attacks (“Terrorism - Our World in 
Data,” 2018). These numbers reinforce the idea 
that it is a necessity for countries, governments, 
and even local cities to take action to deter these 
attacks in any way possible. 

As early as 1968, the Popular Front for 
the Liberation of Palestine held Israeli 
passengers on board Israeli El Al Flight 426 to 
coerce the release of Arab prisoners 
(“Terrorism - Our World in Data,” 2018). 
Other examples of the use of terrorism with air 
travel can be seen in the form of hijackings, 
such as the September 11th, 2001 attacks, as well 
as with the utilization of improvised explosive 
devices on airlines, like that of the attempted 
shoe bomber attack in December 2001 (“The 
Ongoing Battle against Innovative Suicide 
Bombers,” 2016). In the wake of these attacks, 
security standards were heightened and the 
locations were forced to harden because of their 
clearly exposed vulnerabilities (Stewart, 2016). A 
major concern regarding the location of attack 
targets is their occurrence in low security areas 
with a greater potential to harm more people. 
Air travel had initially been a frequent area of 
concentration for terror attacks. Attackers 
targeting softer targets, or locations where the 
security is weaker, illustrates a systemic shift in 
attack methodology. The difficulty in adapting 
to this methodological change is that they 
require a shift in resources. Many times, the 
money is not considered and there are not 
enough resources to staff the security needs or 
fund the protective practices that are vital to the 
efforts of keeping vulnerable areas safe all over 
the world.  

 These shifting trends in attack 
methodology must be recognized before 
addressing other research on the topic of soft 
targets.  As mentioned above, there have been 
consistent indications of the evolution of 
terrorist attacks, from airplane hijackings to the 
use of improvised explosive devices. Even with 
an improvement in the capabilities of the 

technology that prevents these attacks, terrorists 
simultaneously find ways to evade such efforts. 
A concern is the growing tendency of 
improvisation in terror attacks, which has made 
access to destruction easier. Rather than seeing 
complicated and coordinated attacks, attackers 
are using vehicles, random explosives, and 
firearms in places where they can achieve large 
amounts of damage in small amounts of time 
(Hesterman, 2014). One example of this is the 
increased use of improvised explosive devices, 
or IEDs. These devices are easy to assemble 
and can cause large amounts of damage when 
detonated. In 2015, suicide bombings utilizing 
IEDs occurred in over 10% of member states 
within the United Nations, which is more than 
had ever been recorded (UNODA, n.d.). While 
the locations of the attacks have varied, the 
targets have maintained a focus on their present 
vulnerabilities. It is worth noting that both 
attack methodology and use of IEDs have 
resulted in an increase in attacks’ lethality 
(Gatekeeper Intelligent Security, 2018). Since 
terrorism’s goal is to induce fear through the 
use of physical and sometimes deadly force, 
these trends are highly relevant to the 
prevention of attacks and further damage.  

 
Research 
 
Assessing Risks and Coordinating Plans 

Although there is a plethora of locations 
that can be classified as soft targets, not all need 
be the focus of intense hardening. Terrorist 
organizations choose targets that not only have 
a large amount of people, but also ones that 
have high symbolic value. One example of this 
is from March 2004, when al-Qaeda claimed 
responsibility for the bombing of four Madrid 
commuter trains which resulted in 191 deaths 
and more than 1,800 injuries (Counter 
Extremism Project, n.d.). Another example 
would be the specific targeting of Chelsea, an 
affluent community in New York City that was 
subjected to a bomb explosion in September 
2016. Al-Qaeda used an online propaganda 
journal to prompt its followers to not only 
attack crowded public areas, but also to target 
wealthy ones (“Inspire Guide,” 2016). In the 
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journal, the terror group had identified 
Manhattan as the “administrative and economic 
center of New York” (“Inspire Guide,” 2016). 
It went on to outline how the inhabitants of the 
Chelsea neighborhood were notably from the 
upper class, and therefore an attack there would 
be more likely to harm someone of importance 
(“Inspire Guide,” 2016). These locations were 
intentionally attacked based on the relevance 
they have to the citizens that use them, in 
respect to the train bombings, and those that 
reside there, in respect to the Chelsea 
bombings. 

 More standardized risk assessments are 
needed to improve the identification of 
potential targets as well as prepare the 
stakeholders that might be involved in a 
response (Waugh, 2018). A study that was 
conducted following an attack on the Westgate 
Mall in Nairobi, Kenya demonstrated an 
example of when a proper risk assessment 
would have been beneficial, because the 
location can be related to many shopping malls 
around the world (Barrett, 2014). Barrett 
explains how a risk assessment is necessary to 
create an effective security plan, and how a 
planning team comprised of risk managers and 
professional security personnel should create 
this security plan (2014). This planning team 
must ensure that the necessary personnel are 
trained, evaluate the current physical security 
facility, conduct threat assessments, implement 
security plans, and make sure that plans are 
being implemented and are effective (Barrett, 
2014). Finally, Barrett insisted, the plan must 
align with a developed threat assessment. 
Although some organizations may not have the 
means to properly conduct such well-developed 
assessments, local law enforcements and 
governments are often willing to share and 
assist the organizations (Barrett, 2014).  

 Stepping back from risk assessments, 
simple coordination and information sharing are 
both essential in hardening of soft targets. A 
2011 study by Uddin and Hossain looked at the 
network relationship between emergency 
agencies and shopping malls in regards to their 
preparedness to coordinate during an 
emergency. It found that connectedness and the 

strength of soft target organizations like 
shopping malls directly correlated with an 
increase in the frequency of information 
sharing, as well as an increase in the degree of 
rehearsal between these organizations and 
emergency agencies. Furthermore, 
improvements in the training of security staff 
and emergency responders is one of the most 
important actions that a soft target organization 
can take to bolster their counter-terrorism 
preparations (Uddin & Hossain, 2011).  
 
Surveillance 

Surveillance is not only a method that is 
employed to protect people from imminent 
danger but is also used post-attack to research 
and evaluate what happened and, what can be 
improved upon. Research suggests that with the 
advancement of technology, the use of artificial 
intelligence (AI) is a growing area of 
consideration in regard to surveillance. Since 
not every municipality and local government 
has the assets or resources to frequently use 
active surveillance, increased use of artificial 
intelligence systems may prove to be just as 
effective. With implementation, agencies are 
able to focus their efforts on more areas of 
concern while using intelligent systems as a 
supplement to law enforcement and public 
safety (La Vigne et al., 2011). These AI systems 
have capabilities to take in more information in 
more places while seeing more than an 
employee or officer can, and then analyze the 
information to alert the necessary officials 
(Slessor, 2018). One concern surrounding the 
use of AI is the cost of implementation and 
setup; however, research shows that they can 
prove to be cost-effective over time. The New 
York Police Department’s, NYPDs, Domain 
Awareness System, DAS, is an example of cost-
effectiveness. From its use, it has saved the 
NYPD and estimated $50 million per year 
(Levine et al., 2017). Systems like the DAS can 
also be useful for other security purposes for 
major sporting events such as the World Cup or 
the Summer Olympics. 
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Community Engagement 

Conducting various methods of prevention is 
critical because, as illustrated before, terrorism is 
a complex and prevalent issue. Crime 
prevention through environmental design, or 
CPTED, is one possible method of terrorism 
prevention. CPTED is a method that focuses 
on the reduction of conditions that can make an 
area vulnerable. Some of the most common 
features of CPTED involve the presence of 
sufficient lighting, physical structures such as 
fences or barriers, and camera usage. One study 
found that CPTED encourages and strengthens 
territoriality and natural surveillance within 
communities. The study also related its findings 
to the demographic diversity of the 
neighborhoods in question (Reynald, 2011). The 
study looked into residents’ willingness, and 
more so, ability to naturally survey their 
community for crime related or abnormal 
occurrences, while also looking at the likelihood 
of said residents to intervene if the opportunity 
arose. The study found that residents of low 
crime communities were more willing to actively 
supervise their neighborhoods and also 
intervene directly in suspicious activity, while 
the inverse was found to be true for high crime 
communities (Reynald, 2011).  
 In another study, the United States 
Department of Homeland Security made 
complementary findings pertaining to public 
awareness of suspicious activity. In this study, 
many people reported that they would be more 
likely to report suspicious activity if it were 
closer to home, mainly because of their ability 
to differentiate between normal and abnormal 
activity within their own communities (U.S. 
DHS, 2012). The study goes on to explain how 
the public’s awareness of suspicious activity is a 
critical asset in community safety. There should 
be campaigns and efforts being consistently 
made to improve ease of reporting from the 
public, while also educating community 
members on what suspicious activity entails 
(U.S. DHS, 2012). 
 
Funding 

When examining the assortment of 
research that relates to counterterrorism 

practices, paying for these advancements in 
methods is also a very important topic of 
research, such as surveillance and data 
collection. Some of the research discussed in 
prior sections suggested the need for extensive 
funding, which is not feasible everywhere. One 
study addressing funding limitations looks into 
Greece’s expenditures on technology, 
infrastructure, and capital equipment as a policy 
option for counterterrorism. It found that 
greater spending improves the capacity for 
security forces to fight against terrorism, and 
was an overall effective measure for reducing 
the prevalence of terrorism (Kollias, Messis, 
Mylonidis, & Paleologou, 2009). The study also 
discusses how non-cost options such as 
legislation are also effective when utilized in 
conjunction with the spending on 
counterterrorism improvements (Kollias et al., 
2009). These findings are extremely relevant 
when it comes to considering the outcomes of 
organizations or countries looking to invest in 
better technology as a method to prevent or 
lessen the presence of terrorism. 
 
Intelligence 

Intelligence plays a large role in the 
process of soft target hardening. While the 
motives behind each attack may vary, terror 
attacks all share the characteristic of aiming to 
kill and to send a message (“Terrorism – Our 
World in Data,” 2018). When attempting to 
prevent attacks from happening, it behooves 
organizations to maintain relevant intelligence 
on threatening terror groups in order to direct 
their various preventive measures meaningfully. 
One article, with data from the National 
Memorial Institute for the Prevention of 
Terrorism’s, MIPT, Terrorism Knowledge Base, 
examined the factors that make a terrorist 
organization more or less likely to attack (Asal 
et al., 2009). By looking at some of the 
motivations of multiple terrorist organizations, 
the study analyzed terrorist events that had 
occurred to see which groups have the 
propensity to attack. Based on their findings, a 
key determinant of an organization’s likelihood 
to attack is in the presence of a religious 
ideology, as well as those that combined 
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religious and ethno-nationalistic ideologies, 
which points to the idea of religion as a key 
determinant. In addition, larger groups that 
have widespread influence and stronger 
networks were found to be more capable and 
likely to repeatedly attack a soft target (Asal et 
al., 2009). This is important when planning for 
what surveillance measures might need to be 
taken in order to protect people from 
organizations that have made it clear that they 
are threats to the safety of others. 

 
Practice 
 
Surveillance 

There are many different organizations 
actively utilizing different technologies in their 
surveillance methods. The NYPD is one of the 
largest police forces in the United States, with 
approximately 36,000 officers (“New York 
Police Department,” 2018), and their use of 
technology in surveillance is significant. Many 
think of the use of surveillance cameras, 
otherwise known as closed-circuit television 
cameras, CCTVs, as one of the main pieces of 
technology used to accomplish surveillance. The 
NYPD incorporates approximately 9,000 
CCTVs that are owned and operated by a mix 
of public and private sector entities. By 
integrating a subset of these cameras, gunshot 
spotting technology, license plate readers, and 
other logic-based rule sets within the NYPD, 
the police department developed a system that 
analyzes a constant influx of data. This is done 
by taking observations in the community with 
the use of sensors, informational databases, 
security or police software, and infrastructure, 
and using it to deliver tailored information to 
the police department. This system was 
originally designed for counterterrorism, but 
due to its effectiveness, was able to be used for 
every police precinct in the city for both 
counterterrorism and more typical law 
enforcement purposes (Levine et al., 2017). This 
system presents an extremely comprehensive 
way to gather situational data and share it with 
enough value to affect decisions the police 
department makes every day. 

 Other technological advances have been 
made to thwart terror plots that are not as 
mechanical as some of the other resources the 
NYPD deployed. The NYPD integrated the use 
of an advanced K9 unit into their 
Counterterrorism Bureau (Parascandola, 2018). 
The dogs serving in this unit go through an 
extensive training program to detect and pursue 
potential explosive threats in public spaces. 
They are known as Vapor Wake Dogs and can 
pinpoint explosive material on a moving target 
in a crowded place (Dunn, 2018). This addition 
supplements other surveillance practices and 
has become a great asset to active law 
enforcement. 

 
Coordination Planning 

As seen from the research related to 
coordination and information sharing, 
coordination planning is notably one of the 
highest recommended methods to prevent 
terrorism on all levels of government. The 
NYPD currently uses a program called 
SHIELD. This initiative seeks to improve 
relations between the police department and 
others as a public-private partnership with a 
continuation of information sharing (NYPD, 
2018b). SHIELD partners with security 
managers from the private sector with a strong 
understanding of industry specific safety and 
security measures. As a result, the collaboration 
between these entities allows for a greater 
dissemination of responsibility and proper 
information sharing. 
 Counterterrorism is critical to law 
enforcement and public safety, and thus the 
federal government has made efforts to assist 
and better coordinate a response for local and 
state agencies. The Department of Homeland 
Security is actively organizing and compiling 
best practices and standards to be used for state, 
local, tribal, and territorial governments. 
Additionally, collaboration and partnership 
building is continually recommended for use 
between private and public organizations. These 
practices, in conjunction with a major push 
regarding the unity of effort, are changing the 
way that governments plan to handle issues and 
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protect crowds and soft targets (U.S. DHS, 
2018). 
 
Community Engagement 

The Department of Homeland Security is 
an organization that, amongst many other 
things, strives to enhance citizen and 
community preparedness (U.S. DHS, 2018). 
The role that citizens play in assisting the 
detection and prevention of terrorist attacks is 
extremely important. Through the increased 
focus on integrating the public into the 
counterterrorism process in any way possible, 
programs such as “If You See Something Say 
Something®,” have been utilized by the 
Department of Homeland Security to bridge the 
gap between civilians and law enforcement 
agencies (2014). The programs, therefore, build 
upon individuals’ capacities to report suspicious 
activity (“If you see something say something”, 
2014). This program in particular was originally 
started in New York but has been adopted by 
other organizations as well. The United States 
Coast Guard has a public outreach program 
called “America’s Waterway Watch,” that looks 
to accomplish the same goal by urging people 
that notice any suspicious activity to report it to 
the proper authorities (2017). The Coast Guard 
makes it clear on their website who to contact 
and how to do so. This is another partnership 
that was set up through the Department of 
Homeland Security to improve coordination 
and boost public involvement in the 
surveillance and reporting process. 

 
Analysis  

According to the Department of 
Homeland Security, there are several areas that 
need further research. These areas include the 
lack of a standing coordinating body of 
knowledge; the lack of a unified picture of the 
department’s programs; the lack of affordability 
and scalability for soft target security; and the 
challenge of maintaining vigilance during the 
shift to new normal (U.S. DHS, 2018). Though 
the presence of these challenges allow for 
greater vulnerabilities, the comparisons between 
research and practice prove that there are ways 
in which these gaps can be closed. 

 Private and public partnerships are 
taken advantage of in cities such as New York, 
and it can be seen when it comes to access of 
CCTVs, or through information sharing 
between organizations. Additionally, the use of 
artificial intelligence has started in systems such 
as the NYPD’s DAS, and is available for 
immediate use by that agency. When used as a 
supplement to policing, rather than a 
replacement, AI systems allow for positive 
integration of conducting and implementing 
research in the places where it is used. The 
NYPD and Microsoft have been working on 
selling their system, but not all governments or 
municipalities are able afford an investment of 
that scale, even though issues that the City of 
New York faces are often similar to every other 
major city in the world. Not every single city 
needs a developed system of this magnitude. In 
the same way that the NYPD uses video 
analytics with only a subset of the cameras they 
have, the same could be said for an entire 
nation. It is vital that a thorough threat analysis 
is conducted and specific needs are identified 
before bringing in a system of that caliber. This 
illustrates a need for continued research and 
development of protective programs and 
software to heighten accessibility.  

 The public has proven to be a 
tremendous asset when it comes to the 
hardening of soft targets. CPTED and the use 
of public surveillance are extremely useful 
towards prevention through reporting 
suspicious activity. Findings indicate a 
willingness of community members to partake 
in surveillance, which is helpful to law 
enforcement agencies. With public sentiment in 
mind, agencies can bring in the appropriate and 
necessary resources in specific areas, including, 
but not limited to: the use of CCTVs, better 
placement of patrol officers, and public 
awareness campaigns. It further helps the 
government to understand the culture of a 
community and the public’s perceptions of their 
own safety.  

 Asal et al.’s finding that terrorist 
organizations with religious ideologies have a 
higher propensity to conduct terrorist attacks 
(2009) has the potential to coincide with the 
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highly controversial act of agencies profiling 
and surveying specific groups of individuals of 
religious similarity (Joseph & Edelman, 2016). 
Profiling stigmatizes people rather than 
behaviors, which can be inadvisable. Following 
the September 11th attacks in 2001, there was an 
enormous focus on the Muslim and Arabic 
communities within the United States. Profiling 
based on social connections and behavioral cues 
in conjunction with racial descriptions is 
considered acceptable and a more reliable form 
of surveillance (Smith & Mason, 2016). It 
becomes an issue when law enforcement 
officers focus solely on racial descriptions 
without considering the other two criteria. This 
is why there must be a greater emphasis on the 
education of community members on the 
behaviors to be aware of, while also using law 
enforcement combined with surveillance 
technologies to strengthen outcomes. This shift 
in emphasis towards a whole community and 
outreach approach in emergency management 
practices will continue to prove beneficial in the 
hardening of soft targets.  

 Terrorist attacks come at a price that is 
more than just a monetary cost. The price of 
terrorism is also paid with the fear of future 
attacks and with human life, which makes 
investing in counterterrorism a necessity. 
Although systems such as DAS have proven to 
be expensive, their implications make these 
investments exponentially worthwhile. Given 
that New York City alone was able to save $5 
million per year with the use of DAS (Levine, 
Tisch, Tasso, & Joy, 2017) shows how 
investments in improved technology can pay for 
themselves in the long term. In addition to that, 
a study that was conducted by Kollias et al. 
further elaborated on spending as a valuable 
method to reducing the number of terrorist 
attacks (2009). Between these two studies, it is 
apparent that effective investment in 
counterterrorism should never be considered 
wasted funding.  
 
