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Thank you Mr Chairman. Let me also thank the UN and the government of Switzerland for 
organising this conference. 
 
 

 This panel asks how the push and pull factors underpinning violent extremism interact. The 
truth is, we do not know well enough what is the answer. 

 

 If you look at the profile of the authors of the recent Paris and Brussels attacks, you quickly 
realise that it is difficult to generalise. What we know is that they were mostly Europeans; 
young; and that most of them had a criminal record. But we must resist the temptation of easy 
categorisation. For example, as we heard from the previous speaker, recent socio-economic 
data demonstrates that there is no direct link between poverty or violent extremism, an 
assumption that is often made. 

 

 Just as drivers of violent extremism are context specific, the impact of terrorist attacks also 
varies from places to places. Similarly, local resilience to attacks is also context specific. When 
we assess this impact we must consider the effects that attacks have on social cohesion – 
including how they stoke up sectarian rivalries; and how they affect children, who experience 
psychological trauma and lose access to eduction, as well as entire populations. 

 

 There are no quick solutions. Violent extremism is rooted in local and specific circumstances, 
but is also influenced by global drivers and amplified through social media. The first lesson 
therefore is that more research is needed, including gathering more statistical and empirical 
data; and that research needs to be context specific. This is why the EU heavily invests in 
research, including through the Hedayah Center.  

 

 The fundamental question is: what drives individuals to commit the worst kinds of atrocities and 
go as far as committing suicide in the name of ideas? We know from other research areas, 
notably from the World Development Report of 2011, that people aspire to security, justice, and 
the dignity and social opportunities that come through employment. So if we want to 
understand drivers of extremism, we need to understand what makes people feel excluded, 
humiliated or deprived of opportunities to such an extent that they embrace violent extremism. 
But here too we must be careful not to over-generalise: exclusion alone does not lead to 
extremism; we must also understand the role of ideologies and other personal circumstances, 
including psychological factors, and better understand the ways in which religion can be 
misused and manipulated. 

 

 The UNSG's Plan of Action on PVE makes an important contribution to the debate and clearly 
spells out the push and pull factors. Given time constraints, I will not list these factors but limit 
myself to highlighting some of the key lessons the EU has learnt through its engagement in 
preventing violent extremism: 

 

 First, we need to ensure that people can go about their lives securely. I will not go into the 
implications of this point because they fall beyond the remits of this panel; but it is important to 
recall that we need to address both security and drivers of extremism -- they are two sides of a 
same coin. 

 

 In that respect, let me simply note that it is critical that the provision of security is done in 
conformity with the law, respecting human rights and in a manner that does not contribute to 
increasing the sense of exclusion that some communities experience. Evidence shows that 
abuses by security forces is one of the most powerful drivers of extremism. 

 

 Second, we need to understand how our societies can better meet the aspirations of their 
people, and in particular of the youth - data shows that the majority of people associated with 
recent terrorist attacks in Europe are between 17-27 years-old. In the words of the Action Plan: 



 

 

"How can we harness the idealism, creativity and energy of youth and others who feel 
disenfranchised". We must also work with women, as key pillars of society. More broadly 
speaking, it is essential that we focus on better integrating minorities, including immigrants. 

 

 I also want to note the reference in the Action Plan to the need for rehabilitation and 
counselling programmes, including for children. And I want to stress the importance to ensure 
that we take rapid action to prevent the spread of extremist content through social media. 

 

 Third, it is key to find political solutions to the conflicts in the world that underpin much of the 
violent extremism that we have witnessed. This also means ensuring that the international 
community comes together behind this objective, and that states refrain from supporting 
warfare through proxy extremist groups. 

 

 Finally, I would like to express a word of caution. As we discussed these issues, we need to 
understand what to do; but we also need to carefully consider how we should do it. While we 
must strive to adopt a comprehensive approach, we must however refrain from re-hatting all 
forms of interventions and development support as PVE. Labelling mainstream development 
programmes under the PVE banner can end-up weakening their legitimacy. Equally, we must 
focus our actions and our resources on those factors that we can influence. While of course we 
aspire to achieve open, equitable, inclusive and pluralistic societies, we must also recognise 
the difficulty of transforming societies, and have the humility to recognise the limits of our 
actions. 

 

 We need to apply to PVE the do-no-harm approach that is familiar to those who work on 
conflict prevention: that means, ensuring that actions do not have unintended negative impact. 
Re-hatting legitimate and important development intervention as PVE should be avoided 
unless there is a very direct, averred link to addressing push/pull factors. 

 

 Let me conclude by saying that the EU is committed to engaging with the UN, all international 
and regional partners, and civil society to strengthen our collective analysis of violent 
extremism, and to step-up our actions to tackle the drivers of conflict and to prevent violent 
extremism. 


