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State Responsibility, Sovereignty, and Failed States

A responsibility of nation-states is to deliver political goods – security, health and education, economic opportunity, good governance, law and order, and fundamental infrastructure requirements (transport and communications). Failed states are no longer able to carry out these functions. One of the problems in dealing with failed states is in defining exactly who and what they are. By using a state's responsibilities it is possible to develop a model that enables states to be defined and categorized as weak, failing or failed, so that the international community can determine which states no longer meet their sovereign obligations and need support or intervention. The question of state failure and intervention raises a larger question: what effect does a state's failure have on its sovereignty? Is sovereignty a right or a responsibility? The developing doctrine of "sovereignty as a responsibility," requires that states that are unable to provide for the protection and assistance of their citizens, are expected to request or accept outside offers of aid. If they refuse assistance there is an international responsibility to react. Sovereignty as responsibility means accountability to two separate constituencies: internally, to one's own population; and internationally, to a community of responsible states in the form of compliance with human rights and humanitarian agreements. The adoption by the international community of the concepts of "state responsibility" and "sovereignty as responsibility" enables a model to be developed to identify where assistance is required and a justification for intervention by the international community.