Conclusion 

The threat of terror is ever-present in 
our world, and it has not gone unnoticed. 
Countries everywhere have shown advances in 

ensuring their citizens are safe in as many ways 
as they can. Every attack that has ever occurred 
has caused suffering in the world, but by 
learning from them, we improve the fight 
against future treachery. There is a continued 
need for research to better understand our 
present threats, as well as a need to determine 
the best methods of implementation so safety 
responses can be personalized and applied to 
the communities, organizations, and individuals 
that need it. 
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 The United Arab Emirates – the UAE – a small, wealthy Gulf State country, 
is subject to many geographical, political, and social issues that contribute to either 
increased risk of disaster or ineffective disaster management. This paper discusses 
these issues, their causes, how they impact the country’s ability to face a disaster, and 
how they can be fixed from a public policy perspective. In the UAE, citizens 
represent only 11.6% of the total population, whereas most residents are immigrant 
workers who enjoy many fewer advantages in the country. Such a large demographic 
imbalance threatens the stability of the social system and continuity of business 
during and after a disaster. It also impedes community engagement in disaster 
planning and response. A large demographic imbalance, low public representation in 
public policy, and low community engagement in the planning process are 
highlighted as the primary community-based vulnerabilities. This paper illustrates 
several recommendations to alleviate the impact of these issues and urges 
policymakers and emergency managers to be aware of 1) the drawbacks of the 
exclusive planning process and 2) the social vulnerabilities that are promoted by the 
current public policy. More public policy research and community-based research 
projects aiming to promote community involvement in emergency planning and 
response are needed. 

Thank you to Dr. Joseph Trainor, Director of Disaster Science and Management Program at UD, for his feedback 
on an earlier version of this paper. 
 
 
Introduction:  

The United Arab Emirates, the UAE, is a 
relatively new country comprised of seven 
emirates, or states, that are located along the 
southeast shore of the Arabian Peninsula. On 
December 2nd, 1971, a new federation was 
announced among six emirates: Abu Dhabi, 
Dubai, Ajman, Umm Al-Quwain, Sharjah and 
Fujairah. The seventh emirate, Ras Al Khaimah, 
joined the federation two months later. The 
total union size is 32,278 mi2, similar to the state 
of South Carolina’s size of 32,020 mi2. Abu 
Dhabi, the largest emirate, covers 87% of the 
UAE’s mainland, Dubai covers 5%, and Sharjah 
covers 3.3%. About 85% of the population lives 
in these three emirates in the Northeast region 
of the country (CIA, 2017a). Abu Dhabi city, 
the capital city of the Emirate of Abu Dhabi, is 
also the capital city of the UAE. 

According to a 2015 estimation, the 
UAE’s population is about 9.27 million people. 
Nearly 85% of the population lives in urban 
areas (CIA, 2017a), with an annual growth rate 
of 1.44% according to 2018 estimations (CIA, 
2018). The vast majority of the population is 
not UAE citizens. That is, UAE citizens 
represent only 11.6% of the UAE’s total 
population (CIA, 2017a). Therefore, more than 
88% of the population are non-citizens, and 
most of them are immigrant workers from 
several Asian countries; mainly South Asia 
(CIA, 2017a). Immigrant workers enjoy fewer 
advantages, and many of them have no family in 
the UAE due to the high cost of living. This 
condition forms a state of significant imbalance 
for this population that negatively impacts the 
UAE’s emergency response process.  

A great deal of the country’s workforce 
has lower community attachment because they 
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are foreigners, communicate with loose-knit 
social networks (see Boyle, 2012), and have the 
least entitlements, compared to citizens. Such a 
workforce is needed for public health and 
emergency response capabilities, such as 
community recovery and medical surge (CDC, 
2018). For instance, most physicians in 
Emergency Departments (EDs) in the UAE are 
expatriate physicians (Fares et al. 2014). The 
prevalence of lower community attachment 
within the non-citizen groups is inherently 
linked to social and cultural barriers, low 
political involvement, and lower entitlement and 
service accessibility level compared to citizens. 
Such a low community attachment minimizes 
community-based capabilities, like social capital, 
that are useful for disaster preparedness, 
response, and recovery. This paper discusses the 
nature of hazards and vulnerabilities in the 
UAE, the current UAE emergency management 
system, and how that system could be improved 
from a public policy perspective to cope with 
local hazards and vulnerabilities. 
 
The UAE’s Political State 

The UAE has a federal absolute 
monarchy, by which the emirates are united 
under one federal government that mainly 
governs–through the Supreme Council, Federal 
Council, and Cabinet of Ministries–the union 
entities, such as the External Affairs and the 
Federal Armed Forces. Nevertheless, each 
emirate’s administration is independent in ruling 
its internal affairs, according to the UAE 
Constitution. Each emirate has a capital city 
which has the same name; for example, Dubai is 
the capital city of the emirate of Dubai. Every 
emirate is ruled by a ruling family as a 
monarchy. The Ruler of Abu Dhabi is the 
President of the UAE, and the ruler of Dubai is 
the Vice President and Prime Minister of the 
country. The legislative power, or constitutional 
authority, and executive power are represented 
by the Federal Supreme Council and the UAE 
Cabinet of Ministries, respectively. Both 
government branches are dominated by the 
members of the ruling families. For example, 
the Federal Supreme Council consists of seven 
members who are also the seven emirate rulers. 

Along with that ruling authority, and to some 
extent because of it, the ruling family members 
have exceptional access to the country’s wealth 
and natural resources. 

 
 
The UAE’s Economy  

The UAE is a wealthy country with a per 
capita GDP of $73,878.50 USD as of 2017 (The 
World Bank, 2018). According to the 
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries’, OPEC, the total proven crude oil 
reserves are 97.8 billion barrels, and the total 
proven natural gas reserves are 6,091 billion 
cubic meters (OPEC, 2017). Therefore, the 
UAE is ranked 7th in total world oil reserves, 
according to 2017 estimates (CIA, 2017b). 
Approximately 40% of the country’s gross 
domestic product is directly based on oil and 
gas output (CIA, 2017a). However, each emirate 
has its own economic structure and related 
resources. Abu Dhabi is the wealthiest emirate 
because of their oil and gas reserves, followed 
by Dubai and Sharjah. 

The Abu Dhabi emirate covers 
approximately 87% of the UAE mainland, so 
most of the UAE’s oil reserve is allocated in the 
Abu Dhabi territory. That gives Abu Dhabi 
abundant financial capabilities compared to 
other emirates. Dubai also has some financial 
advantages due to its diverse economic 
activities: ranging from oil and natural 
resources, to trade, to the tourism industry. The 
Dubai emirate has the Jabil Ali area where the 
largest commercial seaport in the region is 
located. Other emirates are less fortunate than 
Abu Dhabi and Dubai and they have more 
limited resources.  

Due to this economic dependency on 
natural resources, location, and the 
sociopolitical system, the country as a whole is 
prone to many hazards. These hazards can be 
either natural hazards or human-made hazards, 
such as technological hazards. In the following 
section, an overview will be given about these 
hazards with some examples from past events. 

 
Natural Hazards 
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In terms of geology, the UAE is located 
on the relatively stable Arabian Tectonic Plate. 
Nevertheless, that plate has major active 
tectonic features forming its boundaries: the 
Zagros fold belt and Makran subduction zone 
to the north and northeast; the Red Sea Rift and 
Dead Sea Rift to the northwest, west, and the 
Gulf of Aden; and Owen fracture zone to the 
south and southeast (Pascucci, Free, & 
Lubkowski, 2008). Thus, most destructive 
seismic activity occurs in Iran, on the opposite 
side of the Gulf shore, because of the Zagros 
fold belt.  

However, the UAE is still not free from 
the risk of earthquakes; several earthquakes 
occurred in the UAE recently. The worst 
earthquake in recent history in the UAE was a 
5.1-magnitude earthquake, which occurred in 
the Massafi area on March 11th, 2002 (Barakat, 
Shanableh, & Malkawi, 2008), and affected 
mostly the Emirate of Fujairah (Dhanhani, 
Duncan, & Chester, 2010). The risk of 
earthquake damage increases in the north-
eastern regions of the country because of the 
relatively higher seismic activity, and in the 
northern parts of the country because of the 
density of population, especially with cities like 
Dubai or Abu Dhabi (Barakat et al., 2008).  

The UAE is also at risk for cyclones 
originating in the Indian Ocean because of its 
location on the Arabian, or Persian, Gulf and 
the Gulf of Oman which connects Persian Gulf 
to the Arabian Sea and Indian Ocean. Two 
major storms hit the UAE in recent years: 
Cyclone Gonu in June 2007, and Cyclone Phet 
in late May to June 2010. Cyclone Gonu, a 
Category 4 storm, hit Oman, the UAE, 
Pakistan, and Iran. It claimed 78 lives and left 
37 missing, most from the neighboring country 
of Oman (Alhmoudi & Aziz, 2016; El Rafy & 
Hafez, 2008). Cyclone Phet was also a Category 
4 storm, but the power of the storm reduced to 
Category 3 by the time it reached the shore of 
Oman (NASA, 2010). In addition to Oman, 
Cyclone Phet significantly impacted the Emirate 
of Fujairah. People in the Emirate of Fujairah 
lost their land, crops, and boats (Alhmoudi & 
Aziz, 2016). 

 

Technological Hazards 
Because of the major production of oil in 

the Gulf area, the UAE is prone to oil spills and 
their environmental consequences. Two cities in 
the UAE, Ras Al Khaimah and Fujairah, are 
located near the Strait of Hormuz, which is the 
busiest oil trade checkpoint in the world, due to 
35% of the traded crude oil in the world going 
through it. Since 1974, there have been several 
major tanker spills in the strait or within the 
vicinity of the Arabian/Persian Gulf and the 
Gulf of Oman. According to the International 
Tanker Owners Pollution Federation, or 
ITOPF, the most recent major oil spill incidents 
in the Arabian/Persian Gulf occurred within 
UAE territorial waters were Seki in 1994 and 
Pontoon 300 in 1998 (ITOPF, 2003).  

Besides the harmful effects of oil spills on 
the marine life, the oil spills in the 
Arabian/Persian Gulf could also impact the 
water desalination plants that supply water for 
major cities in the UAE as well as in Saudi 
Arabia. The Pontoon 300 incident, which 
resulted in a spill of 5,500 tons of oil, presented 
risk of contaminating the desalinated water 
(Elshorbagy & Elhakeem, 2008). The diesel oil 
entered the intake of a desalination plant and 
resulted in contamination of the water supply of 
500,000 people (Elshorbagy & Elhakeem, 
2008). The impacts of oily seawater include 1) 
increased biofouling of the entrance of the 
intake filters or screen, which leads to the 
second impact, 2) reduced water intake, and 3) 
lowered desalination plant performance due to 
the decrease in the heat transfer capacity 
(Elshorbagy & Elhakeem, 2008). To prevent 
such negative outcomes, a major shutdown for 
the desalination plant was necessary to perform 
intensive flushing and equipment cleaning in the 
plant (Elshorbagy & Elhakeem, 2008).  

Other human-made hazards include, but 
are not limited to fires, wars, and terrorist 
attacks. Dubai and Abu Dhabi, the country’s 
two major cities, have many skyscrapers. Dubai 
has the highest skyscraper in the world, the Burj 
Khalifa–has experienced many fire incidents. 
On April 3rd, 2017, a fire occurred in an under-
construction skyscraper and resulted in one 
fatality (Aljazeera News, 2017). On New Year’s 
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Eve 2015, a fire broke out in a 63-story luxury 
hotel in Dubai and caused at least 15 injuries, 
and one victim had a heart attack during the 
evacuation process (Aljazeera News, 2016; The 
Guardian, 2016). Even though there is no 
history of major terrorist attacks in the UAE, 
the country is still at risk of such attacks due to 
its political role and involvement in some 
ongoing conflicts in the Middle East, such as 
the Yemen War. 

 
Vulnerabilities 

Vulnerability can be defined as “a measure 
of the propensity of an object, area, individual, 
group, community, country, or other entity to 
incur the consequences of a hazard, and is the 
result of physical, social, economic, and 
environmental factors” (Coppola, 2015, p. 150). 
In the UAE, vulnerabilities could be 
exacerbated by political exclusion, social 
exclusion, demographic imbalance, injustice in 
wealth distribution, and economic injustice. As 
mentioned earlier, the UAE’s government is a 
federal absolute monarchy in which the ruling 
families have full authority on the decision-
making process within their emirates. With that 
absolutism in the government system and the 
significant wealth sources in the UAE, a 
combination between absolutism and rentierism 
came into existence. Such a condition was well-
elaborated in Michael Herb’s book The Wages of 
Oil. Herb (2014) argues that such a condition 
enables “the ruling families [to] adopt policies 
that suit their own interests” (p. 107). 
Consequently, public representation in the 
decision-making process is severely reduced 
because the ruling family is such a small 
subgroup of the population. Hence, the UAE 
ruling families do not reflect medium and low 
classes in many policies that affect those classes. 
This overall situation, which is rooted in the 
process of absolutism and extreme rentierism, 
leads to a further problem: demographic 
imbalance. 

The demographic imbalance in the UAE 
is a major issue. It is a country where citizens 
are a minority group and immigrants are a 
majority group. Financial resources and 
industrialization due to oil discoveries led to a 

massive immigration influx (Boyle, 2012; Al 
Shehabi, 2015). As an earlier study noted 
(Seccombe & Lawless, 1986), the dramatic oil 
price increases in the 1970s enhanced the 
international labor flow into the country and 
made the UAE depend more on foreign 
workers.  

In the light of Schneider’s (2007) ‘dynamic 
model’, a framework that explains how histories 
and ecologies determine the language structure 
in Postcolonial Englishes, Boyle (2012) argues 
that the UAE represents a special case of an 
‘adstrate community’ (Boyle, 2012, p. 313). The 
adstrate community–a term that is given by 
Schneider (2007) to population groups who are 
neither indigenous people, nor settlers–is 
enormous in the UAE (Boyle, 2012).  

The expatriate communities, or adstrate 
communities, in the UAE, as well as in other 
Gulf States, is made of economic immigrants 
whose influx resulted from the rapid 
development of the region (Boyle, 2012). 
According to Boyle (2012), the adstrate 
community is different in the UAE than in 
other postcolonial societies because 1) they 
represent the majority of the the UAE 
population and 2) they are not offered an 
opportunity to have permanent residence in the 
UAE (Boyle, 2012). Boyle’s argument is that 
norm-enforcement is reduced, and language 
change might be accelerated among expatriates 
in the UAE because they interact with a loose-
knit social network (Boyle, 2012). The argument 
is that expatriate communities in the UAE, as 
presented by Boyle (2012) could hinder 
effective community engagement, because of 
the loose-knit social interactions among them 
and the infeasibility of having permanent 
residence.  

The issue of demographic imbalance 
could have implications on the country's 
stability and ability to recover after disasters 
going forward. The poor community 
attachment, which was discussed in an earlier 
section of this paper, is supported by Boyle’s 
argument about the economic community. 
Boyle (2012) explains that the adstrate 
community “interact[s] by means of loose-knit 
social networks in which norm enforcement is 
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reduced and in which language change might 
well accelerate” (Boyle, 2012, p. 327-8). In other 
words, most of the immigrants come to the 
UAE as workers, so their long-term interest in 
developing the country is insecure because the 
relationship between them and the UAE is 
purely transactional: work for money. 

A great proportion of the UAE’s working 
immigrants leave their families in their home 
countries because “many of them are not 
allowed to resettle their families with them” 
(AlShehabi, 2015 p. 18). This is an ideal way to 
make money for immigrant workers, who 
mainly come from Asia and receive low wages, 
as the living cost is significantly higher in the 
UAE compared to their home countries. 
Without work, they have no ties making them 
part of a country where they have no citizenship 
identity or family. If there is a war or disastrous 
event that threatens the residents’ safety, it is 
highly expected that a great proportion of the 
workers will leave the country, comparable to 
what happened in Kuwait in the second Gulf 
War in 1991 (Shah, 1994; Abella, 1991). Such a 
sudden massive exodus of workers would 
increase the impact of a disastrous situation like 
war, because of the high dependency of the 
country’s economy on the productivity of those 
immigrants. 

Besides politically and economically 
rooted vulnerabilities, the UAE is subject to 
other vulnerabilities that are in geological in 
nature and are exacerbated by various aspects of 
the UAE society. An excellent example of such 
vulnerabilities is the issue of water and food 
security. The UAE is a country that depends 
heavily on seawater desalination and is ranked 
2nd in the world in producing desalinated water 
after Saudi Arabia (Sawe, 2017). Despite the 
heavy use of desalination, the UAE has a severe 
shortage of fresh water because it is a desert 
country with no rivers or lakes (Sawe, 2017). All 
the Gulf Cooperation Council, or GCC, states 
are within the top five countries dependent on 
seawater desalination. 

Even though the UAE uses its financial 
capabilities for desalinating seawater and 
importing food to overcome their vulnerability 
in water and food security, these are both 

temporary solutions that can contribute to long-
term negative impacts. Depending on 
desalinated water allows for more urbanization 
and population density than can be met in the a 
time of crisis. One limiting factor to 
unsustainable overpopulation, however, is that 
the only water the UAE can access for 
desalination is the Persian Gulf water: a body of 
water full of oil fields. The Persian Gulf is 
prone to oil spills that could quickly cease water 
desalination. As previously discussed, in 1998, a 
desalination plant in the UAE was shut down 
when diesel oil entered its intake. According to 
Elshorbagy & Elhakeem (2008), that threatened 
the water supply for half a million people.  

 
Emergency Management in the UAE 

The UAE’s emergency management 
system reflects the country’s absolute monarchy. 
The police department, Civil Defense, the UAE 
Armed Forces, National Emergency Crisis and 
Disasters Management Authority (NCEMA), 
and ambulance services are all centralized 
government agencies that dominate emergency 
response efforts. Also, several non-
governmental volunteer organizations help in 
the emergency response in the UAE, such as 
the Red Crescent and Sanid, which is a program 
for the national emergency response volunteers 
(Alhmoudi & Aziz, 2016). Table 1 summarizes 
the primary roles of the above organizations. 
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Table 1: Emergency agencies 

Agency Location Major Role Level of Operation 

GOs* 

NCEMA Abu-
Dhabi 

Coordinating and legislative 
Planning at national level 

National 

Emirate Police Each 
emirate 

Local area Local 

Civil Defense Each 
emirate 

Warning system 
First responder 
Planning at local level 

Local 

Emirate medical 
Services 

Each 
emirate 

Pre-hospital medical services Local 

The UAE Army The UAE Middle East Region Local/national/international 

NGOs* 

Emirate Red 
Crescent 

The UAE Humanitarian work National/international 

International 
Humanitarian City 
(IHC) 

Dubai Humanitarian organization hub  
Warehouse for all non-profit 
organization (airlifts transport aid 
evacuation for the staff) 

International 

Source: Data were retrieved from the official websites of NCEMA, government.ae, Emirate Red 
Cescent, and IHC. 
*GOs are governmental organizations; NGOs are non-governmental organizations; Local refers to 
within each emirate or state.   
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The local emirate governments vary 
noticeably regarding resource availability and 
prioritization of emergency policies. Dhanhani 
et al. (2010) conducted a cross-sectional study 
to compare the emergency system and 
preparedness capabilities in two emirates: Dubai 
and Fujairah. Dubai is a wealthy emirate that 
has a diverse economy, while Fujairah has 
limited resources and is more exposed to natural 
hazards, such as earthquake and cyclones, due 
to its location (Dhanhani et al., 2010). Dhanhani 
et al. (2010) concluded that the rich emirates 
possess the resources necessary to handle the 
impact of disaster and they can provide other 
emirates and countries with some of these 
resources, while the smaller emirates are reliant 
on the federal government for support when 
they need to respond to a large event.  

