Statement of Purpose

Madison Group Research Network on PMSCs

Background
From January 31 to February 2, 2008, a group of researchers and activists on private military and security companies (PMSCs) gathered in Madison, Wisconsin (USA) to discuss the impact of PMSCs on human rights in the Americas and to develop a research network to advance the state of research on this issue.

The formation of the group was spurred in part by the recognition by various experts—including academics and members of the United Nations Working Group on the Use of Mercenaries-- that there were local researchers on the PMSC phenomenon throughout the world who had very little contact with one another.  In particular, there was a divide between the relative wealth of theoretically oriented studies of researchers in the Global North, and the empirical realities being highlighted by researchers in the Global South.  It became clear that researchers in the South were concerned not only with the broad questions PMSC regulation and the use of military contractors in major theatres of war, but with their effects on particular local communities, such as those affected by the war in Colombia, or citizens of other countries affected by the militarization of private security outside the context of war.  Researchers from the South also showed special interest in the labor violations and contract irregularities that often accompany PMSC subcontracting in such countries, as well as the general conditions of poverty, insecurity, and a weak rule of law that make some Southern countries particularly appealing sites for PMSC recruitment, training, and operation.  

In order to bridge this gap, researchers and grassroots activists from the North and South were invited to participate in the opening conference.  Initially, a regional focus on the Americas was chosen to coincide with other recent events which had helped to connect researchers in these countries to one another, such as recent UN Working Group delegations to four Latin American countries, the establishment in February 2007 of a Colombian research network, and the regional consultation of states and PMSC stakeholders in Panama in December 2007.

Current Focus

The strength of beginning with a regional focus is twofold: (i) it helps to break the amorphous “global” level down to understand how the PMSC phenomenon plays out in specific local contexts; (ii) a regional group can more easily contribute to discussions of the enforcement and construction of regional norms and standards for regulating PMSCs, such as those that might take place through the OAS.

However, it is our sincere hope that this effort will not remain an isolated regional phenomenon.  We know of other pockets of researchers and nascent research networks throughout the world, and we hope to create meaningful links with other such groups in the future.  Such a trans-regional network might both open the door to a global perspective that is rooted in different regional contexts, and raise awareness among different governments and national populations about the PMSC phenomenon and its implications.

Research Goals
We are an independent research group that works in conjunction with the mandate of the UN Working Group on the Use of Mercenaries.  We come from distinct academic and non-academic institutions and receive no financial support from the United Nations, the PMSC industry, or governments. Our broad focus encompasses the privatization of force and security, its relationship to the state monopoly over the use of force, and the potential issues that this raises for the fulfillment of rights.  

The research network works along two main lines: (i) mapping the various incentive, impact, and accountability structures that affect all levels of the industry, with a special emphasis on previously under-discussed actors such as subcontractors and affected populations; (ii) general information sharing aimed at assessing and activating existing regulatory structures and standards, as well as developing new structures and standards that can help regulate and control the industry.

With regard to the first goal, it is clear that the PMSC industry involves a wide range of direct and indirect stakeholders, many of which are often absent from both debates and empirical and theoretical descriptions of the industry.  It is our goal to help fill in these gaps by understanding the broad range of legal, political, and economic conditions that affect state, corporate, individual and other actors’ participation in this industry. 

The research network is also dedicated to sharing information on relevant cases, standards, and regulation with other individual researchers and research-based institutions, the United Nations, governments, and other policy-making bodies.  It is our belief that current regulatory frameworks for PMSCs are inadequate for securing human rights, and that both a clearer understanding of the phenomenon, and greater engagement in the debate by civil society—including researchers, activists, and the affected populations—are needed to ensure adequate protection of human rights.
We welcome any independent researcher with similar goals and interests to join the research network.  To subscribe, please sign up on Yahoo groups under MadisonPMSC.  Subscribing to the network implies a willingness to share ideas, resources and information with other members of the network and to participate in network conferences and other events when possible.