 Fares and his colleagues reached the 
same conclusion when they explored emergency 
medicine in the UAE (Fares et al., 2014). Fares 
et al. (2014) concluded that the wealthiest 
emirates (Abu Dhabi and Dubai) have advanced 
and well-organized pre-hospital emergency care 
as compared to the rest of emirates. Among 
those five other emirates, Sharjah has the best 
operational state regarding pre-hospital 
emergency medicine (Fares et al., 2014). There 
are 103 pre-hospital care providers in Sharjah, 
compared to just 17 in Ajman, 21 in Ras Al 
Khaimah, 13 in Fujairah, and none in Umm Al 
Quwain (Fares et al., 2014).  

From a political ecology perspective, 
Martins (2017) developed a conceptual model 
that guides the analyses of vulnerabilities from a 
political ecological approach. The political 
ecology framework recognizes the 
environmental process within the broader frame 
of political and economic factors as a core for 
most ecological analyses (Martins, 2017). 
Martins’ framework investigates the 
vulnerability within four dimensions: social, 
political economy, environmental, and 
sociocultural adaptation (Martins, 2017, p. 60). 
Contrary to other ecological frameworks of 
vulnerability, such as Hewitt’s (1997) theoretical 
perspective and Blaikie et al.’s (1994) Pressure 
and Release Model, Martins’ framework 
acknowledges the historical dimension as an 

important factor in analyzing the local 
vulnerabilities from a political, economic and 
environmental approach (Martins, 2017).  
 Including the historical dimension when 
analyzing vulnerabilities relevant to political and 
economic factors is also supported by Oliver-
Smith (1996). For example, the most 
highlighted vulnerability in this paper is 
demographic imbalance in the UAE, which 
resulted from public policies that enhanced 
economic immigration to help the country 
develop after the discovery of oil. At the same 
time, the UAE naturalization process is very 
long and demanding. Most immigrant workers 
who come from non-Arabic speaking countries 
need to spend 30 years of residency in the UAE 
and become proficient in the Arabic language in 
order to be considered for UAE citizenship 
(UAE Government, 2018). As a result of this, 
the country suffers a significant ongoing 
demographic imbalance level, which threatens 
its stability and recovery after a disaster.  

As the concept of vulnerability is 
associated with weaknesses or disadvantages 
inherent to a community or a place (Hewitt, 
1997), the concept of resilience is associated 
with the capabilities that a community or a 
nation possesses. Hewitt (1997) stresses lack of 
resilience as an area of vulnerability by defining 
the lack of resilience as “limited or no capability 
to avoid, withstand [,] or offset and recovery 
from disaster” (p. 27). Vulnerability and 
resilience are neither similar, nor opposite to 
each other. It is possible to find a community 
that inherits several vulnerabilities due to its 
geographic location or its political economy yet 
has abundant resources that build effective 
emergency capabilities and improve the 
resilience process. Resilience factors are 
“characteristics that help to cushion or mitigate 
the effects of disasters” (Tierney, 2007, p. 288). 
Even though Tierney (2007) discusses business 
resilience factors, the concept of resilience in 
business remains similar across other areas as 
long as it is tied to the recovery capabilities.  

Due to location, political economy, and 
financial capacity, different emirates have 
different vulnerabilities and capacities for 
resilience. Table 2 illustrates the variations 
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among emirates regarding their vulnerabilities and resilience to disaster. 
 

Table 2: The variation among emirates regarding vulnerabilities and resilience  
 

Cooperation in time of disaster is offered under 
the umbrella of the Emirate Federation. Three 
UAE constitutional articles - 118, 142, and 143 - 
shape such cooperation and the relations 
between the Federation and the seven emirates, 
as shown in Box 1. Those articles confirm the 
administrative collaboration as well as military 
assistance among the seven emirates when a 

situation calls for it. It is worth noting that the 
UAE Constitution of 1971 and its amendment 
through 2009 never mention the terms 
emergency, crisis, or disaster even once in the 
constitutional articles (Constituteproject.org, 
2018). However, the word “danger” in 143 may 
imply an emergency or other relevant term.

 
 

Resilience  

(More resilient, Less vulnerable) 

None 

(More resilient, More vulnerable) 

 Dubai 
 Abu Dhabi 

(Less resilient, Less vulnerable) 

 Sharjah 
 Ajman 
 Umm Al-Quwain 
 Ras Al-Khaimah 

  

(Less resilient, More vulnerable) 

 Fujairah 

 
Vulnerability  
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Box 1: Articles 118, 142 and 143 of the UAE 
Constitution  

Article 118 

All the member Emirates of the UAE shall seek 
to harmonize their legislation in the 
different fields to unify that legislation as far as 
possible. 
Two or more Emirates may, subject to the 
approval of the Supreme Council, gather 
together in a political or administrative unit, or 
unify all or part of their public 
services, or establish a single or joint 
administration to run any such service. 

Article 142 

The state alone has the right to establish armed 
land, naval, and air forces. 

Article 143 

Any Emirate shall have the right to request the 
assistance of the Federal Armed 
Forces or the Security Forces in order to 
maintain security and order within its 
territories whenever it is exposed to danger. 
Such a request shall be submitted 
immediately to the Federal Supreme Council for 
decision. 
The President of the UAE and the Federal 
Council of Ministers collectively, may, if 
the Supreme Council is not in session, take any 
immediate measure which cannot be 
delayed and considered necessary and may call 
the Supreme Council into immediate 
session.  

Source: (Constituteproject.org, 2018).  

According to the above constitutional 
articles, police and civil defense will be utilized 
in a different location under the umbrella of the 
federal government when there is a need for 
them, even though the management and 
ownership of these resources is a local affair for 
each emirate. Because the UAE has not 
experienced a large-scale disaster in its recent 
history, there has not been an opportunity to 
test how the constitutional interpretation 

regarding the use of local resources at the 
national level would be implemented. 

 
Non-Governmental Organizations 

Some of the non-governmental 
organizations, such as the Emirates Red 
Crescent and Sanid, that are active in the UAE 
are mainly funded by the government, and the 
chairs of these two organizations are members 
of the ruling family in Abu Dhabi. Such 
organizations are recognized both nationally 
and internationally as the arm of humanitarian 
work in the UAE. In Dubai, there is the 
International Humanitarian City, or the IHC, 
which is considered a warehouse for 
international and national humanitarian 
organizations. The IHC covers an area of more 
than 120,000 m2, and established a authority-
free zone for humanitarian actors (IHC, 2017). 
There are many offices for international and 
national humanitarian organizations, such as 
UNHCR, UNICEF, OCHA, CARE 
Foundation, etc., that are considered IHC 
members (IHC, 2017).  

Essentially, allocating humanitarian 
organizations in one place facilitates 
humanitarian work and promotes the logistic 
services that help humanitarian organizations. 
The major drawback here is that having all the 
resources or a great deal of the resources in one 
place is a significant vulnerability. If a disaster 
hits the region, it could also hit the IHC zone, 
which is highly probable due to the small size of 
the country. In such a case, the humanitarian 
organizations would require assistance in lieu of 
providing it for others. 

 
Past Emergency Management 

Both non-governmental and 
governmental organizations in the UAE have 
some experience with disaster in neighboring 
countries, such as the Bam earthquake in Iran in 
2003 and Pakistan earthquake in 2005 
(Dhanhani et al., 2010). Some governmental 
departments, such as the Dubai police, were 
able to respond to both events effectively and 
gained some experience regarding how to 
respond to similar events (Dhanhani et al., 
2010). Additionally, the UAE has participated in 
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and become a member of many international 
and regional conventions and committees. The 
UAE is a member of the Gulf Disaster Center 
in Kuwait and the regional office of the United 
Nations International Strategy for Disaster 
Reduction, or UNISDR, in Cairo. 

 
Recent Developments 

In the last 10 years, the UAE government 
started recognizing the importance of 
coordination in the disaster response process. 
Besides being a co-founder of the Gulf Disaster 
Center that operates under the umbrella of the 
Gulf Cooperation Council, the UAE Federal 
government initiated NCEMA as a joint 
authority that coordinates the disaster 
management among the seven emirates. 
According to the UAE Supreme Council for 
National Security, under which NCEMA was 
established, NCEMA’s mission is “to enhance 
the UAE’s capabilities in managing emergency, 
crisis and disaster by setting the requirements of 
business continuity, enabling quick recovery 
through joint planning, and coordinating 
communication both at the national and local 
level” (UAE Supreme National Security 
Council, 2017, p. 27). NCEMA promotes the 
supportive and authoritative roles of the UAE 
federal government in disaster management. 
Such roles include but are not limited to 
building a strategic emergency plan; 
coordinating operations among emergency 
agencies; defining bodies’ responsibilities; and 
overseeing and controlling emergency 
committees (Dhanhani et al., 2010, p. 76). 

Unfortunately, neither enhancing 
community attachment, nor improving 
community involvement in emergency planning 
and response seems a goal of NCEMA. 
NCEMA’s terms of reference (Dhanhani et al., 
2010, p. 76) indicate that NCEMA emphasizes 
the paternalistic role of the government, rather 
than empowering community roles. Such 
emphasis on a centralized emergency 
management role of the federal government or 
local government of different emirates is not 
recommended by the disaster research 
community (Wenger, Quarantelli, & Dynes, 
1990; Dynes, 1994). The strategy of enhancing 

government control during a disaster reflects 
the perspective that disaster is social chaos and 
that preserving social control can prevent 
disaster (Dynes, 1994). 

 
Strengths and Weaknesses 

Emergency management in the UAE has 
many advantages and capabilities that 
strengthen the process of rapid and effective 
response to disaster. It benefits from being a 
small country with generous natural resources 
and excellent diplomatic and cooperative 
relations with neighboring countries, like Saudi 
Arabia and Bahrain, who can rapidly deploy 
needed resources if any disaster occurs. The 
UAE also maintains good relations with 
countries that have advanced and well-
developed emergency response capabilities, 
such as the U.S. The political and financial state 
of the UAE enables it to receive assistance from 
those countries when it is needed. Such 
cooperation can be seen in some previous 
events, such as the help provided by the U.S. 
Coast Guard in cleaning the oil spill that 
resulted from the Seki vessel accident in 1994. 

One weakness that the UAE experiences 
is not having much experience with disaster 
management. Lack of experience may reduce 
the emergency officials’ and public's’ ability to 
deal with future disastrous events. The country 
has not suffered from significant disaster 
impacts that could result in fatalities and great 
social disruption since its foundation. Table 3 
summarizes the major emergency management 
strengths and weakness in the UAE.
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Table 3: Strengths and weaknesses 

Strengths Weaknesses 

Financial resources (natural resources) Low public engagement (political system) 

Strong federal relationship (size of the country) Reactivity (functionalist perspective) 
 

Strong regional relationship (shared strategic goals, 
GCC) 

International Humanitarian City (location) 

International Humanitarian City (logistic Services 
and facilitating the coordination) 

Emergency Plans (no information sharing) 

 The absence of clarity in the planning process 
(bureaucracy; reactivity) 

 Central Management approach (absolute 
monarchy regime) 

As illustrated in Table 3, the UAE’s 
strengths are inherent to their financial 
capabilities and political relationships. Also, 
having a national disaster response agency 
(NCEMA) enables different emirates to 
communicate, coordinate, and support each 
other in disasters. Given that disasters are 
usually considered local issues, each emirate can 
tailor their disaster response policies to fit their 
resources and context, and in the same way, that 
emirate can reach out to the other emirates for 
resources when demand overwhelms their 
capacities. That is mainly because of the limited 
number of decision makers influenced by the 
Supreme Council that contains only seven 
rulers.  

On the other hand, the country’s 
weaknesses are inherently linked to the political 
system in place and the demographic imbalance, 
which reduces public interest and public inputs 
in the emergency planning process. The 
emergency system was built by UAE 
policymakers into government institutes, such 
as Civil Defense and NCEMA; hence, it is 
usually influenced by the administrative 
structure and government policies. The UAE 
emergency system seems to be a well-defined, 

centralized system that mimics the federal 
absolute monarchy system of the country. That 
is, the emergency system may give the 
appearance of having covered most of the 
demands with a high level of cooperation and 
communication among emirates, while it is an 
exclusive system that is concentrated around a 
few stakeholders. Having poor public inputs, 
acting on a reactive basis, and not having a clear 
public planning process or community 
involvement are just a few symptoms of such an 
exclusive system.  

 
Conclusion 

The UAE is a wealthy country that has an 
excellent opportunity to strengthen its 
emergency management system using its 
financial resources. However, the government 
needs to focus on local vulnerabilities and act 
on improving community capabilities; such 
improvements require political solutions rather 
than mere economic improvement. The most 
noticeable vulnerability is the demographic 
imbalance, with most of the country’s 
workforce being economic immigrants who 
have minimal community engagement. Also, the 
low community-level participation in the 
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emergency planning process, associated with the 
low public representation in the policy-making 
process, is a major politically-created 
vulnerability that impacts the disaster 
management process. Engaging the community 
in the emergency planning process, balancing 
social capabilities by providing immigrants more 
well-defined rights, strengthening their bonds to 
the country, educating and training for all social 
classes, and conducting emergency training 
programs that are tailored to the local, natural, 
and technological perils are some of the many 
recommendations to the UAE emergency 
managers. Generally, this paper urges the 
emergency managers and policymakers be aware 
of 1) the drawbacks of the exclusive planning 
process and 2) the social vulnerabilities of the 
UAE. More research is needed to reveal issues 
that affect emergency management in the UAE 
and develop innovative solutions or test their 
applicability in the UAE context. Public policy 
research and community-based research 
projects aiming to correct and enhance the 
community involvement in emergency planning 
and response could be beneficial in the case of 
UAE’s emergency management. 
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The “hackathon” is one of the primary events that civic technology groups organize. 
A civic hackathon is an event designed to improve a public service either through 
innovative software programming, data analysis, or graphic and web design. 
Hackathons are criticized for lack of productivity and sustainability. Due to such 
criticism, civic technology organizations have introduced reforms to the format of 
hackathons - stretching their length, incorporating human centered design and the 
influence of client direction. Open Data, Delaware’s 2018 Open Data Challenge is an 
example of a hackathon that experimented with these different reforms. In this 
paper, the authors share their reflections on participation in the Open Data 
Challenge. The main question explored by the paper is, what is the value of the civic 
hackathon and what research questions should be asked about hackathons? The 
paper finds that the value of civic hacking events is that they provide an opportunity 
to engage citizens in a civic process. From this vantage point, civic hackathons 
should be studied as deliberative democratic events and evaluated on their design 
and their ability to increase participants’ civic engagement. 

Introduction  
The term “hacking” often carries a malicious 
connotation associated with the willful 
destruction, theft, or manipulation of property 
or information through remotely accessing 
operating systems or private servers. 
Cybercrime such as ransomware or data stealing 
comes to mind as examples of such activity. 
This, however, is a narrow understanding of the 
term. Hacking, in broader terms, is an approach 
to problem-solving that can apply in a multitude 
of settings (Snook, 2014). In the realm of public 
affairs, Carl Malamud’s work in the 1990s 
collecting government information without 
express authorization is an early example that 
inches closer to the type of activity this paper 
has in mind. Through the mid-1990s Malamud 
purchased access to government databases and 
then released the data to the public. He would 
build up a base of users and then close the 
database, creating an angry constituency now 
unable to access data. He did this with Security 

and Exchange Commission data in 1995 (Brito, 
2010). Then, in 1998 he wrote to Vice President 
Al Gore and told him that he planned to do the 
same with patent and trademark data, but the 
Vice President rectified the situation before 
Malamud followed through. 
 In the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
individuals started to use the technology to 
improve public services through unauthorized 
means. For example, in 2008, Harper Reed, 
Barack Obama’s Chief Technology Officer on 
the 2012 Reelection campaign, built an 
unofficial Application Programming Interface 
for the Chicago Transit Authority. The 
difference, however, between Reed’s work and 
Malamud’s is that Reed did not apply pressure 
to an organization to take action that they 
otherwise would not have taken. The problem 
he solved was a lack of transparency in the 
Chicago Transit Authority’s Bus Tracker data. 
Reed’s work was unobtrusive; he figured out 
how to separate the data on the website from 
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the site itself. In doing so he opened the 
possibility for developers to build applications 
that are useful for themselves and others. This 
is the essence of civic hacking. It is not about 
conducting clever, yet dastardly deeds; nor is it 
about activism that pressures governmental 
actors into complying with specific demands 
(though this certainly has its place); civic 
hacking is a form of civic activism that uses 
technology to solve problems in mutually 
beneficial ways.  
Civic hackathons attempt to bottle the type of 
energy Harper Reed demonstrated by holding 
formal events with financial incentives. The first 
civic hackathon -- Apps for Democracy -- was 
held in Washington, D.C. in 2007. The event 
was organized by then Washington D.C. Chief 
Technology Officer Vivek Kundra. Kundra 
asked iStrategyLabs -- a digital marketing firm 
with offices in D.C. and New York -- how the 
city could make use of the Data Catalog. The 
Data Catalog is a website that individuals can 
visit to view and download data made publicly 
available by the District of Columbia. The 
District of Columbia heralded the event as a 
tremendous success because it produced 47 
applications and the equivalent of $2,300,000 
worth of software for the city (Howard, 2011). 
Others have followed up on the success of 
Apps for Democracy and found that of the 47 
applications developed during Apps for the 
Democracy, the District of Columbia did not 
adopt any of the applications after the event 
concluded (Howard, 2011). It would be easy to 
conclude based on this evidence that civic 
hackathons do not live up to the spirit of civic 
hacking - that they are ineffective ways of 
solving civic problems. That is the argument 
this paper evaluates.   
In order to address this issue, this paper 
conducts a literature review on civic technology 
and civic hacking. Subsequently, this paper 
details the authors’ involvement in a hackathon 
that took place in the spring of 2018. Then 
authors reflect on their experience and explain 
the importance of event design in conducting a 
hackathon. Finally, the authors conclude that 
effectiveness is not the optimal lens for studying 
civic hackathons. Rather, these events should be 

studied as deliberative democratic exercises and 
evaluated on their design and ability to increase 
civic engagement among participants.  
There are tensions in studying hackathons as a 
deliberative democratic exercise, namely barriers 
to participation in the form of demographics 
and technology. Young white men sitting 
behind computers with desks stacked with coke 
cans and pizza boxes is the image that comes to 
mind when the word hacking is mentioned. 
Such an image is not unjustified, if stereotypical 
(“#MoreThanCode Full Report,” 2018). A 2017 
Pew survey reported that 80% percent of 
women and 66% of men responded that there is 
gender discrimination in the tech sector (Pew 
Research Center, 2018). The #MoreThanCode 
report, published in the summer of 2018, 
focuses on the non-profit tech sector. The 
report asked if there are gender disparities 
within the the non-profit tech field, to which 
respondents answered affirmatively. Neither the 
tech or non-profit tech sector are fully 
representative of the civic hackathon 
population, but they certainly suggest that there 
are gender, racial, and age imbalances in 
participation. Such issues are exactly what 
should be addressed in the design of civic 
hackathons. Evaluations of civic hackathons 
should focus on whether participants found the 
events to have non-representative design 
features and ask if participants feel a sense of 
increased civic engagement and capacity 
(Boulianne, Chen, & Kahane, 2018).  
Survey research finds that similar disparities are 
present in the composition of hackathon 
participants. Briscoe reports on the findings of a 
survey of 150 hackathon participants from the 
United States. The survey finds that participants 
are overwhelmingly male, between the ages of 
25 and 34, and attribute their attendance at a 
hackathon to learn and network. Finally, 
according to the survey, 70% of hackathon 
attendees were not attending their first 
hackathon. Based on this, Briscoe argues that 
there is a hackathon circuit in which attendees 
are interested in more than just the individual 
results of a single hackathon (Briscoe, 2014). 
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Literature Review 
 
Civic Technology 

This research focuses on hacking and 
hackathons, a dimension of civic technology 
advanced by McNutt and his colleagues 
(McNutt et al., 2016). The concept of civic 
technology includes the following: open civic 
data and transparency; civic and service apps; 
and organizational innovations such as civic 
hacking and hackathons, Code for America 
fellowships, and similar arrangements (McNutt 
et al., 2016). Civic hackathons organized or 
sponsored by local governments often use open 
government data and center on the creation of 
civic and service applications. Civic and service 
applications are applications that involve the use 
of government data and can streamline a 
government service, this could include a transit 
tracking application or a streamlined food-
stamp enrollment form. While open 
government data and civic and service 
applications are aspects of civic hackathons, the 
authors of this paper choose to focus on the 
organizational innovation of civic hacking in 
relation to civic technology because the other 
aspects of civic technology are tangential to the 
present issues. It is interesting to note the 
relatedness of the various dimensions of 
McNutt’s concept in a single instance of civic 
technology. 

 
Civic Hacking 

Civic hacking is a subset of hacking 
activity. Quite often civic technology 
applications are free and open source. Coleman 
argues that norms among hackers vary 
regarding what type of activity falls within the 
bounds of ethical behavior; a narrower bound is 
found within civic hacking related to which 
types of projects are undertaken and the way in 
which they are conducted (2013). While the 
boundary of definition is narrower for civic 
hacking, the ethics Coleman describes brings to 
mind the type of activism conducted by Harper 
Reed. Reed’s work exposing the endpoints of 
Chicago’s transit data perhaps caused frustration 
and a quick glance of Mr. Reed’s website 
(https://harperreed.com/) conveys the sense 

that he is a person who takes joy in what he 
does. His website states that a requirement for 
the projects he works on must be fun.  

Civic hacking is a overlapping, but distinct 
activity from free and open sourcing hacking, as 
Stepasiuk’s work demonstrates. Much of the 
work civic hackers conduct is to establish open 
data sets and write open source civic 
applications, such as sites that streamline 
government information for public use 
(Schrock, 2016). This is a way in which the 
activities overlap. One of the distinctions 
between these two activities is that not everyone 
involved in civic hacking considers themselves a 
hacker (Stepasiuk, 2014). Participants in civic 
hacking could consider themselves volunteers, 
activists, or hackers. Stepasink finds that 
participants have varied motivations based on 
the identity to which they bring to civic hacking 
(2014). 

In a study about free and open source 
software, “F/OSS”, hackers critique 
contemporary liberalism's commitment to 
property rights, by arguing that individuals have 
a right to free speech (Coleman, 2013). In this 
case, hackers consider coding software to be 
speech, which Coleman terms "productive 
freedom."  Coleman argues that hackers are 
committed to an idea of freedom and liberty; 
and derive pleasure from creating free software 
(Coleman, 2013; Snook, 2014). Coleman's 
argument is just as devoted to the idea that 
f/oss hackers conduct their work motivated by 
the idea that copyright law should not restrict 
the projects they wish to work. Coleman’s work 
posits that eating junk food, drinking Red Bulls, 
and staying up all night to write computer 
software are all superficial stereotypes of a 
process that involves confronting a daunting 
technical task and overcoming frustrations that 
occur along the way. This stereotype, Coleman 
argues, provides an inaccurate picture of 
hackathons that could diminish involvement. 
Paired with a commitment to free software, 
Coleman illustrates that the hacking aesthetic is 
an expression of unalienated labor (Coleman, 
2013). The concept of unalienated labor is 
derived from Marx’s theory of alienation, 
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estrangement from individuals as a result of 
stratified social classes.  

Andrew Schrock has crafted the term 
“data activism” (Schrock, 2016). By this, 
Schrock is referring to individuals who use open 
government data to reprogram or create 
government software in order to improve its 
effectiveness (Lessig, 2006; Schrock, 2016).  

Building on Schrock’s concept, this paper 
includes design work under the banner of data 
activism. Whether it is graphic design or web 
design, so many aspects of public programs are 
implemented by communication tools that it is 
vital to ensure those communication devices are 
effective. 

 
Civic Hackathons 

Research on civic hackathons disputes 
Coleman’s notion that hacking constitutes 
unalienated labor. Traditionally, a hackathon is a 
two- to three-day contest in which participants 
attempt to solve a problem by writing computer 
software (Briscoe, 2014; Johnson & Robinson, 
2014). Hackathons begin with a presentation to 
participants which discusses the details of the 
challenge as well as the prizes for winning. 
Participants are then given a fixed amount of 
time to work on the project. At the end of that 
time period, participants typically present their 
work to a panel of judges and a winner is 
chosen. 

Hackathons are a phenomenon in the 
arenas of music, design, fashion, and open data, 
as stated by Briscoe. Briscoe, citing others, 
defines a hackathon as a "problem-focused 
computer programming event" (Briscoe, 2014, 
p. 1). Hackathons exert considerable cultural 
significance in technological innovation because 
many IT organizations, such as software 
development companies, host these events on 
an annual basis, invite the public to participate, 
and offer monetary rewards. Briscoe draws a 
helpful distinction between tech-centric 
hackathons and focus-centric hackathons. 
Intuitively, tech-centric events focus on 
improving a single application, platform, or the 
use of a specific language or framework. A tech-
centric event could be a user-testing event for a 
new application targeting a community 

problem, while a focus-centric event could be a 
town hall meeting discussing a community 
challenge. Focus-centric events are much more 
issue-, demographic-, or organization- oriented.  

Johnson and Robinson (2014) attempt to 
evaluate hackathons as citizen engagement and 
government procurement events. The authors 
argue that there is a need to track the outputs of 
hackathons over time to see if meaningful work 
is being done. If meaningful work is not being 
done, government sponsors risk the possibility 
of citizen fatigue and a lack of interest. The 
argument of civic hackathon advocates is that 
the benefits of these events are not found in any 
one event, but rather in the community and the 
knowledge gained in conducting these events 
(Headd, 2011). For instance, individuals 
participating in Apps for Democracy provided 
the Washington, D.C. municipal government 
with numerous hours of labor and only some of 
them received compensation, underscoring the 
authors’ questions regarding whether 
participants feel exploited or impactful. 

 Gregg provides a broad overview of the 
rise of hacking as a mainstream societal 
phenomenon (2015). She distinguishes between 
"white" and "black" hat hackers, white meaning 
good and black meaning malicious, but does not 
distinguish between those who release 
government data without authorization and 
those that use authorized open government 
data. Gregg offers penetrating analysis of the 
societal events and rhetoric that emanate from 
hackathons. She argues that participation is 
characterized as a political good in order to 
distract from cuts to government services. 
Moreover, she argues that political rhetoric 
venerating governmental performance masks 
the inevitable downgrade in service that 
assuredly accompany such cuts (Gregg, 
2015).  Gregg has referred to hackathons as 
events which fuse “youthful energy of Obama-
era digital participation with Silicon Valley’s 
own Peter Pan triumphalism" (Gregg, 2015).  
 
Deliberative Democracy 

Much of the criticism of civic hackathons 
accepts the frame provided by event organizers 
and evaluates hackathons based on performing 



New Visions for Public Affairs, Volume 11, Spring 2019 || 40 

 

 

a social good. Event organizers submit that 
hackathons are a way for local governments to 
purchase information technology services. 
While critics accept this frame, they argue that 
hackathons are not an effective method to 
purchase IT services and point out the 
speculative labor issues involved. Another way 
to put this is that event organizers argue that 
hackathons are an instrumental mechanism to 
the production of government services. Critics 
disagree. This paper agrees that hackathons are 
not effective for producing government 
services, but that they are important events 
because they have the potential to increase civic 
engagement among those who participate.  

In a recent journal article, Zandbergen 
questions the authenticity of the open-source 
collaborations due to concerns regarding 
corporation co-option of such arrangements 
(2017). Zandbergen attends Meetup events in 
Amsterdam organized around the creation of a 
Air Quality Egg, which is sponsored by a 
company that owns a platform used by 
participants in completion of the project. The 
author experiences conflicts within the group 
yet concludes that the event kept participants 
engaged in a project larger than themselves 
(Zandbergen, 2017). The argument presented 
here is similar; hackathons may not produce 
effective government services, but they can 
function to engage citizens. In this regard, they 
function as deliberative democratic events.  

In Zandbergen’s words, “prototyping, in 
this sense, is about the facilitation of horizontal 
social collaboration as an end goal in itself” 
(Zandbergen, 2017, p. 51). In hackathon events, 
participants work in collaboratively on an issue 
of community importance. In doing so, they 
learn about the experiences of their neighbors 
and brainstorm possible ways to improve the 
daily lives of those who live in close proximity 
to themselves. Therefore, they are engaged in 
community dialogues and quite possibly are 
improving their efficacy as citizens. 

Deliberative democracy is a concept that 
states that well-structured events based on 
dialogue have the ability to produce a 
democratic legitimacy. As Fishkin and Luskin 
(2005) argue, there are five elements of 

deliberative democracy: informed, balanced, 
conscientious, substantive, and comprehensive. 
Research on deliberative democratic 
proceedings finds that, keeping in mind the 
design of the event, individuals who participate 
are more likely to be engaged in civic matters 
after the fact (Boulianne et al., 2018; Brady, 
Verba, & Schlozman, 1995; Nabatchi, 2012; 
Gilman, 2016). Panel survey research finds that 
deliberative democratic event participants who 
felt that an event had diverse viewpoints, fair 
treatment, and informed opinions increased 
their likelihood of civic engagement in the long 
run and increased perceived public speaking 
abilities, political attention, and knowledge in 
the short run (Boulianne et al., 2018). In this 
regard then, the design of civic hackathons is 
important to ensure participants increased 
perceptions of their engagement and efficacy 
are realized. 

The difference between civic hackathons 
and what is traditionally thought of as 
deliberative democracy, is that civic hackathon 
participants are asked to build a product. In 
fact, the collaborative building of a product - 
whether it is a map, a search function, or a 
website - is exactly why proponents of civic 
technology prefer it to deliberation (Noveck, 
2010). The aspect of deliberative democracy 
that civic hackathon event organizers need to 
consider is ensuring that participants have an 
experience that deepens their engagement with 
their community and teaches them skills that 
make them feel as if they can make a difference. 
Put another way, civic hackathon organizers 
should spend less time praising the cost savings 
of these events for governments and more time 
investing in recruiting diverse participants and 
community partners able to provide concrete 
problems for hackathons to work on.
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Element Description 

Informed (and thus 
informative) 

Arguments should be supported by appropriate and reasonably 
accurate factual claims 

Balanced Arguments should be met by contrary arguments 

Conscientious The participants should be willing to talk and listen, with 
civility and respect.  

Substantive Arguments should be considered sincerely on their merits, not 
how they are made or who is making them 

Comprehensive All points of view held by significant portions of the 
population should receive attention 

 
 
Project 

 Given the criticisms of hackathons, 
reforms to hackathon events have been 
introduced in Pennsylvania and Delaware. The 
authors of this paper participated in a 
hackathon to explore whether the efficacy and 
exploitation frameworks are appropriate for 
understanding these events.  The authors 
participated in the 2018 Open Data Challenge 
facilitated by Open Data Delaware. This 
statewide hackathon sought to address 
accessibility, in the sense of mobility, in 
Delaware, particularly as it relates to 
transportation and natural resources. The 
partner state agencies, who were the 
beneficiaries of the created products, were the 
Delaware Department of Transportation, 
DelDOT, and the Delaware Department of 
Natural Resources and Environmental Control, 
or DNREC. Participants leveraged open data 
and created technologies to address these 
accessibility challenges throughout the state. 
Teams selected with exceptional products 
shared $35,000 in grant funding for their 
contributions. The grant funding and program 
costs were covered by the participating state 
agencies, and all the code created for the event 
was published under open-access licenses. 
Teams were made up of two to six individuals  
 
Adapted from Fishkin & Luskin, 2005 

 
of varying backgrounds and ages, with diverse 
professional backgrounds encouraged.  
 
Modified Hackathon Format 

The primary difference between the 
hackathon format used for the 2018 Open Data 
Challenge and the more common format for 
hackathons, was the timeline. Most hackathon-
style events are typically 24 to 48 hours in 
length, while teams in the Open Data Challenge 
had a month to develop a concept and a 
prototype. The month-long model was adapted 
from Code for Philly’s Civic Engagement 
Launchpad event, which used this longer-term 
structure. Throughout the month-long 
challenge, events were held to support 
participants and provide structure, including an 
ideation session, launch event, workshops, and a 
culminating pitch event.  
 
Ideation Session 

The ideation session was held the month 
prior to the Open Data Challenge launch and 
provided participants a time to gather concepts 
and frame the challenge of “accessibility.” 
Facilitated by University of Delaware’s Horn 
Program for Entrepreneurship, the event 
involved groups brainstorming with DelDOT 
and DNREC representatives and community 
members on what accessibility challenges exist 
in Delaware, as well as what approaches could 
be helpful to address said challenges. The 
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ideation session concluded with a collection of 
team notes and informal concept pitches.  
 
Launch Event 

The launch event of the 2018 Open Data 
Challenge marked the first day of the actual 
hackathon challenge and built upon concepts 
introduced in the ideation session. The 
hackathon facilitators and Open Data Delaware 
founders, Ryan Harrington and David 
Ginzberg, worked with agency partners to 
create sets of fictional profiles of individuals 
with a variety of accessibility challenges which 
were distributed to participating teams. These 
individual profiles sought to showcase needs of 
a variety of residents, from a retired, disabled 
individual from southern Delaware, to a tourist 
vacationing at the Delaware beaches. With 
partner agencies present, teams were created, 
and across the eight-hour event, concepts 
emerged through a flurry of activity.  
 
Educational Workshops 

 In order to support teams through the 
technical challenges and capture a wider array of 
technical skill levels, weekly workshops were 
offered. These workshops were not restricted to 
Open Data Challenge participants, but rather 
were open to anyone. The material covered in 
these workshops included mapping, web 
designing, and pitching ideas.  
 
Facilitator Check-Ins 

 To further support teams and concept 
development, hackathon facilitators Harrington 
and Ginzberg maintained weekly contact with a 
core team member from each group, offering 
additional feedback on the challenge process 
and connecting them with resources as needed. 
This personal support, paired with the 
educational workshops, emphasized the 
hackathon event as not strictly a civic 
engagement event, but rather as an educational 
opportunity. Individuals that sought to design 
and contribute to community technology 
solutions would also be motivated by the desire 
to build technical skills through building 
applications.  
 

Pitch Event 
The culminating pitch event gave each 

competing team an opportunity to introduce 
their concepts and prototype to the judges 
through a formal, five-minute pitch. The 
judging panel included a representative from 
DelDOT, a representative from DNREC, and a 
community member from AAA Mid-Atlantic. 
The three judges heard all the pitches and had 
fifteen minutes for deliberation for the 
disbursement of grant funding. The final pitches 
represented the broad challenge of 
“accessibility” and referenced the user profiles 
provided at the launch event.  
 
MobiliDE: Delaware’s Paratransit Portal  

The authors of this paper participated in 
the hackathon by conceptualizing, building a 
working prototype, and pitching a paratransit 
portal for the State of Delaware, MobiliDE. The 
state of Delaware’s universal paratransit service, 
offering service beyond federal ADA 
(Americans with Disabilities Act) requirements, 
has resulted in high demand and costs (Institute 
for Public Administration, University of 
Delaware, 2013; Scott & Tuttle, 2007; Turkel, 
2015; Tuttle & Falcon, 2003). MobiliDE sought 
to reduce paratransit costs by streamlining ride 
reservations and providing ride alternatives. 
From the Delaware Open Data Portal, datasets 
were used on bus routes, bus stops, and bus 
schedules. Additional sources provided an 
inventory of third-party service providers for 
inclusion by county. The completed prototype 
presented at the pitch night showcased a 
working website which allowed users to create a 
user profile, reserve or cancel rides, and view 
ride history. The website also provided 
advanced mapping services, reserving a ride 
would showcase alternate routes that were 
available. Figure 1 provides a visual sample of 
the desktop version of the prototype, which was 
also available in a mobile format. MobiliDE was 
awarded an Open Data Challenge Ideation 
Award and a $1,000 award.



New Visions for Public Affairs, Volume 11, Spring 2019 || 43 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1: MobiliDE Launch Page
Reflections 

Based on participant observation 
research, as well as the authors’ participation in 
such processes, findings include design, 
participants, and timeline. These observations 
respond to many concerns and criticism of 
hackathon purpose, impact, and sustainability. 
These findings seek to identify structures in the 
hackathon format that could integrate user-
centered design, needs for long-term 
involvement of participants, and timeline 
extensions.  
 
User Centered Design 

The hackathon exemplifies the increased 
effort to integrate user-centered design in the 
provision of public services (Goldsmith & 
Kleiman, 2018; Saksa, 2017). User-centered 
design is the term used to discuss Internet-
based products that are themselves engaging to 
clients. For instance, the City of Pittsburgh built 
a product called Burgs Eye View that allowed 
citizens to view data visualizations of crime and 
other city statistics. Whether it is graphic design 
or web design, public programs are often 
implemented by using communication 
tools.  This makes it vital to ensure those  

 
communication devices are effective. 
Pittsburgh’s service was designed with a 
penguin who changed hats as users navigated 
the website signaling that the website was for 
everyone to use (Goldsmith & Kleiman, 2018).  
 Additionally, Code for America has 
entire user-centered design projects. In 2015, 
Jake Solomon gave a presentation at the Code 
for America Summit on the GetCalFresh 
initiative launched by Code for America. 
Solomon noted that at that time, there were 2 
million California residents eligible for food 
assistance, also known as SNAP, who were not 
receiving the benefit (Code for America, n.d.). 
Arguing that "implementation is a process, 
rather than a phase defined by user needs. 
Solomon defined delivery as a process of 
understanding and resolving user-needs (Code 
for America, n.d.). The GetCalFresh initiative 
team-built tools to help people check their 
SNAP account balance more easily, found no-
charge ATMs and mapped them, built a new 
homepage that clearly stated that page was for 
SNAP and built an “apply” button. Then the 
team simplified the application process, 
significantly reducing the number of questions 
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applicants needed to answer to receive benefits. 
In order for hackathons to provide 

long-term, effective solutions, end users of the 
application must be integrated from the ideation 
stages to the judging stages. Often hackathons 
are driven by the technologists who are 
competing, and who are often separate from the 
end user populations. End users may include 
residents in need of services, including the 
elderly, the disabled, or other at-risk groups. If 
hackathon participants do not have first-hand 
understanding of the challenges end users face, 
problematic conclusions may be drawn during 
the ideation phase about what these 
disadvantaged groups confront and how they 
would prefer to address them. If users are not 
considered at each stage of the process, from 
ideation to prototype creation, then the created 
product or prototype may be rendered useless 
because it does not address the actual needs of 
the user. Uninformed assumptions about the 
needs of end users frequently plague civic 
technologies. This points to a clear need for 
user-centered design and outreach during the 
ideation phase. For hackathons, end users 
should play a central role by being on teams and 
even judging completed prototypes.  
 The need for embedded, user-centered 
design was illustrated in the 2018 Open Data 
Challenge since the challenge of “accessibility” 
was not something most of the challenge 
participants faced themselves. Most participants 
were able-bodied and had their own vehicles; 
most did not have accessibility challenges 
themselves. While participants did seek 
feedback from individuals with these challenges 
after an idea had been generated, had users with 
accessibility challenges been consulted prior to 
the idea generation, concepts may have been 
designed differently. Open Data Delaware 
sought to integrate user-centered design 
through the creation of user-profiles to 
showcase a variety of accessibility challenges 
across the state. The inclusion of these user-
profiles provided more context for the types of 
accessibility challenges that exist in the state but 
partnering and having actual users present could 
have provided a deeper understanding of the 
problem for teams.  

 
Challenge Selection 

Hackathons with broad goals may result 
a wide variety of new ideas, while a hackathon 
with a very specific objective may yield tailored 
applications that can be more immediately 
integrated. The challenge of “accessibility within 
Delaware” for the 2018 Open Data Challenge 
was the wide breadth of the topic when seeking 
to integrate both transportation and natural 
resources (Open Data Delaware, 2017). The 
broad interpretation of the challenge was 
obvious through the prototypes pitched, which 
all varied greatly. Projects ranged from a 
bicycle-commuting application to a tourism 
application for individuals with disabilities 
(Quinn, 2018). This broad challenge resulted in 
a variety of new ideas for the state agencies 
participating that could be further built upon 
but are so broad that they do not address one 
specific population or problem that is 
experienced in Delaware. A broad goal for a 
hackathon may be valuable to an agency or 
organization seeking to stimulate ideas of 
technological integration to create solutions or 
serve residents. However, a more specific goal, 
is beneficial because it produces much more 
tailored solutions to a specific problem, rather 
than a host of broader ideas.  
 
Timeline 

Hackathons are often known for their 
tight timelines and short duration, typically a 
sprint of activity across 24 to 48 hours with a 
culminating pitch. However, most projects do 
not see any follow-up after this sprint. This 
trend has resulted in concerns regarding the 
long-term impact of hackathon-style events. As 
discussed previously, the 2018 Open Data 
Challenge modeled its hackathon timeline on 
Code for Philly’s Civic Engagement Launchpad 
with a month-long timeline (Long, 2017). This 
extended timeline sought to respond to some 
timeliness concerns by extending the amount of 
time that teams would have to create their 
applications and conduct user-research. 
Ultimately, the projects presented at the 2018 
Open Data Challenge reflected far more robust 
applications and concepts, in line with the 
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extended timeline. In a hackathon with a 
reduced timeline, opportunities to ideate and 
pivot to other concepts are reduced. While ideas 
may emerge, the resulting products may not be 
well developed and clear. The longer timeline of 
the 2018 Open Data Challenge allowed for 
more comprehensive concepts and prototypes.  
 
Team Skill Cohesion 

As users should be incorporated in the 
ideation of products in the hackathon process, 
teams should have a wide array of perspectives, 
including policymakers and direct-service 
providers. In the team formation stage, where 
individuals form groups to compete, 
technological skill and expertise is the primary 
driver to ensure that a well-rounded team can 
create both the back-end and front-end of the 
prototype. The authors’ team for the 2018 
Open Data Challenge included individuals who 
had conducted research for the Delaware 
Department of Transportation and could speak 
to the need for paratransit technologies and 
services. Experiences in the 2018 Open Data 
Challenge showed that teams need more than 
just technological skill. By including individuals 
facing the challenges they are trying to address 
and individuals who understand the systems of 
the agencies, teams can create a prototype that 
more deeply addresses actual needs. These 
diverse team members are critical at the ideation 
stage and in considering the many functions and 
uses of the application. 
 
Sustainability   

As previously mentioned, the short 
timeline of the typical hackathon has received 
criticism for its lack of long-term results and 
sustainability. Hackathons are structured with a 
hard finish line, the pitch, after which teams 
wash their hands of the project. However, most 
projects have not yet fulfilled their potential at 
this stage. Creating further incentives to 
maintain contact with participants and build the 
prototype to a turn-key stage for organizations 
and agencies to invest in would address some of 
the long-term sustainability concerns. The 2018 
Open Data Challenge resulted in numerous 
ideas and prototypes for the two Delaware state 

agencies that participated. Nine months after 
the event, however, the public has not seen full 
implementation of any of the proposed 
solutions. The remaining issue is how to 
implement the application. 
 
Reflections and Recommendations  

To further build upon the findings of 
the participant observation research, 
recommendations have been suggested to 
cultivate greater effectiveness and long-term 
sustainability in the hackathon format. 
 
User Integration 

Our recommendation for future 
hackathon-style events is to embed end-users 
within each stage of the hackathon event. End-
users for government services should represent 
the communities they serve. There should also 
be consideration for special-need populations 
including the elderly, individuals with 
disabilities, and low-income individuals. These 
end-users should be present at all events and 
involved as “subject-matter experts” in the 
challenge. These users are particularly critical 
during the ideation stage and should be among 
the judges for the presented prototypes to 
ensure that selected projects will serve their 
needs. In order to reach these users, outreach to 
community organizations and neighborhoods 
will be required and will provide the tertiary 
benefit of raising awareness of government 
services and open data beyond a niche 
technology community.  
 
Specification of Challenge 

Our recommendation for future 
hackathon-style events is for hackathon 
organizers to be deliberate in their goals 
between ideation and application creation. On 
one hand, a broad challenge and shorter 
timeline is more likely to provide an agency or 
organization with many concepts and starting 
points for future exploration. On the other 
hand, a clear, narrow challenge with a longer 
timeframe will result in more comprehensive 
concepts with near-complete technological 
prototypes. Hackathons are vehicles for creating 
ideas and creating technological tools, therefore 
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it is critical for hackathon organizers, partner 
agencies, and organizations to have clear 
objectives to generate the desired results. 
 
Sustainability 

Our recommendation for future 
hackathon-style events to address sustainability 
concerns is to create sets of incentives 
throughout a longer-term process to encourage 
participants’ continued involvement. Rather 
than a culture that is working towards a single 
end-point, partner agencies, users, and working 
teams should be encouraged to continue 
collaborating on projects. Additionally, putting 
in place group reflection gatherings and building 
“alumni” networks will maintain and enhance 
the excitement and projects generated through a 
hackathon event. 
 
Conclusion and Future Research 

The hackathon reforms taken by Open 
Data Delaware and other civic tech groups are 
appropriate measures that reduce unnecessary 
time frame requirements on participants and 
make events more relevant to local 
communities. More work needs to be done to 
design these events in ways that increase 
community involvement. 

The authors’ participation in these 
events demonstrated that single hackathon 
events are not necessarily going to generate 
promising policy proposals or public service 
design strategies. Yet, just as this may not be the 
actual outcome, promising policy proposals 
should not be the sole expectation of event 
organizers and researchers. Rather than 
expecting individual civic hackathons to fix 
community problems, civic hackathons should 
be held to the standard of contributing to the 
reinvigoration of civic life in local communities. 
One individual civic hackathon cannot 
accomplish this, but a series of well-designed 
events held on a regular basis will certainly 
contribute to the reenergizing of civic life.  

This paper finds that in conjunction 
with the design elements of civic hackathons, an 
important research question moving forward is 
whether hackathon participants report increased 
levels of perceived civic engagement and 

efficacy. Through survey research it should be 
tested whether civic hackathons are a promising 
new form of civic engagement or just a Silicon 
Valley fad. In order to adequately answer this 
question however, it is anticipated that the 
design of these events is important. Just as with 
deliberative democratic events, inclusion and 
information should be hypothesized as crucial 
drivers of participants’ sense of engagement and 
efficacy. Subsequent research that examines 
civic hackathons as deliberative democratic 
events will need to explore how the elements of 
deliberative democracy translate to this new 
forum. 
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 This paper uses well known civil war theories to analyze the most significant 
mediation attempts that have occurred in the Syrian Civil War and explain why they 
have been unsuccessful. After reviewing the failed attempts from the Arab League 
and the United Nations to negotiate an end to conflict in Syria, this paper concludes 
that the reasons attempt have failed are the large number of parties involved in the 
conflict, hostilities among the parties involved, and international disunity. Ultimately, 
scholars have found that the number of parties in a conflict, the level of hostility 
among the parties, and the ability for the international community to unite around a 
common approach for resolution correlates with the likelihood for successful 
mediation. These findings offer insight and guidance for future policymakers that are 
involved in conflict mediation in a multi-polar world. Since previous mediation 
attempts have failed, this paper seeks to offer a way to restructure the post-war state 
so that peace and stability is achieved, and war recurrence is unlikely. Power-sharing 
is the most effective means to restructure the post-war state in deeply divided 
societies such as Syria. The conflict in Syria has real implications for the future of 
conflict mediation. Based on the failures of previous mediation attempts, this paper 
offers insight into how the United Nations can capitalize on the tools at its disposal 
in order to enhance its effectiveness in conflict resolution. 

 
Introduction 
The conflict in Syria has been a puzzling one to 
say the least, leaving many at a crossroads as to 
what can be done to resolve it. Mediation has 
plagued international actors working to 
implement some form of effective conflict 
resolution in the region. While negotiated 
settlements have been a popular method used to 
resolve and shorten civil wars since the end of 
the Cold War, agreeing on a settlement and 
signing on that settlement is no easy feat. Syria’s 
case is a model of just how demanding the  

 
negotiation process can be. Policymakers have 
had difficulty devising a plan that can be agreed 
upon by both the Syrian government and 
opposition that would end conflict. The large 
number of parties in the Syrian conflict has not 
only led to an indefinite war but has also 
challenged sustained resolution efforts. The 
complex nature of the conflict is reflective of 
the course of modern civil wars: they tend to 
become multilateral and involve foreign actors, 
increasing the number of stakeholders and the 
outcomes desired from the conflict. 
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Furthermore, learning from Syria’s experience 
will help guide the course of future conflict 
management practices aimed at the negotiation, 
mediation, and prevention of civil wars.  
An analysis of the Syrian crisis is of great 
importance to the academic community because 
the conflict can guide research on policies that 
will shorten wars and lead to enduring peace 
agreements. The Syrian conflict is best 
examined using civil conflict theories to explain 
what has transpired over the years and gauge 
what the future of the state holds. Attempts to 
negotiate the Syrian War have been made since 
it became evident that the deep-seated conflict 
had no real end in sight and would continue to 
degrade the state, cost hundreds of thousands 
of lives, and displace a significant portion of 
Syria’s population. Beginning in 2011, the war is 
poised to continue into its eighth year during 
2019. Due to the duration of the war, it is 
crucial to focus on the key features of conflict 
management: ways to reform institutions, 
rebuild the state, and implement the necessary 
power-sharing arrangements that would bring 
about an enduring peace. The United Nations 
has played an important role in conflict 
management, from facilitating negotiations 
meant to foster cooperation to administering 
peacekeeping operations. This paper 
investigates the limits of mediation in Syria, 
between March 2011 and the spring of 2016. In 
this paper, scholarly literature will be used to 
analyze the factors that contributed to the failed 
negotiation attempts, and eventually will 
conclude by discussing the implications of 
United Nations initiatives as mediation 
continues to be a method to resolve 
conflicts.  Research for this paper began in 
September 2018 and ended in December 2018. 
As there is still conflict in Syria, the course of 
action is likely to evolve beyond the scope of 
this paper.  
 
Background 

The Syrian Civil War began in March 2011 
amid peaceful protests against the Assad 
Regime that turned deadly. The protests 
occurred in the wake of the Arab Spring 
uprisings, fueled by protesters’ desire for the 

government to adopt more democratic practices 
and response to long-standing authoritarianism 
of the Assad regime. The government 
responded to the protests by firing at protesters, 
killing the first civilians of the war (Specia, 
2018). Reports estimate that at least 38 civilians 
were killed in the initial protests, with that 
number growing as the protests continued 
(Slackman, 2011). It has been hard for officials 
to obtain exact death toll numbers as the Syrian 
government has blocked reporters and foreign 
media from entering the state (Slackman, 2011). 
Even within the country, different authorities 
issue death certificates and struggle to maintain 
accurate records that reflect true death tolls 
(Specia, 2018). The government’s violent 
response to the protests instigated a civil war 
that as of spring of 2019, will have stretched on 
for 8 years. It is estimated that more than 
400,000 casualties have occurred during the war 
and millions of citizens have been displaced 
(Akpinar, 2016). The staggering death toll and 
number of displaced citizens is partly explained 
by the protracted nature of the war, but both 
are also due to the involvement of numerous 
countries and their overlapping conflicts. 
Gilsinan described the Syrian War best, as a war 
of parts: “partly a civil war of government 
against people; partly a religious war pitting 
Assad’s minority Alawite sect, aligned with 
Shiite fighters from Iran and Hezbollah in 
Lebanon, against Sunni rebel groups; and 
increasingly a proxy war featuring Russia and 
Iran against the United States and its allies” 
(Gilsinan, 2015). 

This paper focuses mainly on the Assad 
Regime and its opposition, as well as the role of 
international actors in the negotiations. The 
major parties involved at the domestic level are 
the Assad Regime and loyalists to the regime; 
the rebel forces that oppose the government, 
which are the Syrian Democratic Forces, or 
SDF, and the Free Syrian Army; and the Kurds, 
fighting to retain autonomy in the Northern 
region (Gilsinan, 2015). Key parties at the 
international level are Russia and Iran, backing 
the Assad Regime; and the US, Turkey, and the 
Gulf States supporting the rebels (Gilsinan, 
2015). The Syrian War has also evolved into a 



New Visions for Public Affairs, Volume 11, Spring 2019 || 50 

 

 

conflict between foreign powers and the Islamic 
State of Iraq and Syria, also known as ISIS. The 
Islamic State believes in a literal interpretation 
of the Quran, rejects Western political concepts 
of democracy that place man above God, and 
supports the strict imposition of Islamic law, 
which collectively have fueled fears in the West 
(Jenkins, 2016, p. 9). Foreign powers are divided 
in their approaches to combat ISIS, despite the 
fact that they all agree to oppose it. Russia and 
Iran have maintained that the best way to 
combat ISIS is to keep the Assad Regime intact; 
while the United States and its allies maintain 
the best way to do this is via Assad’s ouster 
(Jenkins, 2016, p. 9). 

The involvement of ISIS and the inability 
of foreign powers to reconcile their differences 
in combating ISIS has created even more 
stumbling blocks during the negotiation 
process. External support from Russia and Iran, 
for example, has slowed the UN mediation 
process by decreasing the likelihood of 
opposing parties to agree to terms of a 
settlement (Jenkins, 2014). Iran is a long-time 
ally to the regime, reinforcing skeptics’ view that 
mediations have lacked neutrality (Akpinar, 
2016; Jenkins, 2014). In addition, mediators 
have had trouble achieving proper 
representation of the rebel groups during 
negotiations (Akpinar, 2016; Greig, 2013; 
Lundgren, 2016). The opposition, the SDF and 
the Free Syrian Army, have tried to unite their 
efforts under the Syrian National Council, a 
coalition formed to create solutions for the 
Syrian people in the wake of the brutal civilian 
attacks at the hands of Assad (“Syrian National 
Council Information,” n.d.). However, the 
Council has proven to be distrustful of any 
promises made by the Assad regime throughout 
negotiations (Akpinar, 2016; Greig, 2013).  

 As of December 2018, the Assad regime 
had gained control of most of the region, in 
addition to holding the two most populous 
cities - Aleppo and Damascus.The regime has 
been unable to penetrate the last few rebel-held 
regions, but the rebels also lack the cohesion, 
manpower, and clear leadership to retake 
government-controlled territory and topple the 
regime (Hubbard & Patel, 2018). As of 

December 2018, the regime and the rebels 
remained at a stalemate (Hubbard & Patel, 
2018). Although the central government 
maintains majority control, forces have become 
depleted over time, leaving the regime unable to 
completely oust rebel strongholds (Hubbard & 
Patel, 2018). While the Syrian War appears 
unlikely to end, there is still hope that a 
settlement can be reached. Examining the 
course of failed negotiation attempts and their 
shortcomings will inform future mediation 
strategies to bring peaceful resolve to Syria.  
 
Negotiation Attempts 

The Syrian Civil War has been a case of 
perpetual mediation. In a most basic sense, 
mediation is diplomatic intervention, providing 
the threat of military or economic intervention 
if diplomatic efforts are disregarded (DeRouen, 
2015). Mediation has been routinely used by the 
international community to address issues for all 
parties. Due to the fact that one-sided victories 
can lead to a resurgence in conflict, where 
violence is no longer a viable choice, mediation 
requires that third-party countries work with 
combatants to change both behaviors and 
perceptions (DeRouen, 2015, p. 231). By 
ensuring that promises are kept, timetables 
respected, and matching commitments fulfilled, 
an agreement is easier to reach (DeRouen, 2015, 
p. 231). Peacefully ending civil wars, DeRouen 
argues (2015), requires third-party peacekeepers 
intervene in order to build trust among the 
combatants and make sure that commitments to 
peace are kept. Third-party countries are often 
reluctant to put their soldiers and resources in 
harm's way, which makes it easy for combatants 
to rescind on promises made in the negotiation 
process, thus spurring continued violence 
(DeRouen, 2015, p. 231).   

The likelihood that all parties involved in 
a conflict will agree is contingent on “ripeness 
theory,” also known as mutually-hurting 
stalemate, referring to the readiness to commit 
to peace (DeRouen, 2015). According to this 
theory, parties must recognize that fighting is no 
longer an option. A main form of mediation is 
diplomatic intervention, which provides the 
threat of military or economic intervention if 
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diplomatic efforts are disregarded; by this logic, 
the conflict may have been resolved if military 
intervention were threatened (DeRouen, 2015). 
Parties resolve their conflict only when they are 
ready to do so, and when each side recognizes 
that they are in a costly predicament where 
alternative measures have reached no avail; 
therefore, at the ripe moment that they will 
accept resolution measures that have been 
present for some time (DeRouen, 2015). 

Despite high hopes for Syrian 
negotiations between 2012 and 2016, progress 
has not been made. Russia, the United Nations, 
and the Arab League have been crucial actors 
throughout negotiation attempts, yet their 
efforts have not produced an end to the 
conflict. The continued failure to initiate a peace 
process in Syria begs the question: why have 
attempts failed? Some would argue that the 
combatants have not been ready to stop 
fighting, and that both sides have never reached 
a point of mutually-hurting stalemate 
(Hinnebusch & Zartman, 2016). Mutually-
hurting stalemate refers to the point where both 
sides recognize the high costs incurred due to 
fighting and agree to negotiations and eventually 
peace because there is little to gain from further 
combat (DeRouen, 2015, p. 84). Another school 
of thought maintains that the large number of 
parties in a conflict increases the number of 
interests at stake, making conflicts harder to 
resolve (Cunningham, 2011). There are upwards 
of 1,000 interest groups fighting in the Syrian 
War and 9 countries interested in fighting ISIS, 
which greatly increases the complexity of the 
war (Gilsinan, 2015). The multi-party, or 
multilateral, nature of the Syrian conflict has 
made it hard for negotiators to develop plans 
upon which all parties can agree (Greig, 2013).  

Still others would argue that the divisions 
among the fighting factions are so profoundly 
embedded that the only way for violence to 
subside is for a clear military victory from one 
side. This school of thought, also known as the 
‘Give War a Chance’ theory argues that letting 
wars run their natural course to a military 
victory is more conducive to long-lasting peace 
and democratization (Toft, 2010). Opposing 
this view are those who maintain that wars 

resolved through established settlements with 
power-sharing provisions, like those being 
attempted with the Syrian War, are the most 
stable in the long term, even though civil wars 
make it difficult to reach an agreement (Hartzell 
& Hoddie, 2003). 

Several countries, such as Afghanistan, 
Bosnia, the Philippines, and Northern Ireland 
have employed power-sharing measures as part 
of negotiated settlements to conflict (Hartzell & 
Hoddie, 2003, p. 318). Power-sharing 
arrangements are a central feature of negotiated 
settlements and ensure that each party in a 
conflict can participate in some dimension of 
governance. Research has also shown that the 
path to democratization is not limited to certain 
kinds of states, and those that achieve 
democracy are less prone to future conflicts 
(Fortna & Huang, 2012). Regardless, the 
correlation between lasting peace and negotiated 
settlements should guide policymakers and 
encourage members of the international 
community to commit to third-party peace 
enforcement to bring peace to deadly conflicts. 

To understand why attempts at mediating 
the conflict in Syria have failed thus far, it is 
important to highlight the most significant 
negotiation attempts and their key components. 
In the context of this paper, the most telling 
negotiation attempts are the Arab League 
efforts and the UN-backed peace talks. The 
inability to reach a settlement has real 
implications for the future of the state, and 
while the war may be at a stalemate as of 2018, 
the instability in the region makes it ripe for 
continuing resurgence. Literature surrounding 
war termination provides insight into the course 
of Syrian mediations. Hultman et. al. (2013) 
explores the different kinds of UN 
peacekeeping missions, the importance of 
multilateral approaches, and the effectiveness 
delivered by military and police troops. Doyle 
and Sambanis (2000) champion the peace 
triangle, or the ability to build peace, which is 
contingent on three aspects: the level of 
hostilities, international capacity, and local 
capacity.  According to this logic, if one of these 
aspects is lacking, it can be made up for by an 
abundance of the other aspects, so that peace 



New Visions for Public Affairs, Volume 11, Spring 2019 || 52 

 

 

can still be achieved (Doyle & Sambanis, 2000). 
Mehler (2009) maintains that including the 
people conflict directly affects in the negotiation 
process is necessary for peace to be successful. 
According to DeRouen, the costs suffered 
during war have an impact on conflict 
management, especially regarding civil war 
recurrence (DeRouen, 2015). Each of these 
theories can be applied to the conflict in Syria. 
It is imperative for peacekeeping missions to be 
tailored specifically to the conflict and be 
designed to rebuild the state if peace is to be 
successful. 

 
Arab League Mediation Attempts 

 The first negotiation efforts of the 
Syrian Civil War were initiated by the Arab 
League, a loose confederation representing the 
Middle East whose goal is to elicit coordination 
on matters of common interest (Masters & 
Sergie, 2014). An important guideline among 
members of the Arab League is their 
commitment to non-aggressive decisions, which 
is strengthened by a pact stating that the council 
will determine the necessary measures to repel 
aggression against any party involved (Pact of 
the League of Arab States, March 22, 1945, 
Article 6). Like most international actors 
involved with Syria, the Arab League originally 
left conflict resolution in the hands of other 
domestic parties involved (Lundgren, 2016). As 
the war continued, however, the Arab League 
shifted their stance and tried to engage in 
mediation. Mediation began early in the conflict, 
not even a year after fighting began (Lundgren, 
2016). Dispatching its Secretary General on a 
mediation mission from fall of 2011 to early 
2012, the Arab League embarked on an “Arab 
Action Plan” that pushed for a cease-fire and 
national dialogue in Syria (Lundgren, 2016). 
While the plan seemed achievable, the Syrian 
Government never agreed to terms because of 
their mistrust of Qatar and Saudi Arabia, 
neighbors who openly wanted to undermine 
and dismantle the Assad regime (Lundgren, 
2016). 

 As conflict continued, the Syrian 
government took steps to vehemently suppress 
the uprising and make mediation unnecessary 

(Lundgren, 2016). The Arab League resorted to 
coercive measures to get the government to 
cooperate (Akpinar, 2016). Economic sanctions 
were imposed due to the regime’s reluctance to 
agree to a cessation of violence and were 
accepted on October 30, 2011 as part of the 
Arab Action Plan.  The Action Plan also 
removed Syria from the Arab League. The 
sanctions were intended to deliver a major blow, 
severing trade and investment from the Arab 
world, when Syria was already experiencing 
sanctions from the European Union and the 
United States (MacFarquhar & Bakrinov, 2011). 
The sanctions were also designed to affect 
Syrian government officials by instituting “a 
travel ban against scores of senior officials, a 
freeze on Syrian government assets in Arab 
countries, a ban on transactions with Syria’s 
central bank, and an end to all commercial 
exchanges with the Syrian government” 
(MacFarquhar & Bakrinov, 2011). 

Following these measures, the Assad 
regime eventually consented to the stipulations 
of the Arab Action Plan in December 2011 
(Lundgren, 2016). As DeRouen discusses 
(2013), mediation often implies that ignoring 
diplomatic efforts will result in violence; this 
conflict may have been resolved if military 
intervention were threatened. Even though the 
regime consented, mediation attempts were 
immediately met with opposition from the 
Syrian National Council. The leading opposition 
group at the time, the Council was skeptical of 
the regime’s compliance and thought they 
would not sincerely accept the mediation 
(Lundgren, 2016). High levels of mistrust 
between the government and opposition 
contributed to the inability to reach an 
agreement. Literature points to this as a 
roadblock to achieving a peaceful resolution to 
conflict through negotiated settlement because 
ethnic identities are fixed and relatively non-
negotiable (Gurses & Mason, 2008). Attempting 
to amplify trust between the factions and 
determine the regime’s commitment to the Arab 
Action Plan, the Arab League deployed 166 
civilian and military observers that would carry 
out basic monitoring activities of the conflict 
(Lundgren, 2016). The mission lacked the 
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staffing, training, and equipment to make any 
significant impact, and as conflict worsened it 
led to disunity among the Arab League 
members. 

Peacekeeping missions, as defined by 
Doyle and Sambanis (2000), encompass four 
different levels: monitor/observer missions, 
enforcement missions, traditional peacekeeping, 
and multilateral missions. Monitor/observer 
missions are the most basic: personnel are 
deployed to take note of what is happening on 
the ground and report back to the international 
organization. Monitor missions have no ability 
to protect civilians or ensure that violence stops 
because they only report what is happening on 
the ground. Enforcement missions, on the other 
hand, involve sending military or police 
personnel to the host country to impose order 
and protect civilians. The military threat 
incentivizes the fighting groups to commit to 
peace. In this regard, an enforcement mission 
would have fared better at encouraging the 
parties to commit to peace in Syria than the 
Arab League’s observer mission. This indicates 
how imperative it is for international actors to 
account for the depth of hostility, the number 
of factions, and the level of economic 
development when determining how much 
assistance is necessary for peace (Doyle & 
Sambanis, 2000). On January 22, 2012, Qatar 
and Saudi Arabia withdrew their support, 
pushing for the Arab League to adopt a tougher 
position on the Syrian government to force 
cooperation and, eventually, a regime change 
(Lundgren, 2016). The observer mission 
suspended its activities on January 28, 2012 
marking the failure of the first negotiation 
attempt (Lundgren, 2016). It is important to 
note that the Arab League negotiations were 
relatively un-inclusive of other groups, further 
contributing to their failure. This was also a 
factor that would contribute to the failure of the 
United Nations-led negotiations to follow. As 
the observer mission unraveled, the next phase 
of negotiations was assumed by the United 
Nations.  
 

United Nations Negotiations: First Round 
 In February 2012, amidst escalating 

tensions and violence in Syria, an international 
initiative arose that would combine international 
and regional efforts through the appointment of 
former United Nations Secretary-General and 
veteran mediator, Kofi Annan, as the joint 
special envoy of the UN and Arab League for 
Syria (Akpinar, 2016). The special envoy is a 
high-level representative of the United Nations 
and the Arab League for Syria, whose mission is 
to bring an end to violence and promote a 
peaceful solution through diplomatic relations 
(United Nations Press Release, 2012). Prior to 
becoming the special envoy, Annan helped 
bring peace to a difficult conflict in Kenya in 
2008. In late March 2012, Annan proposed a 
six-point plan that would end violence and 
make room for diplomacy. The six-point plan 
outlined a framework for a UN-supervised truce 
that would lead to a wider transformation of 
Syria’s government (Lundgren, 2016, p. 4). On 
April 12, 2012, a ceasefire, a key part of the 
plan, was established and the UN deployed 300 
observer personnel to supervise Syria in 
observation patrols across the country 
(Lundgren, 2016, p. 4). At first the ceasefire, 
with the help of the UN observer personnel, 
reduced the intensity of hostilities for about six 
to eight weeks. However, in early June 2012, 
violence reignited, and the UN observers ended 
operations, paving the way for the Geneva 
Peace Talks (Lundgren, 2016). Ceasefires alone 
rarely result in conflict termination and Doyle 
and Sambanis (2000) argue the need to adapt 
UN missions to each conflict. In addition, the 
number of deployed personnel is imperative for 
peace operations to be sustained, with military 
and police troops being the most effective in 
protecting civilians and signaling resolve 
(Hultman et. al., 2003). Military and police 
personnel were key components missing from 
the UN supervision mission in Syria. 

In response to UN supervisors pulling 
out, Annan convened an action group for Syria, 
consisting of states with common interests and 
influence in the conflict. Meeting in Geneva in 
June 2012, the action group laid out a set of 
guidelines for a peace process in Syria, including 
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the establishment of a transitional government 
(Lundgren, 2016). The action group consisted 
of representatives from the UN and the Arab 
League, China, France, Russia, the United 
Kingdom, the United States, Turkey, Iraq, 
Kuwait, Qatar, and the European Union. 
(United Nations, 2012, para. 1). The outcome of 
the Geneva Conference was outlined in the 
Geneva Communique, which marked an 
acceleration of demands for regime change that 
would take place through national dialogue 
(Hinnebusch & Zartman, 2016). The 
communique particularly emphasized 
constitutional reform, the institution of a multi-
party system, and a transitional government of 
which membership would be mutually agreed 
upon by the government and the opposition 
(Hinnebush & Zartman, 2016). The disunity 
that had marked the Arab League’s initiatives 
carried over to UN negotiations and infiltrated 
the mediation process. While the intent of the 
first round of Geneva negotiations was to bring 
the great powers together to discuss an end to 
conflict, the parties failed to agree on the fate of 
Assad (Akpinar, 2016).  

In addition, the key parties of the conflict 
were not represented at the bargaining table. 
The Syrian government and the Syrian 
opposition were not present during the 
meeting—peace talks can rarely move forward 
without the presence of the parties to the 
conflict, especially because instating reform 
requires consent from the government and the 
opposition. Who is represented at the 
bargaining table creates problems for the peace 
process, and while including too many groups 
can convolute the mediation, it is necessary for 
at a minimum the fighting factions to be 
represented for anything to be executed 
(Mehler, 2009). Not only were key players 
unrepresented, but two major powers staunchly 
opposed each other on whether the regime 
should remain in power. The US insisted that 
Assad should step down, while Russia 
vehemently opposed a regime change (Akpinar, 
2016). Russia’s position was about protecting 
national security interests, as the fall of Assad 
would mean the spread of terrorism into its 
borders and further radicalization of the Middle 

East (Kozhanov, 2016). For the US, opinions 
centered on correcting humanitarian atrocities 
committed by Assad, sustaining regional 
stability, and promoting democratization 
determined their position (Sorenson, 2013). 
Geneva highlighted the vastly different views 
the great powers held on the future of Syria and 
its role in international politics. Ultimately, 
Annan could not resolve the differences in the 
international community that would weaken 
Russia’s support for the regime (Lundgren, 
2016). 
 
United Nations Negotiations: Second Round 

 Stemming from the failure of the first 
round of negotiations and the inability of Russia 
and the US to reconcile their differences, in the 
summer of 2012 Annan stepped down. Annan 
was replaced by new envoy, Lakhdar Brahimi, 
an Algerian diplomat whose career prior to Syria 
included peacemaking efforts in Lebanon, Haiti, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq (“Lakhdar Brahimi,” 
2019). In his resignation, Annan criticized the 
international and regional powers for failing to 
rally behind his efforts and provide the leverage 
necessary to execute the plan (Lundgren, 2016). 
Disunity among the international community 
was further exemplified by those who 
celebrated the attempts as offering the only 
viable solution since third-parties were reluctant 
to intervene, and those arguing the attempts 
legitimized Assad and allowed the continued 
militarization on the ground (Akpinar, 2016). 
According to some scholars, the perceived 
failure can be attributed to the early phase of 
mediation, that the parties need to reach a point 
of “mutually hurting stalemate” before 
negotiation is appealing (DeRouen, 2015). Early 
on, Assad had no incentives to enter 
negotiations given that the opposition was 
weaker and the international community was at 
a crossroads on how to deal with the conflict 
and whether to intervene (Akpinar, 2016).  

 When Brahimi assumed the role of 
special envoy in September 2012, he adopted a 
more cautious approach, stressing the futility of 
continued violence and the humanitarian costs 
it imposed on the Syrian population (Lundgren, 
2016). Brahimi faced the challenges of a conflict 
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that had intensified, expanding to include even 
more parties than before. Between September 
2012 and January 2014, “the conflict began 
spreading into neighboring countries; chemical 
weapons were introduced; and the Islamic State 
and the Kurds became more influential” 
(Akpinar, 2016). Moreover, mediation efforts 
were further complicated as the need to offer 
attractive bargains to satisfy the conflicting 
interests of multiple parties became apparent. In 
January 2014 the second round of Geneva talks 
ensued, bringing together representatives from 
the United Nations, the Arab League, the 
European Union, and 30 other states; however, 
this time the talks also brought the Syrian 
government and the opposition, represented by 
the Syrian National Coalition, face-to-face 
(Akpinar, 2016). While the US and Russia set 
aside their differences to leverage their power 
over the parties, the meeting again failed to 
bring an end to conflict and ushered in new 
envoy Staffan de Mistura (Akpinar, 2016).  

The new envoy, Staffan de Mistura, was 
met with some of the same challenges as his 
predecessor. Some accused the envoy of being 
too sympathetic to Assad and criticized him for 
trying to exert Western influence. A key point 
of contention was that de Mistura failed to 
propose a plan with international guarantees of 
an agreement and one that accounted for the 
rejection of the peace process (Akpinar, 2016). 
International peacekeeping intends to create a 
climate where fighting is no longer a reality and 
where peace is durable (DeRouen, 2015). 
Because greater international capacity is linked 
to greater success rates of peacebuilding, it is 
crucial for the UN to find ways to enforce or 
guarantee its initiatives (Doyle & Sambanis, 
2000). 
 
United Nations Negotiations: Third Round 

On October 30, 2015, members from the 
United Nation Security Council, along with 20 
other countries, met in Vienna to establish the 
International Syria Support Group (ISSG) 
(Akpinar, 2016). On December 18, 2015, 
Security Council Resolution 2254 was adopted, 
“which reiterated the support for a ceasefire, 
humanitarian access to besieged areas, and 

called for elections to be held under UN 
supervision within the following 18 months” 
(Akpinar, 2016, p. 2296). Though promising, 
the future of Assad was never outlined in the 
Vienna meetings, and adequate representation 
from the rebels was missing. Again, the problem 
of which parties are present at the negotiating 
table became an issue in this round of 
negotiations (Mehler, 2009).  

Illegitimate representation of the fighting 
factions was a recurring theme throughout the 
peace talks. The lack of representation was due 
in large part to the high levels of distrust among 
the groups and their hesitancy to be in the same 
room as the regime amid hostilities and 
continued violence on the ground. Still, Geneva 
III talks opened in February 2016 and were 
again halted for a several reasons: first, the 
opposition withdrew in response to the 
government’s attack on Aleppo; second, the 
presence of Russian-backed groups threatened 
the legitimacy of the peace talks in the eyes of 
the opposition; and third, key parties, such as 
the Islamic State and the Kurds were 
unrepresented (Akpinar, 2016).  

Throughout the process, the opposition 
maintained that the only way a cease-fire could 
take place is if a transitional government was 
instituted that would force Assad to step down. 
Despite the setbacks, a ceasefire was agreed to 
in February 2016. This ceasefire was the most 
positive turning point in the war, with the 
longest period of peace stretching between 
February 2016 and March 2016 (Lundgren, 
2016). However, in Aleppo and surrounding 
areas, “groups not covered by the ceasefire 
operated alongside groups that were, the 
ceasefire proved vulnerable, as the intermixing 
of groups made it difficult to contain hostilities” 
(Lundgren, 2016, p. 6).  While the UN-backed 
peace talks were a step in the direction of peace, 
they never fully took off due to continuing 
conflicting interests between the US and Russia. 
In addition, the government and the opposition 
had not yet exhausted their military capabilities 
and did not see negotiation as an option to end 
conflict. 

 
The Role of Foreign Powers 
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 The diverging interests of the US and 
Russia have been evident throughout the 
conflict and all mediation attempts in Syria. The 
relative inability for the two superpowers to 
reconcile their own political and strategic 
agendas contributed to the unfortunate course 
of the peace talks. The logic of Doyle and 
Sambanis (2000) can extend to the gridlock 
between Russia and the US: peace-building 
plans are unlikely to be effective unless 
international actors cease to support war in 
favor of supporting peace. Russia’s military 
involvement reinforces this logic. From the 
beginning, the top priority for Russia was to 
reestablish the military and political capacities of 
the Assad regime to cement their position both 
regionally and internationally (Kozhanov, 2016). 
The situation, for Russia, has primarily been 
about protecting its own national security 
interests. The downfall of the Assad regime 
would mean the further radicalization of the 
Middle East and the possible spread of 
terrorism into Russia’s borders (Kozhanov, 
2016). Furthermore, Russia has worked very 
hard to put their stamp on conflict resolution 
through the presence of military forces and 
providing military support to the regime. Unlike 
Russia, the US has been reluctant to engage 
militarily. For the West, Assad is linked to the 
source of the problem rather than the solution 
(Kozhanov, 2016). 

 At the same time, both superpowers have 
keen interest in combating terrorism with the 
involvement of ISIS, which is indicative of the 
internationalized component of the war. In 
addition, the US was hesitant to take any actions 
that would undermine the nuclear deal struck 
with Iran that was signed on November 24, 
2013. All these interests combined have clouded 
the main goal of mediation efforts, which is to 
bring peace to Syria, as the two superpowers 
seek to leverage their power to force an 
agreement. According to Hinnebusch and 
Zartman (2016), leverage is one of the five 
major challenges that negotiators face and one 
that explains faltered UN mediations: “without 
the means to follow through on threats or 
promises, the mediators were reduced to 

making warnings and predictions” (Hinnebusch 
& Zartman 2016, p. 1).  

The evidence of power leveraging was 
seen at all levels of the UN-backed negotiations 
where the mediators disagreed on the fate of 
Assad. Thus, no concrete plan was ever 
conceptualized (Lundgren, 2016). Realizing the 
inability to agree on those terms and the 
implication it would have for the opposition, 
any peace plan avoided the question of Assad 
and used vague terminology like “cessation of 
violence” to appeal to both sides—in effect not 
making any guarantees. The consolidation of 
the Islamic State between 2014-2015 changed 
the landscape, shifting international attention in 
the war toward prioritizing counter-terrorism 
efforts over conflict resolution in Syria 
(Lundgren, 2016). These mutual interests led to 
Russia beginning to pull some of its military out 
of Syria and push to regenerate negotiations 
(Kozhanov, 2016). Despite the good intentions 
of the October 2015 Vienna talks, the most 
contentious issues could not be agreed upon, 
highlighting the shortcomings in changing the 
course of the war.   
 
Stumbling Blocks to Mediation 

 Some striking similarities exist across 
every negotiation attempt, demonstrating the 
most predominant explanations for what went 
wrong. The number of parties, groups, and 
states involved disturbed the mediation process. 
The immense hostilities and distrust among the 
factions thwarted any proposals, and disunity on 
the United Nations Security Council, UNSC, 
between the United States and Russia, and 
among key actors made it unlikely for a 
concrete plan to be implemented. Despite 
institutional constraints to UN effectiveness, 
this last stumbling block is especially important 
for driving the future of diplomacy in a multi-
polar world. The emergence of a multi-polar age 
requires a multilateral approach agreed upon by 
the actors, otherwise there will be real 
consequences for any peace process in the 
future (Hill, 2015). This new era requires 
“development of new and effective mediation 
strategies, as original and dynamic ideas are 
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developed to overcome new obstacles” (Hill, 
2015, p. 472).  
 
Number of Parties Involved 

 The first major problem with the 
conflict itself that carried over to the mediation 
process was the number of parties involved. As 
the number of parties in a conflict grows, the 
chances for successful mediation decreases 
(Greig, 2013). There were too many conflicting 
interests from all of the parties, which made it 
almost impossible to adopt a plan that satisfied 
all. According to Cunningham (2011) and Greig 
(2013), navigating an end to conflict is harder 
when there are too many parties involved. 
These conflicts endure “because more veto 
players make bargaining harder, leaving 
combatants less able or willing to negotiate an 
end to warfare” (Cunningham, 2011, p. 183). 
There are three reasons why the number of 
parties decreases the likelihood for negotiation 
settlements. First, a mediator faces a difficult 
task coordinating communications among 
parties while also limiting the chances for 
miscommunication simultaneously (Greig, 2013, 
p. 50). Second, the more parties involved means 
more spoilers to the peace process (Greig, 2013; 
Cunningham, 2011). Spoilers undermine the 
peace process when the warring parties feel 
their power and interests are threatened by a 
peace agreement. When spoilers are successful, 
war is renewed and casualties increase, as was 
the case in the failed peace accords of Angola in 
1992 and Rwanda in 1994 (Stedman, 2000).  In 
both cases, the casualties resulting from failed 
peace were much greater than those that 
resulted from fighting before the signing of a 
peace agreement (Stedman, 2000). Lastly, a lack 
of enforcement decreases the confidence that 
each side will stick to the agreement (Greig, 
2013, p. 50).  

Cunningham and Greig put forth a 
compelling argument that offers an explanation 
to why agreements have failed to halt violence 
for an extended period. Multi-party agreements 
often produce partial agreements, where peace 
is implemented among some of the parties, but 
other players are excluded. These partial 
agreements often are a contributing factor to 

continued violence and unstable situations 
(Cunningham, 2011, p. 185). The fragility of 
multiparty ceasefires and their likelihood to 
crumble explains why any leeway made on a 
truce in Syria was short-lived. For a complete 
negotiated settlement to be reached, every party 
must engage in a cost-benefit analysis of 
resolution. Cost-benefit analysis requires the 
parties to believe they will do better from 
negotiating than continued violence, that the 
benefit of peace outweighs the cost of violence 
(Cunningham, 2911, p. 185). Since the 
opposition didn’t trust the regime to stay true to 
any agreements and there were no incentives for 
the regime to cooperate, violence seemed like 
the better alternative for both the central 
government and the opposition.  

The multi-party nature of the conflict has 
also played out in the misrepresentation of key 
parties. Arguably, there have been so many 
factions involved that effective representation at 
the negotiation table was unachievable. 
Misrepresentation has occurred because of the 
multi-party nature of the conflict. It has made it 
difficult to pinpoint exactly which groups are 
fighting, and who should be involved at 
negotiations to bring peace to Syria. At 
numerous stages throughout the negotiations, 
the opposition was largely unaccounted for, 
whether it was due to the inability to identify 
leadership or the refusal to be in the same room 
as the government, this presented a real 
problem for getting any agreement signed. By 
giving the ability to choose who was present at 
the meetings to the regime, there were negative 
ramifications for the opposition. Because of the 
many sub-divisions within the opposition, it has 
been nearly impossible to identify all the actors 
necessary to participate in a peace process 
(Greig, 2013, p. 51). Misrepresentation of key 
parties at negotiations can send the message that 
the interests they seek or their motives for 
fighting are not of concern, thus there is little 
incentive for them to end combat. If key parties 
are excluded from mediation or interests are 
ignored, implementing peace accords becomes 
even harder. Angola has been a prime example 
of failed peace implementation. The 1991 
Angola agreement implemented ‘winner-take-
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all’ elections, but when one of the major 
factions lost the election in 1992, war reignited 
(O’Toole, 1997). Those involved with brokering 
peace must be mindful of what the warring 
factions seek in order to ensure the parties do 
not return to violence.   
 
Hostilities 

 The second major problem facing 
negotiators is the characteristics of the conflict 
itself. The warring factions have such deep-
seated hostilities toward each other that 
generating enough trust between them for an 
agreement was highly unlikely. This was 
exemplified in every instance where parties 
came close to an agreement and then quickly 
reverted to violence.  

Fear and mistrust have been rampant 
throughout the course of this conflict. “The 
authoritarian nature of the regime, 
demonstrated by its harsh treatment of political 
challengers in the past, burdened its ability to 
convince the opposition that conceding to 
negotiations was a real option” (Lundgren, 
2016, p. 9). On one hand, the regime did not 
want to relinquish their power in fear of what 
would happen; on the other end, the opposition 
had suffered immensely at the hands of the 
regime, reinforcing their refusal to back down 
unless Assad conceded. Escalating violence 
further contributed to the opposition’s uniform 
belief that Assad must go, illustrating the 
inflexible nature of both sides’ refusal to budge 
on demands. Since the regime had no incentive 
to be flexible on this demand either, “disputes 
over this issue have recurred throughout the 
war and remained one of the central barriers to 
a negotiated settlement” (Lundgren, 2016, p. 
10). Furthermore, as violence has escalated, the 
level of hostility increased with it and has 
encouraged, and will continue to encourage, 
more violence (Greig, 2013). 
 
International Disunity 

 As was evident in the examination of 
the role of Russia and the different stages of 
UN peace talks, disunity among international 
actors has hindered the negotiation process. 
The international community has been unable 

to unite under a common approach to end the 
Syrian Civil War, because their attention has 
been on self-seeking interests tied to questions 
of Assad’s leadership, which ultimately led to 
the downfall of negotiation attempts. Treating 
the removal of the Assad regime as a 
precondition rather than a result of a settlement 
hampered negotiations from the beginning 
(Hinnebusch & Zartman, 2016). Put clearly, 
“one should not demand as a precondition what 
one hopes to gain in negotiation, since this 
removes an item of exchange for the other 
party” (Hinnebusch & Zartman 2016, p. 18).  

Throughout each level of the UN 
negotiations, the US and Russia failed to agree 
on a common approach for Syria dismantled 
mediation efforts, despite their collaborations in 
the Geneva Communique and the ceasefire of 
2016 (Lundgren, 2016). Ultimately, these 
fundamental conceptual differences within the 
members of the UN about conflict resolution 
diminished the Security Council’s ability to 
demonstrate an unwavering and united front 
(Jafarova, 2014, p. 44). Academics argue that 
institutional constraints of the UN also resulted 
in faltered negotiations (Jafarova, 2014). 
However, if the international community, such 
as the United States and Russia, were able to set 
aside their differences and focus on a 
multilateral strategy that appealed to both the 
regime and the rebels, added constraints would 
not have been necessary.  
 
Structuring the Post-War State 

 It is apparent that mediation has been 
unable to resolve tensions in Syria. One possible 
way to bring stability to Syria would be through 
partition: dividing up the state into sovereign 
territories. Different groups, such as Sunni 
rebels, the Kurds, and any other ethnic group 
seeking autonomy, would have control over 
their own sovereign territory. This option may 
appeal to several of the opposition factions. 
However, the process of dividing up sovereign 
entities is difficult, exacerbates disagreements, 
and does not ensure that fighting will cease 
(Paris, 1997). 

Perhaps one of the reasons a settlement 
was never reached was that ceasefires were 
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negotiated and instated, as opposed to a fully 
developed negotiated peace settlement. 
Agreements and ceasefires without multi-
dimensional power-sharing are likely to be 
short-lived, while those that incorporate 
multilevel power-sharing arrangements are likely 
to endure (DeRouen, 2015; Hartzell & Hoddie, 
2003). Power-sharing is most commonly seen in 
political, territorial, economic, and military 
sectors (Hartzell & Hoddie, 2003). Political 
power-sharing ensures equal representation at 
the political center; military power-sharing 
integrates government and rebel armies into one 
coherent force; territorial power-sharing gives 
regionally concentrated groups the opportunity 
to self-govern; and economic power-sharing 
redistributes government resources to those 
who experienced economic discrimination prior 
to the conflict. These arrangements typically 
create a sustaining peace because of their 
capacity to foster security among former 
combatants, while also minimizing the danger 
of one party becoming dominant (Hartzell & 
Hoddie 2003).  

Power-sharing, dividing, and balancing 
power among rival groups would be especially 
conducive to peace in Syria because it would 
address the grievances of the deeply divided 
society, where many have suffered under the 
Assad regime. Some researchers, such as Mehler 
(2009) argue that power-sharing is not inclusive 
enough and is undemocratic due to the absence 
of elections. Democracy and peace go hand-in-
hand, Mehler asserts; therefore, power-sharing 
will only benefit upper classes and will not give 
most citizens a voice in the political process 
(2009).  In Syria’s case, power-sharing would 
address the root of the conflict and 
disincentivize a resurgence of the violence that 
has plagued this conflict. It would ensure that 
competing groups have a voice in government, 
so that no single group has a monopoly of 
power. Even if power-sharing isn’t always 
associated with democracy, it is associated with 
enduring peace, which is essential after Syria’s 
intense and prolonged struggle (Hartzell & 
Hoddie, 2003).  

There are many reasons why democracy 
may not be the best choice when resolving the 

Syrian Civil War. While democratic states are 
less likely to experience conflict, peace is 
ultimately the ideal goal before democracy. The 
potentially destabilizing effects that market 
democracy can impart on war-shattered states 
requires the international community to tailor 
peacebuilding operations to the needs of the 
state, rather than on the premises on which it 
should operate (Paris, 1997). Tailoring peace 
operations to the state means international and 
private agencies responsible for implementing 
peace accords must consider that Western ideals 
may not be effective in war-torn states. Bringing 
peace and stability to a state is far more essential 
than implementing democratic practices directly 
following a war.  

 Now that the war is at a stalemate, it is 
important to note the current conditions that 
make the state vulnerable. According to 
DeRouen (2015), violence can persist once a 
war ends due to the lack of state capacity to 
deter it and be exacerbated by a depleted 
economy. Effective peace-building requires 
acknowledgement of the three elements of the 
peace-building triangle, which include: level of 
hostility, international commitment and local 
capacity (Doyle & Sambanis, 2000). Following 
this logic, the bigger the space is in the triangle, 
the increased likelihood there is for 
peacebuilding success. Moreover, a 
peacekeeping mission that would assume the 
role of peace enforcement by deploying military 
and police personnel to the region would create 
an even more durable peace. This type of 
peacekeeping mission would be beneficial to 
post-war Syria because UN operations are 
responsible for disarming thousands of 
combatants and it is low cost in comparison to 
other efforts (DeRouen, 2015). Finally, this 
would allow attention to be focused on 
rebuilding state institutions and the economy.  

When considering reconciliation, an 
effective and comprehensive UN peacekeeping 
mission coupled with a system of federalization 
would enable groups that are currently at war 
with each other to live in society harmoniously. 
For the political sector of power-sharing, 
Lijphart’s consociational model for deeply 
divided states would best apply to Syria 
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(Hartzell & Hoddie, 2003). The consociational 
model hinges on the establishment of a grand 
coalition; the mutual veto; a proportional 
electoral system and proportionality in the 
distribution of administrative appointments; and 
either territorial or corporate autonomy 
(Hartzell & Hoddie, 2003). Ideally, giving the 
fighting factions in Syria their own regional 
autonomy would disincentivize conflict and 
reduce hostilities among the warring factions. 
Burundi, for example, is a state that has been 
successful in achieving peace and stability due 
to proportionality, group autonomy, and the 
minority veto (LeMarchand, 2006). Even 
though the work of LeMarchand (2006) focuses 
on the consequences associated with this 
particular model, the existence of grand, 
coalition-like conditions allows for the socio-
political factors to be addressed by giving 
competing groups a voice in central 
government. Politics are not the only area of 
importance. As stated earlier, societies that 
implement all four dimensions of power-sharing 
are more likely to enjoy lasting peace and 
stability. If political, economic, territorial, and 
military power-sharing provisions are 
implemented, the failure of one provision can 
be made up for by the existence of others, 
strengthening the chances for stability. 
Furthermore, power-sharing arrangements 
supplemented by third-party enforcement create 
the conditions necessary for lasting peace by 
providing security and ensuring that stipulations 
are adhered to (Hartzell & Hoddie, 2003). Using 
the UN to maintain peace through military and 
police would provide adequate third-party 
enforcement. 

 
Future of United Nations Initiatives 

The UN will continue to play a crucial 
role in the mediation of civil wars across the 
globe and will be called upon to develop social, 
economic, and political institutions that prevent 
conflicts from turning violent (Doyle & 
Sambanis, 2000). Yet, if the UN is to increase its 
effectiveness in the modern world, drastic steps 
to rethink its methods must take place. 
International intervention has been a major 
focal point of the protracted Syrian conflict and 

has implications for future conflict management 
all over the world. While intervention often 
occurs in the most intractable conflicts, it can 
increase the duration of the war. DeRouen 
argued that intervention can extend war if the 
party with external support believes that 
intervening will result in military victory 
(DeRouen, 2015, p. 250). The external support 
to the Assad regime and the lack of neutrality in 
mediation has decreased the likelihood for 
parties to agree to terms of a settlement. 
Conflict mediation that enhances trust among 
parties should guide the future endeavors of the 
international community, meaning it is 
imperative that members of the UN operate 
under a united front to lessen the potential for 
stumbling blocks (DeRouen, 2015, p. 252). If 
the UN can consolidate its interests, 
peacekeeping and humanitarian law can better 
aid in the reconciliation process and deter a 
recurrence of violence (DeRouen, 2015, p. 251).  

The future of Syrian conflict mitigation 
will depend on the ability of Russia and the US 
to make credible commitments. If the Security 
Council is to be effective in mitigating future 
conflicts, the members must facilitate national 
dialogue while coercing spoilers to resolution 
with consequences (Jafarova, 2014). 
Furthermore, policymakers can learn a great 
deal from mediation failures. It is evident that 
plans contingent on strict parameters will gain 
little momentum, hence the need for flexibility 
and an emphasis on facilitating international 
security. Since institutional challenges make it 
hard for the Council to act in a unified manner, 
future success will rely on the ability of 
members to look past their own interests and 
deliver significant results. The Security Council 
has some of “the most potent policy 
instruments that allow it to adopt swift and 
effective actions in response to the most 
pressing challenges to international peace and 
security” (Jafarova, 2014, p. 50). Capitalizing on 
the policy tools of the Security Council, such as 
the ability to use force to make commitments 
binding, will reinforce the actions necessary for 
navigating conflicts in the multi-polar world. It 
may even be necessary to adopt a mandate that 
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would bind members to peace enforcement in 
the future. 

 
Conclusion 

 The Syrian Civil War has been fraught 
with negative impacts both domestically and 
internationally. It has seen repeated attempts at 
mediation characterized by recurring 
roadblocks. From the Arab League negotiations 
to the UN-backed mediation attempts, the most 
apparent obstructions to peace was the multi-
party nature of the conflict, disunity at the 
international level, and sustained hostility. 
Following the Cold War, negotiated settlements 
have been the most prevalent means of 
terminating wars. However, the war in Syria 
proves that the peace process is challenging, 
especially if there are many interests at stake.  

The Syrian conflict is a product of many 
institutional failures at the international level 
(Jafarova, 2014). If policymakers are to take 
anything away from this conflict, it is that Syria 
is the beginning of a new era of civil wars; wars 
that will require a multilateral approach to 
resolve. Understanding what went wrong in 
negotiations is essential. If these problems are 
not addressed, the future of diplomacy will be 
threatened. Even though negotiations failed, 
“multilateral power can be constructed and 
exerted with effectiveness by mediators in civil 
wars, even in the most fraught and polarizing 
crises of the new multipolar international 
system” (Hill, 2015, p. 472). Furthermore, while 
institutional constraints severely limit the efforts 
of the UN, if parties had reconciled their 
differences in support of a plan that addressed 
the root causes, then a settlement could have 
been achieved. 

In the aftermath of war, it is crucial to 
focus on peacebuilding to bring stability to the 
state. While democratization is routinely sought, 
adopting a strategic approach will preserve the 
goal of democratization while recognizing the 
vulnerability of war-torn states. By making 
gradual changes, designing a central government 
that rewards moderation, promoting equitable 
growth policies, creating effective coordinating 
bodies, and extending the duration of peace 
operations, the UN can ensure the state 

achieves stability (Paris, 1997). The UN Security 
Council must examine internal dynamics and 
adopt a more interventionist approach to make 
credible commitments and assist in 
peacebuilding. 
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 Testing has begun on fully connected and automated vehicles (CAVs). 
Within a decade or two, fully automated vehicles will be on public roads. Just as the 
automobile played significant role in changing the way people lived, so too will 
CAVs. However, that role is still unclear. CAVs, also known as self-driving vehicles, 
can lead a new wave of suburbanization, urbanization, or a mixture of both. To best 
prepare for the intended and potentially unintended consequences of CAVs, the 
federal, state, and local governments must be proactive in steering CAVs towards 
sustainable growth. 
 

 
Introduction 

Just over a century ago, advancement in 
transportation technology began to aid people 
in reshaping the way they lived their lives. As 
the automobile became more immersed in 
society during the 20th century, people were 
given the tool they needed to move out of the 
city and into the suburbs where housing and 
land prices were cheaper. We are now nearing 
the introduction of a new transportation 
technology - the automated vehicle. Connected 
and automated vehicles, also known as self-
driving cars, were once only imaginable in 
science fiction. Now, we need to analyze and 
prepare for how automated vehicles are going 
to change the way we live our lives. If 
regulations are not implemented at both the 
state and federal level, the proliferation of 
autonomous vehicles could lead to a new wave 
of unsustainable suburbanization. 

 
Levels of Automation 

 There are 6 levels, 0-5, of connected and 
automated vehicles (CAVs) identified by the 
Society of Automotive Engineers. Level 0 is no 

automation. Most vehicles today fall into this 
category, where the driver performs all driving 
related tasks. Level 1 vehicles have some driver 
assistance features like adaptive cruise control, 
but the driver is still in control of all driving 
tasks. Partial automation occurs at level 2. This 
is currently the highest level achieved by 
commercially available CAVs. Tesla’s Autopilot 
is an example of a level 2 CAV currently 
available to consumers. Level 3 includes 
conditional automation. In these vehicles, a 
driver is required, but they are not needed to 
monitor the environment. The driver always 
must be ready to take control of the vehicle. 
High automation occurs at level 4. At this level, 
the vehicle can perform all driving related 
functions. These vehicles can only operate in 
certain conditions and still may need the driver 
to take control. Full automation is achieved at 
level 5. Here the vehicle can perform all driving 
functions in all environments and the 
passengers are nothing more than passive 
occupants (“Automated Vehicles for Safety”, 
2018). These levels are further explained in 
Figure 1. 
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Timeline for connected and automated 
vehicles 

Important to the discussion about how 
CAVs will impact the urban and suburban 
environments is the timeline for adoption. 
Projections for a date when fully automated 
vehicles will be on the road have been wide 
ranging. One of the first major attempts to 
identify when CAVs are going to be on the road 
came from Morgan Stanley, an investment bank 
and financial services corporation, in 2013. 
Morgan Stanley estimated that self-driving 
vehicles would reach full market saturation in 
the mid 2020s (Autonomous Cars, 2013). Full 
market saturation is the point at which CAVs 
will be ubiquitous. As we near 2020, it is clear to 
see that Morgan Stanley’s estimate was far too 
optimistic. Reasons for the delayed timeline will 
be outlined later in this paper.  

Given the complexity of not only 
manufacturing level 4 and 5 CAVs but also 
rolling them out on public roads, industry 
experts have been hesitant to set a hard deadline 
for their prediction. These complexities include 
accident liability, technology costs, data privacy, 
federal and state regulations, safety, limited 
weather operability, and high definition 
mapping. McKinsey and Company, a global 
management and consulting firm, predicted in 
2016 that CAVs will reach market saturation 
between 2040 and 2050 (“Automotive 
Revolution”, 2016). In 2018, the Victoria 

Transport Policy Institute predicted market 
saturation to occur around the 2060s (Litman, 
2015). Other estimations from industry experts 
tend to fall into the range of 2040 to 2060 for 
automated vehicles to reach market saturation. 
Auto manufacturers have begun making their 
own estimations for when they will be releasing 
their self-driving cars. Alphabet Inc.’s subsidiary 
Waymo, which has also logged the most miles 
testing CAVs, has the earliest prediction. At the 
beginning of 2018, they announced their plan to 
have a ride-sharing fleet of level 4 automated 
vehicles by the end of 2018 (Huddleston, 2018). 
In December 2018, Waymo carried through 
with their prediction. Waymo’s One Program 
now provides an automated ride-sharing service 
to a limited number of customers in and 
surrounding Phoenix, Arizona (Huddleston, 
2018). General Motors anticipates releasing 
their first level 4 CAV in 2019 for ride sharing 
services (Hawkins, 2018). Ford predicts that 
their level 4 ride sharing service vehicle will not 
be ready until 2021 (Golson, 2018). 

 
Barriers to Implementing CAVs 

 Self-driving vehicles are immensely 
complicated technology. As such, they face 
barriers to their widespread implementation. 
These barriers include high definition mapping, 
accident liability, privacy, and costs. This is not 
a comprehensive list of barriers, but following 
sections outline some primary barriers that 
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CAVs face.  
 

High Definition Mapping 
Connected and automated vehicles face 

several challenges that will slow down the 
timeline for their widespread use. First, level 4 
and 5 automated vehicles require high definition 
(HD) maps in order to function. These maps 
enable CAVs to know their location and 
understand their environment (Hook, 2018). 
The construction of HD maps is a significant 
obstacle that must be overcome before high 
level CAVs can hit the road. Companies such as 
Waymo, Uber, HERE, Tesla, Lyft, Civil Maps, 
and others are trying to be the first to perfect 
the mapping process. As of now, the process is 
time consuming, expensive, generates more data 
than current infrastructure can properly handle, 
and requires a high degree of computing power 
from within the vehicle itself (Barnes, 2018). 

 
Liability 

 The legal question of liability must also 
be solved. When an automated vehicle gets into 
a car accident, either the CAV user or the 
manufacturer will have to assume the liability in 
an accident. The significant difference between 
level 1-3 and 4-5 CAVs is also an issue. In a 
CAV level 3 or below, users cannot be fully 
disengaged from the vehicle. It would be 
reasonable to claim that the user would assume 
liability in an accident if they ignored safety and 
warning features within the vehicle. In a level 4 
or 5 CAV, the user can be more disengaged. In 
this case, it must be determined who assumes 
the liability for an accident. These are all 
questions that have to be resolved before CAVs 
can become commercially available and 
operated on freely on public roadways. 

 
Privacy 

 Privacy is another concern. The 
technology used in CAVs collects and transmits 
a plethora of data not only about the vehicle 
itself, but also the user. Information collected 
can include biometric data like height, weight, 
and voice tone. Further analysis of the data can 
reveal information about personal health, travel 
habits, and specific locations visited (Barnes, 

2018) If proper security measures are not in 
place, these data can be harvested by third-
parties. 

 
Cost 

A final example is cost. Due to the 
technology and advanced computing involved 
in CAVs, it is estimated that an additional 
$10,000 premium will be added on to 
automated vehicles on top of their prices 
currently (Fagnant, 2015). This price will 
eventually fall, but the first commercially 
available fully automated vehicles are likely to be 
well out of the price range of most Americans. 
For comparison, Audi’s 2019 A8 sedan, which 
contains partial level 3 technology, starts at 
nearly $92,000. The base model, without this 
technology, starts at approximately $84,000 
(“Luxury found the vehicle it deserves”, 2018). 

 
History of Transportation Technology 

Shaping Suburbanization  
Suburbanization in America during the 

20th century, where the population shifted from 
urban areas and into less densely populated 
suburbs, was driven by several factors, including 
advancements in transportation technology. The 
diffusion, or widespread use, of the automobile 
in American society during this period was 
concurrent with the expansive wave of 
suburbanization (Kopecky, 2010). As 
transportation travel expenses declined, those 
who were able to afford having an automobile 
were able to move to the urban edge where 
housing was cheaper. Due to the cost, by 1910 
only approximately 2% of American households 
owned an automobile. However, as costs began 
to rapidly fall, 44% owned a car by the mid-
1930s. By the 1970s, just over 80% of 
Americans owned at least one car (Kopecky, 
2010). 

While use of the automobile grew during 
the 20th century, so too did the U.S. 
metropolitan population. Between 1910 and 
2000, the metropolitan population grew from 
28% to 80%. Most of this growth was seen in 
the suburbs, not central cities. Approximately 
half of the U.S. population resided in suburban 
areas by 2000 (Hobbs, 2002). As the 20th 
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century came to an end, 4 out of 5 people in the 
U.S. now lived in metropolitan areas. At the 
same time, central city populations fell below 
1950 levels as more people were moving into 
the suburbs (Hobbs, 2002). It is clear that the 
advent of the car was not the sole driving force 
of suburbanization in the 20th century. 
However, it is important to understand the role 
played by the automobile in that 
suburbanization to anticipate the impact of 
autonomous vehicles in the future. The 
automobile opened previously unfathomable 
and unfeasible options for the American people, 
so too will the autonomous vehicle.  
 
Impact of CAVs on the Urban and 
Suburban Environment 

Connected and automated vehicles have 
to the potential to significantly alter the urban 
and suburban dichotomy. These vehicles will 
change the value of travel time, increase safety, 
decrease congestion, change parking demand, 
and change the way we think about urban 
spaces. 

 
Value of Travel Time 

First, CAVs will dramatically change the 
value of travel time by reducing the opportunity 
cost of traveling. Automated vehicles, those at 
level 4 and 5, require little to no involvement 
from the passenger(s). As such, the passenger of 
the vehicle can use their travel time in a 
productive manner. For example, one hour 
spent driving can now be used to do work, 
homework, sleep, eat, or even shop online. 
Since individuals can use their commuting time 
in a productive manner, they may be more 
willing to commute even longer distances. This 
results in more people moving further into the 
suburbs where they can find lower housing 
prices (Litman, 2018) (McDonald, 2016).   
 
Congestion 

Connected to the change in the value of 
travel time is potential changes to congestion. 
According to the 2015 Urban Mobility 
Scorecard from Texas A&M’s Transportation 
Institute, congestion in the United States is 
going to cause approximately 8.3 billion hours 

of delayed travel time and waste 3.8 billion 
gallons of fuel. This results in a total economic 
loss of $200 billion to the United States 
economy (Schrank, 2015). Connected and 
automated vehicles have the potential to reduce 
motor vehicle accidents and smooth traffic 
merging, both of which will help to alleviate 
traffic congestion between 15% and 60%. Just a 
15% reduction in congestion would equal a 
national cost savings of $30 billion from fuel 
and time saved (Fagnant, 2015). By alleviating 
the cost of congestion, both in terms of time 
and money, CAVs further lessen the burden of 
long commutes or extended travel.  
 
Safety 

In the United States there are roughly 5.5 
million reported motor vehicle accidents and 
33,000 fatalities every year. Human error is the 
cause of over 90% of these accidents (Fagnant, 
2015). These crashes result in an estimated loss 
of $250 to $300 billion per year (Blincoe, 2015). 
While it is difficult to quantify the exact impact 
of autonomous vehicles, it is clear that CAVs 
will reduce the number of accidents, fatalities, 
and financial cost of motor vehicle accidents. It 
is important to note that autonomous vehicles 
are not immune to accidents. Even though 
CAV accidents will occur, they will happen at a 
much lower frequency than accidents today. 
With increased safety, reduced congestion, and 
a lower opportunity cost of traveling, people 
will be more willing to travel longer distances. 
This opens the potential for a new wave of 
suburbanization.  
 
Parking 

Automated vehicles are also going to have 
an impact on urban communities. Self-driving 
vehicles are expected to impact parking demand 
in urban centers. Vehicles, on average, only 
spend 5% of their lifetime in motion. The other 
95% is spent parked (Kockelman, 2017). 
Automated vehicles will likely spend more of 
their lifetime in motion. For a commuter, rather 
than driving to work and leaving their vehicle in 
the parking lot nearby, the car can be sent back 
to their home to service the next family member 
or remain there until it is needed again. 
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Alternatively, the vehicle can be sent to a free or 
reduced-price parking space outside of the city. 
As CAVs continue to be introduced into ride-
sharing markets, the number of required 
parking spaces in densely developed areas will 
decrease. These vehicles can move from 
passenger to passenger without needing to 
spend a substantial amount of time parked. 
Additionally, the increasing prevalence of ride 
sharing services, paired with autonomous 
vehicles, could reduce the number of multi-
vehicle households. Fewer households with 
multiple cars will result in a lower demand for 
urban parking. Automated vehicles can also 
utilize smaller parking spaces than those 
currently available. A properly designed parking 
lot or redesigned parking garage could 
accommodate up to 62% more vehicles than a 
conventional lot (Nourinejad, 2018). Decreased 
parking demand, coupled with increased 
efficiency and capacity of new or existing 
parking infrastructure, will generate a smaller 
parking footprint, especially in urban areas 
(Barnes, 2018).  
 
Urban Design 

 After parking demand has been 
diminished, precious real estate in city centers 
can be reclaimed by local municipalities because 
that space is no longer needed for expansive 
parking lots. This real estate can then be utilized 
for a variety of purposes. It can be reclaimed as 
a shared community space, utilized for 
pedestrian infrastructure, turned into green 
space, or rezoned for an entirely new purpose 
(Skinner, 2016). Rezoning will allow local 
governments to take advantage of mixed-use 
development, also known as live-work space. 
This space blends residential, commercial, and 
entertainment uses. An example of this 
development would be a multi-story urban 
building where the first floor is comprised of 
commercial businesses while the upper floors 
contain residential units. Particularly, 
municipalities can invest in higher density 
residential buildings. With more housing and 
the reduced need for a car, urban centers may 
become more of an attractive place to live. 

 

The Next Generation: Urbanization or 
Suburbanization? 

 The living preferences of the next two 
generations are going to be a substantial 
influence on whether CAVs usher in the next 
wave of suburbanization. As already identified, 
automated vehicles can drive the trend in either 
direction. By altering the value of travel time, 
CAVs can enable more individuals to move out 
of urban centers and into fringe communities. 
On the other hand, the way CAVs will alter 
urban living could attract more individuals to 
life in urban centers. An analysis of generational 
housing preferences is necessary to determine 
what, if any, public policies are needed to ensure 
sustainable growth. Without proper planning, 
unfettered suburbanization can lead to excessive 
travel with longer commutes, increased 
pollution associated with increased vehicle 
travel, increased usage and wearing down of 
public infrastructure, and the destruction of 
green space and disruption of natural habitats 
for further suburban development.  
 
Housing Preferences 

Millennials, loosely defined as individuals 
born between 1981 and 1996, are about to set 
the housing market precedent for years to come 
(Dimock, 2018). However, uncertainty 
surrounds their preferred housing option. Some 
studies have pointed to millennials abandoning 
the suburbs and adopting life in the city. Other 
studies claim that millennials will largely follow 
in the steps of their baby-boomer parents and 
move to the suburbs. Research conducted by 
Transportation Research Board shows that 
millennial living preferences will not be 
dramatically different from previous 
generations. The researchers conducted a 
comprehensive travel and residential survey in 
seven major cities in the United States. They 
found that the net migration of millennials 
trends toward suburban environments 
(Clewlow, 2017). In a 2013 survey, researchers 
determined that millennials preferred to live in 
“compact, mixed use, walkable, and transit 
accessible communities” (Moos. 2018). These 
characterizes are more representative of urban, 
not suburban, living. While there have been 
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substantial efforts to study the housing desires 
of millennials, not enough research has been 
complied on their habits as it relates to 
autonomous vehicles. According to most 
industry experts, autonomous vehicles are not 
going to reach market saturation for another 40 
to 60 years. Assuming adoption happens as 
soon as 40 years from now, most millennials 
will be over 60 years old. By that time, most will 
already be settled into either an urban or 
suburban lifestyle and nearing retirement. Given 
substantial student debt, rising costs of living, 
and stagnant wages, it is unlikely that a 
statistically significant number of millennials will 
be able to personally own an autonomous 
vehicle until CAVs become more widely used. 
Most individuals, not just millennials, will be 
unable to afford a CAV in the near future. 
However, if testing continues on operating 
CAVs in urban centers for ride sharing 
purposes, there will be a greater incentive for 
millennials to move into the city and abandon 
their car instead of moving further out into the 
suburbs. So, individually owned CAVs are 
unlikely to have a significant impact on 
Millennials until much later in their lives. If 
CAV use in ride-sharing becomes more 
prevalent, which is a current unknown, then 
CAVs may encourage more Millennials to move 
into urban areas. 

Generation Z comes after millennials. 
These individuals are more likely to have their 
housing preferences significantly influenced by 
CAV technology than millennials. 
Unfortunately, little scholarly work has been 
dedicated to analyzing their housing preferences 
due to their age. These individuals are just 
entering college or are even younger.  

 
Recommendations 

 Connected and automated vehicles have 
the capability to drive both suburbanization and 
urbanization. While it is important to 
understand the preferred housing options of 
future generations, not enough research exists 
to date. As such, state and local governments 
must be proactive in steering growth in a 
sustainable way. Sustainable growth involves 
preventing urban flight. Urban flight involves 

large populations of people abandoning urban 
centers and moving into suburban communities. 
Enough information exists now to conclude 
that automated vehicles will be an inescapable 
part of our reality. To not consider the impacts 
that CAVs will have on urban and suburban 
planning is irresponsible.  

 First, more research must be dedicated 
to determining the housing trends of 
Millennials, Generation Z, and the generation 
that will follow next. Understanding these 
trends will help determine what public policy 
initiatives will be the most successful producing 
the desired behavior or outcome.  

 Cities should take on this research to 
determine how best to attract the next 
generations and keep them from moving into 
the suburbs. Some of these methods include 
proactively starting to rezone urban centers and 
allow for a higher density and create walkable 
communities. Investments should be made to 
improve pedestrian and cyclist infrastructure as 
well as public transit. Automated vehicles will 
not replace public transit, but rather be a 
supplement to it. These investments should 
begin as soon as possible. Even though CAVs 
are likely decades away from widespread use, 
cities need to be ready to handle the challenges 
that CAVs will bring. Cities have to plan for 
how CAVs will alter urban living preferences 
and travel patterns, as well as how CAVs require 
significant transportation infrastructure 
investments. If not, cities more suffer more 
urban flight, resulting in underutilized and 
unattractive urban centers.  

 States and local governments should 
look to disincentivize excessive travel, single 
occupant travel, or zero occupant travel where 
the CAV is traveling without any passengers. 
One example of a disincentive would be a 
mileage-based user fee (MBUF). An MBUF is a 
fee imposed on vehicle travel, based upon the 
number of miles traveled. The implementation 
of this kind of system should result in the 
elimination of a gas tax. While this system has 
not been officially implemented in any U.S. 
state, it has been the subject of a number of 
pilot programs. Taxing miles traveled will 
disincentivize individuals from moving into the 
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suburbs and making longer commutes. 
Disincentivizing suburban development will 
save fuel from excessive travel, decrease 
pollution associated with vehicle travel, limit the 
use of and wearing down of public 
infrastructure, and preserve land that would 
otherwise be developed for suburban housing.  
 
Conclusion 

 Automated vehicles are no longer the 
stuff of science fiction novels and films. CAV 
testing has demonstrated that the vehicles could 
become commercially available as soon as 2020-
2030, at a steep price. By 2060, these vehicles 
are likely to approach full market saturation. 
Just as the automobile aided in increasing 
suburbanization in the 20th century, so too can 
the CAV. For that reason, planning 
professionals and policy makers must begin to 
proactively plan for the impacts of autonomous 
vehicles. Failing to direct smart growth will 
result in more unsustainable suburban 
development. Without government intervention 
or proper city planning, CAVs could lead to 
more urbanization or more suburbanization. As 
is the nature of many brand-new technologies, 
the full consequences, both intended and 
unintended, of connected and automated 
vehicles cannot be known. Federal, state, and 
local agencies must advance scholarly research 
to determine future generational trends and 
proactive planning. 
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